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ABSTRACT


Child protection workers, who are often graduates of schools of social work, are the frontline professionals who are charged with making determinations about the safety of children, and developing interventions to address these safety concerns. Determining the safety of children is an extremely difficult process due to the complexity of the issues that may exist in any one situation, including the impact of social problems, the complexity of human behaviour, and the need to predict future actions and consequences.  On top of these challenges, child protection workers are subject to strict reporting and practice requirements imposed by the government and are required to provide a service mandated by legislation and funded by taxpayers. Given such responsibilities and constraints how does a person get prepared to work in the field of child welfare?  

The purpose of this research was to explore what child welfare managers think prepares new BSW graduates to enter into the field of child welfare. In particular, how well are BSW graduates currently prepared? Is there a need to improve preparedness, and if so, what could be done to achieve this? Literature provided key but contradictory   perspectives in the debate around the preparedness of new workers. However, it is recognized that a partnership between education and child welfare could have beneficial effect on preparedness.  

 Using the approaches of Interpretive Social Science and Critical Social Science, this qualitative research study was designed using semi-structured interviews to generate the data.  Data was interpreted and analyzed through the techniques of coding and memo-writing from Grounded Theory.  A colleague conducted a separate study of new workers which provided an opportunity to compare and contrast managers perspectives with those of new workers leading to a clearer understanding of preparedness. 
    Overall, new workers are deemed to be prepared in terms of having the knowledge base that is needed to start working in child welfare. However, child welfare managers believe more learning opportunities need to be built into school programs that focus on applying theory to practice, child welfare specific knowledge, and understanding the complexity of mandated work. Field placements in child welfare settings, are considered to be valuable in preparing students prior to employment. Child welfare managers believe that an alliance between education and the field could optimize the readiness of new workers so as to ensure quality service for families in our community.
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INTRODUCTION:

Child protection workers, who are often graduates of schools of social work, are the frontline professionals who are charged with making determinations about the safety of children, and developing interventions to address these safety concerns. Determining the safety of children is an extremely difficult process due to the complexity of the issues that may exist in any one situation, including the impact of social problems, the complexity of human behaviour, and the need to predict future actions and consequences.  On top of these challenges, child protection workers are subject to strict reporting and practice requirements imposed by the government and are required to provide a service mandated by legislation and funded by taxpayers. Given such responsibilities and constraints how does a person get prepared to work in the field of child welfare?  


This question prompted me to reminisce about my early days as a child protection worker, as I too have questioned my own preparedness in my struggle with the balance of the clinical work with families and the mandated components of child welfare work. Six months after I obtained my Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) degree, I started my career in child welfare. I recalled my first day as clear as a whistle – it was November 16, 1998, and stepping into my office, I was given a large orientation binder to read and familiarize myself with the policies and procedures, and was told to listen to referral calls. My mind was wheeling with thoughts of “what did I take on?” This feeling continued to increase as I realized that I needed to investigate allegations of child neglect and abuse and somehow help families address these concerns, yet I had no formal training in the area of child protection.  At the time when I entered into this field (1998), child welfare work revolved around the Ontario Risk Assessment Model and the Eligibility Spectrum, and so my first training and subsequent practice were focused on risks and the blame was placed on the families. I headed out to “help” families in the ways I have learned from my personal experience, the risk assessment training and education, but there was clearly a huge gap in my understanding of the power I had as a child protection worker, families’ mistrust towards me, and where my limitations were. I clearly did not feel ready, but had to learn quickly as there was no option for new workers’ training or any special accommodations. That was the start of my child welfare career. 


During my first two years, I continued to carry a full caseload of pending investigations while waiting to complete training.  Two months into the job, I was assigned my first sexual abuse investigation that resulted in criminal charges.  After a six-month period, I attended my interviewing training.  There were also occasions when I was taken out of training to pick up an urgent investigation due to staffing issues.  

The majority of what I learned about child welfare work came from experienced workers and my supervisors.  I shadowed with experienced workers in different departments, with de-briefing conversations afterwards.  My supervisors provided directions as to what steps needed to be taken.  There were times where I was uncomfortable with the directions or steps taken, as I did not understand the rationale or have the opportunity to process it, but merely told that these steps had to be taken. 
I managed to survive those early years, and became an “experienced” worker, who mentored new workers and supervised placement students. Throughout my career, I have observed my colleagues struggle with practicing in this field, and feeling ill-equipped. I noticed my colleagues shared similar experiences as mine – lacking training, feeling pressed for time, trying to balance the work.  I have had placement students who decided that child welfare was not a fit for them while others have decided they would stay. With each group of students, I wondered about preparedness for the field.  

With the passage of time, I modified my practice to fit who I am as a person and who I am as a worker, and continued to learn new ways to work with families. I cannot say that this shift is not influenced by the ideological shifts in child welfare. I found myself being more comfortable and relieved when the child welfare practice shifted towards a strength-based approach, not recognizing its connection to the larger social and political context. All these interactions and events have led me back to the same question: what makes a person ready to practice social work in a child welfare setting?


I have asked myself this question many times over the span of my career. A review of literature suggests that many social workers, child protection professionals, and educators have asked similar questions about preparedness (Parton, 1998; Dominelli, 1996, Hopkins, 1999, Perry, 2006). These scholars have conducted similar studies as attempts to better understand how to foster and support a long-term career in this field. 

In 2014, McMaster University’s School of Social Work, the Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies, and Children's Aid Societies of the Grand River zone developed a working partnership that focuses on the question of preparedness of new BSW graduates to enter the field of child work. This committee made up of both child welfare professionals and educators was set up with the purpose of establishing an educational pathway that may help to better prepare new graduates. Both Jennifer Maxwell (another MSW student and my co-researcher) and I were excited over the opportunity to explore this issue, as part of the fulfillment of the requirements of our social work graduate degree, as both of us have asked ourselves this question during different points of our career, and both have a passion for child welfare.

To study this question, I used a mixed theoretical lens made up of Interpretive and Critical Social Sciences approaches. We believed that in order to obtain a better understanding of worker readiness it is important to approach the question from both a new worker perspective and a manager
 perspective. For my study, the research focused on what child welfare managers think is needed to prepare new graduates to enter the child welfare field. I believe managers have unique perspectives as they are the people who evaluate how well workers perform, and develop ways to support workers to be able to stay in this career. Jennifer Maxwell and I used a critical approach hoping to point out changes that are needed in the preparation of new workers for the field of child welfare, and in turn, resulting in quality service to families.


This research begins with a co-authored literature review by Jennifer Maxwell and I, looking at a brief history of child welfare and the shifts in how child protection work has been done. The review continues into a discussion of several major themes:  changes made in BSW education including the development of child welfare specialties, workers’ experience of child welfare; and the notion of competence as it relates to preparedness.  

Following the review is a discussion of the methodology used to analyze the data collected through individual qualitative interviews with participants. Grounded Theory, a qualitative approach, will be used, as we believe it is most suited for the exploration of this topic. The findings will identify the major themes presented by participants. The final part of this thesis consists of a discussion of the findings, and the implications for social work education, child welfare practice and future research. A list with the participants’ suggestions for an educational curriculum will also be included. 
LITERATURE REVIEW:


 New workers, who are often new BSW graduates, find themselves thrown into complicated and stressful positions with an incredible amount of liability and authority placed in their hands. High turnover rates among new child welfare workers are common and this has created difficulties surrounding recruitment of qualified staff, productivity and available resources to families. “In 2007, the rate of turnover among all Ontario Children Aid Societies was 7.7%. Between 2007 and 2008, the Children’s Aid Society of London and Middlesex alone hired 66 child protection workers with the cost to train these workers exceeding $350,000” (OACAS.org, 2010). This raises the question of what social work education needs to look like in order to assist with preparing future child welfare professionals. Perhaps through education, new workers can be better prepared to work and maintain a career in child welfare. But what does being prepared actually mean? How well do BSW programs prepare new workers for the reality of practicing within the child welfare system? This section of the paper will review the research and literature available on this subject, in an attempt to better understand new worker preparedness for the child welfare system.
Brief History


Working in child welfare is a particularly difficult job due to its complexity, mandatory nature, the political paradigm of neoliberalism, and the scope of public scrutiny placed on professionals in the field. As a state sanctioned social service, there are mandated expectations that need to be followed. Given the history of child welfare, there have been shifts to its paradigm and approaches, leaving debates over the qualifications of those who are competent to carry out the child welfare work (Bramham, 2015). Social workers comprise the majority of those employed in the child welfare protection roles “several studies have cited the importance of social work education for workers providing services to children and families” (Hopkins et al, 1999).


The concept of who is deemed to qualify to provide child protection services to families can be traced back to the nineteenth century (Ellett & Leighninger, 2007). At that time, volunteers, mainly through churches, provided the bulk of child protection services, such as providing alternate arrangements for children who they thought were abused or neglected. As society shifted towards science, away from religious faith, child welfare work was seen to be better provided by a profession that had a social science background. “While the field of child welfare was emerging, social work had begun to define itself as a profession” (Ellett & Leighninger, 2007, p. 7). As further economic and social upheaval occurred during the early twentieth century there was a recognition that a profession like social work was needed in order to properly assess the needs of families, particularly the safety of children while considering socio-economic factors. This led to the development of Schools of Social Work in universities, with child welfare being a field within social work (Zastrow, 2009). According to Ellett & Leighninger (2007), the need for social work training became more relevant as child welfare began to encompass various responsibilities, such as family services, foster care, adoptions, and investigations, especially in relation to how societal expectations affected families. 


In his article, Rescuing the Waifs and Strays of the City: The Western 

Emigration Program of the Children’s Aid Society, Clay Gish (1999) explains how in the mid 1800s Charles Brace, founder of the Children’s Aid Society in New York State, believed it was better to remove children from unhealthy homes and place them in nurturing positive environments rather than institutions. Under his leadership, “CAS developed innovative organizational methods still employed by modern social services agencies, such as using salaried case workers instead of volunteers, maintaining client case records, and conducting home visits to assess need and provide ongoing supervision” (Gish, 1999, p. 121). Brace’s ideology stemmed from a time when religious charity approaches were the only supports available for those living in absolute poverty and patriarchal classist dominant views held sway. Since that time, Ontario developed policies and procedures through Ministry directives to ensure that children are protected under the law. Designated provincial child welfare agencies are licensed to intervene with families if children are determined to be at risk. 


Despite the development of formalized education and what appeared to be the good intentions of service providers in the past, the history of child welfare is filled with decisions that are now marked as mistakes and seen as oppressive to different populations within society. Social work is a profession that mediates the relationship between people and the state. It positions itself as advocating against oppressive societal beliefs and structures. Yet social workers are often employed by government funded organizations, and are complicit in carrying out actions, supported by policy, that in fact, end up oppressing the very people social workers believe they are helping. McKeen talks about how over the recent years “the conceptual norms of the mainstream social policy subtly shifted to embrace a casework doctrine that social problems can be addressed solely by treating the supposed deficiencies of the individual” (2006 p. 37). By focusing on the individual only, it ignores the social inequalities and injustices inherent in the neoliberal systems within society. “This approach further advances social norms that effectively blame the victim, whatever the good intentions of policy makers and social advocates” (McKeen, 2006 p.38).


An example of this is the “sixties scoop” where in the 1960s, child welfare workers apprehended many aboriginal children from their homes and communities, deeming them unsafe, and placing the children into the foster care system, with many of these children being adopted (Blackstock & Trocme, 2005). This mass removal of aboriginal children resulted in fragmenting cultural and parental teachings that were traditionally passed down from the older generations to the young (Blackstock & Trocme, 2005). Cindy Blackstock, an advocate for aboriginal children, argues that a disproportionate number of aboriginal children still reside in foster care and how despite the crippling effects that child welfare has historically inflicted upon the aboriginal population, the passage of time has not changed the approach to child welfare. Blackstock also explains that the current child welfare practice and its child protection workers are not adequately equipped to work effectively with the aboriginal peoples (March 6, 2015). 


 Nigel Parton (1998) explained how changes throughout child welfare history have resulted in new strategies being adopted that may not have the best interest of children and families at heart. Parton described how the notion of normalcy was founded on mainly white, middle class values. Parton further argued that the compartmentalizing of people as either normal or unhealthy creates a shift towards pathologizing the individual. “Normalizing mechanisms require knowledge of the whole person in his or her social context, and depend on medio-social expertise and judgments for their operations” (1998 p. 9). Parton explained how this shift has created the emergence of social workers as social police agents, who are the modern day solution for surveillance of normalcy (1998).   


Dominelli (1996) pointed out that those in power have placed market-type expectations on the field that increase managerialism, accountability and decrease spending, with a belief that these practices will enhance our society’s well-being by encompassing market models. According to Fook (2012), the commoditization of social work in a managerialistic society is one which service organizations (the sellers) are measuring knowledge and skills by cost values, as ways to prove they are able to provide the required services within the budgets set by the government (the buyer), as they compete for fewer dollars allocated for social welfare services.


The child welfare field in Ontario has, in recent years, made a shift towards Anti-Oppressive Practice (AOP) in order to address the inherent power imbalances in our society. This movement calls for a more reflective practitioner, one who considers how power dominates and exploits our interactions with each other. “If oppression was operating at every level of society, including intimate interpersonal relationships, then the anti-oppressive social worker had license to intervene, highlight and minimize such power imbalances” (McLaughlin, 2005 p. 289). The critique of this movement however, is that it is somewhat idealistic and hard to put into practice when language and political climates embrace racist and oppressive terminology (McLaughlin, 2005). Additionally, an AOP stance, although unintentional, can misdirect reform, in that racist or discriminatory acts are seen in larger society as individual actions, not as systemically rooted practices.  Therefore political bodies are relieved of responsibility of acknowledging how the neoliberal system oppresses and maintains inequality (McLaughlin, 2005). To make this point, McLaughlin quoted from Philot: 


I used to think I was poor. Then they told me I wasn’t poor I was needy. They told me it was self-defeating to think of myself as needy, I was deprived. They then told me deprived was a bad image, I was underprivileged. They told me underprivileged was over used, I was disadvantaged. I still haven’t got a dime. But I sure have a great vocabulary. (Philot, 1999:13 quoted in McLaughlin, 2005 p. 291).


Social Work Education and Child Welfare


Child Welfare workers are required to possess in-depth knowledge and become specialists in a variety of complex policies, programs and family dynamics. Workers are called upon to understand not only risk and safety threats to children, but understand family functioning, be culturally sensitive and aware of societal factors which impact families. “Studies completed in the late 1980s and early 1990s indicated that professional social work education provides the type of knowledge and skills that are required for effective work in the Child Welfare field” (Albers, Riely & Rittner, 1993). Additionally, a study by Liberman, Hornby & Russell (1988) found that Child Welfare workers who held BSW and MSW degrees “reported feeling better prepared for the work than did workers without a social work education” (Hopkins, Mudrick & Rudolph, 1999 p. 752). 


 Hopkins, Mudrick & Rudolph (1999) in their article Impact of University/Agency Partnerships in Child Welfare on Organizations, Workers and Work Activities explained how some universities and child welfare sectors in the United States are partnering to enhance social work education in order to rebuild child welfare to a recognized professional service. Additionally, “models of these university/agency partnerships are being shared across North America to promote strategies to: (1) build effective collaborations between public child welfare agencies and universities; and (2) design educational curriculum-and innovative field internship experiences [Beard & Haynes 1995; Birmingham et al. 1996; McFadden et al. 1995; Risley-Curtiss et al. 1995]. The research conducted with the workers/students and those representing the supervisors/agencies suggest that the MSW education experience produced a noticeable change in the workers, specifically they became more knowledgeable and skilled, they felt more competent, and they acquired a professional identity. These findings are consistent with what has been found through university/public child welfare agency partnerships in other settings. In Florida, Louisiana, and California, public child welfare workers who return to school for a MSW degree also have been found to be more knowledgeable, competent and confident in their abilities and able to produce positive outcomes for their clients (Hopkins, Mudrick & Rudolph, 1999 p. 8).


Contrary to the above literature, the Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies who are the representative body of Child Welfare agencies in Ontario, submitted a request September 2009 for an exemption of the Social Policy Bill 179, and in this submission stated that a social work degree is not necessary to work in Child Welfare. “Child welfare professionals come from a variety of educational backgrounds and experiences which may include both college and university programs, but do not always include degrees in social work. These educational backgrounds are enriched by extensive in-service child protection training, mandated by the Ministry of Children and Youth Services” (OACAS, 2007). This statement claims that training on Child Protection workers competences is therefore more important for a worker to develop than simply a social work degree. This attempt to have CAS workers exempt from the Social Policy Bill 179 may be due, in part, to the limitations of rural Ontario agencies ability to recruit professionals who hold specifically Social Work degrees, and therefore may provide allowance for those agencies to hire other degrees for child welfare work (Zapf, 1993).

Perry (2006) explained how a study utilizing a proportionate, stratified random sample of both supervisor and peer evaluations of child welfare workers, found that “the educational background of child welfare workers is a poor predictive variable of their performance” (Perry, 2006 p 403). This study received a wide range of criticisms from professionals (Hughes & Baird, 2006; Ellett, 2006; Zlonik, 2006; McCarthy, 2006) in the field, who challenged the validity of the research and findings provided (Perry, 2006). Zlotnik’s (2006) assertion for example, argued that there is a validated role for professional social workers as child welfare workers. As a response, Perry (2006) then put forward another paper, arguing against social work as the prerequisite academic background for child welfare suggesting in the title that degrees do not guarantee competency.  

If we are truly interested in increasing the knowledge, skills, and retention of the child welfare workforce, why should the financial and educational benefits of specialized Title IV-E programs (if they have demonstrated effectiveness) be restricted only to social work majors? If we are genuinely interested in reprofessionalizing child welfare and maximizing the retention of quality workers, should not the opportunity to participate in specialized educational programs be open to those with a genuine interest in a career in child welfare (Perry, 2006 p 440).

Zlotnik, DePanfilis, Daining & McDermott Lane (2005) explain that the Title IV-E Education for Child Welfare is a partnership program in the United States which provides federal funds for collaborations between public child welfare agencies and universities, usually BSW and/or MSW social work education programs, to encourage retention and professional social work degrees in the child welfare field. Zlotnik, et al. (2005) explained that a recent 
systematic review of research and outcome studies was undertaken by the Institute for the Advancement of Social Work Research (IASWR) in collaboration with the University of Maryland School of Social Work to answer the question: What conditions (personal and organizational factors) and strategies influence the retention of staff in public child welfare agencies? (Zlotnik, DePanfilis, Daining & McDermott Lane, 2005, p. 1).

Zlotnik et al (2005) explained that despite the funding provided through Title IV-E training funds, 


Few if any states are able to prepare enough child welfare workers through this mechanism for it to be the only recruitment and retention strategy used. In addition, the great variation across IV-E partnership models, and the fact that the programs change and evolve or devolve as state administrations change, makes it difficult to obtain a complete picture of what is happening nationally (Zlotnik et al, 2005, p. 4). 


The Social Work Policy Institute in the United States however reported findings from several studies commissioned by the NASW (National Association of Social Work) specifically, Barbee, 2003; Harrison, 1995; Lewandowski, 1998; Jones, 2002; Okamura & Jones, 1995; Vinokur-Kaplan, 1991; Ellett, 2003 which argue that in Child Welfare, “Staff with social work degrees — and those who are IV-E trained — are most inclined to stay” (Socialworkpolicy.org, 2010). This underlines some the challenges with incorporating university/agency partnership into social work education for child welfare practice. 


Whipple, Solomon‐Jozwiak, Williams‐Hecksel, Abrams & Bates, (2006) explained how their research has in fact focused on a collaboration between a university and agencies in order to better prepare both BSW and MSW students for child welfare practice. They described 

Probably the single biggest factor contributing to the successful implementation of the CWLC (Child Welfare Learning Collaborative) was the fact that it was agency- and not university-driven. University outreach administrators, based on many years of experience, realized that at least during the first year of implementation, faculty members should be the minority at the table. This better enables the wisdom to flow from the field to academia (rather than the other way around), which was viewed as an essential component. (p. 96). 
Programs developed from University and Agency partnerships, they argue, must tap into a combination of expertise held by both practitioners in the communities and universities.  The current curriculum, Whipple et.al explained for most social work programs across the United States provides students with a generalist approach to micro, mezzo and macro systems yet, 

In child welfare, for example, students need heightened exposure to working with highly challenging parents and children simultaneously with the systems (e.g. courts, mental health) within which they must operate. A two year program is often too short a time span for many students to see the bigger picture and put all the pieces of theory, practice, research, and policy together.(p. 105)


In the Review of the Literature on Child Welfare Training Collins, Amodeo & Clay explained how partnerships between universities and agencies could be complicated. “The academic institution’s mission is education, while the child welfare organization’s is practice. Although visions of the common good can serve as unifying principles, differing views on implementation can result in particular challenges” (Collins, Amodeo & Clay, 2007 p 77). Additionally, Collins, Amodeo & Clay, (2007) described how the generalist curriculum focus in some schools of social work at the BSW level can conflict with the specialized child welfare focus of agencies. Collins et.al also reported that challenges arise between the university’s more theoretical model of education, and the agency’s preference for practical training.

Cash, Mathiesen, Barbanell, Smith, and Graham (2006) present findings from a study undertaken after students had completed a Child Welfare Certificate Program through a university/agency partnership developed through the Department of Children and Families (DCF) again in the United States. The authors describe how the perspectives of both students and current child welfare workers were sought in order to provide multiple perspectives on how the curriculum met their learning goals (Cash et al, 2006).  The results showed the students and workers each rated knowledge of reporting, investigation assessments, case planning in the real world, along with therapeutic and personal boundaries, as the most important components of their learning. As such the authors recommend that 


Students in a child welfare program should have the opportunity to apply their knowledge to real case situations and to use current tools and assessment instruments. The more realistic the classroom environment can be, the more prepared the students will be to synthesize their knowledge into their field work (Cash et al, 2006, p.137).

Auerbach, McGowan & LaPorte (2007) examined public child welfare employees’ perceptions of their graduate social work education. The study asked if the skills and knowledge gained in social work education promoted work satisfaction and led to a desire to remain working in child welfare. The authors described their findings as 

96 percent emphasized their desire to serve children and families better. These graduates were very positive about their academic and field experiences, with almost all saying they would recommend MSW training to others. There was a constant progression in their perceived knowledge and skill level over time. It was striking to note the respondents’ attitudes about remaining employed at ACS. Only 13 percent of those who responded said they planned to leave within the next two years (p. 55). 


Auerbach et al additionally identified that satisfaction with the nature of the work and pay were the two strongest predictors of the length of time the participants planned to stay working in child welfare. “These are important findings because they demonstrate that public investment in MSW education can have significant pay-off by increasing the knowledge and skills of public child welfare workers and encouraging long-term commitment to the work” (2007, p 55). As many of the studies conducted focused specifically on students obtaining their MSW, perhaps the United States social work education may differ from Canada’s and therefore the focus on the MSW as the entry level degree may not be directly applicable to a Canadian context. However, these studies do emphasize the value of developing university based social work education to better prepare workers for a career in Child Welfare.


Nancy Chavkin and Karen Brown explained that evaluation is essential in university/agency partnerships because “the field is so dynamic that one cannot possibly predict what lies ahead. The only way to keep abreast and be able to forecast some of what the future holds is to have a built-in evaluation process for all components of the university/agency partnership” (2003 p. 63).  Interestingly, Chavkin and Brown explained that child welfare agencies and universities might have differing goals. When the agency and university were asked to outline their goal for the partnership, although initially both seemingly had the same goal of preparing workers for the field, they discovered that “agency partners saw the goal as to improve the lives of children and families in the child welfare system while the university partners saw the goal as increasing the number of social workers hired in the public child welfare system.” (2003, p. 56). 


Antle, Barbee and Van Zyl considered how to evaluate child welfare education in a United States based study. They considered whether individual learning readiness could be transferred to practice. The authors explained that the model was tested through an experimental–control group with 72 supervisors and 331 caseworkers in public child welfare. Their findings suggested that immediate learning along with supervisor attitudes toward trainees were the strongest predictors of the ability to transfer useful skills to practice (Antle, Barbee & Van Zyl, 2008). Although this study focused on training, rather than specifically education, the findings may still be applicable to this review as they support the idea of university/agency partnerships to promote the transfer of education from social work programs into child welfare practice. 


A Canadian example of a Child Welfare specialization can be found at King’s University College of Social Work in London Ontario, a course outline stated “[t]he practice model that will be introduced will be child focused, family centred and strengths based” (Selected Practice Issues Child Welfare, 2011).  The outline described course objectives as focused on developing clear understanding of the duties and responsibilities of a child protection worker. Additionally, the course focuses on understanding authority, learning how to identify child maltreatment signs, counseling in child welfare and learning how to complete risk and safety assessments and develop intervention plans with families (King’s University, 2014). Practical applications to child welfare work appear to be included, however topics such as how oppression and social inequality are maintained within the current dominant culture are not stated in the curriculum. The outline also seems to address what to do, but not how to think about the systemic realities that impact client’s lives. Important intervention skills however appear to be taught, but a focus on a broader understanding that would contribute to assessments is not highlighted in the outline.  
Gerard Bellefeuille & Glen Schmidt (2006) considered how to incorporate a Child Welfare specialization into the Bachelor of Social Work education in British Columbia, which both satisfies Ministry competencies and promotes a critical structural perspective that encourages students to challenge social injustice within child welfare. Bellefeuille & Schmidt explained how the program raised questions about the education of critical thinkers versus technicians who blindly follow directions without question, “the Ministry was looking to ensure that BSW graduates acquire the competencies and skills necessary for beginning-level child protection work” (2006 p.6).  Additionally, the geographic separation of the various agency sites called for an innovative approach using an online course delivery system that is relatively new to social work education.

Child Welfare Competencies & the Impact of the Risk Assessment


The high profile cases of child deaths presented by the North American media throughout the 1980s and 1990s resulted in the public’s outrage and called for an increase in accountability of child welfare workers (Parton, 1998). This drive for accountability of child welfare workers continues today. For example, the description of the case of 5 year-old Jeffery Baldwin resurfaced again in a recent 2015 article from a Toronto newspaper   


Jeffrey died in 2002 after he was placed in the care of his maternal grandparents, Elva Bottineau and Norman Kidman, by the Catholic Children’s Aid Society of Toronto. He was kept inside a cold, locked bedroom with an older sister. The two were beaten repeatedly, rarely fed and forced to drink out of the toilet. (The Star, February 10, 2015). 
In 2011 an additional article in the Toronto Star stated, 


Manitoba’s ombudsman says it’s taking too long to investigate the growing number of cases of children dying while in the care of the province’s welfare agencies. Irene Hamilton says there were 106 cases that hadn’t been investigated when Manitoba’s children’s advocate took over reviews of child welfare deaths in 2008. That number had grown to 186 by last March (Toronto Star, December 13, 2011). 


As a response, all child protection workers in Canada are now expected to be trained and fully competent to make decisions regarding child safety, and able to defend those decisions with evidence if required (Stokes & Schmidt 2012). Child protection has therefore increasingly engaged in more positivist evidence based accountability practices. New workers in Ontario receive training on Risk Assessment, Case Management, Signs of Safety, Structured Decision Making and forensic interviewing techniques (OACAS 2015). Upon completion of new worker training, child protection workers should be able to demonstrate the skills needed to assess risk, family dysfunction and child maltreatment, and provide interventions based on best practices and family engagement strategies (OACAS, 2015).  


In a critique of competency-like training, British authors, Featherstone & Broadhurst, (2012), cautioned us to remember that it is important to understand the wider social and economic climates, as how we practice is interconnected with these factors. “Thinking systematically about improving children’s safety and well-being must involve an analysis of the political commitments of successive governments to ‘welfare’ and, most importantly, to addressing inequalities” (p. 619).  Without this, they explained, in combination with a tighter fiscal climate there is an intensification of inequalities. They further argued that without a focus on structural forces, there is a negative effect on social work practice in how we analyze what is considered to be good parenting. A plan of service developed to perform against timed targets, which expects parents to improve within a mandated time frame, ignores cultural interpretations of both parenting and time. (Featherstone & Broadhurst, 2012).   


In Ontario, the Risk Assessment tool was introduced into practice in the late 1990’s in response to the public outcry resulting from child deaths. This tool, accompanied by a reduction in funding for social services, specifically resulted from the Harris government’s Common Sense revolution from 1995-2003, “In response, the government declared war on child abuse and promised to ’reform’ the system (Donovan & Welsh, 1997 quoted in Dumbrill, 2006 p. 8). The risk assessment therefore has had a strong influence on child protection competencies. Many authors critiqued the use of risk assessments and argued it narrowly defines abuse and maltreatment and explain how it was intended to be a tool to understand previous behaviour and client factors, not to be the primary determinant of a child protection intervention.’ (White, Hall & Peckover, 2008, Swift & Callahan 2009).  


Gary Dumbrill (2006) suggested that approaches to child welfare swing like a pendulum from highly intrusive policing activities to family centred supportive practices. “At one extreme the pendulum focuses practice on family support at the expense of child safety, and at the other it focuses practice on child safety at the expense of family support” (Dumbrill, 2006 p. 6). He noted that in response to Harris’ Reform agenda, which resulted in an increase of children into care, Ontario put forward the “Transformation” agenda that focuses on family strengthening and differential response. It includes exploring kin and community supports for families, rather than more traditional intrusive approaches of bringing children in care for protection. Dumbrill explained however, that although the transformation approach is potentially a positive direction for child welfare, this new swing of the pendulum might go too far, in that investigation and assessment of risk may be lost in the new process. He argued that “children cannot be protected by a system that provides “one thing,” and yet policy makers tend to adopt these jingoistic, simple remedies and thereby set the stage for policy oscillation between extremes” (Dumbrill, 2006, p. 6). These policy extremities influence the support universities receive for educating professionals for child welfare, and the political ideologies then impact the way BSW programs are structured, which then in turn affects how new workers are prepared for the field.


Jan Fook argued that, “[s]ince social work is a profession practiced in context and we recognize that one of the distinctive features of our profession is that our work is situational, it is important to frame our practice in ways which represent this orientation” (2012, p.162). This can be difficult in practice as “[c]ontexts are uncertain, unpredictable and changeable; it is not possible to identify which and whether different elements of contexts ‘cause’ or ‘determine’ other elements” (Fook, 2012, p. 162-163). As such, child welfare education is greatly influenced by the government of the day and its ideological impact on the welfare state, such as how resources are allocated and policies are developed. The context in which the welfare state exists also shapes how social work is practiced. 


The problem is that in a number of child deaths (Gove, Beckford and there are a list of dozens), there were very clear signs that the children were not only “at risk”, but were being actively abused during the time social workers were visiting. In these cases the same mistakes were made – it is therefore “certain” that when a child is in such danger workers must do certain standard things to ensure the child’s safety (like regularly see and talk to the child). (Dumbrill, 2007).
Eileen Munro’s article, Avoidable and Unavoidable Mistakes in Child Protection Work explained how assessment would not prevent the unavoidable mistakes, as it is impossible to accurately predict all human behavior, but social workers can through proper assessments help to prevent the avoidable ones (1996). Munro explained, 


 [t]he inevitability of some mistakes in this type of work has been overshadowed by cases where the errors seemed avoidable. Society’s horror and outrage at some well publicized cases where children endured horrible abuse before being killed has fueled a public expectation that social workers should be able to protect children and, if a child dies from abuse, social workers have done something wrong. The problem for social workers is how to distinguish between good and bad mistakes (1996, p. 794)
Munro (1997) further argued that the social workers need, for their own piece of mind, to have a solid achievable standard to help assess risk. Campbell & Gregor (2002) caution that the risk assessment tool as a way to objectify a service user in a manner whereby the worker is more likely to enforce the organization’s agenda, rather than focusing on the family’s needs. However, Campbell & Gregor (2002) also argue that the risk assessment could also aid with organization, especially under chaotic stressful conditions where workers are forced to make decisions.


 The risk assessment is therefore helpful to social workers by providing a foundation to establish grounds for utilizing intrusive action against a family in order to protect children. Again this intervention may feel for social workers as in direct conflict with their social work values, therefore the standard may help justify their actions and decisions, even within their own conscience (p. 44.)


The Ministry of Children and Youth Services (MCYS), Child Protection Standards define the risk assessment as “a ‘point in time’ evaluation and should not be confused with or be substituted for ongoing risk analysis throughout the life of a case” (MCYS 2014). The Child Protection Standards state, “[r]isk is the likelihood of long-term future harm due to child maltreatment. Actuarial risk assessments such as the Ontario Family Risk Assessment have measures that can estimate the likelihood of future occurrences of child maltreatment” (MCYS, 2014). However, a “Differential Response”, which incorporates interventions such as family group decision making and mediation to conflict resolution, along with a focus on “Structured Decision Making” for case planning are now more of the currently promoted Child Welfare interventions, the MCYS explain, 


Although the Ontario Risk Assessment was a “state of the art” clinical tool at the time, subsequent research has resulted in child protection being increasingly able to implement evidence-based clinical tools and interventions that research has demonstrated result in better safety and well-being outcomes for children. These developments provide an opportunity to replace the Ontario Risk Assessment by “next generation” assessments that have improved validity and reliability (MCYS, Child Protection Standards in Ontario, 2007). The focus on competencies and risk assessment in child welfare permeates practice and contributes to the discussion about the preparation of new workers.
New Worker’s Experiences


 Csiernik, Smith and Drumgole (2010) described a qualitative study of 20 new child protection workers finding that it takes nearly two years before a worker has developed the knowledge, skills, abilities and disposition to work independently. They pointed out that budget cuts, high caseloads, lack of political financial support and increase in worker turnover has resulted in most new workers managing a full case load on their own shortly after starting their career in Child Welfare. They further explained that previous studies have found that turnover rates are highest within the first three years of employment in Child Welfare. “Not surprising, the stressful and traumatic incidents experienced by new workers inside and outside of work had negative effects on new workers” (p. 225). Personal stress, an organizational culture of blame and managerialistic approaches to supervision are identified as negatively impacting new worker’s retention and success in the field. 

 
Poso & Forsman (2013) conducted a study in Finland, looking at reasons why some social workers remain in the child welfare field throughout their career. They explored the positive coping mechanisms social workers embrace in order to manage stress and find value in their work. They also identified the organizational conditions that support their work (Poso & Forsman, 2013). The key challenge faced by workers was to learn how to manage stress by finding a balance between their home and work life.    They noted that utilizing supervision effectively and maintaining a focus on the best interest of children helped workers find reward in their work. “In other words when continuing in child welfare, one has to learn to balance the positive and negative aspects the work has on the person” (Poso & Forsman, 2013, p. 652). The authors argued that research indicated that the caring nature of the work itself, and a social worker’s commitment to children might overcome the stress and conflict of the work, (Poso & Forsman, 2013). Poso & Forsman also explained that new bureaucratic expectations for new workers could increase stress and impact positive outcomes for new workers. Interestingly, implementing core competencies and decision-making tools is suggested to help ease the anxiety of new workers and provide structure for their work. “For the novice, it is important to follow instructions and guidelines; norms concerning documentation for example, play an important role in everyday coping; the novice social workers find it stressful if they fail such norms” (Poso & Forsman, 2013, p. 657). Senior workers however, were found to be less concerned about following structural rules for their work, and seemed more focused on the actual client work, rather than bureaucratic record keeping expectations. “The experienced social workers, with a history of 2-10 years in child welfare, have overcome those tensions and have started focusing more on the children and their families and are therefore less troubled by bureaucratic expectations” (Poso & Forsman, 2013, p. 657). Practice wisdom of senior workers is therefore identified as a resource to new workers and the article offers solutions that incorporate additional education, increase in competencies and mentoring of the younger workers by the more seasoned child welfare social workers (Poso & Forsman, 2013, p. 658).
 


Aronson & Sammon (2000) conducted a similar study with more experienced workers which compared the experiences of 14 participants, 7 of whom were child welfare workers and 7 healthcare social workers. Although the participants were described to have a range of experience in the social work field of between 4 to 20 years, all said they are now required to carry heavier and more complex case loads and to work at a faster pace (Aronson & Sammon, 2000, p. 171). Participants in the study also explained that they felt the organizations they were employed at were more concerned about “administrative procedures that standardized the processing of service users” (Aronson & Sammon, 2000, p. 172). Participants also described how challenging the work with clients is when they only have time to focus on the presenting needs, without time for forming a relationship with clients, “[a]lmost all echoed that if they take on change work, it would certainly have to be on their own time” (Aronson & Sammon, 2000, p. 175). Participants viewed supervision as not generally “a source of significance nourishment or relief” (Aronson & Sammon, 2000, p. 175). Recommendations from the research were to not only forge an alliance between school and agencies to better support social workers, but also offer “stimulation and assistance with practice challenges” (Aronson & Sammon, 2000, p. 183). 


Although this literature review was limited to a small body of research, it did provide an illustration about how prepared new workers feel to engage in child welfare, based on their education and training. Contradictions exist in the literature about whether a social work background is needed or not, in order to provide a strong foundation for practice in child welfare. How to ready a new worker for child welfare is also a debate. Incorporating new worker training and competencies-based approaches into university education is suggested, although some research argues against this approach, as core social work skills and a focus on critical thinking can be jeopardized through this positivist approach to learning. Finally, how new workers experience the child welfare field and how they felt their education has prepared them were considered. According to the studies in this review, new workers experience high levels of stress, bureaucratic pressures and a lack of support. One study found that positivist managerialistic approaches to training in child welfare helped ease this stress for new workers (Poso & Forsman, 2013), while others (Csiernik, Smith & Drumgole 2010) suggested this factor might contribute to stress. Interestingly, retention was mentioned in almost all the articles reviewed, which perhaps suggests that one of the motivations for these studies related to the worry about worker turnover in child welfare practice. Zlotnik provides a way to address retention concerns, 


Will the lessons of the past be heeded? Encouraging social workers into child welfare needs to be sustained by more than funding resources. There must be commitment on the part of the agency and the university together or the professionally trained staff will not be there. Research strategies must be developed to create evidence to demonstrate for state legislatures, agency heads, governors and the media that there is a link between well-trained staff and child and family outcomes (Zlotnik, 2003 p. 13).


The majority of the literature reviewed acknowledges the difficulty that new workers experience in child welfare, yet contradictions about how to prepare workers for this field, along with the limited understanding of the actual thoughts and opinions of new workers who are in the process of navigating these challenges, is concerning. The goal of this study is to provide a voice to new workers and managers, with the hopes that this will inform future educational opportunities for new child welfare workers
METHODOLOGY:
Theoretical Perspectives:

Theories provide guidance to what we think is important. They help us by assigning meanings to experiences. Research is conducted in a similar manner in that the theories we use affect what research questions we ask, how information is collected, and how we interpret that information (Kreuger & Neuman, 2006).  

Since the purpose of this study was to gain understanding of child welfare managers’ perspectives and to help develop an educational path for a BSW program, I decided to take a qualitative approach to this research. According to Mason, 

[t]hrough qualitative research, we can explore a wide array of dimensions of the social world, including texture and weave of everyday life, the understandings, experiences and imaginings of our research participants, the ways that social processes, institutions, discourses or relationship work, and the significance of the meanings that they generate (2002, p. 1).  
This qualitative research was designed and conducted using two social science theories, 

–  Interpretive Social Science and Critical Social Science.   

Interpretive Social Science (ISS):


I used an Interpretive Social Science theory in generating data and findings from this data, as my goal was to understand what child welfare managers believe would better prepare new workers for child welfare work. According to Kreuger & Neuman, ISS views the nature of social reality as what the people perceive it to be, and this is done through their experiences and the meanings they have assigned to the interactions with others (2006, p. 78; Carter & Little, 2007). This perception of reality is not that it is objective, but rather subjective to the individuals who are telling their stories. ISS provides an opportunity for participants to explain how they experience their social surroundings. 


The goal of ISS is not just to obtain stories on the surface, but rather to understand the deeper meanings of those social interactions. It is not used to distinguish what is true or what is false, but rather “the creation of meaning and the sense of reality is only what people think they are, no set of meanings is better or superior to another” (Kreuger & Neuman, 2006, p. 79), and that “true meaning is rarely simple or obvious on the surface; one reaches it only through a detailed study of the text, contemplating its many messages and seeking the connections among its parts” (Kreuger & Neuman, 2006, p. 77). The data from participants was taken as the truth, and of value. It represents how they have experienced their reality, and what they believe it to be. As such, I was able to try to understand each participant’s experience with new workers.  
Critical Social Science (CSS):


The goal of this research is to inform how social work education can better prepare its students to take on child welfare work, as such there is a need to examine what changes need to be made and the circumstances surrounding that need, thus CSS in combination with ISS, produces richer knowledge. 


Complementing ISS, CSS recognizes people’s subjective experiences of social reality, but understands experience to be shaped by social structures. However, where CSS differs greatly is that it takes an active stance versus ISS taking a passive stance. According to Kreuger & Neuman (2006), CSS believes that by uncovering the underlying sources of social relations and empowering people to change these relations, especially empowering those who are marginalized, social reality can be transformed.  


Aside from the goal of understanding what managers believe is needed to better prepare new workers, another goal of this research is to provide feedback about what changes could be made to the current BSW program, and how both education and the field could come together in order to optimize the success of these graduates in having a career in child welfare.


Theoretical Implications:


While these two theories (ISS and CSS) guided me throughout this research, I remained mindful of my child welfare experience as possibly having an impact on the research participants, my interviews with these participants, and my interpretation and analysis of the data. This possibility is related to being an insider-outsider in a qualitative research. According to Corbin Dwyer & Buckle (2009), being an insider is when the researcher is within the group of participant population, and with it comes advantages and disadvantages, both of which could have impact on the information being generated.   Although I am not a manager in a child welfare agency, my years of front-line child welfare practice allow me to understand the organizational context of child welfare and to observe managers’ interactions with new hires. The fact that I had been a child protection worker may affect how the participants respond to me. An advantage is that the participants may be more willing to go into depth with their stories or provide a more candid response if they connect with me as one of them, a child welfare professional.   However, the disadvantage to this is the caution that the participants would make assumptions that I would understand what they are saying, and as such, may not elaborate on their responses thinking that I know what they mean. 


However, I have never been in a management position, so I am not completely an insider, but rather  I can be seen as  “occupying the space” between insider and outsider (Corbin Dwyer & Buckle, 2009, p. 60). According to these authors, there is not a set binary between either being an insider or an outsider, but rather researchers could find themselves on a spectrum (2009, p. 61). My location in this spectrum is influenced by both the participants’ and my perspective. If the participants view me as a frontline worker versus a child welfare professional, then I would not be an insider to them. This view has its advantages and disadvantages as well. An advantage could be that the participants may see me as a researcher only and not worry about self-disclosure or a breach of confidentiality. A disadvantage could be that the participants are wary of my past worker status and how I might interpret what they are saying.


Given this insider-outsider factor, I needed to continue with questioning my objectivity, engage in reflexivity and ensure authenticity of this research. I found myself pondering over and over my thoughts and experiences, what I said and how I said it, and the participants’ stories as I embarked through this journey. This reflection continued from the start of this research to the end of the research write-up, in particular during my interpretation of the data.  
Research Question:
Since my career is that of a frontline child protection worker, I chose to interview managers to understand what new worker preparedness looked like from a different vantage point – what do child welfare managers think prepares new BSW graduates to enter into the field of child welfare? In particular, how well are BSW graduates currently prepared? Is there a need to improve preparedness, and if so, what could be done to achieve this? As social work is committed to anti-oppression, and CAS has recently adopted an anti-oppressive framework (Wong & Yee, 2010), how well are BSW graduates prepared to understand the issues of anti-oppression in a child welfare context, and to practice from this perspective. 
Method

Grounded Theory


While Grounded Theory is labeled as a theory by which to conduct qualitative research, its operation is more of a method than a theoretical perspective (Baker-Collins, personal communication). The fluidity inherent within Grounded Theory made it a good fit for this research and it meshed with the use of ISS and CSS as my theoretical perspectives. Given what I wanted to achieve in this research, I needed a method that would support the possibility of moving back and forward with my questioning and analysis (Charmaz, 2012). For example, during the interviewing process, I was able to reframe questions as participants spoke. In later interviews, I could create new questions from what I had gathered during earlier interviews. This enabled me to probe more deeply into particular areas and to expand the repertoire of responses. The ability to modify the questions afforded me the opportunity to yield further insight into this topic (Charmaz, 2012). The same applied when I was interpreting and analyzing the data. While transcribing the data, I used this process in listening to the recordings of the interviews, returning to certain areas of the interview. Once transcribed, I moved between interviews attempting to expand my understanding. As I sifted through the data, I considered the relationship between the “what” and “how”, trying to gain a deeper understanding of what the participants said (Charmaz, 2012, p. 4).  I then compared and contrasted that to what is written in literature, and what was found in Jennifer Maxwell’s research with new workers. 

With the unique circumstance of Jennifer Maxwell conducting a similar research study, I used the comparative component within Grounded Theory to provide an added layer of richness in my analysis of the data. I applied the questions of the what, how and why when comparing and contrasting the findings from this research to those of Maxwell’s research. I then applied this same process when examining both findings in relations to reviewed literature. This process continued into the research write-up. 


One of the techniques within Grounded Theory is coding. Coding “breaks the data up into their components or properties and defines the actions that shape or support these data” (Charmaz, 2012, p. 5). While coding could be done in different forms, I followed Charmaz’ recommendation of “line by line” coding, as it allowed me to “actively engage with the data and begin to conceptualize them” (Charmaz, 2012 p. 5). According to Charmaz, this form of coding also allows for a more thorough examination of data than categorizing in broad themes or concepts. Ryan & Bernard (2003) suggest that researchers ask questions such as “what is this sentence about?” and “how is it similar to or different from the proceeding or following statements?” (p.91). This process was effective in helping me to stay on track while analyzing the data.


A second technique that I used from Grounded Theory is “memo-writing” which is a step between coding and drafting of the written research (Charmaz, 2012, p. 9).  According to Charmaz, memo-writing allows for a clearer picture of what is seen in the data and helps a researcher in conceptualizing the data versus just describing the data.  I found that memo-writing offered me the opportunity to reflect on the data and on the codes in which I had organized the data. In this reflection, I recognized my bias around certain data based on my child welfare experience. I had to ask myself to think on how I would interpret and write so that my bias is limited. I was able to look at the memo, seeing what data is under what code, how many participants share or not share that view, what actions were taken, and the outcomes of these actions (Charmaz, 2012). I started the memo-writing during the interviews, as keywords, and then added to them as I coded all the interviews. Using this information, I then wrote more memos as I examined the findings from Maxwell’s research, and what was found in literature. I struggled with the analysis of the data, and had to resort back to the memos, asking relationship type questions in order to conceptualize the data.  

Ethical Approval

Prior to the recruitment process, McMaster Research Ethics Board granted ethical approval for this research (Appendix A).
Access to Participants

I used a snowball sampling technique, which is a method of reaching out to a small pool of individuals who pass on the request for participants to others thus generating a larger pool of individuals. A recruiting poster (Appendix B) was emailed to the Children’s Aid Society managers, who are involved with the pathway project with McMaster University, asking for them to disseminate the information about this research to other managers in their respective agencies (Kreuger & Neuman, 2006, p. 212). As such, potential participants then initiated contact expressing their willingness to participate.   I recognize that this process may yield participants who have particular views or biases and choose to volunteer in order to support or refute a particular position.  

During initial contact with participants, I gave a brief explanation of the research and scheduled interviews once participants consented. The participants chose the location for the interviews. Each participant was given the explanatory letter, and written consent for the interview and audio-recording was provided (Appendix C). I explained that the purpose of recording is to ensure accuracy or clarification during data analysis. With the recorder on, participant provided verbal consent for recording, as well as reminded the participant of their right to request for the recording to stop at any point during the interview. Participants kept a copy of the written consent.
Interviews

For consistency with the qualitative nature of the research and the theoretical perspectives, I chose private semi-structured interviews with the participants, as this format allowed for creation of a comfortable space for each participant to be candid with their answers, and to have the opportunity for elaboration. Such interviews provide key elements that are essential in generating rich data – to engage in ongoing dialogue, to have a face-to face meeting, to take a narrative approach, and to ensure that knowledge can be produced by focusing on relevant contexts (Mason, 2002, p. 62).   

At the start of the interview, each participant was provided with a demographic questionnaire to complete (Appendix D). During the interview, I used an interview guide with pre-determined questions (Appendix E), to provide some structure to the interviews.  Based on the participants’ responses, additional questions were generated as to illicit more information or to clarify what has been said.  

FINDINGS

In this chapter, both demographic information and data collected from the participants will be presented. Due to the small pool of participants, demographic information will be provided in a grouping or by range, as to protect the identity of the participants.  

 Utilizing an interview guide (see Appendix D), broad questions relating to preparedness were posed to participants, followed-up by questions designed to generate more specific data. All interviews began with the question of what each participant thought would help new workers be prepared to enter and practice in the field of child welfare.   

Research Participants:


Child welfare managers were chosen as participants for this research as they are the people who hire, supervise, and make decisions relating to staffing issues within the child welfare system.  Being part of management, these individuals have a broad view of new worker preparedness.  


Six child welfare managers responded to the recruitment, as such they were all interviewed for this research, resulting in a small pool of participants. Among the participants, there was a wide age range – from early thirties to late fifties. With respect to gender and ethnicity, all participants were female, with two participants being from a racialized background.  

While some participants held degrees from a different discipline than social work, five out of six participants had obtained either a Bachelor of Social Work degree or a Master’s Social Work degree.  In addition, the length of time since obtaining the degree varied from approximately 5 years to 28 years.  

In terms of child welfare experience, there was a wide range – from 13 years to 33 years. All of the participants have been frontline workers. In addition to their current positions, some have occupied additional management positions.
Need for Solid Knowledge Foundation:

In response to the question of what makes a new worker ready for the child welfare field, all six participants identified the need for a solid social work knowledge base as “grounding” or a “springboard” from which to start understanding and working with families. As one participant explained, new workers need to have a foundation so that they are “able to have conversations that are meaningful for the family”. It is believed that without this foundation, information provided by the families would hold no “meaning” or the worker would not be able to “make sense” of the significance in what the families are saying, or to conduct assessments and to develop working plans with families.  Another participant pointed out that “as soon as you start, you are expected to assess family situations, assess someone’s capacity as a caregiver, so if you don’t have that specialized knowledge, it becomes very difficult”.
All the participants spoke of the importance of learning the theories underlying structural issues. They also valued education about  how to engage with individuals. One participant identified readiness in knowledge as: 

all the things social work means already – have they done engagement, do they have some sense of what things like power or institutions and other things look like in our society, do they have some sense of anti-oppressive practice?   

Another participant agreed with the need for more learning in anti-oppressive (AO) knowledge, as she spoke of her experience with some new workers:

[Many social work schools are coming from an AO lens, or an equity lens, social justice, and yet still…social workers coming out of school, and out of the mouths of some [of them] come some very harsh statements, very firm ideas about what clients are 

This participant clarified that she is not saying the schools are not teaching this correctly, but rather something is missing or there needs to be more learning in this area. According to this participant, the missing component is the learning how to connect with people as “human beings”, not by the social labels such as clients, black, gay.   

Despite agreeing that new workers generally have adequate academic knowledge, three of the participants identified a need for child welfare specific knowledge, as they see a lack in this area. One participant talked about a lack in “understanding the Child and Family Service Act and the policies that govern the work that we do. I would expect that they have some knowledge of what we do, our roles, our responsibilities”. Another participant added to this by stating:

I find that some people who we’ve hired into the role of a child protection worker haven’t taken a child welfare course in their degree, they haven’t done a child welfare placement, and they seem to be misled in terms of what we do.   They think there’s going to be lots of interactions with children and a focus on work with children, and they don’t realize the broader sort of family aspect of it. 

The third participant spoke of new workers lacking the understanding of how a mandated service affects the clinical side of child welfare work, as she explained about how helpful it would be for these workers to know:

[Y]ou are going to take this information you’ve had, and it’s going to be layered along with other requirements and how do you integrate the clinical piece with the mandated piece.  That is always the biggest challenge for people.   

This participant continued elaborating on her point by adding the need to look at issues through “different lens”, such as when learning about addictions, instead of focusing on the person with the addiction or the service provider, what about focusing on addiction from the perspective of a child.  
The other three participants disagreed with the need for students to learn Ministry standards, as this type of procedural knowledge is part of the new workers’ training, and can be taught after being hired. One participant provided the advice that “[w]e will teach you the standards, you don’t need to learn the standards in university. We will teach you the time-frame, we will teach you what is not transferrable, that’s specific in each place.”

The participants believe that the schools are providing a good knowledge base for their students, but at the same time, they see a benefit in the inclusion of child welfare knowledge, such as a child welfare course or an opportunity to foster learning through a child welfare lens, and a demonstration that students have acquired sufficient knowledge.    It is particularly important that students learn skills that are transferrable so that they could practice child welfare work regardless of the geographical location. 
Theory to Practice:

Aside from the need for a solid knowledge base, the participants identified a need in having more opportunities to apply the theory into practice, as they see a “disconnect” between the academic learning and the actual practical skills in most new workers when they are working with families. According to the participants, many new workers will do what needs to be done, but they don’t necessarily know why they need to do it. One participant explained that it is like new workers have the theoretical awareness as “they’ve read about it”, but when “they walk into this job, they have no idea what that actually means”, asking themselves “How do I do this work?”  


All six participants talked about new workers’ conceptualization and exercise of power as examples of this disconnect between theory and practice. One participant, for example, talked about a new worker who verbally speaks of her learning around power and anti-oppressive practice, but yet in practice, this same worker does not recognize her own actions around letting go of control where she can, and had to be guided through thinking critically and to develop a deeper understanding. In this example, this same participant stated:

I said to her: ‘he [the father] can’t control that you have to come, so let him control when you come’, ….[the worker stated] ‘Well, no I just don’t want to…he is trying to control the situation’…[I was ] helping her understand, yes there are things we absolutely have to control, and be in charge of, but there are things we can let go…and she had to give up some of her power to him…we were still meeting our time-frame…it was impactful for her…she was just so caught.  

The participants believe that more opportunities should be provided in schools for students to practice translating theory into actual skills. It is recognized that such learning does not stop after graduating, but rather it is an ongoing process that extends into the field.   


Interestingly, all six participants agreed that the new workers, who have done field placements, in particular child welfare placements, seem to demonstrate a greater ability to connect theories to practice in their work with families. As we talked about this area, one participant spoke of her own placement experience:

[F]or me, I feel that theory is an instrumental tip of the iceberg in terms of what they need to provide best service for families… they need the knowledge base sure, they need the theoretical base for sure...I remember the very first door I knocked on, the very first child I brought into care, those things that just stand out for you because you were out there doing it…You’re talking about the possibility of removing children, um and how important it is to have a sound base, and to think critically… its something you learn as you go, as you learn from other people, and you learn from experience, and you learn from just that interaction with families.  You know taking something from one situation into another situation, so yeah kind of setting the groundwork is really important in terms of the knowledge base, the theories.  Um the technical side of things, like all of that is really important, and you need that too, but the piece that is challenging is that experiential piece that is critical

 This participant points out how important it is to have a foundation from school but also highlights that learning is not complete when one graduates. She notes how important it is to have ongoing learning on the job and to recognize the learning that comes from experience. Perhaps it is unrealistic for new graduates to feel prepared when they start their child welfare careers, but rather through experience, they will build that confidence and readiness. 
All of the participants believe there is great value in the university providing placement experiences for students, as “doing” the work in a “practical way” allows for combining theory and practice. They acknowledged that students’ primary focus was on their academic learning, and appreciated classrooms where students could discuss their practical challenges. The participants listed the importance of field instructors (the students’ placement instructors) and placement supervisors (the field instructors’ supervisors or managers or, and/or team leaders) citing that the time set aside to process experiences, the connection to classroom lessons, and the shadowing of experienced workers were elements of a quality placement. One participant fondly recalled her placement experience, stating:

I had a, you know, really good field instructor who was terrific at processing things with me, and at that time, we had an a program here at this agency where there was a supervisor who oversaw the student placements, so there was lots of supports clinically in that way, in terms of connecting it back to classroom work, and um the theory to practice, and how to navigate through situations, and so there was a huge support network about it.  Its not the same now…I was blessed with two really terrific field instructors with a lot of experience, have a lot of knowledge to share, and gave me those opportunities to see and do things.

 Several participants recalled drawing upon their placement experiences as reference during their early days as full-time child protection workers. They stressed the lasting influence of the field instructors and pointed out the value of organizations ensuring that supervisors have the time and skill to process experiences.  As the participants stated, there is a need for such processing, especially in relation to worries around the oppression that can occur within the child welfare system. During the recall of her placement experience, one participant explained the following:

I don’t think that all field instructors take the time to process things with students when they have them on placements, and I think when they do it, it makes a world of a difference…[T]hey  [field instructors] do need to take that time to really slow things down, and you know realize that there is  so much more learning that can happen for that person if they do that…we need to be really self-aware, be critical of how we view and make assumptions about our work, um about families and our clients …I think its really tough in child welfare because of the very nature of what we do is oppressive or can be oppressive.

According to all the participants, field placement provides the experiential learning that allows students to practice applying academic knowledge into actual skills, and understanding the nature of child welfare work, and the importance of having an anti-oppressive approach to practice. Repeatedly they identified the importance of a skilled field instructor who took the time to process experiences, encourage reflection and help link practice to theory. 
Understanding Oppression


When asked whether new workers demonstrate understanding of oppression, all of the participants confirmed that new workers generally have an adequate knowledge about oppression, but as they had previously stated there is a struggle in the application of that knowledge. According to the participants, new workers need to learn to practice in an anti-oppressive manner, specifically the need for self-awareness, and how that affects their assessment of families. Participants believe understanding oppression is an important part of preparedness given the historical and current child welfare policies and practices.  Participants emphasized the importance of new workers advocating for systemic changes, but they did not speak to the need of understanding how oppression, such as poverty, impact on families and their involvement with child welfare.
With the ideological shift towards an anti-oppressive practice, the participants said that workers are welcome and even encouraged to think of or try to work “differently” with families, and the need to empower families to advocate for change. These participants adamantly stated that they are open to hear and consider workers’ challenges of suggested interventions for a family if workers believe the steps are oppressive or overly intrusive. One participant elaborated on this by saying:

You come and you say I like to try this, what do you think?  That’s great.  It could work right, and then you could share that out, and that becomes a new way of doing things…Some people just go out and do it.  It’s great.  I just like it when they tell me, so we and use it in other places. 

This participant believed it would be “great” for workers to try and work differently with families, and to teach others if the approach worked well, as it would lead to a change in the clinical part of the work. According to several of the participants, they want new workers to incorporate the updated academic knowledge into practice hoping for a refreshing way of looking at the work. However, from their experiences, new workers are often hesitant to challenge decisions out of fear over job security if they were to “rock the boat”. One participant insisted that managers do want to hear from new workers:
I think some of them are worried about…issues around probation which isn’t true.  You know, its okay, we really want to hear what new people hear and see too right?  It’s a whole new lens to see our work from, so it’s really useful.  I think some times they are really worried so they’ll talk with each other, they might not talk to me.  


While all the participants supported new workers advocating for families, there was some expressed hesitation around the agency’s willingness to change its policies or procedures, or even mindset. One participant hypothesized that one of the reasons for this resistance could be related to the length of time those in power have spent in child welfare, as such “they are set in the old structure, they are stuck in the old ways of doing, the old ways of seeing, and the old ways of knowing”. This participant utilized the example of these leaders sharing power with service users to illustrate her point.  She stated:

If you are only asking yourself about what does power mean to me, how do I share the power, you are going to be missing half of the puzzle.  You have to ask others how they feel about power, both within the organization and outside the organization, and always when talking to people who have felt they have been powered over or if they don’t have access to power, they are not going to have nice things to say about power.  So the individuals who can sit in the room and listen to all those not so nice things, and not take it what I call personally … they’ve been through many processes and Ministry changes, and so it’s almost like child welfare has become like skin to some of them, so when you start to critique and tell them about power, its like peeling away some of their skin…There are others that are able to dismantle it in their institutions and for themselves. 

According to this participant, peeling away the skin is uncomfortable and personal, so naturally these individuals are going to resist challenges that require them to do so. Nonetheless, the participants believe there has been a greater willingness to change within the agencies than there were in the past. 


When discussing the openness or the willingness for the broader child welfare system to change, all of the participants spoke of the possibility, but not with as much definite confidence as advocating for a change for a family within a caseload. The participants themselves talked about the challenges in trying to evoke change on a larger scale, beyond their agencies. According to one participant:

Some places say they are open to hearing stuff, they are not, they are so entrenched where they are that any kind of change isn’t easy…That’s why we need the students who do policy and things, opposed to frontline.

 This participant believed there is a need to be a push against structural oppression, as it is what social workers do and value. As another participant put it, 

[P]eople like power, they are not going to say they do, but that’s why institutions are so hierarchal cause people like power, and that’s why managers, supervisors, and EDs, they get to do what they want to do in child welfare because of power.  So the leveling of the playing field or really putting AOP into practice is going to take a real understanding of this thing that we call power.

Most of the participants acknowledged that advocacy against oppression is not within the responsibilities or duties of a child protection worker, yet this is seen as an ethical obligation for social workers (CASW, 2005) and taught in schools of social work.   Participants noted that system advocacy is difficult for new workers. They note that although child protection workers are not expected to advocate, this does not prevent or deter some workers, who go “above and beyond” in order to empower their families or advocate for them. To engage in such social justice work, new workers need to understand the notion of power, especially within child welfare. It is suggested that schools of social work need to deepen and complicate the teaching of power and to help students understand the complexity and pacing of organizational and systemic change.
Power

To the question of whether new workers understand the concept of power and how to utilize this power, all the participants are aware that schools do teach about power, but they believe it is taught along the line of social workers having power over clients, as such new workers coming into child welfare struggling with the “authority” component of the work. One participant stated:

My experiences have been with newer workers that they either control too much…[or] [t]hey are often too far on other side where they are not able to be clear with families about the worries, and they give a little too much leeway…I hear from some new people that when they struggle with the authority, its because they feel like they have that power over.  

This participant explained that some new workers are too directive with families while other new workers struggle with laying down the bottom-lines to families where it is warranted. The other 5 participants voiced similar views, with one particular participant stating those who are successful in child welfare are often those who can balance this power, and utilize it only when needed. All the participants strongly agreed that this is one of the “biggest challenges” working in child welfare, especially as social work students seem to be taught that power is a negative. Participants thought that within this field, it is necessary to enact power to be used as absolutely needed in the context of ensuring the safety of a child. 

The need for self-awareness and reflexivity is part and parcel of understanding one’s use of power. The participants believed that many new workers have an adequate level of self-awareness, but there is still need to be more reflective around how their own perspectives impact their work with families. One participant provided an example of a new worker about whom clients frequently complained due to his interactions with them:

It’s about let’s be more reflexive, let’s have more conversations about when you go out and meet with families, come back and talk about how that went, let’s talk about what you’ve said, let’s talk about what they said, let’s talk about what you know.  If a complaint comes in from a family, okay lets talk about this situation:  what from your perspective went well, what from the perspective of [the family] not so well, …in the future can you think about how you are engaging?
This example points out the importance of good educational or clinical supervision whether that supervision is provided in field placement or to a new worker. Schools of social work should prepare students for the importance of processing their biases, perspectives and awareness with supervisors.


Self-awareness and reflexivity are required in an AO practice, knowing how your own social location impacts on your judgment of others. One participant recalled having to check her own social location against what she had observed in a family home:

 I’ve never seen a cockroach ever until I came into my placement here, um and then that was like oh cockroaches gross.  Well, now I realized that a cockroach is not a child protection issue in and of itself right?...that was really eye opening for me, like going into homes where I myself didn’t feel safe, and what was that about?  Was it really not a safe environment or my middle-class values at play?

 Another participant spoke of the need to embrace anti-oppressive practice (AOP) as part of who they (new workers) are, not just in their professional practice. This same participant explained it as having to move “from the head to the heart”, so there is a connection to “the spirit of a human being”. She described this as

I really believe that it is where we truly connect, and where we can truly feel the other in ways that are our social identities and social barriers becomes insignificant, so it’s not an issue whether you are black, white, gay, lesbian, poor, rich.  If I can connect with you on a human level, understanding the spirit of a human, I can really feel that there is an intricate connection that I am so concerned because I am so connected to that which is human in both of us that the barriers would fall away 

According to the participants, this self-awareness work does not stop after graduation or after the first couple of years into child welfare work, but rather it is an ongoing journey. Regardless of the length of experience, one participant stated that workers should continue to be aware of what “they are bringing to the table” when working with families, as to ensure that decisions are made through “critical thinking” versus personal “judgments and assumptions”. Again, we hear about the importance of critical thinking – something that participants believed to be the function of university education.
Crushing Reality


All participants believe that many new workers have an unrealistic notion of what child welfare work is like. They begin in the job with hope only to discover, at times, a harsh reality. On numerous occasions, the participants reported that they have heard new workers making comments about how they did not realize this is what child welfare is. A participant remembered “I’ve seen workers who come back to me early on in their career, and said I don’t know if I could do this, like honestly I didn’t expect it to be like this”   

This theme emerged as all six participants reminisced about when they were new workers, and how every one of them felt overwhelmed with the amount of learning or with the reality of child welfare work. One participant stated:

[W]hen I think back to being a worker myself, being a new worker, um you know at the time it was just so frightening.  I remember the very first door I knocked on, the very first child I brought into care, those things that just stand out for you because you were out there doing it.  I didn’t know what I was doing.  I would often feel like oh my gosh, what am I doing out here, on my own, intervening with these families, and its critical right?  You’re talking about the possibility of removing children and how important it is to have a sound base, and to think critically about are there other possibilities? So I think back to the work I’ve done as a frontline worker in my early days and I know I would have done things differently.  I would have thought of more creative solutions, I would have been more reflective, I would have not reacted the same way. 

Another participant recalled the experience of a previous new worker she had worked with:

I had a lovely worker several years ago, and he left.  He went to do his Phd. He said that he had been very naïve.  He’d come from a divorced and separated family, so he thought he had an idea of what that world could look like.  He realized absolutely had no idea how other people and children could live.  He said ‘I was naïve, I went through an entire university undergrad and Masters, and I was naïve’.  He has come back to child welfare, but he couldn’t do it at that time.  

According to a couple of the participants, during the hiring process, they have repeatedly heard applicants say that they have taken a child development course as a relevant course for child welfare work, as if the majority of the work is directed towards the child only.  Applicants claim “they like kids”. These participants added that some new workers have expressed how they thought they were going to work with children, not realizing much of the work is done with parents, extended families, and community professionals. One of the participants provided the example of:

They [some new workers] think there’s going to be lots of interactions with children, and a focus on work with children, and they don’t realize the broader family aspect of it and the limitations of our role, and the fact that our bottom-line is always around child safety, and that means making difficult decisions…Its like they think they are going to come here, and they’re going to hang out with kids, counsel and play with them, and make their lives better…Yes, we do interact and work with kids, but we also work with their caregivers and extended family…they spend a huge chunk of their early days here, weeks and sometimes even months, getting an understanding of ‘this is not what I thought it was going to be’. 

According to these participants, unlike those in clinical settings where voluntary service users attend their office, child welfare “is unique in social work in terms of we’re going into their homes, they’re not coming here to us, um and most times, they’re not really voluntary”. These examples suggest the importance for schools to provide opportunities for students to understand the realities of practicing in a child welfare setting. The participants believed the schools could provide a place for this realization so that students could do some critical thinking as to whether this is the area of social work they want to practice in. This could be in the form of field placement or more discussions about themselves, or with realistic case examples.
Whether it is their own experience or observation of new workers, all of the managers talked about the feeling of being “overwhelmed” after coming into child welfare. They discussed the challenges of trying to draw on their academic and experiential learning while working on the front line.  They noted that they had their new worker training after they were carrying cases, and had difficulty integrating their learning into their actual work with families.  One participant provided an example of her own experience:

When I started as a frontline worker, I distinctly remembered walking into my office, and there were all my cases.  It was sort of like read them, get to know them, and then we will talk.  It’s like oh my God, I’m reading and thinking this sounds good but I don’t know what I am supposed to do about this.  You know, the reality is training came after I’ve been there for a bit, and that’s a balance too.

Another participant talked about her frustrations of trying to get new workers into the provincial training and the delays.  However, as they point out, that is only a part of what they have to operationalize as one participant put it, “layered on top of that is needing to know legislative requirements and Ministry standards”. In explaining the challenge, this participant talked about 

[O]ften times the challenging piece is understanding the legal system and how you can be doing very good clinical work but the legal requirements are different…there’s a disconnect between what you think you are doing a really good job at, in terms of work with a family (but it) does not get recognized the same way in the legal system.  It creates a disconnect for people and then the clinical part starts to suffer because you become frustrated, stressed out and disillusioned…then the work over on the clinical side started getting impacted too…So as much as people can understand before embarking on the work around what these various components of child welfare work are like [would be useful to include in social work education], there should be an opportunity to have some discussions or an opportunity to experience a bit of it maybe through case examples…so they can really think about whether this is the kind of social work I want to do in a child welfare setting?...Those are the biggest things that I see in terms of the initial shock when people get here.  
The participants identified this as a missing piece for discussion or exploration at the university in terms of how to practice clinically within such parameters, including how that can impact the individual worker, and helping students explore if child welfare is a fit for them. 
Given such challenges, how do individuals decide to stay, to be “a lifer”, in child welfare? According to all the participants, there are certain character dispositions that make a person more fit to practice social work in this field, some are viewed as teachable traits while others are considered to be more of an innate quality. The participants do see schools of social work teaching these traits in the form of interviewing and building relationship with clients, as part of its undergrad curriculum. They believe that a new worker who is “ready” is someone who can engage with people, especially during critical moments or difficult situations. There was a split among the participants as to whether engagement could be taught or if it is part of an individual’s personality. When asked for an example of what engagement meant to them, one participant gave the example of: 

You could get more resolved in spending an hour or two, talking over coffee about life, life experience and wherever they find themselves in life [rather] than going through all these processes and checks. 

A few other participants provided examples of new workers being able to talk their way into a family’s home. According to another participant, “there are lots of ways to engage people” and “telling people things they don’t want to hear in a way that engages them” are what a child protection worker needs to learn to do, especially with hostile or non-voluntary people.   

One participant spoke in depth about the need for compassion in child welfare.  According to this participant, if people connected with each other on a compassionate level and as human beings, it would reduce the oppression that many face, as people would see each other “spiritually” versus looking at race, culture, socio-economic status, and the issues that people are struggling with. This participant explains
I think we had to get more comfortable to have more conversations about spirituality….the spirit of human beings because I really believe that it is where we truly connect and where we can truly feel the other in ways that our social identities and social barriers become insignificant
The participants believe a compassionate worker is someone who understands and appreciates where the families are coming from, and genuinely care for the families they work with. This compassion is seen as part of empathy, a skill taught in school as part of engagement with clients and understanding the client’s circumstances. All of the participants said that workers need to ask lots of questions so that they can understand the families and, like one participant suggested:

walk a mile in another person’s moccasins… have as much compassion and concern for the mother and father as they do for what’s going on with the children, so they see the whole unity of the family.. 

Interestingly, some of the participants talked about compassionate workers leaving the field of child welfare because of societal, governmental and organizational systems that impede compassionate work. One participant spoke emotionally about a conversation she had with an exceptional former worker who said
‘I am leaving.  I can’t do this work this way anymore because I know this is not the way to do the work and I feel like my soul is being hurt…My soul is hurting because I can’t do the work the way I want to work with families, and so I can’t stay here if this is the way they want me to do the work’. 

According to the participants, there are excellent workers who left the field of child welfare, as they decided it is not a good fit for them. The lack of “fit” can relate to lack of preparation, traumatizing experiences and/or the challenges of providing a service riddled with requirements. In deciding their fit for child welfare, would the feeling of confidence or hopefulness be an influence? Can schools of social work ‘teach’ confidence and hopefulness?
Competence gained with Experience:


All of the participants identified two years as a milestone to which new workers begin to feel more confident in themselves or demonstrate competence in being a child protection worker. One participant’s belief is that new workers can come into child welfare ready if they have an adequate foundation knowledge, but that does not mean they are competent. According to this participant, competence is gained only with experience specific to that particular field, and that competence is the balance between the clinical work and the administrative tasks. The rest of the participants appeared to agree with this general notion, as they talked about the need for ongoing child welfare training that included both structural procedures or policies, and practice areas of child welfare, such as addictions, mental health, parenting capacity.

There is indeed a “steep learning curve” for new workers during the first two years until they learn to integrate the mandated requirements into their functioning in order to “focus on the families”. One of the participants stated “I don’t believe you can walk through the door, and be competent. It is built over time”.


According to participants, as new workers gain competence in their duties, their level of confidence grows, and there is a greater sense of reality. In addition, those who are confident are more comfortable with ‘not knowing’ or uncertainty but can be hopeful with their families. According to one participant, “a confident worker is someone who can acknowledge he or she doesn’t know, and open to asking questions to seek answers”.   Another participant described a confident and hopeful worker as someone who knows the realistic expectations of their job, but will also spend some time looking at the structural pieces that impact families. This lead us back to the question of whether confidence and hopefulness can be taught in school. 
DISCUSSION
The comments from the child welfare managers provided great insights into the experiences of new workers and the complex responsibility of preparing them for practice. In this section I will discuss my findings drawing on the literature and the findings from my colleague, Jennifer Maxwell’s research. As stated earlier, a unique feature of this thesis is its connection to another study that is taking place at the same time.  Jennifer Maxwell is conducting a similar study with new workers. In her study, new workers are defined as those who have been employed in their child welfare position for three years or less (Maxwell, 2015). The findings from Maxwell’s research are incorporated into this section, as a comparison or as a contrast to the findings of this research. The ability to compare the perspectives of new workers and managers provides more in-depth analysis and thus an enriched understanding of this topic.   
Education vs. Training
To understand how to better prepare new BSW graduates, a distinction between what is education and what is training needs to be made. I believe that education is about teaching the theories, concepts and critical thinking. It helps to foster reasoning and judgment. Training is about the practical skills, learning a particular function to perform a particular duty. There is a difference, but for professional preparation there is some overlap. “Social work education rests on the assumption that competent social work practice is grounded in the intentional use of theory” (Boisen & Syers, 2004, p. 205). Turney et al (2012) agreed with this point, citing that a solid knowledge base is needed for social workers to have confidence and the ability to make professional judgments, and that this base needs to draw from both academic and researched-base knowledge, and practice. Many authors support that an emphasis on concrete skills and practical experience is necessary to be included within social work education in addition to providing a theoretical foundation (Cash et al, 2006; Whipple et al, 2006; Riely & Rittner, 1993; Liberman, Hornby & Russell, 1988; Hopkins Mudrick & Rudolph, 1999). Similar to the different opinions found in the literature, new workers also spoke of the need for a theoretical foundation and concrete and practical skills to be taught in school as part of preparation. According to these new workers, learning about theories, but not the practical skills leave them feeling ill-prepared and not knowing what steps to take when in the field (Maxwell, 2015). Managers, to varying degrees, echoed these sentiments.

  A contrary opinion was put forth by Perry (2006) who is vocal about the need for training and skill development to prepare workers for child welfare practice. Perry does not think a social work education is necessary for child welfare practice but rather states that training to do the job is necessary. Reinforcing Perry’s point, some managers and new workers talked about the primary need for practice being concrete knowledge such as completing the safety and risk assessments, knowing the legal system and learning Ministry standards.  

Literature points out the importance of making a distinction between education and training.  In their study about a partnership between a university and child welfare agency, Chavkin & Brown (2003) emphasized the need to work out a distinction between education and training prior to the implementation of such a partnership program.  Collins, Amodeo and Clay (2007) noted the challenge in such collaborations because of this very distinction. Child welfare is about the practical aspects of the work whereas education is about the theoretical aspects. Our research provides a good example of why it is important to have the discussion about education and training in any partnership between universities and agencies. There were differences in perspectives among the managers, and between managers and new workers in terms of what needs to be taught in university social work programs.   

Based on literature and findings from both Maxwell’s and my research projects, preparation could be conceptualized as a spectrum, with education on one end and training on the other end.  On the education end, theories, ethics and critical thinking, are located. On the training end, a focus on legislative requirements, Ministry standards, investigation, and assessment tools. Along the middle of the spectrum there are areas of overlap where there could be a combination of education and training including the participants’ suggestions about realistic practice opportunities, role play and simulations, field placements, emphasis on self-reflection and preparation for supervision. 

This discussion leads to several questions: where does education end and where does training start in a worker’s learning process, and can universities alone realistically provide a knowledge and skill base that new workers would be confident to have as a start of their child welfare careers? These questions are important to ask, and not meant to be used as a rationale by universities not to be responsible for providing practice opportunities, but rather to prompt the inquiry into what opportunities should they provide and how should they do this.  Further questions arise about the child welfare system’s responsibility to provide both the training in the policies and practices of child welfare as well as the necessary supervision that allows new workers to integrate their learning into their practice.  
According to the managers in this research, some of these opportunities should be related to the application of theory into practice. Managers identified that new workers often struggle with the transition of what they know theoretically into what they should be doing. This opinion coincided with what new workers reported in Maxwell’s research, talking about understanding concepts, but not knowing what intervention to take (Maxwell, 2015).  In reflecting upon my BSW education, I concur with the opinion that social work education provided learning that was theoretical without the connection into how the knowledge can be practiced. I also concur, based on my experience, with the suggestion that good supervision can help new workers make the connection between theory and practice.  “Practice informed by theory distinguishes professional social work from informal forms of helping” (Boisen & Syers, 2004, p. 205). In their study on the integration of theory to practice, these authors found that social work students do not think about issues relating to clients in a systematic way that is crucial to making clinical decisions. This is particularly important in the field of child welfare, as the workers’ assessments and decisions have tremendous impact on families. Lack of informed decision-making, such as leaving children at risk or the removal of children can have life altering consequences.  (Hopkins Margaret and Rudolph 1999; Trotter, 2002). This study as well as many of the participants’ comments highlights the importance of new workers having solid theoretical knowledge along with observed and guided practice opportunities. In Trotter’s study about the relationship between workers’ use of their skills and client outcomes, the finding was clear in that “[w]hen the effective practice skills were used and when the clients responded to them, the outcomes were generally positive” (2002, p. 48). Other scholars also agree that theory and practice together are important for informed and critical workers (Fook 2012, Kimberley & Osmond 2011).  

It is interesting that both managers from this research and new workers from Jennifer Maxwell’s research share the same belief that universities need to provide more opportunities for students to practice developing those linkages. Participants in each study stressed the importance of classroom practice to apply theory. They encouraged simulations where workers needed to address their power and powerlessness, where they practiced in chaotic and crisis situations, developed engagement skills and where they truly had to be reflexive. These particular skills, they suggested are critical in establishing positive and healthy working relationships with clients. While new workers may have a sense of what certain client situations or interactions mean academically they often are at a loss about what to do. As noted in the findings, this is particularly true when it involves the new workers having to exercise the power that is inherent in child welfare. Social work education helps students be mindful about the power in the social work role, however, the findings suggest that students are not prepared for how to use power (authority) constructively. Students are cautioned about misuse of their professional power but are not adequately prepared for the profound feelings of powerlessness experienced by new workers. The findings from Barsky et al’s (1997) study on the classroom methods of integrating theory into practice supported these recommendations. 
Both managers and new workers highlighted the significance of field placements in preparing new workers as placements afford the opportunity for hands-on experience where students learn the practical tools, processes and legislative requirements associated with child welfare practice. During field placements, students get real life experiences where they can ask questions, take risks and have support. Participants noticed a clear difference between new workers who have had a child welfare placement versus those who did not. One new worker talked about feeling less prepared than her counterparts who were able to “transition smoother” as they were familiar with the instrumental tasks whereas this worker felt the need to learn these “very quickly” (Maxwell, 2015).  Managers recalled their field placement as a valuable experience that contributed to their development as a child protection worker.  I wondered how my early child welfare experience would have been different if I had a child welfare field placement.  Would I felt more prepared?
The findings from this study imply that it is important for new workers to have had good field instruction. According to Bogo & Vayda (1998), social work learning can be seen as the continual linkage between theories and practice. Both universities and child welfare organizations need to ensure that there are meaningful practice opportunities for students in placements. It is clear that field instructors are pivotal in preparing new workers. Within child welfare organizations, workers need to be given sufficient time to provide good field instruction. Supervisory support, conversations about use of power, modeling engagement styles and encouraging self-awareness and reflexivity are necessary aspects of field instruction and help to prepare students for future child welfare practice. 
Supervision: A Bridge to Learning
Whether universities have provided sufficient opportunities or not to integrate theory into practice, managers thought that it is important for new workers to have a skillful manager/supervisor who can prompt questions to elicit linkages between theory and practice. This support is crucial for new workers learning as it connects the academic piece to the experiential learning and provides context to the work. This finding is consistent with findings from Maxwell’s research, as one new worker gave an example of this:

I remember one of the first cases that I had, I walked into a home and I was like…’oh my god, this place is so dirty, we need to get the kids out of here now’. I remember coming back to my manager and she was like, ‘was there anything blocking the doorway? Well no. Was there rotting food out? No. Were there feces on the ground? No. Was it unsafe in any other way? No.’ So basically I realized then that it was my own personal [bias], … I needed to sort of have a shift (Maxwell, 2015). 

Literature such as Csiernik, Smith & Drumgole (2010); Antle, Barbee & Van Zyl (2008) supported this sentiment. Their studies found that effective supervision is one of the factors that contribute to how well social workers manage in child welfare, and is the strongest predictor for workers being able to transfer useful skills into practice.  
On the other side, new workers feel less prepared and powerlessness when they experience a lack of support from or disconnection with their managers. Literature such as Aronson & Sammon (2000) found this in their study where experienced child welfare workers identified a lack of “nourishment” and lack of support from a manager is part of the many challenges they face (p. 179). 

There is a discrepancy between new workers’ experience with supervision (or lack of supervision) and managers’ recognition of the importance of quality supervision. Managers appear to desire to provide good clinical supervision yet face the burden of daily responsibilities. Over the span of my career, this experience is very familiar to me, as I have had supervisors who have scheduled time to provide quality supervision, but the unpredictability of each day interrupted the best of intentions.  Like the participants and new workers in Maxwell’s study (2015), I have learned a great deal from managers who were able to prompt me to understand the actions taken, and provide latitude to work differently with families.  At the same time, I have also had managers who were more directive, resulting in further work related stress.  Fortunately, there are managers such as those who participated in this research who recognize the importance of their roles, seeing supervision as an opportunity to ask the reflective questions, gauge where a worker is at, and help make the practice linkages.  This research suggests that child welfare organizations need to ensure that managers have a certain level of skill and experience, especially when supervising new workers.  Managers need to dedicate time and slow down the pace of work as to allow for processing with new workers.  
Training – Support for New Workers

Although the focus of this study was on how social work programs can better prepare new workers for work in child welfare, the feedback from managers and workers about government mandated training cannot be ignored. From both studies, managers and new workers spoke about delays in new workers being able to complete all of the new workers training in a timely manner, with some having passed the two-year mark of their careers and still had not completed the new worker training. Interestingly, based on reports from the managers, delay in training remains an issue from over a decade ago. This is somewhat baffling as presently there are online training modules that are designed to provide easier accessibility to training. Managers do recognize and continue to have ongoing discussions of how to tackle this dilemma, and suggest reduced caseloads.  However, the pressures of the front-line job and the turnover of staff undermine the attempts to protect new workers’ time for training.  This working condition is likely to contribute to the feeling of unpreparedness for new workers, similar to my initial experience.
New workers often find themselves with a full caseload waiting as they enter into their position. They are immediately pressured to “read and get to know” the cases, including having to think of service plans for these families. All this happens prior to any training being scheduled, let alone attending the training. While managers are the ones who assign these caseloads, they do recognize the unfairness of this dilemma, but they also are under pressure to ensure the continuity of service to families.  

Ideally, new workers should be engaged in some essential areas of training prior to receiving carriage of a caseload so that they have an opportunity to absorb the vast amount of orientation information and beginning of child welfare work. However, as one manager put it, it is impossible due to the financial aspect of the commitment towards such plan. This is an area that child welfare organizations would need to resolve as their commitment to ensure the success of child welfare careers and thus the quality of services to families can be affected by the experience of the workers. Acknowledgement is made that ongoing training is part of the workers’ commitment of continual learning, as “there is so much to learn” in this field. 

According to literature, these dilemmas for both new workers and managers are directly linked to the current neoliberal political agenda (Featherstone & Broadhurst, 2012; Dominelli, 1996, Parton, 1998; Porter, 2012). Ann Porter pointed out that a neoliberal agenda “emphasizes reduced government interventions, free market forces, individual responsibility and the extension of global capitalist relations” (2012, p. 20). In this political environment, child welfare organizations are fighting to provide more for less as a bid for public funding, with imposed standards and mandatory training. These imposed requirements lead to more accountability placed on organizations and workers versus responsibility for the government. Organizations, such as child welfare and universities, are subjected to similar constraints as neoliberal focus is on market driven agenda and reducing itself resources to social welfare. According to Dominelli (1996), and Featherstone & Broadhurst (2012), the neoliberal agenda places a huge threat to the social work profession, squeezing workers’ time with families by the excessive mandated requirements and administrative tasks, leaving workers under the constant pressure of trying to meet unrealistic expectations, and questioning their own capabilities. Instead this is the responsibility of the government and organizations to ensure adequate supports are in place, such as training, so that workers can provide quality service to families. 
Working in Context

To understand and embrace the “social work” within a child welfare setting, critical thinking and self-reflection are needed, not just when in an academic setting but during the span of our careers. Recognition of that prompts many workers to ask ‘do I want to practice in that context?’ As Jan Fook argued, 
Our practice is simply defined as working with the context, no matter what that context may be.  If we perceive our environments as hostile, then we simply work to change this, rather than trying to work in spite of it.  The focus becomes one of changing this rather than seeing ourselves as in a crusader or victim role, as the lone person being prevented from doing their job because of their environment.  We’re always part of (within) our contexts and it is this position which also ironically allows us to change them. Reframing our practice as contextual therefore means we reframe our practices as working with the environment rather than working despite the environment” (2012, p. 185).  

As Fook suggests, as social workers we work within the child welfare context and this positions us to do our work and work toward change. Social work education can contribute to students’ analysis of context and help them understand the slow process of change. For those who have chosen to do social work in a child welfare setting, there are many challenges that are not discussed in depth during the BSW program at universities.  According to Fook (2012), context includes any and all factors from a micro- to a macro-level, such as client’s needs and history, a worker’s own identity and location, an organization’s policies and practice, government’s approach to social services.  All these affect how social work is practiced.  


In order for students to fully appreciate and understand working in context, they need to be able to think critically about their practice as an integral part of preparation for child welfare. Managers in this research spoke about the importance of new workers being able to assess different situations, work with different people under different circumstances while making sound decisions. Such analytical skills are part and parcel of critical thinking. Providing more opportunities to develop critical thinking would better equip new workers. 
Complexity of Mandated Services

One of the defining factors of child welfare work is the unique circumstance in which child protection workers work with families. Unlike the majority of the other social work fields, child welfare work requires social workers to practice their craft within family homes or out in the community, or with an involuntary or hostile clientele. These are environments that are unpredictable. It could involve more than the individual, it could be working with the whole family, extended family members, and community professionals. Working with involuntary and hostile clients is found to be challenging and can impact new workers’ sense of adequacy. In the midst of any chaos, the child welfare worker needs to ensure that the purpose of the visit is achieved, that an accurate assessment on the safety of the children has been completed, and that they are being reflexive about who they are and how they interact with the family. Findings suggest that currently when students are learning about interviewing and engaging with clients, they are mainly done in a matter where the client is fairly voluntary, so students have not had any opportunities or enough opportunities to practice engaging with someone who is not voluntary or who is responding in a hostile manner. Aside from engagement, there is also a reflexive part of how the students are experiencing that interaction, and how much of that experience affected the students’ interaction with or assessment of the client. 

 Meeting the legislative requirements and Ministry standards while attending to a family’s needs has been identified as one of the most challenging aspects of child welfare work. These mandated expectations add constraints to client work, as child welfare workers have time-frames imposed on all of their duties, ranging from administrative tasks to direct client contact to responding to concerns to legal work. While managers believe it is possible to layer the imposed constraints onto clinical work and still be able to engage in best practice, new workers differ in their opinions given the current state of child welfare and the political forces. When workers are pressured to meet the unrealistic expectations placed on them, the area that gets reduced to the minimum is time spent with families (Featherstone & Broadhurst, 2012; Maxwell, 2015). As stated in the findings section, it is a like a juggler needing to have control and attention on multiple balls at the same time. This juggling is not just with a few families, but a full caseload that could consist of 18 families or more. The resulting effect from this constant feeling of juggling causes child welfare workers to have internal conflict over the quality of their work and blame themselves if they are unable to meet the expectations. At the onset of a child welfare career, the amount a worker needs to know and the weight of the work can be very overwhelming, as a new worker described “the work itself has a life of it’s own” (Maxwell, 2015).  

This analysis merely echoes the findings in Maxwell’s research with new workers and my experience, as well as what researchers have found (Dominelli, 1996; Aronson & Sammon, 2000; Dumbrill, 2003; Harris & White, 2009; Featherstone & Broadhurst, 2012). Authors spoke about the difficulty of child welfare work and the worries of child welfare workers that they are not doing enough. Most individuals who decided on social work as a career did so out of their desire to help others, so when faced with working in such a context, it is not surprising that child protection workers have internal conflicts over what they are expected to do via standards and paper work versus what they know they should be doing while working with families. This in turn could very well become “disillusioning” and “frustrating” for these frontline workers, and as, Maxwell suggested, results in new workers feeling helpless and hopeless (2015).   

In addition to adhering to standards and expectations, there is the burden of accountability and responsibility.  As previously identified in the literature review, when something goes wrong in particular situation such as child being injured or dies, workers are held accountable and scrutinized for actions taken or not taken within the case.  This blame is generally focused on the individual workers instead of factors related to the existing systematic issues (Parton, 1998).  

Power and authority is another theme that emerged from the research.  Findings from the conversations with managers and new workers showed that while new workers have learned about power in universities, they struggle in the actual practice of using power, and are uncomfortable with such power. For many students, power in and of itself is a bad thing. They focus on the power inherent in the social work role rather than the use and misuse of power in practice. Schools of social work discuss power in relation to working with clients and note how oppression occurs in the enactment of social work. Participants suggested that schools of social work deepen the analysis of power and help students examine and struggle with the power inherent in the child welfare context where the organizations are sanctioned with legal power, and where that power can easily be changed to “power over” versus “power with” (Dumbrill, 2003, p. 113). The understanding of power is not just in relation to family work, but also in relation to the lack of power experienced by workers in an institution that wields insurmountable power.

Schools of social work could incorporate more concrete practical theories such as crisis intervention, change theory, and solution focused theories that foster a better understanding on change and working within time constraints and within mandated settings, and how that is affected by the current neoliberal agenda. In addition, universities could create learning opportunities related to change work and coping with internal conflicts while working under such conditions. 
Embrace the Anti-Oppressive Practice
The history of child welfare is riddled with actions that today are considered to be oppressive towards different groups of peoples, especially towards the aboriginal community.  Dumbrill (2007) described how the ideological pendulum swings affect how child welfare work is practiced, and the force of the swing is affected by the political agenda. Currently, child welfare organizations are exploring ways to take an Anti-Oppressive Practice (AOP) approach in how they work with families, recognizing that “[t]he field is challenged to respond to the structural inequalities that families are experiencing while also finding ways not to replicate a history that has imposed the dominant discourse of blaming poor and marginalized parents for the lack of resources and supports that the state itself has, also, had difficulty providing and sustaining” (Wong & Yee, 2010). This is particularly important as the community and clients continue to view child welfare organization as an oppressive entity that exerts power over families (Dumbrill, 2003), as such there is a great need to work differently with families and the community so that it is a collaborative work with the family being the change agent, not workers being social police. 

The managers in this research expressed a genuine desire to support an AOP approach to child welfare work, and openness to hear fresh ideas from new workers who are up to date on academics and research. During interviews, managers stated that many new workers have academic knowledge about AOP, and can engage in discussions about social inequalities that the families are experiencing, however, in practice, there seems to be a gap as some new workers struggle with awareness of how their social locations or biases affect their assessments of families, they struggle with formulating intervention steps or challenging decisions. Managers are reportedly engaging new workers in discussions to help them connect these areas, as they want critical thinkers. One manager explained, that she welcomed suggestions from new workers and commented that when a worker tries a different approach with families and it works well, this person then teaches other workers leading to changes in practice but not large system’s change. 

 However, there seems to be a contradiction, as new workers in Maxwell’s research expressed feelings of hopelessness in how they can help families, in particular in making intervention decisions, as they feel they don’t have autonomy and have to carry out the decisions managers have made, even if they disagree with them. New workers said that they lacked the time to process anti-oppressive interventions with managers.  There is also a worry about “rocking the boat” when it comes to challenging managers and agency decisions, especially for those who are on probation or hired on contracts.  

In relation to pursuing broad systems change work, both new workers and some of the managers expressed more hesitation, as one manager said “they [institutions] may say they are open to change, but they are not”. Change on a broader level requires time and it is a slow process that can lead to frustrations and disillusionment for workers who are providing services for marginalized individuals. However, there is a great need to challenge the inequalities within social systems, especially child welfare and its’ history of oppressive practices (Dominelli, 1997; Parton, 1998, Wong & Yee, 2010).  

In terms of education on social justice and advocacy in school, there needs to be in-depth discussions about resistance and collaboration. Literature such as Harris & White (2009), Swan (2009), Baines (2008), Dumbrill (2003) talked about resistance taking place on different levels, as individuals, organization level or governmental level. According to Harris & White (2009), focusing on the smallest level such as working with a client in a different manner or re-wording a referral so that a client receives resources, are part and parcel of change work, and that this can have a rippling effect along the way. However, this is frustrating for new graduates who are eager to fight injustice and deeply committed to changing situations for their clients. The findings suggest that schools of social work should focus more on the neoliberal agenda and its impact on social policies and programs to help students understand that change is likely to take time, and that as they gain experience and credibility as child protection workers, they will more likely to be able to have a stronger influence to make systemic changes. It would be helpful for schools to teach more about the change work ranging from individual efforts to collective efforts and even to collaborative efforts with decision-makers. This might reduce the likelihood of new workers feeling hopeless. 

Interestingly, while managers spoke encouragingly about internal resources or committees where new workers could advocate for change, new workers see themselves as having very limited to no participation in these committees (Maxwell, 2015). There seems to be a contradiction between these two groups in terms of how open their agencies are to scrutinize their own policies and practices.  My experience was similar to that experienced by new workers, as the level of participation in committee work was dictated by those in management. Time was not allotted for change work as it is not considered to be in the scope of a child protection worker’s responsibilities.  There could be different reasons that contribute to this contradiction, such as new workers feeling they lack the time for committee involvement or lack of creative methods in engaging new workers. Perhaps schools could include the importance of committees as part of the discussions around resistance and collaboration in organizational change work. 
Survival

As one can try to imagine, the challenges of child welfare work can create a destructive toll on child protection workers. The word naïve is commonly heard when managers and new workers talk about experiencing the reality of child welfare work.  This naivety is not just related to the volume and difficulty of the work, but also related to witnessing the conditions within which families live. One new worker described how you need “mental toughness” in order to do this work.  
Organizational supports for new workers were described as helping to develop the “mental toughness” and ability to cope.   Consistent with the literature (Csiernik, Smith & Drumgole, 2010) participants described the importance of supervision with opportunities to process experiences and feelings, they highlighted the value of a supportive team, shadowing experienced workers, and having timely training to learn other skills.


 Those workers who are supported and realistic about this work, are able to balance personal life and work life and appear to be more likely to stay working in child welfare. These are the new workers who made reference to being able to sleep at night.  There are those who can’t, for multiple systemic and personal reasons, they are faced with sleepless nights, crying at their desks, and withdrawing from social interactions in their personal time. The personal toll on new workers is also identified in Csiernik, Smith & Drumgole (2010). Clearly there is not a simple formula to ensure that new workers are ready for child welfare practice and even if prepared, are able to sustain a career in this field. 


Perhaps the labels of “readiness” and “preparedness” are inaccurate when discussing what universities could do, rather we might ask how could education “support” graduates to practice in child welfare?  The findings from this research, Maxwell’s study (2015) and literature suggest that child welfare work is complex and its context is always changing. New workers feel unsettled and lack confidence. The studies suggest that as workers continue in their career and have a wide range of experiences, their confidence and competence grow. As such, schools of social work and child welfare organizations could support new practitioners by teaching them that it is okay to be uncomfortable and lack confidence. They could provide space and time to process the feelings of discomfort, and encourage critical thinking.
Forging Alliance: Education and Field


How can the educational system and the child welfare field help prepare new workers to enter such a difficult area of social work? The findings from this study and Maxwell’s study support the necessity of ongoing and open dialogue and partnership between education and child welfare organizations. The studies identified, some pertinent areas that would better prepare new workers for this field of work.  This need is echoed in the literature as well (Peterson and Riley 1997; Aronson & Sammon, 2000; Dickinson & Gil de Gibaja 2004; Folaron & Hostetter 2007). A partnership would allow for the “bridging” between the field and education, keeping both updated on what is current, and allowing for discussions of future directions. Authors like Aronson & Sammon argued for a “forging ties and alliances” between education and the field that provides support for “workplace strains and demoralization”, and “offer stimulation and assistance with practice challenges” (2000, p. 183).  

However, there are challenges in such partnerships.  As illustrated by Chavkin & Brown (2003) and Petersen & Riley (1997), there needs to be a distinction between education and training prior to implementing a partnership program. The findings from the managers and new workers from both studies provide good examples of the need for clarity.  Some of these participants voiced the belief that the university could provide training such as learning about the safety and risk assessments and other practical concrete information, whereas others saw the university as providing foundation theory and critical analysis skills. They did discuss the need for university to look at additional skill development to help with the integration and application of theories. Other challenges in a partnership are related to agreeing upon mutual goals, not focusing on one’s own institutional interest and developing a decision-making process (Dickinson & Gil de Gibaja, 2004; Whipple et al., 2006). It is clear that both education and the field need to make a commitment to invest in the preparation of new workers, so that, for some, this is not a job but rather a career. 

IMPLICATIONS

Implications for Research

Given the time constraint of this MSW thesis paper, only a small sample of participants were interviewed, as such there is a limitation in generalizing the findings to the population of child welfare managers. Nonetheless, the participants do have experiential insight into what they’ve seen new workers struggle with, and continue to have ongoing dialogue around this issue among their cohorts. A larger scaled study with more managers would provide additional insights, a broader spectrum of opinions and some clarity as to the relevance of the themes and suggestions. 

Another limitation is that this study focused on the perspectives of managers only.  While I had the good fortune to conduct this study at the same time as Maxwell’s study of new workers and some comparisons were made, a clearer understanding of this topic would be gained from further studies to gain the perspectives of experienced workers, and of service users. Perhaps it would be useful to conduct a study with the pairing of new workers and their immediate managers to explore readiness and the system’s supports. Focusing on schools of social work, a study comparing what the university program thinks it has taught students about child welfare and what the students say they learned could contribute to this discussion. Considering the findings in both studies, a further look at the interplay of agency context, training and social work education in preparing new child welfare workers could lead to better preparation. With the contrasting voices debating what is training and what is education and the questioning of what is necessary to prepare new workers and who is supposed to do this preparation, further studies could examine in more depth what is necessary to prepare new workers in child welfare. 
Implications for Practice
The implications for practice are related to suggestions regarding what child welfare organizations can do to prepare new workers. The participants identified areas in which the organizations could contribute to the preparation of new hires: new worker training, support in casework, the importance of a skilled supervisor, and the inclusion of new workers into committees. Despite the introduction of online training modules, the timing of new workers’ training has been identified as problematic, as new workers are finding themselves not having completed the required training after two years into their current positions. Training should be viewed as a priority because it supports new workers in understanding their roles, teaching them the nuances of legislation and protocols and specifics on how to perform their duties. Part and parcel of making training a priority is to lower the caseload thus allowing workers to have the time to focus on training rather than worrying about their caseload. This research pointed out the significance of new workers having formal support in their casework, this included mentorship, strong team relationships and shadowing experienced workers. In some organizations, this peer support has been formalized and appears to be helpful. All the participants spoke fondly of learning from experienced workers when they were novices.  

There is no doubt from the findings that a skilled manager/supervisor plays a crucial role in new workers’ learning and subsequent success. It should be recognized that new workers have a unique set of needs that require customized supervision. While schools provide a foundation of knowledge, managers/supervisors need to help new workers build upon that, prompting them to continue thinking critically, and reflecting on how they practice. It is also necessary for managers/supervisors make time for new workers to engage in this process. 

In order to encourage new workers’ involvement and investment in this field, they need to be included in agency committees. This would enhance their ability to view issues on a broader level, as well as provide opportunities to be involved in some change work within the system. Organizations could be creative in setting up methods to engage new workers in committees and providing opportunities for them to be comfortable in expressing their opinions and observations.

The last implication relates to being an ally with educators so that both systems work respectfully yet candidly together supporting their unique and potentially complementary roles. 
Implications for Education

The primary question of my research was to ask how BSW educational programs could better prepare their graduates to be new social workers practicing in the field of child welfare. Social work programs need to collaborate with practitioners to keep abreast of current practice trends. Working in partnership with agencies, university based social work programs need to expand their child welfare curriculum to provide opportunities to integrate theory with realistic practice opportunities. When programs teach the history and policies of child welfare, it is important to provide in depth discussion and critical analysis of the policies, philosophies and practices of in child welfare. Universities can continue to place students in child welfare organizations and better prepare students for the use of supervision. Along with student preparation, schools can better prepare agency field instructors for the essential roles of mentor, teacher and evaluator. Through new educational programs, graduates may be new workers who have a solid understanding of how to practice social work in a child welfare setting, especially understanding oppression and how to challenge oppression within the system. Schools can help prepare students for the insecurities, worries and challenges of child welfare and in-course methods of self-care and coping strategies. With increased attention to the complexity of power and powerlessness, new workers also would have a better understanding of how to use power, authority and collaboration in their work. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR CHILD WELFARE CURRICULUM

The following list is the suggestions that child welfare managers provided during the course of their interviews:

· More in-depth discussions and assignments with case examples in an AOP course, in particular how to conduct self-reflection (in relation to service users).

· More opportunities to learn how to link theory into practice, including the use of role-playing, child welfare case examples. 

· More practice interviewing and learning engagement skills within more realistic simulations and context (such as hostile, a chaotic environment). 

· Learning about the complexity of working in a mandated setting, including how to practice within the constraints. 

· More learning about working with individuals with intellectual disabilities, as it relates to capacity issues, and implication for practice. 

· Case studies utilizing risk assessments as an assignment for critical analysis. 

· Opportunities to discuss how to use supervision and ways to address challenges. 

· Discussions around importance of self-care and establishing support in a child welfare setting, including the impact of vicarious trauma. 

· In-depth discussions around challenges in change work, the need to establish creditability before challenging systems and resistance on different levels. 

· Quality child welfare field placement that includes more genuine field experience.

· More knowledge of the Ministry of Children and Families Child Welfare Standards. 

· More education about the Child Welfare legal system and practice with legal documentation.

CONCLUSION

As I undertook this research, I have found myself reflecting on my child welfare career, conversations that I have had, interviews with the participants, certain literature, and the consultation with my thesis advisors, Sheila Sammon and Gary Dumbrill.  Prior to reviewing the literature and conducting the interviews, I made assumptions based on  my experience of what I would hear from the participants, but after the interviews, I realized some of these assumptions were  simplistic. Understanding issues from a different vantage point is important.


Literature provided a helpful frame from which to form the interview questions, but also helped me to understand more about the context of today’s child welfare practice and social work education. For example, Dominelli (1996) and Parton (1998) spoke to the impact of societal change on social work as a profession and the restructuring of our social welfare system. Other scholars such as Sammon & Aronson (2000) and Fook (2012) spoke to the constraints faced by organizations that filter down and impact social work practice. Scholars like Dumbrill (2003) and Swan (2009) spoke of the use of an anti-oppressive approach with service users.  


 My conversations with participants provided me with the understanding of where child welfare managers are coming from, that they do sympathize with what new workers are experiencing, and that they are also restricted by similar constraints. Yet I was impressed that they remained hopeful that good clinical practice can be done in child welfare despite its mandated challenges. 
The uniqueness of this research is its connection to another research study that focused on new workers’ perspectives. The ability to contrast and compare findings enriched the understanding of this topic. The new workers’ perspectives, made it clear that child welfare work is difficult and frustrating work. New workers want to help families but are torn in so many different directions, resulting in feelings of uncertainty, lacking confidence and feeling unprepared for the work.   

This struggle is all too familiar to me as I too have been frustrated working in the confines of mandated expectations, and juggling the multitude of tasks while holding onto the hope that I can provide good service to the families. I remind myself that I did receive support to learn and understand the nature of child welfare work that afforded me a career, not just a job. 

Schools of social work and child welfare agencies have to form an alliance with each other so that they can create and maintain an open dialogue to prepare and support new workers. This open dialogue would allow for academia to be informed about practice issues within the field, and it would allow for the field to be informed about current education and research. This is not to say there will not be challenges, but if all parties involved are willing to see this as more than developing or modifying an educational curriculum, they will not only be investing in child protection social workers of the future but also will be affecting the experiences of future service users. 
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APPENDIX A
APPENDIX B
Email Recruitment Script Sent on Behalf of the Researcher

by CAS DIRECTOR SERVICES (OR EQUIVALENT) The Holder of the Participants’ Contact Information

Dear Managers and Supervisors:

Julie Huynh and Jennifer Maxwell, McMaster MSW students, are undertaking a study that explores how well prepared newly graduated BSW social workers are for taking on roles at Family Services or Intake work at Children's Aid Societies. If you are a supervisor of manager with responsibilities for Family Service or Intake Workers, and you are interested in getting more information about taking part, please contact either Julie directly at huynhldk@mcmaster.ca and/or (289) 668-7805, or Jennifer directly at mailto:jennifermaxwell_29@rogers.com and/or (226) 387-3930.
This research will be used for partial fulfillment of MSW degree (theses), and writing of journal articles. 

Participation is confidential; Julie or Jennifer will not tell me or anyone at this agency who participated or not. 

If you do take part, Julie will ask you to meet with her at a location of your choice for an interview lasting about 60-90 minutes and may also offer you an opportunity for a follow-up interview which you can always decline. 

Julie or Jennifer will be asking questions such as:

What do you think "readiness" or "preparedness" for child protection social work is?

What do social workers need to learn to do child protection work well?

What skills, attitudes and knowledge do child protection social workers need to do their job?

What could be done to better prepare social work students for child protection social work?

Julie or Jennifer has explained that you can stop being in the study at any time du++ring the interview or not answer questions.  She has asked me to attach a copy of her information letter to this email, which gives you full details about her study.  

In addition, she has explained that this study has been reviewed and cleared by the McMaster Research Ethics Board. If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a participant or about the way the study is being conducted you may contact:

McMaster Research Ethics Board Secretariat

Telephone: (905) 525-9140 ext. 23142

Gilmour Hall – Room 305 (ROADS)

E -mail: ethicsoffice@mcmaster.ca
Sincerely, 

Name 

Director of XYZ Services
APPENDIX B (continued)
PARTICIPANTS NEEDED 
FOR RESEARCH INTO

HOW PREPARED NEW BSW GRADUATES ARE 

FOR WORK AS INTAKE OR FAMILY SERVICE WORKERS
AT CHILDREN’S AID SOCIETIES?
We are looking for 2 types of volunteers to take part in this study: 
CAS Managers or Supervisors with responsibility for Intake or Family Services,

&
 Intake or Family Services Workers with a BSW

Your participation would involve one interview lasting 60-90 minutes and you may also be offered the option of a second interview

CAS Managers or supervisors wanting to find out more about taking part please contact Julie Huynh at huynhldk@mcmaster.ca and/or (289) 668-7805.  
CAS Intake or Family Service Workers wanting to find out more about taking part please contact Jennifer Maxwell at jennifermaxwell_29@rogers.com and/or (226) 387-3930.
This project is being supervised and led by Gary Dumbrill & Sheila Sammon

School of Social Work | Kenneth Taylor Hall 319 |  1280 Main Street West

Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, L8S 4M4Phone 905.525.9140 ext 23791 (Gary) or ext 23789 (Sheila) Fax. 905.577.4667

e-mail dumbrill@mcmaster.ca or sammon@mcmaster.ca

This study has been reviewed by, and received ethics clearance by the McMaster Research Ethics Board.

APPENDIX C

Information Letter, Consent & optional media consent
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McMaster University Research Ethics Board
(MREB)



c/o Research Office for Administrative Development and Support, MREB
Secretariat, GH-305/H, e-mail: ethicsoffice@mcmaster.ca



CERTIFICATE OF ETHICS CLEARANCE TO
INVOLVE HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH



Application Status:  New  Addendum | Project Number: 



TITLE OF RESEARCH PROJECT:



Faculty
Investigator(s)/
Supervisor(s)



Dept./Address Phone E-Mail



Co-Investigator(s):



Student
Investigator(s) Dept./Address Phone E-Mail



Co-Investigator(s):



The application in support of the above research project has been reviewed by the MREB to ensure
compliance with the Tri-Council Policy Statement and the McMaster University Policies and Guidelines for
Research Involving Human Participants. The following ethics certification is provided by the MREB: 



 The application protocol is cleared as presented without questions or requests for modification.
 The application protocol is cleared as revised without questions or requests for modification.
 The application protocol is cleared subject to clarification and/or modification as appended or



identified below:



COMMENTS AND CONDITIONS: Ongoing clearance is contingent on completing
the annual completed/status report. A "Change Request" or amendment must be
made and cleared before any alterations are made to the research.
     



Reporting Frequency: Annual: Other:



Date:  Chair, Dr. B. Detlor 



MREB Clearance Certificate https://ethics.mcmaster.ca/mreb/print_approval_brianPI.cfm?ID=3573



1 of 1 25/05/2015 10:45 AM
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compliance with the Tri-Council Policy Statement and the McMaster University Policies and Guidelines for

Research Involving Human Participants. The following ethics certification is provided by the MREB: 
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 The application protocol is cleared as revised without questions or requests for modification.

 The application protocol is cleared subject to clarification and/or modification as appended or

identified below:

COMMENTS AND CONDITIONS: Ongoing clearance is contingent on completing
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                                        School of Social Work 

Kenneth Taylor Hall 319

1280 Main Street West   

 Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, L8S 4M4
      



Phone 905.525.9140 
Fax. 905.577.4667

INFORMATION LETTER & CONSENT FORM

Project Title:  What is social worker "readiness" to work in child protection social work
                             and how is this achieved?
Faculty Supervisors:
Gary Dumbrill & Sheila Sammon

Student Researchers:
Julie Huynh & Jen Maxwell
Why we are doing this study?

We are conducting a study into how well prepared social workers newly graduating with a Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) degree are for Family Services and Intake work at Children's Aid Societies. The purpose of the research is to understand if there is a need for better preparation and if so how this how might be achieved.

What will happen in the study?

If you take part in this study you will be asked to meet with the researcher for a 60 – 90 minute one-on-one interview at a location of your choosing. 
In this interview you will be asked to read and sign this Letter of Information/Consent form (attached) to indicate your willingness to take part. You will then be asked some questions about yourself such as age, race, gender, social work qualifications etc. You will then be asked questions such as:


What do you think "readiness" or "preparedness" for child protection social work is?


What do social workers need to learn to do child protection work well?


What skills, attitudes and knowledge do child protection social workers need to do their job?


What could be done to better prepare social work students for child protection social work?

I will take notes in the interview, and with your permission, I will audio-record the interview so that I do not miss anything that you say. You can ask at any time for recording to stop, and I will turn off the recorder immediately. You can also choose to stop this interview or withdraw and stop interviews at any time. After your first interview, you may be invited to take part in a follow-up interview.  
Will the research identify me?

No—you taking part and the things you say will be private.

What good things could happen if I take part in this study?

You will receive no direct benefits from taking part in this study, although we hope that the things you share will help improve social work education and child protection services.

Will anything bad happen in this study?

The risks involved in participating in this study are minimal: You may have opinions that you do not want others to know, in which case you do not have to share those opinions, and if you do share them you do your privacy is protected in this study.

Who will know what I said in the study?

I will make every effort to protect confidentiality and privacy of what you tell me. I will not use your name or any information that would allow you to be identified in connection with what you tell me. We are, however, sometimes identifiable through the stories we tell, and you should keep this in mind when deciding what to say. 
The notes and tapes from interviews will be locked in a cabinet at McMaster University and any electronic data will be kept on password-protected computers, encrypted portable drives, or on a server with similar encryption and security as online banking. Because the ideas that come from this research may be important for some time, and because we may need to look back and remind ourselves of what participants said, we will keep study data for 3 years after which all the original data will be securely destroyed. 

Warning: when I have to break confidentiality:

I will keep all information confidential to the full extent of the law. There are circumstances, however, in which I cannot keep information confidential.  If I am told that a child under 16 is being or is at risk of being physically harmed or sexually abused, or it I become aware that a person plans to harm themselves or someone else, I am bound by law to report this to the appropriate authorities. 

What if I change my mind about taking part?

It is your choice to be part of the study or not. If you do not want to answer some of the questions you do not have to, but you can still be in the study. You can decide to stop talking at any time, even after signing the consent form or part way through the study. If you decide to stop taking part there will be no consequences to you. If you withdraw and want your comments deleted, we will remove them from our records, if however, approximately three weeks have passed since you took part, we would have begun analysis and removal may not be possible. 
How do I find out what was learned in this study?

If you wish, we will provide you with information about the results of this study. Please see the consent portion of this letter where you can tell us where you’d like us to send it. . 
Rights of Research Participants:

If you have questions or require more information about the study itself, please contact Gary Dumbrill or Sheila Sammon. This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance by the McMaster Research Ethics Board. If you have concerns or questions about your rights as a participant or about the way the study is conducted, you may contact:


McMaster Research Ethics Board Secretariat

Telephone: (905) 525-9140 ext. 23142

c/o Office of Research Services E-mail: ethicsoffice@mcmaster.com
APPENDIX C (continued)
PARTICIPATION CONSENT

Consent to take part in this study: 

· I have read the information presented in the information letter about a study being conducted by Julie Huynh & Jen Maxwell of McMaster University. 

· I have had the opportunity to ask questions about my involvement in this study, and to receive any additional details I wanted to know about the study. 

· I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any time up to approximately 3 weeks that have passed since I  took part, at which point the researchers will have begun their analysis, , 

· I agree to participate in this study.  

· I have been given a copy of this form.
_____________________________
_____________________________
__________________

Name of Participant


Signature of Participant


Date

Consent to Audio Record

I agree that the interview can be audio/ recorded [  ] Yes [  ] No

.  …Yes, I would like to receive a summary of the study’s results. 

Please send them to me at this email address _________________________________ 

Or to this mailing address:  ________________________________________________




     _________________________________________________



                  _________________________________________________

… No, I do not want to receive a summary of the study’s results. 

Follow- up Interview Opportunity:

I agree to be contacted about a follow-up interview, and understand that I can always decline the request.

... Please contact me at:  ____________________________________________

... 
No. I’m not interested in be contacted about a follow-up interview

APPENDIX D
Demographics Questionnaire

Data will be gathered for this form by the researcher when speaking to participants and explaining the concept contained within.

Please feel free to not answer any question you do not feel like answering
1/ Please indicate whether you are a:

[   ] CAS manager 

[   ] CAS supervisor
[   ] CAS Intake or Family Service worker  

Please provide more information about your role & experience 

_____________________________________________________________________
2/ How do you describe your gender?

Male [  ]

Female [  ]
Other/prefer not to say [  ]

3/ What is your age ___

under 25 [    ]



46-50    [    ]

26-30 [    ]



51-55    [    ]

31-35  [__]



56-60    [    ]

36-40 [    ]



61-65    [    ]

41-45  [    ]

4/ How do you describe your race and ethnicity?__________________________________________________

5/ What is your education?

[  ] BSW

[  ] MSW



[  ] Other ______________________________

6/ How long have you had your degree?

7/ Do you have other social work experience?  If so, what are they?

APPENDIX E
Interview Guide

1/ What do you think new worker "readiness" for child protection social work is?
Prompts

Explore reasons why for each answer given

Explore areas new workers are not ready

Explore areas new workers are ready

Explore how ready/prepared new workers are to work from an anti-oppressive perspective:

1. How well do new workers understand issues such as poverty in relation to child neglect?

2. How well do new workers deal with their power?

3. Do new workers show empathy to parents who have abused children? Do they display traits characteristics of compassion, respect and caring? Are there other traits? 

2/ What specific skills, knowledge and attitudes do child protection workers need?

Prompts

Explore reasons why

Explore skills, attitudes separately, get answers and whys for each & the extent experienced as opposed to new workers having these

Explore especially new worker attitudes and extent the respondent that such attitudes are innate or can be learned 
Can you give me some examples when you saw new graduates displaying these traits? 
3/ What do social workers need to learn to do child protection work well?

Prompts

What could be done to better prepare social work students for child protection social work?

What courses?

What life experiences?

What things do they need to come with that can't be learned? Can you give me some examples when you saw new graduates displaying these traits?

4/ How can you tell when someone is ready?


Prompts


What will they be doing that demonstrates readiness?


How can the skills be measured?

How can the knowledge be measured?

How can the attitudes be measured?


What do you think we could do to help workers who appear to not be ready? 


Prompts:

Can you think of instances when this happened and how you or members of your team broached the subject and worked with a new staff person to bring her/him up to desirable readiness level?  

How successful were those remediation efforts?

5/ If a new worker was to enter the field, and right away you thought to yourself "now this worker is not only going to be good at their job, but they have the potential to go on and change the entire child welfare system for the better in the future." What would they have to be doing to make you think that?
Follow up or alternate way of asking same question: 

Can you think of someone who is currently a leader in child welfare, and especially leads from a progressive social justice and anti-oppressive perspective, what do you think new graduates need to come to the child welfare system if they are to have a long term CAS career and make a similar contribution? 

Prompts


Explore reasons for answer

6/ What makes someone a good new worker?  

Prompts

Someone who follows the rules or someone who questions or thinks creatively?

Someone who can think on their feet? 

What about someone who engages in critical thinking?

7/ Aside from formal education, are there other characteristics of the person that makes them more ready for child welfare?   

Prompts

Can this attitude be learned? How do you think a New Worker could learn this?
�	 The term manager is used for individuals who occupy a management position, such as supervisor, manager and director. 


� 	Literature Review is co-authored with Jennifer Maxwell.





PAGE  

