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Fact Sheet 28 - Types and signs of abuse and neglect in children 

A guide for school staff particularly teacher aides and teacher assistants 

There are 5 subtypes of child abuse and neglect: 

1. sexual abuse 

2. physical abuse 

3. emotional abuse 

4. neglect 

5. exposure to family violence. 

 

Sexual abuse 

Sexual abuse occurs when a child is exposed to any type of sexual behaviour by an 

older or more powerful child, young person or adult. It can involve the use of bribery, 

threats, coercion or violence. Abuse of this type includes sexual acts with children 

such as oral sex, penetration and inappropriate touching, as well as exposing a child 

to sexual acts and pornographic material. Possible indicators that a child has 

experienced sexual abuse includes: 

• sexual acts and/or seductive behaviours that are inappropriate for the child’s 

age (including touching other children or themselves in an inappropriate 

manner) 

• sexual knowledge that is inappropriate for the child’s age 

• sudden changes in the child’s mood or behaviour  

• newly formed patterns of behaviour that are unusual for the particular child or 

children in general 

• enuresis and/or encopresis (wetting and soiling clothes) 

• the disclosure of abuse through drawings, play, comments or writing  

• injuries to private areas, such as redness, swelling or infection 

• a fear of being alone with a particular person or persons of a certain gender 

• excessive bathing and cleaning 

• painful and frequent urination 
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• regression to behaviour that is younger than the child’s known level of maturity 

or development 

• saying that he or she is required to keep secrets 

• showing signs of a sexually transmitted disease 

• sleep disturbances and/or nightmares, being scared of sleeping, or having an 

inability to relax or play 

• sudden unexplained fears and anxieties (e.g., fear of going home or playing a 

physical game) 

• recurring physical complaints (often minor or even made up) 

• attention-seeking behaviours that are excessive and unusual. A child may seek 

attention in the hope that someone notices a sign of abuse. 

• the appearance of ‘threat bias’, meaning that the child unnecessarily views the 

world as threatening and sees people as an imminent and likely threat to his/her 

safety. 

 

Physical abuse 

Child physical abuse is defined by the World Health Organization (2006) as: 

“The intentional use of physical force against a child that results in – or has a high 

likelihood of resulting in – harm for the child’s health, survival, development or dignity. 

This includes hitting, beating, kicking, shaking, biting, strangling, scalding, burning, 

poisoning and suffocating. Much physical violence against children in the home is 

inflicted with the object of punishing.” 

Physical abuse does not always result in visible marks or injuries. Importantly, child 

physical abuse does not include accidental injury or injury from sports or play (such as 

falling from a tree) or playground bullying by another child. Possible indicators of 

physical abuse may include: 

• unexplained broken bones, bruises, burns or welts  

• inconsistent, vague or bizarre explanations about how the injuries occurred 

• direct admissions from caregivers that they will or may harm their child 

• an unreasonable delay in seeking medical assistance following an injury 

• random or unpredictable displays of anger or aggression 
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• repeated complaints of injuries and minor illnesses  

• wearing inappropriate clothing in warm conditions in order to hide bruises 

• being unusually frightened of a parent, carer, sibling or other person 

• extremes of behaviour (e.g., seemingly minor things can trigger outbursts) 

• being extremely withdrawn (e.g., refusing to look someone in the eye) 

• being afraid to go home or leave school 

• a parent or carer who displays little concern about a child’s injury 

• multiple injuries (old and/or new) and a pattern of injuries over time 

• cringing or flinching if touched unexpectedly. 

 

Emotional/psychological abuse 

Emotional abuse (also known as psychological abuse/maltreatment) is when a child 

is subjected to ongoing ill-treatment by a parent, carer or person in authority through 

behaviours such as threats, criticism, humiliation, bullying, ignoring, isolation, yelling 

or encouragement to engage in inappropriate behaviour. The Australian Institute of 

Family Services (2018) defines emotional abuse as “a parent or caregiver's 

inappropriate verbal or symbolic acts towards a child and/or a pattern of failure over 

time to provide a child with adequate non-physical nurturing and emotional 

availability.” Emotional abuse is a form of abuse that unfolds in a relatively consistent 

manner (i.e., there is a pattern) over a prolonged period of time (i.e., it’s not a single 

event as may be the case with other forms of abuse). 

Children who have experienced long-term emotional abuse are likely to have a 

reduced capacity to experience a range of emotions and/or to express, control or 

modify their emotions appropriately. They are often fearful of others (including their 

peers) and can seem withdrawn and isolated. Possible indicators of emotional or 

psychological abuse may include: 

• the parent or carer constantly criticising, threatening, belittling, insulting or 

rejecting the child 

• little evidence of love, support or guidance from the parent or carer 

• extremes in the child’s behaviour (e.g., from overly aggressive to overly 

passive) 

• a habit of compulsive lying and stealing 
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• a lethargic, fatigued or unmotivated attitude 

• elevated levels of anxiety and stress 

• distrust of certain people or all people 

• a voracious appetite for food or hardly eating at all 

• a speaking disorder or other neurological issue 

• low self-esteem (feelings of worthlessness) 

• delayed physical, emotional or intellectual development 

• persistent attention or affection-seeking from people other than the child’s main 

carer 

• a reluctance to go home after school (and arriving at school very early) 

• excessive neatness or cleanliness 

• extreme inhibition in play (or very unusual behaviours) 

• rocking, sucking thumbs or self-harming behaviours 

• any behaviour that is out of the ordinary for the particular child. 

 

Neglect 

Neglect is the continued failure of parents or carers to provide for a child's basic needs. 

This includes not providing adequate food, shelter, supervision or medical treatment. 

It can also take the form of abandonment. Like all types of abuse, neglect can range 

from mild (or borderline) to extreme. It is more apparent in parents or caregivers who 

are addicted to drugs or alcohol. An all-too-common situation is when caregivers 

spend all their money on their addictions and fail to provide sufficient food, clothing, 

supervision and medical treatment to their children. Possible indicators of neglect 

include: 

• malnutrition  

• begging, stealing or hoarding food and money 

• regularly complaining of hunger or that ‘I left my lunch at home’ 

• frequent illnesses, low-grade infections or sores, untreated medical conditions 

• lack of parental participation and interest 

• reports that no-one is home to provide care  

• a consistent lack of parental or carer supervision 

• frequent lateness or absence from school 
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• arriving early to school (such as 6am) and hanging around after school 

• being regularly fatigued or sleepy (due to irregular sleep patterns) 

• developmental delays, particularly in social development (e.g., building 

friendships) and emotional regulation (e.g., anger control, dealing with 

frustration and failures). 

• a lack of resilience (e.g., cannot take failure, will not try anything difficult) 

• medical needs (such as glasses or dental procedures) not being provided 

• dirty and/or unusual clothing, wearing clothes in the wrong season (e.g., a large 

jumper in summer due to not having a school shirt, or clothing that is too small 

or large) 

• poor personal hygiene 

• torn, dirty or unwashed clothing 

• evidence or reports of alcohol and/or drug abuse in the home 

• demanding constant attention and/or affection due to lack of attention at home, 

often by misbehaving. 

 

 

Hint 
Poverty and neglect share a similar definition and the signs and symptoms can 

be identical in many cases. The difference is in the intent of the child’s carers and 

the love and support provided to the child. Parent with little financial resources 

are not being neglectful simply because they can’t afford to buy new clothes for 

their children. This is because they still have the child’s best interests at heart. 

There is however a link between poverty and neglect in a statistical sense (Child 

Death and Serious Injury Review Committee (CDSIRC), 2019). 
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Exposure to family violence 

Recently added as the 5th subtype of child abuse, exposure to family/domestic 

violence has similar effects on children to emotional abuse. Family and domestic 

violence can be defined as violent, abusive or intimidating behaviour by a partner, 

carer or family member to harm, control, dominate, isolate or cause fear. It is often 

experienced alongside other forms of abuse, particularly emotional abuse, and it has 

major personal, social and economic consequences for families and children. Some 

of these consequences include: 

• Death, illness, injury and disability. Domestic and family violence is the leading 

cause of death, illness and disability for women aged under 45. 

• Emotional and psychological trauma. Domestic and family violence can have a 

devastating impact on an individual’s physical, mental and emotional health. 

• Emotional stress. Children who witness violence experience emotional distress 

and they are also more likely to experience or use violence in their future 

relationships. 

• A sense of fear. Violence (and the threat of violence) at home creates fear and 

anxiety and can lead to the breakup of families. 

• Homelessness. Nearly one-third of people in NSW seeking help from specialist 

homelessness services say that domestic and family violence is an issue. 

Source: New South Wales. Family and Community Services (FACS), n.d. 
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Primary and substantiated harm to children in Australia.  
Source: Australian Institute of Family Studies. (2017). 



© Adam Green - Institute of Teacher Aide Courses V1.0 January 2022  

The different signs of abuse and neglect  

As a TA you should be aware that the signs of abuse and neglect differ from person 

to person due to factors such as age and language abilities. For example, a child with 

a disability may not be able to tell you that he or she is being abused, at least not as 

easily as a child of the same age who doesn’t have a disability. Additionally, not all 

children will communicate in the same way – some are more comfortable talking with 

adults whereas others will express their experiences in drawings or other forms of 

communication (including outbursts or other attention-seeking behaviours).  

The ways children communicate their experiences to trusted adults may depend on 

their: 

• age, maturity and developmental level 

• language abilities (writing, speaking, first vs. second language) 

• culture and customs  

• self-confidence and personality (for example, an extrovert vs. introvert) 

• disability or disorder (if they have one). 

• previous experience(s) with authorities 

• relationship and rapport with school staff 

• comfort talking to adults  

• learning style, hobbies and preferences (e.g., a child who likes to draw may use 

an art project to communicate their experiences) 

 

For adults working with children, this means being alert to the signs of abuse and 

neglect that are relevant to the students in front of you. Younger students are unlikely 

to directly tell a person that they are being abused, but they might draw images, use 

words that someone of their age would normally not know, or say things such as, ‘I 

have a secret’. Older students, on the other hand, are more likely to try and hide any 

physical signs and usually won’t give you hints as a younger student might. Older 

students are more likely to act out i.e. bait the teacher into getting kicked out of class, 

refusing to carry out instructions such as starting work, are easily triggered into 

aggression such as yelling and running away, and so forth.  
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Changes in behaviour 

One of the key indicators of potential risks to a student’s wellbeing is changes to their 

behaviour. These are known as ‘observable behaviours’. Observable behaviours not 

only potentially indicate abuse and neglect, but the development of other mental health 

issues such as suicide, depression and anxiety. If a student’s behaviour is consistent 

all year (even consistently challenging) it is likely (but not certain) that the behaviour 

is a learned response which has become habitual; it probably isn’t a sign of abuse or 

a mental health issue.  

If a student’s behaviour suddenly changes (or evolves over a relatively short period of 

time), and the behaviour continues (are not a one off), then it is more likely that 

something has happened to cause this change. In other words, the root cause of the 

behaviour is the development of mental health issues or the student has experienced 

a traumatic event (or both). 

In addition to the signs outlined earlier for each type of abuse, changes that you may 

notice in these situations include: 

• changes in motivation e.g. lack of concentration and interest 

• change in mood e.g. agitation, aggression, sadness, lethargy 

• physical changes e.g. frequently sick or claiming to be, not wanting to eat 

• changes in interactions with peers e.g. sudden lack of interest in play activities 

changes in perception of self-image e.g. says negative things about themself (may 

even talk about death and suicide) 
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