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Building Teacher Capacity to 
Respond to Child Abuse
■ PROJECT CO-ORDINATORS

Katreena Scott, Jennifer Root

THE PROJECT IN BRIEF 
Teachers represent the largest referral source to child welfare agencies in
Canada on the identification of child maltreatment. Consequently,
providing education on recognizing and responding to child abuse and
neglect is critical for today’s teachers. This project reviewed the existing
research on early teacher knowledge of child maltreatment, responded to
teacher-perceived barriers to reporting child abuse and neglect, and
informed best practices for educating professionals to appropriately
respond to at-risk children. A series of four educational workshops were
developed and piloted with teachers at Oakridge Junior Public School,
Toronto District School Board. Participating teachers provided feedback
for improving the workshops and completed surveys to gauge change in
their knowledge of child abuse and neglect. This study contributed to
ongoing efforts to improve professional education provided to new and
experienced teachers on child maltreatment.  

Teachers play a vital role in the identification of child maltreatment, with
school personnel representing the largest referral source to child welfare
agencies in Canada (Trocmé et al., 2002; 2005). As teachers represent a

professional group which most often holds the best knowledge of a particular
child, unreported concerns may have deleterious consequences for a child (CCJS,
2005), or represent a missed opportunity for early intervention. Moreover,
qualitative evidence from teacher candidates suggests that early teachers feel
unprepared to deal with emotional and behavioural challenges likely to be
presented by children who have been maltreated (Kenny, 2004). 

Through a year-long series of educational workshops, this partnership provided
participants with the opportunity to increase their ability to competently identify
and respond to cases of child abuse and neglect in the classroom. 

OBJECTIVES OF THIS PROJECT

•  To gain a better understanding of the learning needs of teachers around
issues of child abuse and child abuse prevention in schools 

•  To create four short professional development workshops for teachers that
would enhance their ability to recognize and respond to child abuse and
neglect

•  To offer workshops to teachers and gather feedback on their impact 
•  To consider results of this project for improving initial teacher education 

■ Teachers, support staff, and administrators 
at Oakridge Junior Public School, Toronto 
District School Board 

■ Scott Research Lab (OISE), members
Laura-Lynn Stewart, Katherine Barotas, 
and Colin King

STAGES OF THE PROJECT
■ STAGE ONE: Identify Learning Needs
We met with the administrators at Oakridge
Junior Public School in the Toronto District
School Board to talk in general terms about
their learning needs, questions about child
abuse, and child abuse prevention in the school.
We engaged them in a conversation about
teachers’ understanding of child abuse, their
reporting requirements, how a child who has
experienced abuse may present in the classroom,
and how teachers can support each other, and
be supported by their school, when they make a
report to child protective services. 

This discussion also brought to light additional
topics to be covered, including the intersection
of cultural understandings of child abuse,
access to information about child abuse for
newcomer communities, and maintaining
positive relationships with parents following 
a report to child protective services. Our
understanding of the learning needs of
teachers was also informed by a review of
existing research on early teacher knowledge 
of child maltreatment, teacher-perceived
barriers to reporting child abuse and neglect,
and informed best practices for educating
professionals to respond appropriately to 
at-risk children. 
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■ STAGE TWO: Workshop Development
Four workshops were developed in collaboration with members of
the Scott Research Lab:
• Workshop 1: Identifying Child Abuse and Neglect
• Workshop 2: Responding to Child Abuse and Neglect: 

Reporting Requirements
• Workshop 3: Understanding Obstacles to Reporting
• Workshop 4: Creating a School Environment Conducive to

Promoting the Safety and Well-Being of All Children

The knowledge gained during these workshops was cumulative in
nature and allowed for each workshop to be further customized
prior to delivery. Teaching staff were able to inform how
information was presented (e.g., case studies, role-playing, etc.) to
best suit their styles of learning and information retention. 

■ STAGE THREE: Workshop Delivery
The four workshops were offered during the 2005–06 academic
year. Each workshop was held at the school, during the lunch hour. 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
We evaluated the impact of our work using both questionnaire data
and feedback forms. Prior to the first workshop and following the
last workshop, a 13-item questionnaire (Educators and Child Abuse
Questionnaire) was given to participants—including teachers,
support staff, teacher candidates, and school administrators
(N=53). In addition, at the conclusion of each workshop, we
collected feedback from teachers about the relevance and usefulness
of information presented, as well as any suggestions they had 
for improvement.

There are three notable findings from our research. 
1.  We discovered that prior to attending the workshops, the

majority of teachers had received only 1–2 hours of prior

training in the area of child maltreatment. Moreover, there was a
direct impact of the amount of training received. Teachers who
had received only 1–2 hours of training were least confident in
their knowledge and skill in recognizing and responding to child
maltreatment. Teachers who had had more professional training
were more skilled and confident. 

2.  We were pleased to note the teachers were satisfied with the
workshops. Generally speaking, teachers reported that as a result
of attending the workshops they increased their knowledge about
child abuse and felt more informed about their role in reporting
and responding to child abuse in the school. Examples of the
mean  response of teachers across all four workshops are shown
in Table 1. 

Finally, analysis of data from the questionnaire administered before
and after the series of workshops showed that teachers made
significant gains in their ability and confidence in recognizing child
abuse and neglect. Specifically, attending the child abuse prevention
workshops led to an almost 2-point increase on a 12-point scale
gauging teacher knowledge in this area. 

IMPACT
This partnership offered the opportunity for partners to greatly
improve their understanding of child maltreatment and how they are
impacted as school personnel. Specifically, awareness about reporting
requirements and strengthening relationships between parents and
teachers greatly improved.

This partnership also offered insight into the training and education
needs of teacher candidates. Our findings will be helpful in creating
opportunities for teacher candidates to learn about child abuse and
neglect in curriculum and course materials. 

Evaluation of Workshops: Teacher Satisfaction

(1=strong disagree   2= disagree   3=neither agree nor disagree   4=agree   5=strongly agree)

The workshop was a good way for me to learn this content  
1 2 3 4 5

^
4.17 

This workshop further informed my reporting obligation as a teacher
1 2 3 4 5

^
4.52

The content further informed me about building relationships with parents
1 2 3 4 5

^
4.43

The content further informed me about what is needed to make children feel 
safe and comfortable to talk to teachers about child maltreatment
1 2 3 4 5

^
4.27

I will be able to use what I learned in this workshop
1 2 3 4 5

^
4.39 

TABLE 1. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHER EDUCATION
■ Teacher candidates: 
Gauging the self-reported knowledge of teachers provides an
understanding of how much training and information teachers
receive during preservice training. Based on our findings and
experience, we can recommend that child abuse prevention education
be more widely incorporated into preservice education. 

■ Curriculum development:
The research conducted during this partnership has the potential
to influence curriculum development. In addition to providing
teachers and school personnel with greater knowledge about child
maltreatment, this partnership provided an opportunity to further
develop and refine one of the related studies courses at OISE,
“Child Abuse and Its Appearance in the Classroom.” By connecting
with teachers already working with Toronto schools, the curriculum
for this preservice course can be further refined and updated to
reflect the challenges and barriers to detecting and reporting child
abuse within Toronto’s diverse classrooms. Using knowledge gained
from experienced teachers will ensure OISE’s preservice education
program remains current, relevant, and able to best prepare teacher
candidates for the realities of teaching.

NEXT STEPS AND NEW QUESTIONS
This partnership was successful and met the identified needs of the
teachers. The methods and workshops that we developed were

appropriate for this level of intervention, but raised questions 
about how this strategy could meet the needs of other schools 
and teaching personnel who need ongoing, accurate information
about child abuse, and their role as teachers in preventing and
reporting child abuse.  

These questions should guide future work related to providing
teacher education about child abuse:
• How can experienced teachers and preservice teachers continue 

to receive current information and training about child abuse?
• Can teacher candidates play a role in bringing this information 

to their schools?
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COMMENT FROM PRINCIPAL

“The partnership between OISE and Oakridge Junior Public
School for the 2005–06 school year was optimally timed.
The sessions provided staff with a forum to explore further
the indicators for abuse, our school’s reporting policy and
how to respond more appropriately to disclosures or
concerns that our staff have about child abuse. The
presenters, lead investigator, and the program manager were
collaborative, well organized, and informed about the current
and best practices. We certainly appreciated the workshops
and feel more confident about our role as educators in the
identification, response, and documentation around child
abuse. We also realize that it is important to keep updated
and aware of case law related to child abuse and to share,
review, and communicate this information to staff on an
ongoing basis. Thank you.”

—Nadira Persaud, Principal
Oakridge Junior Public School

COMMENTS FROM TEACHER CANDIDATES

“It’s always important to have workshops like this to keep up
to date and fresh.”

“[I] gained confidence and knowledge about the reporting
and recognition of child abuse.”

“We must be aware and responsible for our students. We may
be their only safe adult to disclose to.”


