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How do Teachers Diagnosis and Percept Child Maltreatment?
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Abstract: Child abuse is a complex problem and its prevention requires action on many fronts.
Teachers do spend many hours a day with children and they are likely to be concerned about the
possible abuse or neglect of a child or young person at some time during their career This study seeks
to determine teacher knowledge and teachers' conceptions of what is and what is not abuse. The study
was done in Iran (I.R.). Questionnaire were used on a randomly selected sample of 1200 teachers. Data
analysis showed a significant difference knowledge based on educational level. Knowledge score of
participants had positive direct relation with their job experience. In regard to the attitude, there was no
significant difference in attitude score based on various features of participants. Result from this study
indicate that teachers do not have adequate knowledge and proper attitude regarding child
maltreatment. Advocating of educational program about child maltreatment is necessary.
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INTRODUCTION

Child abuse is a global problem and all
communities are faced with various forms of it. This
phenomenon can be investigated from physical,
psychological and sexual aspects'". In many cases, the
victims of child abuse cannot reveal the event due to
various reasons. Since in most of the cases child
abusers are among family members or close friends of
the victimm, the event can remain as a secret and
consequently leads to serious injuries in both childhood
and adulthood that are difficult to be compensated®.
Schools are important organizations for applying
preventive interventions in regard to psychological
health problems of children and teachers because of
spending several hours with children and having close
contact with them are among the most important
sources for diagnosis, treatment and prevention of child
abuse™®. On the other hand, this close teacher- student
relationship may cause students to feel more
comfortable revealing their personal problems to their
teachers. In different performed studies about teachers’
capability in diagnosis and reporting this problem, it
has been observed that in spite of higher rate of
reporting child abuse cases by schools comparing to
other institutions, only 84% of child abuse cases have
been reported by schools'®’”. Other studies have

reported different rates in this regard. Various factors
have been contributed to the insufficient rate of child
abuse reporting by teachers, among them the most
important is lack of related training courses for teachers
in both their academic and on-job training programs'®~*.

In most cases of child abuse, teachers potentially
can act differently from others'” and are capable of
diagnosing both behavioral and physical signs of the
event, while other involved groups such as physicians
mostly can diagnose physical signs'>'®'". The victims
of child abuse have lower rate of self-confidence, social
skills and educational success as well as more
disciplinary problems that all these aspects can be
detected by teachers better''”.

In Iran, from 2001, child abuse has changed from a
personal crime to a public crime and all people can
report child abuse cases to legal organizations. Since in
Iran the reporting sources are not known well, the rate
of child abuse reporting by teachers is not clear. But a
few studies showed the rate of child maltreatment is
high®'. The present study was carried out with the
following aims:

e To determine the rate of knowledge and capability
of teachers in diagnosing signs of child abuse
¢ To determine teachers’ attitude toward child abuse
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

The study was done in Kerman, the center of the
largest province in Iran with a variety of ethnic
populations. Participants were 1200 teachers of
primary, secondary and high school levels. It should be
mentioned that in Iran, the pre university educational
system contains three levels of primary, secondary and
high school. All schools are divided into private/state
and females/males types. Sampling was done by
multistage sampling method. First formal consent was
taken from all participants. Data gathering was done by
a questionnaire consisted of three parts:

Demographic features (to keep the privacy, the
identity features were decreased to as less as
possible.)

Items related to attitude towards child abuse were
designed in the form of 5-score Likert scale and
based on valid sources.

Items related to the knowledge about risk factors
and signs of child abuse

The validity of questionnaire was determined by
content validity. The reliability and stability were
determined by pre-test. Data analysis was done through
descriptive and inferential statistics and using SPSS-12
software package. In order to determine the relationship
between knowledge/attitude and the intervening
variables, Chi-square, t-test, Mann-withney, Kruskall
wallis and Pearson Coefficient of Correlation were
used.

Most of the participants disagreed with physical
punishment, unless in the case of cigarette smoking and
obscenity. The older participants and those who had
child showed the less rate of agreement with physical

punishment, while younger participants were more in
agreement with physical punishment. About 75% of the
teachers believed that the reaction of teachers against
students in many cases is a kind of child abuse.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

From 1200 distributed questionnaires, 917 ones
were completed (rate of responding: 76%). Mean age of
participants was 36.6+7.34 years and mean job
experience was 15.44+7.67 years. Other features are
presented in Table 1. Mean knowledge score of
participants was 9.29+2.06 with 0 as the minimum
score and 13 as the maximum. The knowledge score of
half of the participants was 9 or less. Mean attitude
score was 29.88+4.35 with 9 as the minimum score and
45 as the maximum score. The attitude score of half of
the participants was 30 or less (Table 2).

Table 1: Characteristics of respondents

N (%) Sex
393 (42.7%) Male
524 (57.1) Female
Marital status (n = 915)
141 (15.4) Single
774 (84.6) Married
No of children (n = 787)
631(80.2) 3>
112 (14.2) 3<
44 (5.6) Unknown
Education (n =916)
117 (12.8) Diploma
358 (39.1) Kardani
405 (44.2) B.S.
36 (3.9) M.S.
Kind of School (n =917)
246 (37.7) Primary
352 (38.4) Rahnamaee
219 (23.9) High school

Table 2: The frequency distribution of responses to knowledge-testing questions

Questions Correct Answers incorrect I don’t know
Fear of school may be due to being abused at home. 441 (48.1) 326 (35.6) 150 (16.5)
Children with aggressive behavior toward their friends may be abused at home. 750 (81.8) 116 (12.6) 51(5.6)
Child abuse may lead to problems in speaking, walking and sitting. 799 (87.1) 59 (6.4) 59 (6.4)
Sleeping in the class may be due to being abused. 443 (48.3) 332 (36.2) 142 (15.5)
Educational failure can be a sign of being abused. 736 (80.3) 121 (13.2) 60 (6.5)
Escaping from school can be a sign of being abused. 744 (81.1) 110 (12) 63 (6.9)
Criminal behavior by children can be a sign of being abused. 777 (84.7) 70 (7.6) 70 (7.6)
Child abuse may lead to physical and emotional problems. 855 (93.2) 32 (3.5) 30 (3.3)
Children in poor families are being abused more. 390 (42.5) 445 (48.5) 82 (8.9)
Children whose parents use narcotic drugs are being abused more. 799 (87.1) 69 (7.5) 49 (5.3)
Familial problems in parents are risk factors of child abuse. 849 (92.6) 24 (2.6) 44 (4.8)
Parents who are victims of child abuse, abuse their children more. 535 (58.3) 271 (29.6) 111 (12.1)
Parents with lower educational levels abuse their children more. 398 (43.8) 421 (45.9) 98 (10.7)
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Table 3: Attitude-testing expressions

Items

Children with aggressive behavior should be punished.

Sending child to the school without eating breakfast is a kind of child
abuse.

In the case of educational failure physical punishment is permitted.

In the case of cigarette smoking physical punishment is permitted.
Using bad language in order to modify child behavior is permitted.

In the case of obscenity, physical or sever verbal punishment should
be applied.

Carelessness in supervising child’s educational statue is a kind of
child abuse.

Some of teachers’ behaviors toward students are abusive.

Comparison of students in regard to their educational statue,
behavior, etc and scorning them in order to arouse their motivation is
necessary.

Data analysis showed no significant difference in
knowledge score based on the variables of sex and
marital statues, but a significant difference based on
educational level. Teachers with M.A degree showed
the highest rate of knowledge and those with
KARDANI degree (a two-year university program in
Iran educational system) had the lowest (p = 0.014).
Teachers knowledge showed significant difference
based on the level of teaching (p<0.002). The
maximum knowledge score (9.7+£2.08) was obtained by
high school teachers, while the minimum knowledge
score (9.08+2.12) was obtained by guidance school
teachers. Knowledge score of participants had positive
direct relation with their job experience (p<0.001,
r=0.145).

In regard to the attitude (Table 3), there was no
significant difference in attitude score based on various
features of participants.

In the present study, the focus is on teachers as a
group that has close relation with children but has been
disregarded in most studies about child abuse.

Since teachers are not isolated from the society,
their beliefs and attitudes are affected by the attitudes
governing the whole society!", but considering their
special job field, they are expected to have a better
knowledge in aspects related to the children health.

In the present study, teachers showed a moderate
knowledge about risk factors and signs of child abuse
and this insufficient amount of knowledge, like what
have been found in other performed studies, had been
the main cause of low rate of child abuse diagnosis and
reporting by teachers'"”!. Lack of academic and on-job
trainings about child abuse are the most important
causes affecting teachers’ knowledge and their
capability in regard to the diagnosis of child abuse. In
Mclntyre!'® study, most of the studied teachers asserted
that they had never suspected to a child abuse case
among their students. Considering the high rate of child
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abuse (1,000,000 children in the world), it seems that
these victims are present in the classes but they are not
seen.

Most of the participants disagreed with physical
punishment, unless in the case of cigarette smoking and
obscenity. The older participants and those who had
child showed the less rate of agreement with physical
punishment, while younger participants were more in
agreement with physical punishment. About 75% of the
teachers believed that the reaction of teachers against
students in many cases is a kind of child abuse.

In the present study, most participants did not
know how to behave in the case of observing a child
abuse case. Since in Iran child abuse has been
announced as a public crime in the recent years,
peoples’ awareness about the related laws seems to be
necessary. In spite of the results of child abuse studies
emphasizing on the role of poverty and low educational
level, these factors have not been seriously considered
as risk factors of child abuse yet''"! .

The rate of teachers’ knowledge has a direct
relation with their educational level and since teachers
with higher educational levels are usually teaching in
high schools and on the other hand the risk of child
abuse is more in younger ages, this gap in relation to
children studying in primary schools requires special
attention. The higher risk of child abuse and its more
serious physical and psychological effects in lower
educational levels in one hand and more on-job training
courses for teachers in these educational levels on the
other hand, shows the special importance of planning
for related on-job training programs in regard to child
abuse and its related laws.

In the present study, teachers with more job
experience had higher rate of knowledge about signs
and risk factors of child abuse that may be due to
experiencing more cases of child abuse during their
work period.

In this study, most teachers did not agree with
physical punishment and emphasized on disciplinary
methods rather than physical punishment. However in
some other studies, teachers believed that punishment is
necessary for controlling students’®. The rate of
diagnosis and reporting was affected by sex.

As women are traditionally more involved with
children, This difference could be due to the their role
and status of women in the Iranian society.

The type of school had no relation with the rate of
teachers’ diagnosis. Age, sex and job experience are the
main factors attributed to the diagnosis of child abuse
cases''™'*?but in the present study, only teaching
experience had relation with the rate of teachers’
knowledge and diagnosis.
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Although in Iran the disciplinary aspects in the
family are under the control of fathers, there was no
significant difference in attitude between male and
female teachers. However, in abusive behaviors, male
teachers apply physical punishment more than female
teachers'".

The attitudes of teachers in the present study
showed that teachers do not take the harmful effects of
their inappropriate behavior toward their students™',
especially in regard to emotional aspects, so serious and
in most cases they consider their abusive behavior as a
kind of applying disciplinary regulations'®*.

According to the previous studies, most cases of
abusive behavior by teachers have been scorning and
using bad language''”. Inappropriate attitudes and

behaviors by teachers especially in relation to
emotional aspects are definitely examples of
misbehavior'®”,

Due to the lack of scientific studies[24’25], there is no
exact information about abusive behavior by Iranian
teachers. According to the results of the present study,
in addition to emphasizing on planning training
programs related to the child abuse for teachers, special
attention should be paid to making them familiar with
current laws of child abuse and factors affecting their
attitudes toward this important social problem.
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