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E24 Case Study:  How the Murder of a 4-Year-Old Girl Changed the System

Carrie Costello, BA*, 6329 Munsee Drive, West Lafayette, IN 47906

After attending this presentation, attendees will have an understanding of how, after police found a four-year-old girl dead in her 

home from a head injury and blunt force trauma and learned that she had been tortured at the hands of her stepmother for at least six 

months prior to her death while her biological father did nothing to stop the abuse, multiple changes occurred within the Child Protective 

6HUYLFHV�'HSDUWPHQW��/DZ�(QIRUFHPHQW�UHVSRQVH��DQG�UHVXOWHG�LQ�QHZ�OHJLVODWLRQ�
This presentation will impact the forensic science community by not only examining the crime scene itself, but by also showing 

KRZ�DQ�DEXVLYH�VWHSPRWKHU�LQWLPLGDWHG�SROLFH��FKLOG�FDVH�ZRUNHUV��FRXUW�DSSRLQWHG�DGYRFDWHV��IDPLO\�PHPEHUV��DQG�QHLJKERUV�LQWR�QRW�
UHFRJQL]LQJ�DQG�RU�LJQRULQJ�WKH�KRUUL¿F�WRUWXUH�KHU���\HDU�ROG�VWHSGDXJKWHU�HQGXUHG���,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKLV�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�ZLOO�VKRZ�KRZ�WKH�
WUDGLWLRQDO�JHQGHU�UROHV�LQ�GRPHVWLF�YLROHQFH�FDVHV�FDQ�FKDQJH��ZLWK�WKH�IHPDOH��ZLIH��EHLQJ�WKH�DEXVHU�ZKLOH�WKH�PDOH��KXVEDQG��WDNHV�
on a more traditional victim role, resulting in his failure to protect his biological daughter.  Finally, it will discuss how a sheriff’s deputy 

OLHG�DERXW�D�ZHOO�EHLQJ�FKHFN�RQ�WKH�YLFWLP��UHVXOWLQJ�LQ�WKH�GHSXW\�SOHDGLQJ�JXLOW\�WR�FKDUJHV�RI�SHUMXU\�
2Q� WKH�PRUQLQJ�RI�0DUFK�����������VKRUWO\�DIWHU������D�P���D�����FDOO�FDPH� LQWR� WKH�7LSSHFDQRH�&RXQW\�6KHULII¶V�'HSDUWPHQW�

UHSRUWLQJ�WKDW�D�FKLOG�KDG�EHHQ�FKRNLQJ�DQG�ZDV�SRVVLEO\�GHDG���7KURXJK�WKH�VKHULII¶V�DQG�WKH�FRURQHU¶V�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ��LW�ZDV�OHDUQHG�WKDW�
the night prior to the 911 call, the victim had her hands bound and her mouth duct taped shut.  The torture this child endured included, 

EXW�ZDV�QRW�OLPLWHG�WR��EHLQJ�EHDWHQ�ZLWK�D�EURNHQ�ZRRGHQ�FXWWLQJ�ERDUG��]LS�WLHG�WR�D�KLJKFKDLU��IRUFHG�WR�VOHHS�RQ�SO\ZRRG�LQ�D�PDNH�
shift room in the unheated garage, tied to a plastic playpen, and forced to eat a type of gruel her stepmother concocted, all in the name 

of discipline to correct unwanted behavior.  The victim also had to endure cold baths, as she was secured to the faucet as punishment for 

wetting her pants and bed.

7KLV�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�GHPRQVWUDWHV�KRZ�D�KDSS\��KHDOWK\��JR�OXFN\�FKLOG�ZKR�WKULYHG�LQ�D�JRRG�HQYLURQPHQW�WXUQHG�LQWR�D�FKLOG�ZKR�
rarely laughed and played, causing a learned-helplessness behavioral response. 

There were multiple contacts with various agencies and missed opportunities for the system to protect this 4-year-old murder victim.  

From the age of two, the child was appointed a ward of the court, assigned a Court-Appointed Child Advocate and a Child Protective 

6HUYLFHV��&36��FDVH�ZRUNHU���7KH�YLFWLP¶V�ELRORJLFDO�PRWKHU�ZDV�DGGLFWHG�WR�SUHVFULSWLRQ�GUXJV�DQG�KDG�¿YH�FKLOG�QHJOHFW�FDVHV�DJDLQVW�
her.  There are over 1,000 pages of court records related to the victim’s status as a child in need of services.  The victim’s father had a 

previous conviction of battering a 13-year-old boy. 

,Q�WKH�¿YH�\HDUV�SULRU�WR�KHU�GHDWK��WKHUH�ZHUH�PRUH�WKDQ����FDOOV�FRPSODLQWV�WR�SROLFH�DERXW�WKH�VWHSPRWKHU¶V�DEXVLYH�EHKDYLRU��
including her alleged attempt to run over a neighborhood child with her vehicle.  The maternal grandparents, who had temporary custody 

RI�WKH�YLFWLP��REWDLQHG�D�ODZ\HU�DQG�¿OHG�IRU�YLVLWDWLRQ�ULJKWV�GXH�WR�WKH�YLFWLP¶V�VWHSPRWKHU¶V�UHIXVDO�WR�DOORZ�WKH�YLFWLP�WR�LQWHUDFW�
with her extended family.  This case dragged on and never received a hearing in court.  Finally, court records show that one complaint 

¿OHG�ZLWK�&36�ZDV�QRW�LQYHVWLJDWHG�EHFDXVH��D�FDVH�PDQDJHU��QRWHG�³LQDSSURSULDWH�GLVFLSOLQH�GRHV�QRW�PHHW�OHJDO�VXI¿FLHQF\�IRU�&36�WR�
LQYHVWLJDWH�´

The end result was how all of these different agencies came together to support the prosecution of the stepmother for murder and 

neglect and the father for neglect.

Homicide, Child Abuse/Torture, Domestic Violence


