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ABSTRACT

ELEMENTARY TEACHERS’ KNOWLEDGE OF
MINNESOTA’S MANDATORY REPORTING LAW OF CHILD MALTREATMENT

AN EXPLORATORY STUDY

KARA JEAN ROGERS

JUNE 21, 2001

Although teachers in all 50 states are designated as mandated reporters of child
maltreatment, concerns have been expressed regarding their overall knowledge for
reporting child abuse and neglect. The purpose of the study is to explore elementary
teachers’ knowledge regarding Minnesota’s mandatory reporting law, the Reporting of
Maltreatment of Minors, Minnesota Statute 626.556. All full-time and part-time public
school elementary teachers from a school district in Central Minnesota were surveyed
(N=383). Of those surveyed, 225 (59%) agreed to participate in the study. The data was
analyzed by univariate and bivariate analysis. The results indicate that almost all
participants who perceived themselves to be knowledgeable regarding their

responsibilities for reporting child maltreatment, actually were not. The study is

important because it provides the school district with information regarding the types of

training teachers need to understand and fulfill their responsibilities as mandated

reporters.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Background of the Problem

Evidence of child maltreatment can be traced to the beginning of time. In ancient
Greece and Rome, children were offered to guests as sexual concubines, sacrificed to the
gods, or exposed in extreme conditions to prove their worthiness to live (Breiner, 1990).
Scriptures in the Bible support the idea of corporal punishment as a religious guide for
child-rearing. “He that spareth the rod hateth his son; but he that loveth him chastenth
him betimes” (Proverbs 13:24). Even nursery rhymes from the colonial period depict
children being “whipped” (Grotberg, 1976, p. 405) into silence. Little, if any, protection

was given to children because they were viewed as property rather than people.

Statement of the Problem

The issue of child abuse and neglect continues to be a problem that plagues many
societies still today. It is estimated that 3.1 to 4 million children have been maltreated by
a parent sometime in their life (Roth, 1998). According to Bescharov & Laumann (1996),
child maltreatment includes: physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, and neglect.
To combat the issue of child maltreatment in America, legislation has been passed to
address the safety of children and the responsibilities of designated professionals to report
child abuse and neglect. As a general rule, all professionals who work with children are
required by law to report concerns of child maltreatment (Stein, 1998). Therefore,
mandated reporters include but are not limited to: dentists, doctors, nurses, social
workers, foster parents, group home and residential treatment staff, guardian-ad-litems,

therapists, child care workers, clergy, law enforcement personnel, school administrators,

and teachers.




Of all mandated reporters, teachers usually have the most ongoing contact with
children. They can observe and talk with children 7 hours a day, 5 days a week, 9 months
out of the year. For children who have been or are at-risk for being abused or neglected-
school can be a safe, structured, supportive environment. However, according to the
National Research Council (1993), a national survey found that only 57% of teachers
knew their school had written procedures for identifying and reporting child
maltreatment. Of the teachers who knew about the written policies, most were not clear
about “the nature of existing school policies” (p.184). Approximately two-thirds of
teachers in another national survey stated their training on child abuse identification and
reporting was inadequate (Abrahams, Casey & Daro, 1992). Public schools are said to
make more maltreatment reports than any other facility, however, it is estimated that they
fail to report 80% of reportable cases (O’ Toole, Webster, O’ Toole & Lucal, 1999). Child
welfare groups have voiced concern over the low percentage of suspected child
maltreatment cases that are actually reported to child protection authorities (National

Research Council, 1993).

Significant Purpose of this Study

In recent years, literature has addressed the possible reasons of underreporting by
mandated reporters. The actual research on this topic, however, has been minimal.
Research on teachers as mandated reporters is even more minuscule. Since children are
with teachers more often than any other group of mandated reporters, research is needed
to address this issue. A specific area that needs to be studied is teachers’ knowledge of
their responsibilities for reporting known and suspected child maltreatment. After all,
teachers are less likely to report concerns of abuse or neglect if they do not know their

responsibilities for reporting.




Research Question
The intent of this exploratory study is to research elementary teachers” knowledge
and understanding of Minnesota’s mandatory reporting law, the Reporting of
Maltreatment of Minors, MN Statute 626.556. The research question to be addressed in
this study is: What do elementary teachers know about their responsibilities for reporting

child maltreatment?

Summary

This chapter provided a background of the problem, the purpose and significance
of the study, and the research question being addressed. The following chapter will
review literature on child maltreatment and mandatory reporting laws. Gaps in the
literature that led to the development of this study will also be addressed. Chapter 3 will
provide the theoretical frameworks used to understand the basis of the study. Chapter 4
will outline the research design, address measurement issues, and discuss the protection
of human subjects. Chapter 5 will present the results of the study. Finally, chapter 6 will
discuss the research findings in greater detail, outline the strengths and limitations of the
study, discuss implications for the field of social work, and make recommendations for

future research.




Chapter 2: Literature Review

Introduction

Evidence of child maltreatment can be traced back to ancient history. It continues
to be a problem that plagues many societies still today. It is estimated that 3.1 to 4
million children have been physically abused by a parent sometime in their life (Roth,
1998). To combat the issue of child maltreatment in America, legislation has been passed
to address the safety of children and the responsibilities of designated professionals to
report known and suspected child maltreatment. This literature review will look at child
maltreatment and mandatory reporting legislation in a historical context. It will identify
the roles and responsibilities of teachers as mandated reporters, summarize related

literature, and address gaps in existing research.

Definitions of Child Maltreatment
According to the Minnesota State Legislature (2000), MN Statute 626.556
defines child maltreatment as follows:
“Physical abuse” means any physical injury, mental injury, or threatened
injury, inflicted by a person responsible for the child’s care on a child other than
by accidental means, or any physical or mental injury that cannot reasonably be

explained by the child’s history of injuries, or any aversive and deprivation

procedures that have not been authorized under section 245.825 [governs the use

of such procedures in facilities serving persons with mental retardation and related
conditions]. Abuse does not include reasonable and moderate physical discipline
of a child administered by a parent or legal guardian which does not result in

injury. Actions which are not reasonable and moderate include, but are not




limited to, any of the following that are done in anger or without regard to the
safety of the child:
(1) throwing, kicking, burning, biting, or cutting a child;
(2) striking a child with a closed fist;
(3) shaking a child under age three;
(4) striking or other actions which result in any nonaccidental injury to a
child under 18 months of age;
(5) unreasonable interference with a child’s breathing;
(6) threatening a child with a weapon;
(7) striking a child under age one on the face or head;
(8) purposefully giving a child poison, alcohol, or dangerous, harmful, or
controlled substances which were not prescribed for the child by a
practitioner, in order to control or punish the child; or other substances that
substantially affect the child’s behavior, motor coordination, or judgment
or that results in sickness or internal injury, or subjects the child to medical
procedures that would be unnecessary if the child were not exposed to the
substances; or
(9) unreasonable physical confinement or restraint ... including but not
limited to tying, caging, or chaining. [Physical abuse was included in
Minnesota’s original mandatory reporting law in 1963.]

“Sexual abuse” means the subjection of a child by a person responsible for the
child’s care, by a person who has a significant relationship to the child, as defined
in section 609.341, or by a person in a position of authority, as defined in section
609.341, subdivision 10, to any act which constitutes a violation of section
609.342 (criminal sexual conduct in the first degree), 609.343 (criminal sexual
conduct in the second degree), 609.344 (criminal sexual conduct in the fourth

degree), or 609.345 (criminal sexual conduct in the fifth degree). [The degree of




Criminal Sexual Contact is related to intimate parts, position of authority, sexual
contact, and sexual penetration.] Sexual abuse also includes any act which
involves a minor which constitutes a violation of prostitution offenses. Sexual
abuse includes threatened sexual abuse. [Sexual abuse was included in
Minnesota’s original mandatory reporting law of 1963.]

“Neglect” means failure by a person responsible for the child’s care to supply
a child with necessary food, clothing, shelter, health, medical, or other care
required for the child’s physical or mental health when reasonably able to do so;
failure to protect a child from conditions or actions which imminently and
seriously endanger the child’s physical and mental health when reasonably able to
do so; failure to provide for necessary supervision or child care arrangements
appropriate for a child after considering factors as the child’s age, mental ability,
physical condition, length of absence, or environment, when the child is unable to
care for the child’s own basic needs or safety, or the basic needs or safety of
another child in their care; failure to ensure that the child is educated; or prenatal
exposure to a controlled sﬁbstance, as defined in section 253B.02, subdivision 2,
used by the mother for a nonmedical purpose, as evidenced by withdrawal
symptoms in the child at birth, results of a toxicology test performed on the
mother at delivery or the child’s birth, or medical effects or developmental delays
during the child’s first year of life that medically indicate prenatal exposure to a
controlled substance. [Neglect was added to Minnesota’s mandatory reporting
law in 1978.]

“Mental injury” [also known as Emotional Abuse] means an injury to the
psychological capacity or emotional stability of a child as evidenced by an
observable or substantial impairment in the child’s ability to function within a
normal range of performance and behavior with due regard to the child’s culture.

[Examples of mental injury include but are no limited to: a caretaker who displays




a pattern of withholding affection; a child who exhibits low self-esteem or

destructive behaviors due to a pattern of belittling, criticizing or blaming by the

child’s caretaker; or a child who exhibits emotionally disturbed behavior due to a

pattern of behavior by the child’s caretaker (MN-DHS, 1993).] [Mental injury was
added to Minnesota’s mandatory reporting law in 1989.]

“Threatened injury” means a statement, overt act, condition, or status that
represents a substantial risk of physical or sexual abuse or mental injury.
[Examples of threatened injury include but are limited to: a caretaker who
threatens to abandon a child; a caretaker who threatens to physically or sexually
abuse a child; or a caretaker who uses a weapon to threaten a child (MN-DHS,
1993).] [Threatened injury was added to Minnesota’s mandatory reporting law in

1989.]

History of Child Maltreatment

Evidence of child maltreatment, infanticide, and child scarifies can be traced back
to ancient Greece. “Human life was considered so short and cheap that there was little
concern about killing” (Breiner, 1990, p. 49). Ancient Greece was a patriarchal society.
Male heads of households were allowed to do with their children as they saw fit.
Children were offered to guests as sexual concubines, sacrificed to the gods, or exposed
in extreme conditions to prove their worthiness to live (Breiner, 1990). The first child of
each sex was allowed to live if healthy, but subsequent children were often killed so the
family did not have to divide their scared land to other heirs (Breiner, 1990; Lacey, 1968).
In fact, infanticide was so common and accepted that many of the comedies and jokes of
that era were written about killing children (Breiner, 1990).

Sexual abuse, violence toward child, and infanticide were also commonplace in
ancient Rome. Children were viewed as inferior. Young girls were raped and forced to

have sex with animals for entertainment, and young boys were scarified to the gods in




secret magical rituals (Breiner, 1990). It was recorded by Horace and other Romans that
men would eat the leg marrow and brains of infants to improve their virility, and other
body parts were used for love potions (Breiner, 1990). In 374 A. D., legislation was
drafted by Valentine, the Christian Emperor, making infanticide a capital offense (Smith,
1978). At that time, however, the Church was more concerned about “the parents’ souls
than the destruction of a child’s life” (Breiner, 1990, p. 118).

According to Greven (1991), the most influential source of physical punishment
against children has come from people’s interpretation of the Bible. Scriptures in the Old
Testament and passages from the New Testament have been used for centuries to sustain
the defense for using the rod and other forms of physical violence against children
(Greven, 1991). Mrs. Morrow Graham, mother of the Reverend Billy Graham, said the
following:

Billy was always full of pranks; sometimes he carried things a bit too far, and off

came his father’s belt. Mr. Graham never punished in anger or desperation, but

when he did see the necessity for correction, I winced. At such times I had to
remind myself of another Proverb: “Withhold not correction from the child: for if

thou beatest him with a rod, he shall not die” (Proverb 23:13). More than once I

wiped tears from my eyes and turned my head so the children wouldn’t see, but I

always stood behind my husband when he administered discipline. I knew he was

doing what was biblically correct. And the children didn’t die! (Greven, 1991,

p-3)

The use of physical punishment is said to correspond with people’s conceptions of
God and their interpretations and attitudes toward biblical passages (Greven, 1991). The

Book of Proverbs has been used by many people as a religious guide to child-rearing.

Some of the passages used to condone physical punishment include: a) “A whip for the

horse, a bridle for the ass, and a rod for the fool’s back™ (26:3); b) “He that spareth his




rod hateth his son: but he that loveth him chasteneth him betimes” (13:24); ¢) “The rod
and reproof give wisdom: but a child left to himself bringeth his mother to shame”
(29:15); d) “Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child; but the rod of correction shall
drive it far from him” (22:15); e) “The blueness of a wound cleanseth away evil: so do
stripes the inward parts of the belly” (20:30); and f) “Withhold not correction from the
child: for if thou beatest him with the rod, he shall not die. Thou shall beat him with the
rod, and shalt deliver his soul from hell” (23:13-14) (Greven, 1991, pp. 48-49).

In early colonial time, children were only considered important because of their
role as laborers in the community (Grotberg, 1978). Children are not mentioned
anywhere in the Constitution. They were not afforded any rights because they were
viewed as property. Children were perceived as miniature adults who were full of sin,
and needed to be “disciplined rigorously” (Grotberg, 1978, p. 406). Even nursery rhymes
supported the idea that “children must be seen, not heard” (Grotberg, 1978, p. 406):

There was an old woman who lived in a shoe

She had so many children she didn’t know what to do;

She gave them some broth without any bread

She whipped them all soundly and put them to bed. (Grotberg, 1978,
p. 405)

Greven (1991) reports that physical discipline of school children dates back to the
colonial period. In 1977, the first case regarding corporal punishment in school was
heard before the Supreme Court. The case of Ingraham v. Wright involved a 14-year-old
boy named James Ingraham, from Drew Junior High (Florida), who was paddled by the

school principal at least 20 times. As a result of the paddling, Ingraham suffered severe

pain and bruising. The final ruling was that physical punishment at school did not violate

either the 8th or 14th Amendments of the Constitution (Greven, 1991). Therefore,
schools are limited in restricting speech, but are allowed to use corporal punishment

(which can be considered child abuse if used by parents) as a means to discipline children
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(Stein, 1998). As of September of 1999, 12 states still condone the use of physical
punishment in public schools (Smith, Morrow, & Gray, 1999). According to the
Children’s Defense Fund (1999), every day 2,658 students suffer corporal punishment in
public schools; which equates to about 1 student every 9 seconds.

The U. S. Advisory Board on Child Abuse and Neglect reports that child
maltreatment has reached epidemic proportions- about 3 million reports each year, most
of which turn out to be accurate (Brodkin & Coleman, 1995). In Minnesota in 1992,
there were 27,462 reports of child maltreatment- because some of the children were
involved in more than one type of maltreatment, the sum of allegations totaled 30,536
(Wattenberg, 1994). Of those cases: 15,258 (55.6 %) involved neglect; 11,508 (41.9 %)
involved physical abuse; 3,225 (11.7 %) involved sexual abuse, and 545 (2 %) involved
emotional abuse (Wattenberg, 1994). Of thel5,258 neglect reports, 6,464 (42 %) were
substantiated and most involved children under the age of two (Wattenberg, 1994). In
1990, 32 % of the physical abuse reports were substantiated, 41 % of sexual abuse reports
were substantiated, and 55 % of the emotional abuse reports were substantiated

(Wattenberg & Cassidy, 1992).

Child Abuse Legislation & Mandatory Reporting Laws

In 1866, the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA)
was formed. The ASPCA was called upon to assist in the rescue of Mary Ellen Wilson, a
child who was severely abused by her guardians. As a result of the Mary Ellen case, the
New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (New York SPCC) was
established in 1874. In 1880, New Jersey passed the first anti-child abuse legislation.
The Legislation made child abuse a misdemeanor, punishable by a fine of 10 - 50 dollars
and up to 6 months of imprisonment (Nelson, 1984). Other states soon followed suit with

their own child maltreatment legislation.
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The first White House Conference on Children, the Conference on the Care of
Dependent Children, was held in 1909. From this conference, the groundwork was laid
for changes in children’s lives (Costin, Karger, & Stoesz, 1996). By 1912, the Federal
Children’s Bureau was created through legislation to address issues regarding the welfare
of children. The federal governments involvement in child welfare increased during the
New Deal through the Social Security Act of 1935 (Costin et al., 1996; Pelton, 1985). In
the 1940s through the 1950s, more services for children were established through the
emerging fields of child psychiatry and social work (Tzeng, Jackson, & Karlson, 1991).

In 1962, the Journal of the American Medical Association published the famous
article of “The Battered-Child Syndrome,” which addressed the seriousness of child
abuse. Later that same year, amendments to the Social Security Act were made requiring
each state “to develop a plan to extend child welfare services, including protective
services, to every political subdivision” (Tzeng et al., 1991). Between 1963 to 1967,
every state passed some form of child abuse reporting law. According to DeFrancis
(1979), 11 states successfully passed mandatory reporting laws in 1963. By 1965, a total
of 47 states had reporting laws; and the final 3 states followed suit with mandatory
reporting laws by 1967 (DeFrancis, 1970).

In 1974, Congress passed the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act
(CAPTA). This was the first time federal legislation had been made in America to
combat the issue of child maltreatment. CAPTA was enacted to standardize the
definition of child abuse and neglect as well as the procedure for states to respond to
maltreatment reports (Costin et al., 1996). It also required that a guardian-ad-litem
(court-appointed adult who assures the child’s best interest and legal rights are met) is
assigned to all child maltreatment cases that are addressed in Court (Pelton, 1985).
Through CAPTA, the National Center for Child Abuse and Neglect (NCCAN) was
established within the Department of Health and Human Services. The NCCAN

provided a model for state child protection programs. Eventually, all 50 states enacted

- Augsburg College Library




this model statute for child protection programs, which included the following: 1)
standard definition of child maltreatment; 2) methods for reporting and investigation
maltreatment; 3) immunity for those reporting suspected maltreatment of children; and 4)
development of prevention services and public education to reduce the incidence of child
maltreatment (Costin et al., 1996).

Initially, only physicians were required to report suspected child maltreatment.
Since then, the persons designated as mandated reporters have expanded. Under
Minnesota law, mandated reporters now include:

A professional or the professional’s delegate who is engaged in the practice of the

healing arts, social services, hospital administration, psychological or psychiatric

treatment, child care, education, law enforcement, or a member of the clergy.

(MN-DHS, 1993, p. 2)
All states have different wording regarding their designated mandated reporters. Most
states include the professionals in the above-stated list. Eighteen states include “any
person” in the list of persons mandated to report suspected or known child maltreatment
(Hutchinson, 1993). In general, all professionals who come into contact with children are
required by law to report suspected or known child maltreatment (Stein, 1998).
Therefore, mandated reporters include but are not limited to: dentists, doctors, nurses,
social workers, foster parents, group home and residential treatment staff,
guardian-ad-litems, therapists, teachers, school administrators, child care workers, clergy,

and law enforcement personnel.

Minnesota’s Mandatory Reporting Law
Minnesota Statute 626.556, the Reporting of Maltreatment of Minors (2000)
states Minnesota’s public policy regarding child maltreatment is as follows:
The legislature hereby declares that the public policy of this state is to protect

children whose health or welfare may be jeopardized through physical abuse,




neglect or sexual abuse. In furtherance of this public policy, it is the intent of the

legislature under this section to strengthen the family and make the home, school,

and community safe for children by promoting responsible child care in all

settings; and to provide, when necessary, a safe temporary or permanent home
environment for physically or sexually abused or neglected children.

In addition, it is the policy of this state to require the reporting of neglect,
physical or sexual abuse of children in the home, school, and community settings;
to provide for the voluntary reporting of abuse or neglect of children; to require
the assessment and investigation of the reports; and to provide protective and
counseling services in appropriate cases.

There are four basic assumptions underlying mandatory reporting laws: 1)
children need people outside their home to protect them; 2) parents who maltreat their
children will not voluntarily seek services; 3) a large number of maltreated children will
not be seen by public agencies without mandatory reporting; and 4) mandated reporting
by designated professionals will help to ensure accurate and complete reports of child
maltreatment (Hutchinson, 1993).'

According to the Minnesota Department of Human Services (1993), the law
requires that mandated professionals report all known and suspected child maltreatment
that has occurred within the preceding 3 years. The reporter is only responsible to report
maltreatment, they are not responsible to investigate or prove maltreatment has occurred.
Mandated reporters can contact their local social service agency and talk with child
protection staff to determine if a particular situation is reportable (MN-DHS, 1993).

Mandated reporters must contact either the local social service agency or law
enforcement to make a report of suspected child abuse or neglect. According to
Lowenthal (1996) “A report is a request for an investigation into a suspected cause of

abuse” (p. 22). In instances of imminent danger [such as abandonment or current severe




abuse], reporters are advised to contact their local police or sheriff’s department [as law
enforcement can immediately remove a child from a dangerous environment by placing
him or her in protective custody.] (MN-DHS, 1993). An oral report of suspected child

maltreatment must be given as soon as possible but no longer than 24 hours. The oral

report can be given by telephone or in person. A written report must follow up the oral

report within 72 hours, excluding holidays and weekends, of learning the information.
The written report should include: 1) child’s name, age, address; 2) the person believed to
be responsible for the maltreatment; 3) nature or extent of the maltreatment; and 4) name
and phone number of the reporter (MN-DHS, 1993). Social services or law enforcement
will determine if the report meets legal criteria for assessment, and investigate if
necessary.

The law provides certain protections for reporters: 1) the reporter’s name is kept
confidential (unless ordered by the Court); 2) the reporter is immune from civil and
criminal liability (if the report is given in good faith); and 3) retaliation by their employer
is prohibited (MN-DHS, 1993). It is a misdemeanor if a person mandated by law does
not report suspected or known child maltreatment (DeFrancis, 1970). In Minnesota, a
mandated reporter who fails to report child maltreatment may be sued for monetary
damages. The court will typically consider four elements: 1) whether the person had a
legal duty to report; 2) whether the person failed his or her duty to report; 3) whether the
child was actually maltreated; and 4) whether the failure to report was the proximate
cause of the child’s maltreatment (Gullatt, 1999; Yell, 1996). Any person who falsely
reports child maltreatment is liable under civil suit and may have to pay actual or punitive

damages set by the court or a jury (MN-DHS, 1993).

Mandated Reporters
Professional literature and research identifies several reasons why mandated

reporters are not reporting. According to the literature (Besharov & Laumann, 1996;
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Brodkin & Coleman, 1995; Gullatt, 1999; Hutchinson, 1993; Lowenthal, 1996;
Nunnelley & Fields, 1998; Nunnelley & Fields, 1999; Tite, 1993), the main factors that
affected a mandated reporters decision to report includes: 1) lack of knowledge about the
reporting process; 2) frustration with the child protection system; 3) conflicting values;
and 4) case characteristics.

Lack of knowledge about the reporting process is one reason some mandated
reporters may ignore their duties to report. There is a misconception among mandated
reporters that they must prove maltreatment has occurred (Nunnelley & Fields,1999). In
actuality, a reporter only needs “reasonable suspicions” (Yell, 1996) that abuse or neglect
has happened or is likely to happen. The legal standard for reasonable suspicion is that a
reasonable person would have had similar concerns about the situation (Alexander &
Alexander, 1992). Furthermore, child protection investigators and law enforcement do
not want reporters to investigate suspected maltreatment. If the case goes to trial,
allegations may be brought up that the child was coerced or tricked into falsely reporting.
Therefore, it 1s best if the child only gives his or her full statement to trained
investigators. A second misconception is that the alleged perpetrator will be told who
made the report, and therefore, may retaliate (Nunnelley & Fields, 1998). By law,
reporters’ names are confidential. The only times a reporter’s identity would be disclosed
is if a false report was believed to have been given intentionally, or if it was deemed
necessary by the Court (MN-DHS, 1993).

Frustration with child protective services (CPS) is another identified reason that
mandated reporters fail to report. Zellman & Antler (1990) conducted a national survey
of 2,000 mandated reporters in 15 states. Respondents were asked their professional
background, reporting history, and the factors that affect their decisions whether or not to
report. Following the survey results, 6 states were selected for field visits based on four
variables: 1) percentage of respondents who had made maltreatment reports in the last

year; 2) percentage of respondents who stated they always received feedback from CPS;
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3) respondents perception of the amount of children who benefit from mandatory
reporting laws; and 4) percentage of respondents who had or expected to encounter
difficulty making a report [due to busy telephone lines] to the proper authorities- CPS or
law enforcement (Zellman & Antler). The study found that most mandated reporters
were frustrated with CPS and their responsibility to report maltreatment. Many
respondents stated their decision not to report all instances of maltreatment was due to
frustrations with busy phone lines, anger over previously screened-out or unsubstantiated
reports, and concern regarding the effectiveness of social service interventions (Zellman
& Antler).

The selection of the research respondents creates a question as to the study’s
reliability. According to the report, the surveyed professionals were “clustered” (Zellman
& Antler, 1990, p. 30) in 15 states. Of thel5 states, only 2,000 mandated reporters were
surveyed. Of those surveyed, only 55% responded and 6 states were selected for site
visits. Therefore, a total of 103 mandated reporters were interviewed for the study
(Zellman & Antler). It is unlikely that the results from this small sample would be
consistent with the views of the overall population of mandated reporters. Therefore, the

findings of this survey may not be representative of mandated reporters at large.

Teachers as Mandated Reporters

In all 50 states, teachers are designated as mandated reporters, and thus are legally
obligated to report known or suspected child abuse or neglect. The U. S. Advisory Board
on Child Abuse and Neglect has stated that the nation’s educational system has the ability
to be “the linchpin of efforts to protect children from abuse and neglect” (Yell, 1996).
Teachers are usually with children more frequently and for longer duration of time, than
all other mandated reporters. They have the most opportunity to observe and talk with
children on an almost daily basis. However, according to the National Research Council

(1993), a national survey found that only 57% of teachers knew their school had written




procedures for identifying and reporting child maltreatment. Of the teachers who knew
about the written policies, most were not clear about “the nature of existing school
policies” (p.184). Approximately two-thirds of teachers in another national survey
believed their training on child abuse identification and reporting was inadequate
(Abrahams, et al., 1992).

Child maltreatment reports have exceeded 3 million a year, and will likely
continue to grow (Helfer, Kempe & Krugman, 1997). According to Besharov &
Laumann (1996), a large amount of the maltreatment reports received by child protection
agencies would not have been made without the passage of mandatory reporting laws.
Over half of all maltreatment reports are initiated by mandated reporters (Doueck &
Levine, 1997). Public schools are said to make more maltreatment reports than any other
institution, however, it is estimated that they fail to report an estimated 80% of all
reportable cases (O’Toole, et al., 1999). The low percentage of suspected child
maltreatment cases that are actually reported to child protection authorities has been of
special concern for child welfare groups (National Research Council, 1993).

Conflicting values is identified as another possible reason mandated reporters may
chose not to report suspected child maltreatment (Nunnelley & Fields, 1999; Tite, 1993).
It is suggested that teachers are particularly reluctant to interfere with a parent’s right to
discipline their child (Tite, 1993). What one teacher personally considers abusive
behavior may be viewed by another teacher as an appropriate means of discipline.
Teachers may also feel that having to identify and report child abuse and neglect takes
away valuable time from their job as educators (Nunnelley & Fields, 1999). Nowadays,
graduation standards is the new focus of schools. Teachers’ schedules are very busy and

they have limited, if any, down time. Finally, teachers may also be concerned about

repercussions to the child [i.e.. further abuse or removal from the home] if a report is

made (Nunnelley & Fields, 1998).
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Reporter and organization characteristics were also identified as determining
factor in the reporting of maltreatment. O’Toole, Webster, O’Toole & Lucal (1999)
conducted a factorial survey of 480 teachers regarding their recognition and reporting of
child abuse. They studied personal characteristics of the reporter and characteristics of
the organization (school). Variables describing the teachers were categorized by
“socialization regarding abuse, specific attitudes and beliefs regarding reporting, and past
reporting behavior” (p. 1089). Variables for the organizations characteristics were
divided into “school size (number of students and teachers); number of students seen per
day; location of school; source of school support (public, Catholic, non-Catholic, private
non-religious); and school procedures for handling suspected cases of child abuse”
(p-1089).

The study concluded that the variables describing teachers did little to explain the
variance for the recognition and reporting of maltreatment. Teachers’ evaluations of
Child Protection Services (CPS) was the only significant variable for measuring their
attitudes and beliefs. Teachers who gave a high evaluation of CPS recognized and
reported more abuse (O’Toole, et al., 1999). A significant difference was noted in the
different types of schools. Catholic school teachers had the highest recognition and
reporting of abuse, while public school teachers had the lowest (O’Toole, et al., 1999).

Not surprising, more reports were filed in schools were there were more teachers.

Gaps 1n the Literature
Research has revealed alarming statistics regarding the amount of documented
maltreatment to children in America; however, research on child abuse is a relatively new
development (Gullatt, 1999). In recent years, literature has addressed the possible
reasons of underreporting by mandated reporters (Besharov & Laumann, 1996; Brokin &
Coleman, 1995; Gullatt, 1999; Hutchinson, 1993; Lowenthal, 1996; Nunnelley & Fields,
1998; Nunnelley & Fields, 1999; O’Toole, Webster, O’Toole & Lucal, 1999; Tite, 1993;




Yell, 1996; Zellman & Antler, 1990). The actual research in this topic; however, has
been minimal (O’Toole, Webster, O’ Toole & Lucal, 1999; Zellman & Antler, 1990).
Research specific to teachers as mandated reporters is even more minuscule (O’ Toole,
Webster, O’Toole & Lucal, 1999).

Since children are with teachers more than any other group of mandated reporters,
research is needed to address this issue. A specific area that needs to be studied is

teachers’ knowledge of their responsibilities for reporting suspected and known child

maltreatment. After all, teachers are less likely to report concerns of abuse and neglect if

they do not know or understand their responsibilities for reporting. The goal of this
research project is to fill that gap by surveying teachers in a local school district regarding
their knowledge of reporting child maltreatment, pursuant to Minnesota Statute 626.566,
the Reporting of Maltreatment of Minors. The results of the survey can be used to
determine what, if any, training is needed or desired for teachers to understand and fulfill

their duties as mandated reporters.

Summary
This chapter provided literature on child maltreatment and mandatory reporting
laws. It identified the roles and responsibilities of teachers as mandated reporters,
summarized related literature, and addressed gaps in the existing research. The next
chapter will address the theoretical frameworks of the systems theory and advocacy

theory to help understand the relevance of the study.




Chapter 3: Theoretical Frameworks

Introduction
In this chapter, systems theory and the theory of advocacy will be used to examine
and address the issues involved with teachers as mandated reporters of child
maltreatment. Since teachers are with children more often than any other group of

mandated reporters, their involvement in the protection of children is crucial.

Systems Theory
The general systems theory was derived from biology by Ludwig Von Bertalanffy
in the 1930s (Nicholas & Schwartz, 1998). Bertalanffy introduced this as a new approach
to understanding organisms in nature as systems with holistic properties which cannot be
found separately in individual parts (Andreae, 1996). From this, there was a gradual shift

from focusing on the individual to understand the important of the “person-environment

interrelatedness and person—situatidn transactions” (Andreae, 1996, p. 605). One of the

primary assumptions of the systems theory includes wholeness. The wholeness of a
system can be described like a ripple-effect, change in any one part of the system will
cause changes in all parts throughout the system (Kilpatrick & Holland, 1999). Because
systems are constantly changing and interacting with its environment, a balance must
exist among the parts of the system in order to function effectively (Nichols & Schwartz,
1998).

Systems theory is critical when looking at the effectiveness of mandated reporting
of child maltreatment. There are several key players involved in the system of protecting
children. These key players include the children themselves, their families, mandated
reporters, the community, and the judicial system. Parents are primarily responsible for

the care and welfare of their children, but history has proven that parents do not always




fulfill that responsibility. In fact, sometimes parents are responsible for committing
crimes against their children. Because of this concern, legislation has been developed to
address the safety of children. To help ensure that the legislation will be followed, certain

professionals have been designated as mandated reporters. Mandated reporters are

obligated by law to report all cases of known, suspected, and threatened child

maltreatment. In all 50 states teachers are designated as mandated reporters. This is
important because they have more day-to-day contact with children than any other group
of mandated reporters.

If a teacher suspects or knows that a child is being or has been maltreated in the
past 3 years, they are obligated to report it to their local social service agency or law
enforcement department. When mandated reporters comply with their legal obligations,
community agencies (such as social services or law enforcement) get involved to
determine the level of risk and what, if any, intervention or services are needed. The
court can be brought in, if needed, to help monitor the child’s welfare and the family’s
compliance with services. However, failure in any one part of the above system, will
result in failure in the entire system of protecting children.

If teachers are not aware of or do not understand their legal responsibilities as a
mandated reporter, then they may not report or wait too long to report alleged
maltreatment. Their failure to report may lead to ongoing maltreatment to a child and
potentially, the child’s death. It is important that teachers understand all of their
responsibilities as a mandated reporter. By following the guidelines and procedures of
Minnesota’s mandatory reporting law, they are actively participating and contributing to
the system of protecting children.

When focusing on teachers roles as mandated reporters, other systems come to
play. For example, teachers themselves are mandated reporters, however, teachers often
rely on the support and training of their districts regarding the reporting of child

maltreatment. Because child maltreatment laws can be amended yearly, districts rely on




the local social service agencies to keep them abreast of the latest changes and
requirements. If the social service agency fails to notify the school district of these
changes, teachers will most likely go unaware of those changes, and children will suffer
the consequences. Furthermore, if districts do not provide the training to keep teachers
informed of their responsibilities, many teachers may not complete life-saving reports.
Therefore, as a system working together to protect children, it is vital that all key players

understand and fulfill their responsibilities for the system to be successful.

Theory of Advocacy

According to Payne (1997), the theory of advocacy originated in the legal field.
The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) has expanded the term advocacy to
promote social justice and social change for all, especially those who are not able to speak
or act on their own behalf (Reamer, 1998). The primary objective of advocacy is that
people with resources and knowledge are responsible to help ensure that others, who are
less fortunate, are afforded the same basic human rights. One of the most important basic
human rights is that of safety.

The 1974 Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA) was the first
federal legislation in America to combat the issue of child maltreatment. It helped to
establish the National Center for Child Abuse and Neglect (NCCAN), which designated
certain persons who are mandated by law to report suspected and known child
maltreatment. The goal behind mandated reporting is to provide a formal process for
protecting children. Among other professionals, teachers are designated as mandated
reporters in all 50 states.

Teachers who understand the important role they play in the system of protecting

children are more likely to comply with their responsibilities as a mandated reporter,

despite conflicting values, fear of repercussions, or frustration with Child Protective

Services. Teachers need to be told they are a valued and necessary component in the
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child welfare system. Due to the nature of their jobs, teachers have time to build a
rapport with children so they may disclose if they are being abused or neglected. When
children disclose such information, or show signs that maltreatment may be occurring, it
is a teacher’s duty to advocate for the child’s protection. If a teacher chooses to disregard
the information or discredit the child, he or she may never tell again. The primary way
for teachers to accomplish this advocacy for children is to fulfill their responsibilities as
mandated reporters. It is not a teacher’s responsibility to decide what is or is not worth
investigating. They must report all concerns of child maltreatment.

Children need advocates because they are often unable to speak for or defend
themselves. They are counting on teachers to help them lead safe, fulfilling lives. When
teachers have a better understanding of their roles as advocates for children, they may
actively seek out information regarding the ever-changing reporting laws, resulting in

safer lives for children.

Summary
This chapter examined the systems theory and theory of advocacy as tools for
understanding the importance of teachers advocating for children through mandated
reporting. The next chapter will outline the methods used to conduct the study, including

the protection of human participants.




Chapter 4: Methodology

Introduction
This chapter will explain the methods used to conduct the study. The discussion
will include the research question, research design, definitions of concepts, participant
demographics, sample selection, measurement issues, data collection, data analysis, and

procedures for the protection of human subjects.

Research Question
The intent of this exploratory study was to research elementary teachers’
knowledge and understanding of Minnesota’s mandatory reporting law, the Reporting of
Maltreatment of Minors, MN Statute 626.556. The research question to be addressed in
this study was: What do elementary teachers know about their responsibilities for

reporting child maltreatment?

Research Design

The research design was an exploratory, quantitative survey. The questionnaire
included sixteen closed-ended questions regarding teacher demographics, teachers’
knowledge of reporting procedures and guidelines, previous training regarding mandated
reporting, and teachers’ opinions regarding their overall knowledge and needs about
reporting child maltreatment. The survey answer-options<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>