
How to Recognize Possible Child Abuse 
 

 Physical Signs Child’s Behavior Parental Characteristics 

Physical 
Abuse 

 Unexplained bruises (various stages of 
healing), welts 

 Unexplained burns, especially cigarette 
burns or immersion burns (glove like) 

 Unexplained fractures, lacerations or 
abrasions 

 Unexplained bald spots, that could be 
caused by hair pulling 

 Human-size bites marks, especially adult 
size 

 School absence correlates with 
appearance of injury 

 Self destructive 

 Easily frightened or fearful 

 Withdrawn and aggressive behavior 
extremes 

 Uncomfortable with physical contact 

 Arrives at school early or stays late as if 
afraid to be at home 

 Chronically runs away (adolescents) 

 Complains of soreness or moves 
uncomfortably 

 Wears clothing inappropriate to weather, to 
cover body 

 Explanation that doesn’t fit the child’s injury 

 Dresses child to cover injury 

 Keeps child home from school 

 Cares more about what happen to 
himself/herself than what happened to the child 

 Describes the child as bad, different or evil 

 Believes in severe discipline 

 Low self-esteem 

 Abuses alcohol/drugs 

 Immature 

 Maltreated as a child 

Sexual 
Abuse 

 Torn, stained, or bloody underclothing 

 Pain or itching in genital area 

 Difficulty walking or sitting 

 Bruises or bleeding in external genitalia 

 Sexually transmitted disease 

 Frequent urinary or yeast infections 

 Pregnancy 

 Mental or emotional disorders 

 Often there are no visible indicators 
 

 

 Withdrawal, chronic depression 

 Excessive seductiveness 

 Roll reversal, overly concerned for siblings 

 Poor self-esteem, self devaluation, lack of 
confidence 

 Eating disorders or sudden weight changes 

 Suicide attempts or other self destructive 
behavior 

 Hysteria, lack of emotional control 

 Chronically runs away 

 Inappropriate sex play or premature 
understanding of sex 

 Threatened by physical contact, closeness 

 Regression to earlier development (bed 
wetting, wetting pants, baby talk) 

 Possessive and jealous of the victim 

 Low self-esteem 

 Poor impulse control 

 Was sexually abuse as a child 

 Abuses alcohol/drugs 

 Socially isolated 

 Poor relationship with spouse 

 Father is overly protective of daughter 

 Mother thinks daughter as a rival 

 Role reversal of mother and daughter, or father 
and son 

 Believes sexual contact expresses familiar love 

 Perpetrator may be a close member of the family 
 
 

  



 Physical Signs Physical Signs Child’s Behavior Parental Characteristics 

Emotional 
Abuse 

 Obesity 

 Substance abuse 

 Skin disorders - acne 

 Speech disorders - stuttering 

 Delayed physical development 

 Ulcers, asthma, severe allergies 

 Pants/bed wetting 

 Thumb sucking 

 Soiling or defecating 

 Poor hygiene 

 Substance abuse 

 Extremes in behavior (hostile, withdrawn, 
antisocial, hyperactive, constant 
watchfulness 

 Eating or anxiety disorder 

 Compulsive disorders (sucking, rocking, 
head banging) 

 Depressed, apathetic, suicidal 

 Sleep disorders 

 Inhibition of play 

 Delinquent behavior (especially adolescents) 

 Developmentally delayed 

 Unrealistic expectations of child 

 Belittles, rejects, degrades, or ignores the child 

 Expects child to care for parent 

 Threatens the child with severe punishment, 
violence, or abandonment 

 Describes the child as bad, different, or evil 

 Low self-esteem 

 Depressed 

 Lacking bonding and attachment with the child 

Neglect 

 Fear of abandonment 

 Unattended medical needs (withholding 
medical treatment, immunizations) 

 Needs glasses or hearing aid 

 Gross dental problems 

 Consistent lack of supervision 

 Consistent hunger, inappropriate dress, 
poor hygiene 

 Lice, distended stomach, emaciated 

 Constant fatigue or listlessness 

 Development lags (physical, emotional, 
and/or intellectual) 

 Regularly displays fatigue or listlessness, 
falls asleep in class 

 Steals or hides food, begs food from 
classmates 

 Reports that no caretaker is at home 

 Extremes in behavior 

 Acts in a pseudo-mature fashion 

 Seeks attention and affection 

 Frequently absent or tardy 

 Self destructive 

 School dropout or truancy 

 Apathetic or passive 

 Depressed 

 Unconcerned with the child  

 Does not seem to recognize the child’s needs 

 Socially isolated 

 Low self-esteem 

 Abuses alcohol and/or drugs 

 Impulsive behavior 

 Mentally retarded 

 Psychiatric illness 

 Unsafe living conditions 

Abstracted from Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment, “Child Abuse and Neglect: An Introductory Manual for Professionals and Paraprofessionals” and American Association for 
Protecting Children, “Guidelines for Schools” 


