Free to Be

Here is my truth. Self love is pretty
much the main thing. I want my kids to
feel worthy of loving themselves.
-Ashley

Letter from a Survivor
Dear Parents and Caregivers,
I wanted to write to you as a parent of young children and a survivor of child sex trafficking in America.
I know firsthand that the conversations that you are going to have with your child are ones that have to
happen. I never thought I would go through trafficking when I was 13 years old. I didn’t even know that
human trafficking existed. Maybe if I knew, it would not have happened to me.
Sometimes, statistics feel like big numbers that don’t feel real. Only, I am real and this happened to
me.
Maybe you don’t think this is a conversation that you need to have with your kids, but why wait until it's
the conversation you wish you had? Don’t feel like you have to have this conversation because you are
scared that YOUR child could become a victim. This isn’t really what this whole conversation is about
right now. This is about us being a community. You, me, your kids, my kids, and all the parents and kids
out there. There are way more of us than there are traffickers. So, if we all are talking and we
understand what trafficking is, we are stronger as a community. Then, every child is safer because your
child knows the facts and so do you.
I kind of wonder what it would be like if maybe some of my friends or their parents knew what
trafficking was when things started to get bad for me. I was missing school and pretty depressed
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after my dad died. So I was hurt and started to act up. I used to blame myself for what I went through,
but where were the parents or my teachers? If just one person had maybe reached out to me and
talked to me about how I was going down a path that was bad, I could have been spared a lot of pain.
Human trafficking lives in a place without compassion. It’s all about making the victim into a product.
The people who do it maybe had bad things happen to them. I don’t know. So, they lose their way
and then think it’s okay to take advantage of kids like I used to be.
I want my kids to know that they can tell me anything and that if someone makes them feel like they
are not safe, they should tell me. Kids should feel like they can tell you anything and you’ll help them.
I want them to understand that grown adults shouldn’t be talking on social media to kids they don’t
know or buying presents for them. That’s just like gateway bad behavior and it could be the start of a
trafficking situation. That’s what happened to me. I was a kid and needed a place to stay. I was
wanting love from a dad, too. So I jumped at this chance that turned out to be not true. Traffickers
can see you are vulnerable and they do whatever it takes to act like they will help you out. It’s not
true. It’s all about them and money.
Here is my truth. Self love is pretty much the main thing. I want my kids to feel worthy of loving
themselves. At 13, I didn’t know about how someone might want to make you do things you didn’t
want to do. I was also scared to call the police about stuff that was going on at home. It was a rock
and a hard place and I was not just in the middle, I was under them both. I kept running away and
that is how I met my trafficker. He saw I was really at risk and he jumped on that right away. I really
didn’t see it coming and it took me time to realize that it was not my fault. That’s another thing: you
have to teach your kids that they can do things to help keep themselves safe, but they are never to
blame if someone else exploits or abuses them.
For the longest time, I really didn’t think I had a voice. I didn’t think anyone cared that I was being
exploited for money. I felt like I was on the streets with no voice. Now, I have a voice (and a
keyboard!) and I want to help you keep your kids and all the kids around us safe. This guide is going
to help along your way. I’ve been through it, and the people who wrote this guide help kids like I used
to be.
Peace,
Ashley
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It All Starts With Getting
Yourself Ready
So, you have read our introduction about human trafficking. You now have heard directly from a
survivor on our team, Ashley. Now, it’s time for you to get ready. You know how flight attendants
say to put on your own mask first? Well, here we are and we have a few tips for you.
First, know this is a journey you are taking *with* your child. You are going to learn alongside
them. Kids aged 8 to 11 are resilient and curious. They want to know what is happening in the
world. They are also experiencing incredible growth. Only you know your child, though.
How will you know when your child is ready to talk about human trafficking? They will be ready
when you are ready.
Find the right time for both of you.
Maybe you planned it on Tuesday night but your work got crazy and your kid seems to be in a
funky mood. Reschedule it! Kids are into having a little power, so you can also ask them when
this special conversation will happen!
Some pro tips from survivors we know:
1. Music! Put on their favorite jams!
2. Snacks: Seriously, you need snacks. Kids eat like every 2 hours. What is up with that?
3. Have some art supplies. They can draw as you talk.
Serious topics can still be fun. Remember, you are raising a strong child because YOU are strong
in having this conversation.
You don’t have to be perfect.
You don’t have to “fake it til you make it,” people! Kids actually respond really well to honestly.
We all have biases and make assumptions. It’s part of human nature.
That said, it can also create judgement and false narratives and could even cause harm if we do
not check our biases at the door when talking about a sensitive topic like human trafficking.
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We also have to continue to educate ourselves on the racial components of human trafficking. In
2017, according the the Federal Bureau of Investigation, 53% of children arrested for
“prostitution” (yes, so wrong… by now, we hope you agree with us that these are survivors of sex
trafficking) were black children. Why is this the case? Well, structural racism plays a role in why
and how children are trafficked. This is something we must understand together to help
dismantle it.
To be clear, racism is a problem created by white people. It must be solved by white people.
It is important to understand YOUR perceptions about who victims of trafficking are and how
their situation came to be. No one chooses to be bought and sold. Everyone deserves to be safe
and respected.
How do you know you’ll be ready?
The truth is, only you will know when you are ready. Just remember, you can take breaks, and
you know your child best. If you’ve come this far and read our guide, you have read about human
trafficking and thought about how to speak to your child. You are committed to their safety and
to making sure that no one exploits their dreams or desires. You've got this!
Phew, now it’s time to de-stress!
Don’t forget about self-care. You will know what that means to you, but here are some ideas from
us on how to de-stress after a serious discussion with your child about human trafficking.
1. Have a list of friends or family who you can call to talk about how the conversation went.
2. Take some time for yourself to read, watch a movie, take a bath, or cook.
3. Journal or try one of those fun adult coloring books!
4. Move it! Try some yoga, dance, or jog!
5. Music. Try looking up music that soothes you!
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Communicating With Youth
We know that some of these conversations
may be new to you and your child. As you two
work through this material, especially the
parts that may feel new or uncomfortable,
you are providing opportunities to deepen
your trust. Through our shared experiences at
Freedom Forward, we have learned that there
are some ways to help create and sustain that
trust, so that you and your child are able to
have important conversations safely.

Your Body Language Matters
Did you know that research suggests that
more than 80% of communication is actually
nonverbal? Your child will pick up on your
facial expressions, gestures, tone and pitch
(paralinguistics), body language and posture,
personal space (proxemics), eye gaze, touch
(haptics), and general appearance. Think
about getting yourself relaxed and ready
before you sit down with your child—creating
a warm and inviting tone will matter.

Be Encouraging
As you work through the conversations and
activities, thank your child for their answers
and ideas. There may be times when things
feel uncomfortable, and that’s ok! If they
share information that you disagree with, try
not to over-correct or tell them that they are
wrong. Instead, focus on giving them
additional information and encouraging them

to keep learning. Your job is to create an open
environment where your child will feel safe
continuing the conversation later on.

Listen and Respond Without
Judgement
Do your best to listen and respond without
judgment. Your child may have witnessed a
friend in need or experienced situations you
do not know about. If they feel judged when
they share, it will be hard for them to share
things again. Here are some statements that
will show your child you value what they are
saying:
“I hear you”
“Thank you for sharing this with me”
“You have every right to feel that way”
“I get that”
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Meet Your Child Where They Are
You may want to adapt some of our activities based on who your child is and where they are in
their own personal learning journey. As you share information with your child, ask them where
they are in their thoughts. Depending on what they’re thinking about and how they’re feeling,
you may want to ask them how they would like to continue this conversation and what would
help them feel comfortable. You might find that your child giggles or looks away when they are
uncomfortable. This is absolutely normal. Others may not react much at all. If you notice
something has triggered them, this is an opportunity to pause and ask if they know what made
them giggle, look away, sigh, or roll their eyes (or whatever their reaction was). This can help
them identify their triggers and begin to label their emotions.

Power Over Fear
As you and your child learn about human trafficking, there may be moments that feel a little
scary, overwhelming, or confusing. They may think of people they have seen who could have
been exploited and begin to have concerns. Remind your child that this is about developing skills
to make them powerful protectors of themselves and others. Our goal is not to create fear but
rather to give tools for action. As they bring up concerns or fears, try to channel those into action
plans. You might ask them, “Who have we identified who we can talk to?” or “What resources do
we have?” or “What do you think would be a good next step?” Show them that they have
developed helpful answers and that you are right there with them to help, too!
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Overview of Conversations
The following seven sections break down different aspects and forms of human trafficking. These
are each intended to take about 20 minutes with your child. Read through these on your own
before speaking to your child. Every child’s background and personality are different. Every
child has unique thoughts, strengths and challenges. As you begin this conversation, remember
you are doing this because you love your child. You are doing a good thing!

01
CONVERSATION

02
CONVERSATION

03

When Someone Makes You Do Something You Don’t Want to Do
Human Trafficking 101

When Someone Has a Great Idea to Help You Make Money
Child Labor Trafficking

No One Should Touch You Like That
Sex Trafficking

CONVERSATION

04

When Someone Wants You to Send Them Sexy Photos Online
Sextortion

CONVERSATION

05

When You Think Someone You Love Might Hurt You If You Say No
Family-Based Exploitation

CONVERSATION

06

When You Feel Like You Are On Your Own Out There
Trafficking and Its Intersection with Homelessness and Foster Care

CONVERSATION
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