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Abstract
This mixed-methods study examined field instructors’ (N = 58) perspectives on how
to prepare social work students for mandatory reporting of child abuse and neglect.
One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) examined differences in field instructors’
perspectives of their educational roles and responsibilities by program level. Overall,
field instructors strongly agreed that schools need to prepare students regarding
their role as mandatory reporters (M = 1.61, SD = 0.78), and moderately agreed that
schools do a good job in this endeavor (M = 2.57, SD = 0.95). Field instructors thought
Master of Social Work (MSW) students had better awareness of mandatory reporting
at the start of practicum [(F(2, 41) = 2.95, p = 0.06] compared to Bachelor of Social
Work (BSW) or a mixed cohort of BSW/MSW students. Thematic analysis examined
students’ expected knowledge and skills before, during, and after field education
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regarding mandatory reporting. The following themes emerged: 1) knowledge of child
abuse and neglect; 2) knowledge of professional roles and boundaries; 3) knowledge
of the processes involved in reporting child abuse and neglect; and 4) preparation
through experiential learning. Implications for integrating legislative and ethical
responsibilities into social work education are offered.
Keywords: field instructors; field education; mandatory reporting; child abuse and
neglect; online survey
Child abuse and neglect is a global public health concern with negative impacts at the
micro, mezzo, and macro levels of society. It is estimated one billion children around
the world are exposed to childhood violence each year (Hillis et al., 2016). According to
the 2014 General Social Survey (GSS), approximately 10 million, or one-third (33%) of
Canadians reported experiencing at least one form of maltreatment in their childhood;
however, the majority did not disclose the abuse (Burczycka, 2018).
While child welfare prevention and interventions have existed for well over a century
in Canada, mandatory reporting legislation is relatively new. The province of Ontario
first enacted mandatory reporting laws in 1965, followed shortly by other provinces,
and by 1981 all Canadian provinces had adopted mandatory reporting for child abuse
(Tonmyr et al., 2018). In most Canadian provinces and territories, suspected child
maltreatment should be reported to local Child Protection Services (CPS), delegated
First Nations Child and Family Service Agencies (FNCFSA), or Royal Canadian
Mounted Police (RCMP), who are legally obligated to report to CPS (Government of
Canada, n.d.). Social work students and field instructors (FI) have a legal and ethical
obligation to determine the necessity of contacting CPS and reporting if needed. This
study surveyed Canadian FIs on their perspectives of how schools of social work
prepare social work students for encountering situations of child abuse and neglect.
Literature Review
Mandatory Reporting
Social workers have a fiduciary and ethical responsibility to report suspected child
abuse and neglect (Canadian Association of Social Workers [CASW], 2005; National
Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2017). Mandatory reporting has led to
increased reports of child maltreatment (Tonmyr et al., 2018), serving as a safety
measure in place for victimized children and youth (Mathews & Bross, 2008). It is also
effective in revealing cases of child maltreatment, as shown in comparison data that
examined jurisdictions with and without mandatory reporting (Mathews & Bross,
2008). Child maltreatment reports from mandatory reporters (social workers, law
enforcement, medical professionals, and public agency workers) are more likely to be
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substantiated than from nonmandatory reporters (King et al., 2013; McDaniel, 2006),
emphasizing the importance of the mandatory reporter’s role.
While mandatory reporting can decrease the potential for future maltreatment,
studies of the therapeutic relationship following a mandatory report found that
roughly a quarter of professional relationships resulted in some type of rupture in
the form of decreased disclosure and engagement (Steinberg et al., 1997; Weinstein
et al., 2000) or even termination (Anderson et al., 1993). However, other research
reveals a strengthening of the therapeutic relationship following the report (McTavish
et al., 2017). Reporting may also negatively impact the client’s trust and future
disclosure of information (Tufford, 2014). In addition, reporting situations which are
unsubstantiated by CPS may be disruptive to the family (Tufford, 2012) but may also
result in the family receiving needed services. Given the possibility of relationship
rupture, training in appropriate and sensitive reporting of alleged child abuse or
neglect may help decrease or buffer some of the negative consequences associated with
mandatory reporting.
Training in Mandatory Reporting
Botash (2003) asserted that training in reporting suspected child maltreatment
should be part of the medical academic curriculum, as it can diminish occurrences of
underreporting or unsubstantiated reports. To date, research on training in mandatory
reporting has been assessed via randomized controlled trials (Alvarez et al., 2010),
single-case study designs (Donohue et al., 2002), and pretest/posttest designs (Kenny,
2007).
Alvarez et al. (2010) developed a training curriculum in which 55 professionals
and student mental health practitioners were randomly assigned to an intervention
workshop on reporting suspected child maltreatment. The control workshop focused
on ethnicity sensitivity, which “has been shown to enhance perceptions of the clinical
skills of interviewers but does not explicitly address issues that are specific to reporting
suspected child maltreatment” (Alvarez et al., 2010, p. 213). Participants in the first
workshop demonstrated greater knowledge on reporting laws, identifying child
maltreatment, and expertise in reporting (Alvarez et al., 2010). Donohue et al. (2002)
provided six training sessions on reporting child maltreatment over four weeks to
a third-year medical student with no prior reporting experience. The participant
was then observed in role-play assessments following each training session and
45 days posttraining. Results showed skill improvement and found simulation to
be a useful educational tool (Donohue et al., 2002). Kenny (2007) examined 105
education and counseling students who participated in a web-based, pretest/
posttest training tutorial. The tutorial covered reporting laws and the identification
of child maltreatment (Kenny, 2007). Participants rated their knowledge of reporting
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procedures and child maltreatment symptoms as significantly higher following the
tutorial.
Tufford et al. (2019) conducted a workshop with 18 bachelor’s and 24 Masters of
Social Work Students (N = 42) on decision-making and the therapeutic relationship
in mandatory reporting. Following the workshop, participants read a case vignette
involving physical abuse and then completed written responses to structured
questions focused on decision-making and maintaining the therapeutic relationship.
Participants discussed their uncertainty surrounding reporting and factors related to
the client, including the client’s belief systems, as well as factors related to the social
worker, such as disciplinary history, emotions, and relationship maintenance strategies.
In a multidisciplinary study, Smith (2006) sought the perspectives of undergraduate
and graduate students (N = 332) on case vignettes of physical, sexual and psychological
child maltreatment along with child neglect. Participants’ decision-making considered
multiple perpetrator factors including age, marital status, substance use, and history
of violence. Participants judged the potential for harm to be lower than the actual
harm, and were challenged in viewing child neglect and psychological abuse as
maltreatment. Fleming et al. (2015) examined practitioners’ (n = 40) and social work
students’ (n = 105) judgment of various types of abuse (physical, neglect, sexual).
The study found that students rated sexual abuse as the most concerning, and were
influenced by their emotional responses to the case in comparison to practitioners.
Bogo et al. (2011) tested social work students, recent graduates, and experienced social
workers (N = 23) using an Objective Structured Clinical Examination in a child neglect
scenario. Participants conducted a 15-minute interview with a standardized client and
responded to structured reflective dialogue focusing on case conceptualization and
emotional awareness. Only six participants recognized the potential for child neglect,
and even fewer discussed this concern during the interview. Participants asserted
uncertainty in addressing this topic with the client.
Discipline-specific training in mandatory reporting to educate future mandatory
reporters has also occurred in medicine (Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical
Education, 2021), teacher training (Baginsky & Hodgkinson, 1999), and psychology
(American Psychological Association Child Abuse and Neglect Working Group, 1996).
Overall, training in child abuse and neglect can highlight the prevalence of child
maltreatment, as well as how to report, identify sexual abuse, and intervene with
families (Alvarez et al., 2004; Bryant & Baldwin, 2010; Kenny, 2007; Krase & DeLongHamilton, 2015). As the relationship between mandatory reporters and CPS workers
can be tenuous (Tufford & Morton, 2018), training can improve this relationship and
help mandatory reporters better understand the CPS process (Bryant & Baldwin, 2010).
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Social Work Field Education
Considered the signature pedagogy of social work (Council on Social Work Education
[CSWE], 2015), field education plays a complementary role to academic education
by which students can demonstrate the application of theory to practice (Fortune &
Abramson, 1993; Kadushin, 1991). Within field education, students can witness the
integration of theory and practice; deepen engagement, assessment, intervention,
and termination skills; navigate ethically challenging situations; and develop selfawareness of their personal and professional selves. Students are provided the
opportunity to link theory and classroom knowledge with practice, gain hands-on
experience, and practice social work skills (Greeno et al., 2017; Radey et al., 2019; Tam
et al., 2018).
Field education is predicated on the collaboration between schools of social work and
community organizations, including schools, hospitals, agencies, the government, child
welfare and long-term care agencies, shelters, and other stakeholder groups (Zendell et
al., 2007). Neoliberal ideology, with its emphasis on competition, micromanagement,
and fiscal restraint (Hendrix et al., 2021), has had a profound impact on field education
and the quality of care provided to clients (Garrett, 2010), and has decreased the
amount of time focused on individual students. Documented challenges include more
complex cases, fewer financial resources, absence of work-load relief, and fewer social
workers able to be FIs, especially for students lacking practice experience (Domakin,
2015; Mehrotra et al., 2018). Social, economic, and political issues that affect the client,
including racism, gender-based violence, and poverty, may be neglected in the training
(Tecle et al., 2020), which conflicts with the core value of social justice and the ethical
principle of challenging social injustice (NASW, 2017). As a result, schools of social
work and field practicum sites may end up focusing on different scopes of training
(Mehrotra et al., 2018; Rothman & Mizrahi, 2014), bringing confusion and incoherence
to students’ education. Because of these challenges, it is crucial that schools of social
work adequately prepare students to be successful in field education programs in any
country and provide training to students on their obligations as mandated reporters of
child maltreatment.
Field Instructors
Field instructors are practitioners with, in most cases, undergraduate or graduate
social work degrees who supervise social work students in their field placements
and prepare students for social work practice (Dettlaff & Dietz, 2004). While the
MSW degree is the standard for FIs, many BSW and MSW placements occur in rural
and remote parts of Canada where FIs with these credentials may be scarce (Unger,
2003). In these situations, social work students working towards their BSW are often
supervised by FIs holding BSW credentials or even bachelor’s degree credentials.
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Social workers who perform the role of FIs are arguably the key educators who
prepare students for social work practice. These largely volunteer roles permit FIs to
“give back” to the profession, enhance their knowledge, mentor students, and teach
social work skills (Bogo, 2010; Finch et al., 2019). Knowledge of mandatory reporting
laws and the processes thereof encompasses this foundational aspect of social work
practice. However, Krase and DeLong-Hamilton (2015) advised that globally there is
no explicit directive for social work programs to train students on their mandatory
reporting obligations. Thus, this aspect of social work education may fall to FIs.
Study Objective
The importance of field education, and FIs specifically, is without question, and there
is a substantial body of research literature on the process and evaluation of students
and FIs (Bogo, 2015; Bogo et al., 2020). Field Instructors are uniquely suited for such
study given their knowledge of mandatory reporting, their roles as mentor and
supervisor, and their ability to guide social work students through the processes of
decision-making, reporting, and continuing psychosocial treatment with families.
However, the perspectives of FIs regarding how schools of social work should prepare
BSW and MSW students for mandatory reporting within the field practicum, as well
as the responsibilities of FIs themselves, have not been examined in the research
literature. This study seeks to fill this gap by answering the following research
questions:
• What are field instructors’ perspectives of classroom and field educational roles
and responsibilities for preparing students as mandatory reporters? How do
field instructors’ expectations differ for BSW and/or MSW students?
• What do schools of social work need to teach students regarding child abuse and
neglect prior to, during, and after field education?
• How can schools of social work support students when facing suspected child
abuse and neglect in field education?
Methodology
Research Design
The first author received university Research Ethics Board approval for all study
procedures, and the second author received university Research Ethics Board approval
for data analysis and research dissemination. This study used a mixed methods
approach. An online survey platform (Lime Survey) was used to collect quantitative
and qualitative data from current, Canadian FIs. The author developed the survey in
consultation with a survey design expert.
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The survey comprised 15 Likert-scale questions and seven short-answer questions.
The Likert-scale questions asked FIs to rate statements pertaining to their role and
responsibilities with regard to educating students in the mandatory reporting of
suspected child abuse and neglect. Likert-scale questions were scaled from one
(strongly agree) to five (strongly disagree). The open-ended, short answer questions
explored FIs’ perspectives of how schools of social work could prepare students
for reporting suspected child abuse and neglect. The full set of survey questions is
included in the Appendix. Table 1 outlines the variables that were derived from the
survey questions.

Table 1
Description of the Variables Included in the Quantitative Analyses
Variable name

Variable description

STDSUPR

Field instructor level of supervision

EXPMANRPT03

Belief that schools need to prepare
students regarding their role as mandatory reporters
Schools do a good job preparing students as mandatory reporters

EXPMANRPT04
EXPMANRPT02
EXPMANRPT05
EXPMANRPT09
MANRPTCAS01

Students have good awareness of
mandatory reporting at the start of
practicum
Field instructor’s responsibility to
prepare students as mandatory reporters
Students discuss suspicion of child
maltreatment with field instructors
prior to reporting
Students request field instructor guidance on maintaining the therapeutic
relationship with clients during and
following a report

Survey question
Does your supervision include field placement
students completing their: BSW, MSW, or
both?
For each statement, highlight the number that
most accurately corresponds to your experience as a social work field instructor:
1 Strongly disagree, 2 Disagree, 3 Uncertain,
4 Agree, 5 Strongly agree
It is the responsibility of schools of social work
to prepare practicum students for their role as
mandated reporters.
Schools of social work do a good job of preparing practicum students for their role as mandated reporters.
Practicum students have a good understanding
of their responsibilities as mandated reporters
prior to beginning their practicum.
As a field instructor it is my responsibility to
prepare practicum students for their role as
mandated reporters.
When a practicum student suspects child maltreatment we discuss the suspicion prior to
making a report with CAS/CPS.
Practicum students request my guidance on how
to maintain the therapeutic relationship with
client(s) during and following a report to the
CAS/CPS.

Recruitment and Sample
The first author recruited FIs by emailing an informational letter describing the
research, along with the Lime Survey weblink, to field coordinators at English
schools of social work across Canada. The field coordinators were asked to forward
the link to their current FIs. Participants self-selected for this anonymous survey
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and were assured that their responses would not impact their position as an FI. No
compensation was provided to participants. A total of 58 FIs participated, with 44 FIs
fully completing the demographic information, including whether they supervised
BSW, MSW, or a mixed cohort of BSW/MSW students.
Table 2 presents the FIs’ education, experience, and demographic background (n =
44). The majority of participants were female (88.6%) with MSW degrees (70.5%) and
worked within a health or mental health setting (51.2%). The FIs were experienced
social workers, with over half the sample (60.5%) having over 10 years of work
experience, and over a quarter (27.9%) of the sample providing field instruction for
over 10 years. The majority of the sample provided field instruction for MSW students
(43.2%) or both BSW and MSW students (31.8%).

Table 2
Field Instructors’ Education, Experience, and Demographic Background (n = 44)
Gender identity
Male
Female
Highest educational degree obtained
BSW
MSW
Other (BA/MA/PhD)
Social work experience a
< 5 years
5–9 years
10–14 years
15–19 years
≥20 years
Current social work practice setting a
Health or mental health
Child welfare/child protection
School
Other
Field instructor experience a
< 5 years
5–9 years
10–14 years
≥ 15 years
Supervision of students
BSW
MSW
Both

n

%

5
39

11.9
88.6

6
31
7

13.6
70.5
15.9

5
12
7
10
9

11.6
27.9
16.3
23.3
20.9

22
8
1
12

51.2
18.6
2.3
27.9

17
14
8
4

39.5
32.6
18.6
9.3

11
19
14

25.0
43.2
31.8

Note: 44 participants provided educational and demographic information
a n =43 due to missing response
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Analysis
This study employed a mixed-methods approach to data analysis. The research
team used IBM SPSS version 26 to analyze the quantitative data. In an a priori power
analysis using G*power, researchers calculated that a sample size of 58 produces
an effect of 0.4, with a 0.09 significance criterion, and 0.8 statistical power, for three
groups. A power of 0.8 is deemed acceptable (Cohen, 1988) for the analyses in this
study. Accordingly, means, standard deviation, and one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) were conducted to examine differences in FIs’ perspectives of educational
roles and responsibilities by program level (BSW, MSW, or mixed cohort of BSW/
MSW). Normality checks and Levene’s test were conducted, and assumptions were
met. Statistical significance was set at p < 0.10 because our power analysis deemed a
0.09 significance criterion to be acceptable. Further, this study is exploratory, and a
more conservative threshold may yield more information to determine whether further
examination is warranted.
Three authors (LT, VT, and RZ) used Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006)
to analyze the qualitative data in NVivo 12. Responses were on three, open-ended
questions regarding FIs’ expectations for schools of social work on teaching child abuse
and neglect: What FIs wished schools would teach students 1) before starting their
field placements; 2) during their placements; and 3) following the completion of their
placements. The first step, holistic coding, entailed reviewing participants’ responses
to the open-ended survey questions. Responses were then coded, and themes were
developed from these initial codes. The research team met to compare and categorize
codes and agree on the themes and their names until 100% consensus was reached on
all coding.
Results
Field Instructors’ Experience with Mandatory Reporting
Table 3 presents participants’ experience with mandatory reporting of suspected
child abuse and neglect (n = 44). While the majority of participants did not have
child protection work experience (61.4%), they had received training on mandatory
reporting in the past (63.6%). A large majority of participants have reported suspected
child maltreatment in the past (84.1%), with over half reporting 10 or more times
(51.6%). Almost half had supervised a student who reported suspected child
maltreatment during field placement (45.5%) at least one time (41.2%).
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Table 3
Field Instructors’ Experience with Mandatory Reporting of Suspected Child Abuse and Neglect (n = 44)

Past child protection work experience
Yes
No
Field instructor received training on mandatory reporting b
Yes
No
Field instructor reported child maltreatment in the past a
Yes
No
Number of times field instructor reported suspected child maltreatment in the past b
<5
5–9
10–14
15–19
≥ 20
Supervised student who reported suspected child maltreatment
during placement b
Yes
No
Number of times supervised student reported suspected child
maltreatment c
1
2–3
4–5
>5

n

%

17
27

38.6
61.4

28
15

63.6
36.4

37
5

84.1
15.9

5
7
5
0
16

15.2
21.1
15.2
0.0
36.4

20
23

45.5
54.5

7
4
4
2

41.2
23.5
23.5
11.8

Note: 44 participants provided information regarding mandatory reporting experience
a n = 42 due to missing response
b n = 43 due to missing response
c n = 17 due to 3 missing responses (of the 20 who had students reported suspected child maltreatment during placement

Field Instructors’ Perspectives of the Roles and Responsibilities for Student
Education
Table 4 presents the one-way, between-subject analysis of variance comparing
participants’ perspectives of educational roles and responsibilities by program level
(BSW, MSW, and mixed cohort of BSW/MSW). Overall, participants strongly agreed
that schools need to prepare students regarding their role as mandatory reporters
(M = 1.61, SD = 0.78), and moderately agreed that schools do a good job preparing
students as mandatory reporters (M = 2.57, SD = 0.95), and that students have a
good awareness of mandatory reporting at the start of the practicum (M = 2.30, SD
= 0.95). Statistical significance (p = 0.06) was found between MSW, BSW and mixed
cohort of BSW/MSW students in participants’ perspective of whether students have
good awareness of mandatory reporting at the start of their practicum (M = 1.89 vs.
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2.73 vs. 2.50, re-spectively). Overall, participants thought MSW students had better
awareness of mandatory reporting at the start of practicum [(F(2, 41) = 2.95, p = 0.06],
thought schools do a better job preparing MSW students as mandatory reporters [(F(2,
41) = 1.83, p = 0.17], and strongly agreed that schools need to prepare MSW students
regarding their role as mandatory reporters [(F(2, 41) = 2.12, p = 0.13], compared to
BSW students or the mixed cohort of BSW/MSW students. This finding was supported
in the qualitative data, with more participants discussing the need to teach BSWs about
the reporting process prior to the start of the practicum, as compared to MSWs and the
mixed cohort of BSW/MSW.
Regarding the roles and responsibilities of field education, participants strongly agreed
it is their responsibility to prepare students as mandatory reporters (M = 1.70, SD =
0.81) and that students should discuss suspicions of child maltreatment with them
prior to making a report (M = 1.89, SD = 1.93). Participants moderately agreed that
students should request FIs’ guidance on maintaining the therapeutic relationship with
clients during and following a report (M = 2.34, SD = 2.47). This finding was supported
in the qualitative data, with participants noting the need to teach about policies and
maintaining and repairing the therapeutic relationship during field education. There
was no statistical significance in participants’ perception of field education roles and
responsibilities in mandatory reporting between MSW, BSW, and mixed cohort of
BSW/MSW students.
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Table 4
Field Instructors’ Perspectives of Educational Roles and Responsibilities by Program Level (N = 58)
Field instructor level of supervision*
BSW
(n = 11)

MSW
(n = 19)

BSW &
MSW
(n = 14)

M

M

F

Eta2

p

0.52 1.47 0.61 2.00 1.04

2.12

2.42

0.13

Schools do a good job preparing stu2.57 0.95
dents as mandatory reporters

2.91 1.22 2.26 0.93 2.71 0.73

1.83

3.35

0.17

Students have good awareness of
mandatory reporting at the start of
practicum

2.30 0.95

2.73 1.27 1.89 0.88 2.50 0.86

2.95

5.69

0.06

1.70 0.81

1.82 0.87 1.79 0.86 1.57 0.85

0.34

0.50

0.71

Students discuss suspicion of child
maltreatment with field instructors 1.89 1.93
prior to reporting

1.64 1.29 2.37 2.52 1.79 2.12

0.51

4.68

0.61

Students request field instructor
guidance on maintaining the thera2.34 2.47
peutic relationship with client during and following a report

2.09 1.14 2.21 2.44 1.86 2.14

0.12

1.01

0.89

All
M

SD

M

SD

SD

SD

Classroom education
Belief that schools need to prepare
students regarding their role as
mandatory reporters

1.61 0.78

1.55

Field education
It is field instructor’s responsibility
to prepare students as mandatory
reporters

Note: Field instructors ranked using the following scale: 1 = “Strongly agree” to 5 = “Strongly disagree.”
* Forty-four field instructors (n = 44) provided information regarding their level of supervision.
Statistical significance set at p < 0.10

Field Instructors’ Expectations
The qualitative results describe participants’ expectations for schools of social work
in regard to students’ education prior to, during, and after practicum placement. Four
themes emerged from the qualitative data: 1) knowledge of child abuse and neglect;
2) knowledge of professional roles and boundaries; 3) knowledge of the processes
involved in reporting child abuse and neglect; and 4) preparation through experiential
learning.
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Knowledge of Child Abuse and Neglect
Participants discussed the need for social work students to understand what
constitutes child abuse and neglect: “What is child abuse/neglect?” (Participant #6),
as well as “the different types of abuse that must be reported” (Participant #43).
Participants also recognized that students may encounter less definitive situations
including “scenarios that may not be so clear cut about whether there is a protection
concern—to help them see the black and white within the gray” (Participant #39), and
need to engage in “critical discussion of the ‘grey areas’” (Participant #30).
As part of the knowledge base of child abuse and neglect, participants identified
the need for social work students to understand provincial legislation and their
duty to report child abuse and neglect. Many participants referenced the specific
provincial legislation: “(i.e., Section 13 and Duty to Report), the Child and Family
Services Act Section 72 (1)” (Participant #29), and “The Duty to Report under the Child
and Family Services Act” (Participant #33). Participants emphasized the importance
of the legislation in guiding their decision-making regarding reporting suspected
child abuse and neglect. For instance, one participant (#11) pointed out “it is the law.
They have no choice but to report when there are suspicions that a child is at risk.”
Other participants shared similar sentiments: “Any child protection concern is to
be reported” (Participant #44), and “emphasize that one is making the call based on
their professional beliefs that abuse/neglect may have occurred—this is based on
your professional knowledge…teach the ‘Duty to Report Section’ of their region”
(Participant #31).
Participants had differing opinions about where and how students gain this
knowledge base. One participant indicated, “everybody has a responsibility to report.
In preparation for this work they [students] should be made aware. It is the field
instructor’s responsibility to ensure the student has that understanding” (Participant
#50). Another participant (#55) placed the responsibility for this knowledge on the
schools of social work, by noting “there should be a course on working collaboratively
with Child Protection agency as a standard CORE class in order to educate every SW
of the Child Welfare System and the complexities of the work.” Participants noted that
schools of social work should teach students about the definitions of abuse, applicable
legislation, and legal requirements before they begin field education, but did not
specify whether this learning should occur during or after the field practicum.
Knowledge of Professional Roles and Boundaries
Participants discussed the need for students to be knowledgeable of their professional
roles and boundaries. Engaging clients was a particular concern, as in “how to build
relationships with clients” (Participant #1), “how to discuss limits of confidentiality at
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the beginning” (Participant #21), “outlining social work role” (Participant #18), and
“[reviewing] the duty to report policy and specific agency policy and documentation
required” (Participant #23). Participants were clear in demarcating their professional
boundaries: “It is not your job to ‘investigate’ or to get more information prior to
making the referral—that is the job of the CAS investigator” (Participant #31). This
recognition of the limits of professional boundaries also applied directly to the
students. One participant (#3) noted, the “student’s role is not to investigate the
situation” and students need to be aware of “how to report and not to interview the
child” (Participant #43).
While it is necessary to have an understanding of professional roles, participants
also noted the importance of having “knowledge of how CAS support families and
CAS mandate” (Participant #30), as well as “understanding the operation of [CPS]”
(Participant, #37), so that this information can be transmitted to clients if needed.
Participants noted that schools of social work should teach students about the role
of CPS and the student’s role as a social worker before they begin field education,
but did not note this necessity for during or after the field practicum. Participants
did, however, note that students should learn about assessment, risk factors, and
documentation during field education, as opposed to gaining this knowledge prior to
or following field education.
Knowledge of the Processes Involved in Reporting Child Abuse and Neglect
Participants asserted the need for students beginning, during, and after the practicum
to understand the duty to report. There was an emphasis on students being aware of
the logistical process of reporting suspected child abuse and neglect to CPS prior to
starting practicum, particularly for BSW students. Participants spoke of “how to make
a call” (Participant #6), “what the reporting process looks like” (Participant #12), and
“more understanding of how to do this” (Participant #25). Participants elucidated
providing information to CPS, as in “the specifics that need to be known in order for
the proper identification of a client” (Participant #46) and “know what information to
provide and what information to record” (Participant #51). Participants also asserted
that students need to understand the processes involved beyond reporting. One
participant (#12) shared “what the investigation/apprehension can look like,” while
another participant (#3) explained “options [CPS] has when investigating and possible
outcomes.”
In addition to grasping the logistical processes, participants asserted that students
need to understand clients’ emotional processes when reporting suspected child abuse
and neglect. One participant (#2) explained that students need to engage in critical
reflection and empathy in “knowing the impact it will have on the family and the
child.” Another participant (#18) asserted that students can prepare by considering the
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“possible reactions, talk about consequences” with the clients. In addition, participants
noted students should acknowledge the emotional impact on themselves prior to field
education, as this can, in turn, impact the client. Moreover, during field education
students should learn about debriefing and self-care after the practicum placement.
Participants also discussed the relationship-repair strategies that can be used with
clients before, during, and after a report to CPS. In particular, participants indicated it
is “important to openly discuss limits of confidentiality at the beginning” (Participant
#21), “how to interact with the parents regarding reporting” (Participant #3), “how to
continue to work with them after a report/removal” (Participant #1), and the “repair
strategies when needing to do this” (Participant #25). Interestingly, participants noted
this knowledge was to be accrued during the practicum, as opposed to before or after
the practicum placement.
Preparation Through Experiential Learning
Participants discussed the importance of students having a variety of experiential
exercises prior to the field placement to prepare them for facing child abuse and
neglect. Participants suggested case scenarios and role play were effective educational
exercises that can be used with students, as case scenarios, in particular, offer students
the opportunity to consider clinical approaches. One participant (#3) suggested
presenting written or verbal “examples of situations requiring a report” while another
participant (#14) elaborated that students can “think critically about the nuances
involved in various scenarios,” and instructors can “provide different scenarios that
might involve reporting and have student determine how they might approach the
situation” (Participant #51).
Beyond engaging with case scenarios, participants advocated for experiential learning
in the form of role play with social work students prior to entering the practicum “…
to give students an opportunity for practice” (Participant #3). One participant (#17)
shared, “definitely role play how to share concerns with a parent and how to disclose
to parent that they are reporting” and “role play scenarios where a social work student
would be expected to make a report to [CPS]” (Participant #27). One participant (#51)
suggested “practice mock phone calls to [CPS] to know what information to provide
and what information to record.” A few participants noted the importance of ongoing
opportunities for practice in the classroom after the field placement, while other
participants noted that this knowledge should be solidified by students at this point.
Discussion
The study findings illustrate the dual roles of school and field experience in helping
students acquire the knowledge and skills required for future social work practice.
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Participants strongly agreed that schools (M = 1.61, SD = 0.78), as well as FIs (M =
1.70, SD = 0.81), need to prepare students regarding their role as mandatory reporters.
The transfer of knowledge to the field is predicated on the FIs’ own knowledge and
comfort with mandatory reporting. The majority of FIs in the study indicated they
had prior mandatory reporting training (63.6%) and had reported child maltreatment
concerns in the past (84.1%). This experience allows FIs to effectively guide students in
the complexity of decision-making and relationship-repair strategies.
However, students need to be prepared with foundational knowledge for application
in the field. Participants discussed the need for students to understand the legislative
requirements involved in reporting suspected child abuse and neglect, particularly as
they are jurisdictionally defined and vary between province and state (Mathews et al.,
2006). The quantitative and qualitative results both showed that participants thought
schools of social work could play a critical role in providing this requisite knowledge
prior to placement. Mandatory reporting of child abuse and neglect should be included
early in the social work curriculum, so students have this knowledge when they enter
field education.
In the qualitative findings, participants further asserted that students should delineate
the divergent roles of social worker and child protection worker. While completing the
field education component, students are not to conduct child protection investigations.
Child protection workers are trained in child development and conducting risk
assessments and home visits; most social workers not employed in child protection
do not possess this specialized training (Tufford & Lee, 2020). This perspective also
surfaces the ethical obligation of social workers to not work outside the scope of their
practice (Ontario College of Social Workers and Social Service Workers [OCSWSSW],
2008) while concurrently maintaining their statutory obligations to report suspected
child maltreatment. Adopting an investigatory role may place the social worker at risk
for disciplinary action by a regulatory body, and in addition may negatively impact the
role a social worker has in the life of the child. For example, a social worker employed
at a children’s mental health center who asks a child for detailed and potentially
traumatic information that would normally be gathered by a child protection worker
may irreparably disrupt the therapeutic relationship.
Participants discussed the reality that a report to CPS is often a time of great distress
for clients, who may experience a range of negative emotions including fear, anger,
and betrayal (Tufford, 2016). Tufford (2012) found that even when social workers
clearly outlined the limits to confidentiality at the start of treatment, disclosing child
abuse or neglect often elicited negative emotions from the client, despite having been
clearly forewarned of the outcome of such a disclosure. Participants advised that
students need to develop an empathic awareness to understand clients’ emotional
processes during the reporting process. An interesting finding is that participants did
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not discuss potentially positive emotions and reactions by some clients, such as relief
and feeling validated (Tufford, 2016).
Participants also asserted students should acknowledge the emotional impact on
themselves, and practice self-care strategies to mitigate associated risks. However, few
participants discussed the need for schools of social work to prepare students for the
emotional impact of reporting a client to CPS. The mandatory reporting process can be
distressing for students who are unaccustomed to having a conversation of this nature
and may lead to significant feelings of conflict and betrayal for students (Litvack et
al., 2010; Tufford et al., 2019). Discussions of reporting to CPS also occur following
guarantees of client confidentiality, albeit with limits. Much of direct-practice social
work education rightly focuses on the competencies involved in engaging, assessing,
intervening, and terminating (CSWE, 2015) with various client formations. However, a
crucial feature of working with clients is learning to hold their distress and anger when
using skills such as challenging and helping clients acknowledge other perspectives
(Chen & Russell, 2019).
Participants asserted the need for experiential learning around child abuse and neglect
to be integrated into the social work curriculum prior to commencing field education.
One participant suggested using role plays and mock phone calls to prepare students
for the rigor of reporting child abuse and neglect, as they were not aware of these
practices being used in their jurisdiction. Experiential exercises such as these move
students beyond a cognitive or theoretical understanding to an embodied experience,
which can help students understand the social, cultural, and psychological dimensions
(Tangenberg & Kemp, 2002).
One experiential opportunity not discussed by participants is the use of simulation
to prepare students for the mandatory reporting of child abuse and neglect. There
is a burgeoning body of social work literature on the use of simulation in preparing
students for child welfare practice, the decision to report, and maintaining the
therapeutic relationship (Lee et al., 2021; Rawlings et al., 2021; Tufford et al., 2015,
2021). This would involve students working with an actor who is trained to play a role,
such as a parent who discloses abuse or neglect. Simulation provides students with a
more authentic and realistic experience than role play or case study alone (Asakura et
al., 2021).
Another theme not discussed by participants is the intersection of reporting
suspected child abuse and neglect with culturally based disciplinary practices,
which can complicate the decision-making process. Racial disproportionality, either
underrepresentation or overrepresentation, in the CPS system is a reality in both
Canada and the United States (Dettlaff & Boyd, 2020; Lee et al., 2016; Statistics
Canada, 2011). In addition, although participants did suggest social work students
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have knowledge of the mandate of CPS, which is to ensure the safety and protection
of children, this mandate is complicated by the Criminal Code of Canada Section 43’s
permission to use “reasonable force” in the disciplining of children (Bennet, 2008).
The contradiction between the mandate of the CPS and the Criminal Code of Canada
can render decision-making challenging as the Criminal Code of Canada, section
43, permits the use of corporal punishment or corrective force that is considered
“reasonable” “transitory and trifling” (Government of Canada, n.d.). This points to the
need to be well versed in the legislation.
Limitations
This study is not without limitations. Due to privacy policies, schools of social work
do not provide a listing of their field instructors. It was not possible to send the survey
directly to FIs; rather, they were accessed via field coordinators at schools of social
work. Contacting FIs directly may have resulted in a larger sample size. In addition,
due to the online format of the survey, FIs who experience discomfort with completing
responses online may not have responded to the survey. Furthermore, online surveys
diverge from individual interviews in that they do not allow an in-depth exploration
of participant responses. In addition, the survey was not assessed for reliability and
validity prior to data collection, and as such, this constitutes a limita-tion of the study.
Within the demographic information, we did not collect information on where FIs
received training on mandatory reporting and what the training entailed. In addition,
we also did not collect information on the geographic location of FIs, specifically,
urban, suburban, rural, or remote locations. Field instructors in urban locations may
have more access to training programs than those located in rural or remote areas.
Implications for Social Work Practice
Social work educators whose pedagogy centers on law and ethics, child abuse and
neglect, and work with children and families may find these results helpful when
preparing social work students for mandatory reporting of child abuse and neglect
in the field education component of their program. These implications surface from
the perspectives of FIs in the present study, as well as in the child abuse and neglect
research literature. In no way are they meant to imply that schools of social work are
failing to address these issues in undergraduate or graduate social work; however,
training in child abuse and neglect is not uniform across all schools of social work.
In Canada, the BSW program or “professional years” may not begin until the second
or third year of the four-year undergraduate program. In addition, students who
already possess an undergraduate degree in another discipline may be eligible for a
one-year BSW program in some schools of social work. In these scenarios, students’
pedagogy may or may not include in-formation and training on mandatory reporting,
depending on the required coursework. Moreover, child abuse and neglect courses are
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often designated as electives and offered on a rotating basis in small, underresourced
schools. In this latter situation, it is an unfortunate reality that students may complete a
BSW or MSW program without completing a course on child abuse and neglect.
Incorporate Legislative and Ethical Responsibilities Into the Social Work Curriculum
As noted by participants in this study, it is critical for students to understand their
legislative and ethical information responsibilities. Child abuse and neglect legislation,
and specifically, what constitutes “a child in need of protection,” varies by provincial
and state jurisdiction. Schools of social work are encouraged to incorporate ethical
and legal imperatives early in the social work curriculum in foundational courses, as
well as later in the curriculum in courses such as work with children and families. In
addition, discussions regarding the role and scope of a social worker, and what that
role does and does not entail, can be integral to the social work curriculum. Schools of
social work may consider including a mandatory course on child abuse and neglect,
although this may not be possible due to competing demands in the social work
curriculum.
Assist Students to Intervene With the Range of Client Emotions and Reactions
Participants in this study described negative emotions and reactions from clients
to the reporting of suspected child abuse and neglect. Social workers educators are
encouraged to prepare students to work with the range of client emotions, both
positive and negative. One way to facilitate this, as noted by participants in this study,
is the use of experiential exercises such as role plays and simulation. Experiential
exercises offer social work students opportunities to discuss the need to report
with clients, psychoeducation to prevent future maltreatment, repair strategies to
maintain the relationship, and practice in regulating negative and conflicting emotions
regarding the report. Experiential exercises can also pinpoint when students move into
an investigator role and begin working outside their scope of practice.
Build Partnerships Between Schools of Social Work and Field Education
Schools of social work and field education sites have an interdependent relationship.
Schools depend on the willingness of field education sites to accept their students,
while many field education sites depend on students due to understaffing and
government financial restraint. It is in the best interests of both to develop solid
working relationships, and agreement on the requisite pedagogy around mandatory
reporting of child abuse and neglect is one example of this.
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Integrate Mandatory Reporting Training Prior to Students Beginning the Field
Placement
Participants thought that MSW students had greater awareness of mandatory
reporting at the beginning of practicum than did BSW students. At the same time, they
recognized their role in preparing the students to become future mandated reporters.
While participants expected all students to have this requisite knowledge prior to
starting practicum, FIs and schools of social work still need to work jointly in building
this knowledge base, by starting the training of mandatory reporting early for BSW
and MSW students.
Future Research
This study offers additional avenues for research in the intersection of field education
and the reporting of suspected child abuse and neglect. Future research could explore
the perspectives of FIs on students who have completed a course that covers child
abuse and neglect prior to entering the practicum versus students who have not
completed such a course. In addition, future research could examine the perspectives
of BSW and MSW social work students regarding requisite knowledge regarding child
abuse and neglect prior to entering field education. Research could also examine how
schools of social work integrate legislative and ethical responsibilities into the overall
curriculum, and examine the benefits of offering students brief, focused training in
child abuse and neglect prior to entering field education.
Conclusion
This study sought the perspectives of Canadian FIs on the requisite knowledge of
social work students with regard to the mandatory reporting of suspected child
maltreatment. Field instructors asserted that knowledge of legislation, reporting
processes, emotional reactions, and the social work role at the undergraduate and
graduate levels were important for participation in field education when and if
suspected child abuse and neglect arose. Field instructors viewed that imparting
this knowledge falls within the purview of themselves and schools of social work.
This perspective highlights the need for collaborative, reciprocal, and informed
relationships between schools of social work and placement sites. It is critical that
the academy and the field communicate fully regarding the training and knowledge
needed to best prepare students for the rigors of practice.
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Appendix
Mandatory Reporting of Child Maltreatment:
International Perspectives of Field Instructors
Please note for the purposes of the survey:
1)

Children’s Aid Society will be referred to by the acronym CAS;

2)

Child Protective Services will be referred to by the acronym CPS;

3)
“Relationship Repair Strategies” are strategies used to repair the therapeutic
relationship with the client during and/or following the mandatory reporting of
suspected child mal-treatment to CAS/CPS.
For each statement, highlight the number that most accurately corresponds to your
experience as a social work field instructor.
1
Strongly Disagree

2
Disagree

3
4
Uncertain Agree

5
Strongly Agree

1.
I have a good understanding of the responsibilities of social workers as
mandated report-ers of suspected child maltreatment.
1

2

3

4

5

Field Instructors’ Perspectives On Educating Social Work Students In the Mandatory Reporting Of Child Abuse and Neglect

29

2.
Practicum students have a good understanding of their responsibilities as
mandated re-porters prior to beginning their practicum.
1

2

3

4

5

3.
It the responsibility of schools of social work to prepare practicum students for
their role as mandated reporters.
1

2

3

4

5

4.
Schools of social work do a good job of preparing practicum students for their
role as mandated reporters.
1

2

3

4

5

5.
As a field instructor it is my responsibility to prepare practicum students for their
role as mandated reporters.
1

2

3

4

5

6.
As a field instructor it is my responsibility to advise practicum students of the
conse-quences for failing to report suspected child maltreatment.
1

2

3

4

5

7.
As a field instructor it is my responsibility to review with practicum students
the specific policies of the practicum organization as they relate to the mandatory
reporting of child maltreatment.
1

2

3

4

5

8.
It is the student’s responsibility to learn the specific policies that the practicum
organiza-tion has regarding the mandatory reporting of child maltreatment.
1

2

3

4

5

9.
When a practicum student suspects child maltreatment we discuss the suspicion
prior to making a report with CAS/CPS.
1

2

3

4

5
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10. When a practicum student reports suspected child maltreatment to the CAS/
CPS, I de-brief the experience with the student.
1

2

3

4

5

11. Practicum students request my guidance on how to maintain the therapeutic
relationship with client(s) during and following a report to the CAS/CPS.
1

2

3

4

5

12. It is my responsibility as a field instructor to provide guidance around the
maintenance and/or repair of the therapeutic relationship following a student filing a
report to the CAS/CPS.
1
13.

2

4

5

I agree with the mandate of CAS/CPS.
1

14.

3

2

3

4

5

My views of CAS/CPS impact my work with parents/caregivers/families.
1

2

3

4

5

15. Please indicate if the agency or organization by which you are employed has a
policy specific to making a decision to report to CAS/CPS.
Yes

No

I do not know

Please respond with a narrative to the following questions, or enter N/A if the
question does not apply.
16. What do you do when making the decision to report to the CAS/CPS (i.e., speak
with a supervisor first, make an anonymous call to the CAS/CPS, complete an agency
form)?
17. What do you do to prepare practicum students for sound decision-making
regarding a report to the CAS?
18.

What relationship repair strategies do you teach practicum students?

19.

What would you like schools of social work to teach students regarding
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mandatory re-porting before they begin field practicum?
20. What would you like schools of social work to teach students regarding
relationship re-pair strategies during/after field practicum?
21. What would you like schools of social work to teach students regarding
relationship re-pair strategies before field practicum?
22. What would you like schools of social work to teach students regarding
relationship re-pair strategies during/after field practicum?
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