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The importance of recognising signs and symptoms of child abuse: 

Recognising the signs and symptoms of child abuse and effectively recording information is crucial in 
safeguarding and protecting children from significant harm. Early detection of abuse can lead to timely 
intervention, A study by the Digital Communications Division (2023) found that early intervention in cases 
of child abuse leads to better physical, emotional, and psychological outcomes for children. Children who 
received timely intervention were less likely to suffer from chronic health issues, depression, and anxiety in 
later life. Immediate action can stop the abuse. A study by the National Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development (2010) emphasizes that swift action is critical in protecting children from continued abuse, 
which can lead to more severe physical and psychological damage if not addressed promptly. According to 
the Digital Communications Division (2023), children who receive immediate care and support show 
significant improvements in their mental health and overall well-being compared to those who do not 
receive timely help that initiate the healing process. Abuse can manifest in various forms, including 
physical, emotional, sexual, and neglect. Children, especially those in early childhood, may not have the 
verbal skills or emotional maturity to articulate their experiences of abuse (CDC, 2024). In the context of 
Joanna's case, it is essential to understand the importance of these actions and how to implement them 
properly. Therefore, it's essential for educators and caregivers to be vigilant and responsive to changes in 
behaviour and physical indicators of abuse. 

In the case of Joanna, several indicators suggest the possibility of abuse 

Behavioural indicators are often the first signs of child abuse. In Joanna's case, her shift from being a happy, 
outgoing, and confident girl to being quiet, clingy, and reluctant to leave the teaching assistant’s side is 
significant. Such behavioural changes can signal emotional distress or fear, common in abused children 
(Miller-Perrin & Perrin, 2013). 

 

Using the case study below to discuss the following details: 

Joanna is a 4 year old girl who has recently started in your reception class. As a teaching assistant you have 
built a good relationship with her and found her to be happy, outgoing, confident and independent young 
girl. However, over recent weeks, you have seen a change in her behaviour. She has been quiet, clingy and 
reluctant to leave your side. She is also reluctant to take her jumper or cardigan off even though it is very 
warm weather. This morning, when she reached across you for some glue, you noticed some bruising on her 
body, near her ribs. When you ask Joanna about the bruises she gets upset and doesn’t say anything. 
Consider how you might deal with this situation with regards to recognising and reporting concerns.  
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Physical signs of abuse often include unexplained injuries, such as bruises, burns, or fractures (Department 
for Education, 2023b). The presence of bruising on Joanna’s body, particularly in unusual places like near 
her ribs, raises concerns. The reluctance to remove her jumper or cardigan, despite warm weather, coupled 
with visible bruising near her ribs, are significant physical indicators that may suggest physical abuse 
(NSPCC, 2016). 
 
Emotional responses like fear or withdrawal when discussing injuries are critical signs (NSPCC, 2022). 
Joanna's upset reaction and refusal to talk about her bruises when questioned further suggest that she may be 
experiencing abuse. 
 

What are the key points of effective recording in order to safeguard and protect children from harm? 

Effective recording of information is essential to safeguarding efforts. Accurate and detailed records can 
support investigations and ensure that children receive the protection and support they need. Recording 
detailed observations includes noting the exact location and description of physical signs, such as the size, 
colour, and shape of bruises. In Joanna's case, documenting the bruises near her ribs and any other physical 
signs observed is crucial. Documenting behavioural changes is equally important. Noting Joanna's shift from 
being outgoing and confident to quiet and clingy, and her reluctance to remove her cardigan despite the 
warm weather, provides a comprehensive view of her well-being. Contextual information, such as the 
circumstances under which the signs were noticed, adds valuable context. For instance, Joanna reaching 
across for glue and your subsequent discovery of the bruises is an important detail (NICE, 2017). 
 
When partitioner recording the essential information which should consider the below issues: 
 
When observing children for signs of abuse, it is crucial to conduct assessments in a non-invasive manner to 
avoid further distress. This approach ensures that the child feels safe and respected during the evaluation 
process, promoting trust and facilitating accurate documentation of physical and behavioural signs. 
According to guidelines from the American Academy of Paediatrics (Suniega et. al.,2022), creating a calm 
and welcoming environment is essential. Research published in the journal "Child Abuse & Neglect" 
(Sidebotham et. al., 2011) suggests that professionals should observe children discreetly and without 
drawing attention. This approach allows for natural behaviour and minimizes any potential distress. 
 
Questioning should be approached with sensitivity and care. Direct questions about the source of bruises or 
changes in behaviour can be intimidating for a child. Instead, using open-ended questions and providing a 
safe, supportive environment encourages the child to share information at their own pace (Suniega et. 
al.,2022). For example, instead of asking, "How did you get those bruises?" you might say, "I noticed you 
have some marks on your side. Is everything okay?" This approach reduces pressure and shows empathy. 
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It is crucial to avoid making assumptions based on initial observations. While the signs may indicate abuse, 
they could also result from other circumstances. Maintaining an open mind and focusing on gathering 
factual information is essential (NCSAC, 2019). Accurate reporting involves adhering to established 
safeguarding protocols within the educational setting. Most institutions have clear guidelines on how to 
report concerns, including designated safeguarding leads or child protection officers (Department for 
Education,2023a). According to guidelines from the American Psychological Association (2017), 
maintaining confidentiality is essential in protecting the rights and privacy of individuals, including children 
involved in safeguarding cases. Information should only be disclosed to those with a legitimate need to 
know for the purpose of safeguarding the child. 
 
When reporting, include all relevant details: the observations of the physical signs, behavioural changes, any 
conversations with Joanna, and the context in which these signs were noticed. Clear, factual, and unbiased 
reports aid in the accurate assessment and intervention. Immediate action is necessary. Reporting the 
observations and concerns to the designated safeguarding lead ensures that the situation is handled by 
professionals trained to investigate and respond appropriately. 
 
The concerns of reporting and referral processes and procedures for suspected child abuse 
Internal Reporting Procedures: Every educational institution should have a designated safeguarding lead 
(DSL) responsible for child protection issues. As soon as the suspect abuse, that must report the concerns to 
the DSL. Provide them with the documented observations and any additional relevant information. Ensure 
that handle the information confidentially. Only share details with individuals directly involved in the 
safeguarding process to protect Joanna’s privacy and well-being (Department for Education, 2023a). 
 
External Referral Processes: The DSL will contact the local social services department to report the 
suspected abuse. Social services are equipped to investigate the situation further and take appropriate action 
to protect the child (Department for Education, 2023a). When immediate danger is suspected or criminal 
activity is involved, the HM Government (2015) advises that the police may be contacted. Law enforcement 
agencies can provide immediate protection for the child and initiate a criminal investigation if necessary to 
ensure the safety of the child and hold perpetrators accountable. If there are physical injuries, a medical 
examination may be necessary to assess the extent of harm and gather evidence of abuse (Suniega et. 
al.,2022). 
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When a child like Joanna shows signs of possible abuse, it is crucial to follow established reporting and 
referral processes to ensure her safety. This analysis outlines the necessary steps within the context of 
statutory requirements, policy, and ethical frameworks. 
 
Statutory Requirements 
In many jurisdictions, there are legal mandates for reporting suspected child abuse. For example, in the UK, 
the Children Act 1989 (legislation.gov.uk, 2019a) and the Children Act 2004 (legislation.gov.uk, 2019b)set 
out the legal framework for safeguarding children. These acts stipulate the duty of local authorities and 
professionals to safeguard and promote the welfare of children. Under these laws, professionals who work 
with children are legally required to report suspicions of abuse. Failure to report can result in legal 
consequences. When abuse is suspected, it is essential to act immediately. Delays can result in further harm 
to the child (DFE, 2023a). 
 
Policy 
Schools typically have their own safeguarding and child protection policies. These policies outline the 
procedures to be followed when a concern is raised. A designated person (DSL) within the school 
responsible for handling safeguarding concerns (DFE, 2023a). Clear steps for staff to follow when reporting 
concerns, including who to contact and how to document the concern. That school policy including the 
guidelines on maintaining confidentiality and sharing information only with those who need to know 
(NSPCC Learning, n.d.). Local authorities also provide guidelines and protocols for managing safeguarding 
concerns. A multi-agency team that assesses and responds to safeguarding concerns. Procedures for 
referring cases to children’s social care or other appropriate services dependence on the child abuse situation 
(GOV. UK, 2023). 
 
Ethical Frameworks 
The primary ethical consideration is the best interests of the child. This principle requires that all actions and 
decisions prioritize the child’s safety and well-being. Avoiding harm to the child by ensuring timely and 
appropriate intervention. Respecting the child’s privacy while ensuring that necessary information is shared 
with relevant authorities. According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (2019), 
Article 3 states that "in all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private social 
welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the 
child shall be a primary consideration." This principle underscores the importance of ensuring that decisions 
and actions safeguard the child's physical, emotional, and psychological well-being. 
 
Managing suspected child abuse involves a structured approach that integrates statutory requirements, policy 
frameworks, and ethical considerations. The process starts with careful observation and documentation, 
followed by internal reporting to the DSL and potentially external referral to safeguarding agencies. 
Ensuring the best interests of the child, maintaining confidentiality, and adhering to legal and ethical 
standards are paramount throughout the process. 
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Responsibilities of setting to ensure holistic, open and effective approach to safeguarding 
In settings such as schools, safeguarding children like Joanna involves a comprehensive approach that 
encompasses recognition, prevention, and response. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC) provides a fundamental framework for these responsibilities. 
 
Holistic Approach to Safeguarding 
Schools must develop and implement policies that place the child at the centre. These policies should be 
comprehensive, covering all aspects of child protection, and should be regularly reviewed and updated. 
UNCRC Article 3 ensures that the best interests of the child are always the primary consideration. Creating 
an environment where all children feel safe, valued, and respected is crucial. UNCRC Article 12 includes 
fostering a culture where children can express their views and concerns freely (UNCRC, 2023). For Joanna, 
an inclusive environment means she feels secure enough to share her experiences and feelings. 
 
Open Approach to Safeguarding 
Educating children about their rights and empowering them to speak up about any issues they face is a 
critical component of an open approach. This aligns with UNCRC Article 13, which emphasises the child's 
right to freedom of expression (UNCRC, 2023). Children like Joanna need to know they can approach 
trusted adults with their concerns without fear of repercussions. 
 
Effective Approach to Safeguarding 
Immediate and appropriate responses to signs of abuse are crucial. UNCRC Article 19, emphasises the right 
of the child to be protected from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury, abuse neglect, and 
maltreatment. Schools must ensure protective measures are in place to uphold this right. In Joanna's case, 
noticing the bruises and changes in her behaviour should trigger prompt reporting to the designated 
safeguarding lead (DSL). Detailed and accurate records of observations and any disclosures made by the 
child must be maintained. This documentation is critical for any subsequent investigations and ensuring the 
child's story is accurately represented that aligning with the principles of UNCRC Article 19 (UNCRC, 
2023). 
 
Impact of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
The UNCRC provides a comprehensive framework that underscores the importance of safeguarding 
children. Key articles relevant to Joanna's case include: 
 

Article 3: Ensure that Joanna’s best interests are the primary consideration in all actions taken. This means 
prioritizing her safety and well-being above all else. Follow the schools in safeguarding policies and 
procedures designed to protect children and act in their best interests. This includes reporting concerns to the 
designated safeguarding lead (DSL). 
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Article 12: Children have the right to express their views freely in all matters affecting them. Joanna’s 
ability to communicate her experiences is vital, and creating a supportive environment where she feels heard 
is crucial. 

Article 13: Encourage Joanna to communicate openly and freely about her experiences. This supports a 
safeguarding approach that values the child’s voice. 

Article 19: Monitor Joanna’s well-being closely and ensure any suspicions of abuse are reported to the 
appropriate authorities promptly.  

Article 34: Protects children from sexual exploitation and abuse, necessitating vigilant and proactive 
measures from schools to prevent such violations. 

By integrating these principles into their safeguarding policies and practices, schools ensure a protective and 
supportive environment for children like Joanna. This holistic, open, and effective approach not only 
addresses immediate concerns but also fosters long-term well-being and development (UNCRC, 2023). 
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