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Introduction 

As a recipient of a Children’s Justice Act grant (Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act, Section 107), Georgia’s 
Children’s Justice Act Advisory Committee (CJAAC) is required to conduct an assessment of its investigation, prosecution 
and judicial handling of cases of child abuse and neglect every three years with its application for continued funding. For 
2012, the focus of this assessment was the handling of cases of child abuse that involve children with special needs. 

For this assessment, the CJAAC conducted a brief online survey among professionals who are often involved in these 
cases. The survey included questions on experience and training on working with children with special needs.   

Results from the survey will guide training and policy recommendations from the task force and utilization of the Children’s 
Justice Act state grant for projects or activities to reduce trauma to these victims and improve case outcomes. Additionally, 
results from the survey will be used to identify additional areas for the CJAAC to address over the next three years. 

Survey Method 

The survey was conducted via a commercial online survey site from April 15-30, 2012. The link was distributed to child 
welfare professionals involved in handling cases of child abuse and neglect. Task force members emailed the link to 
members of their professional organizations and networks, and the DHS Division of Family and Children Services (DFCS) 
distributed the link to child welfare staff. 

Survey Response 

A total of 1,257 child welfare system professionals responded to the online survey, which consisted of questions about 
experience and training related to the handling of cases involving children with special needs, which was broadly defined 
to mean children and youth whose capacity to participate in or assist with investigation, legal representation, assessment, 
or other services is diminished for reasons other than age, regardless of whether there is a diagnosis (e.g., 
developmentally delayed, physically disabled, medically fragile, autistic/poor communication, language, behavior disorder, 
combative, hyperactive, etc.). Children included children and youth up to age 18. 
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Child Welfare Role 

The largest proportions of respondents were court-appointed special advocates (CASAs, 24%) and DFCS caseworkers 
(21%). 

Child Welfare Role Percent 
CASA (court-appointed special advocate) 24% 
Case support worker/supervisor in a child placing agency (CPA) <1% 
Child Advocacy Center therapist 1% 
Child Advocacy Center forensic interviewer 2% 
Child Advocacy Center advocate 1% 
DFCS caseworker 21% 
DFCS supervisor 7% 
DHS/DFCS regional or county director, state office leadership 5% 
District attorney/assistant district attorney 9% 
Guardian ad litem 1% 
Child attorney <1% 
Human services professional in a child caring institution (CCI) 1% 
Juvenile Court Judge 1% 
Law enforcement investigator/detective 1% 
Law enforcement forensic interviewer <1% 
Medical care provider 2% 
Mental health provider 1% 
Parent attorney 1% 
SAAG (special assistant attorney general) 4% 
Victim witness advocate 4% 
Other community-based service provider 5% 
Other   9% 
Total 1,257 

Based on the above roles, professionals were categorized into groups for analysis as follows: 

• Advocates: CASA, child advocacy center advocate, guardian ad litem (GAL), victim witness advocate 
• Caseworkers: DFCS caseworker, supervisor, regional or county director, or state office; human services 

professional in a child caring institution, caseworker in a child placing agency 
• Service providers:  child advocacy center therapist, medical care provider, mental health provider, other 

community-based service providers 
• Investigators: child advocacy forensic interviewer, law enforcement investigator, law enforcement forensic 

interviewer 
• District/assistant district attorneys 
• Judges, SAAGs, and parent and child attorneys 

The DFCS caseworkers and supervisors represented various areas of child welfare practice, with most coming from Foster 
Care, Investigations, and Family Preservation. 
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 DFCS Area Percent 
Adoptions 4% 
Diversion 1% 
Family Preservation 20% 
Foster Care 30% 
Intake 8% 
Investigations 25% 
Resource Development 5% 
Other  8% 
Total DFCS caseworkers and supervisors 355  

The survey respondents represented every region of the 
state, with the largest proportion working in DFCS service 
Region 3, which is north and west of the Atlanta metro 
area. 

 Region Percent  Region Percent 
1 7%  10 7% 
2 9% 11 5% 
3 14% 12 8% 
4 8% 13 3% 
5 7% 14 9% 
6 5% 15 4% 
7 3% Statewide 4% 
8 4% Total 1,257 
9 3%  

 The professionals’ experience in their current child welfare role varied, with a fourth having only 1-3 years of experience 
and a fourth having 10 or more years of experience.   As might be expected, there were some differences in tenure by 
child welfare role, with advocates, caseworkers and investigators tending to have less experience than service providers, 
judges and attorneys.  

Tenure  Advocates Caseworkers 
Service 
providers Investigators 

District/ 
assistant 
district 
attorneys 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent 
and child 
attorneys Other Total 

10 or more 
years 14% 19% 44% 15% 44% 54% 30% 25% 
6-9 years 13% 20% 19% 24% 19% 21% 17% 18% 
3-5 years 19% 24% 21% 29% 16% 11% 22% 21% 
1-3 years 34% 25% 11% 24% 18% 7% 28% 25% 
Less than 
a year 19% 13% 5% 5% 4% 7% 4% 12% 
No 
response 0% 0% 0% 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
Total 378 428 104 41 108 84 114 1,257 

 



Prepared by Care Solutions, Inc.  4 
April 2012    

 

Experience with Children with Special Needs 

Overall, professionals typically indicated they personally had some experience with children and youth who have special 
needs, whether a family member, a child in their care, or a child on their caseload (34%), although 26% indicated they had 
a great deal of experience.  Service providers were most likely to say they had a great deal of experience (44%), followed 
by caseworkers (30%). Judges and attorneys were most likely to say they had some or not very much experience. 

Personal 
Experience Advocates Caseworkers 

Service 
providers Investigators 

District/ 
assistant 
district 
attorneys 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent 
and child 
attorneys Other Total 

A great deal 22% 30% 44% 20% 8% 19% 27% 26% 
Very much 18% 21% 17% 24% 14% 13% 10% 18% 
Some 35% 35% 25% 44% 33% 31% 37% 34% 
Not very 
much 19% 11% 11% 10% 33% 25% 18% 17% 

None 5% 2% 2% 0% 7% 10% 7% 4% 
No 
response 1% 1% 1% 2% 4% 2% 1% 1% 
Total 378 428 104 41 108 84 114 1,257 

Professionals were asked to indicate the number of different children with special needs they encounter in professional 
capacity in a typical year. Service providers and judges/SAAGs/parent and child attorneys were most likely to report 
seeing more than 25 children with special needs in a year. Advocates and district/assistant district attorneys typically see 
1-5 children with special needs. 

Number of 
children 
with special 
needs Advocates Caseworkers 

Service 
providers Investigators 

District/ 
assistant 
district 
attorneys 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent 
and child 
attorneys Other Total 

More than 
25 9% 15% 55% 27% 14% 44% 24% 19% 
21-25 2% 5% 2% 5% 1% 11% 3% 4% 
16-20 3% 10% 5% 2% 5% 5% 6% 6% 
11-15 4% 12% 7% 7% 6% 12% 9% 8% 
6-10 9% 25% 8% 24% 16% 4% 15% 16% 
1-5 55% 29% 19% 27% 45% 20% 30% 37% 
None 16% 3% 4% 2% 9% 2% 13% 8% 
No response 1% 1% 1% 5% 5% 2% 1% 2% 
Total 378 428 104 41 108 84 114 1,257 

How often a child with special needs or the child’s family is seen in a professional capacity varies. Not surprisingly, service 
providers were more likely to report seeing these children once or twice a week compared to the other groups.  Advocates 
and caseworkers are most likely to report seeing these children 1-3 times a month. Investigators, judges and attorneys are 
most likely to report seeing the children 1-3 times a year or less.  
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How often 
see child 
with special 
needs Advocates Caseworkers 

Service 
providers Investigators 

District/ 
assistant 
district 
attorneys 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent 
and child 
attorneys Other Total 

3 times a 
week or 
more 1% 1% 10% 0% 1% 2% 3% 2% 
1-2 times a 
week 6% 5% 30% 5% 4% 1% 7% 7% 
1-3 times a 
month 42% 58% 23% 10% 6% 12% 20% 38% 
1-2 times a 
quarter 10% 9% 8% 5% 11% 18% 11% 10% 
1-3 times a 
year 12% 12% 12% 63% 42% 32% 22% 19% 
Less than 
once a year 10% 9% 10% 10% 19% 26% 17% 12% 
No response 18% 5% 9% 7% 17% 8% 21% 12% 
Total 378 428 104 41 108 84 114 1,257 

Nearly half of the professionals reported that the majority of the children with special needs that they encounter in their 
work fall into the 6 to12 age range; this was especially true for caseworkers and investigators. Judges and attorneys were 
more likely to report seeing youth age 13 to 18 compared to the other groups, and service providers were more likely to 
report seeing children age 0 to 5 compared to the other groups. 

Age of 
children 
with special 
needs Advocates Caseworkers 

Service 
providers Investigators 

District/ 
assistant 
district 
attorneys 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent 
and child 
attorneys Other Total 

0 to 5 years 
old 20% 21% 38% 7% 4% 15% 24% 20% 
6 to 12 years 
old 40% 60% 35% 73% 48% 40% 38% 48% 
13 to 18 
years old 19% 13% 18% 12% 31% 33% 19% 19% 
No response 21% 7% 10% 7% 17% 11% 19% 14% 
Total 378 428 104 41 108 84 114 1,257 

Professionals were asked to indicate the three most common special needs of the children that they encounter in their 
work.  The top special needs reported were behavior disorders, cited by two-thirds of professionals, followed by mental/ 
emotional disorders (49%) and hyperactivity/attention issues (47%). 

 Type of special 
needs Advocates Caseworkers 

Service 
providers Investigators 

District/ 
assistant 
district 
attorneys 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent 
and child 
attorneys Other Total 

Behavior disorders 56% 78% 55% 46% 65% 87% 54% 66% 
Mental/ emotional 
disorders 43% 50% 45% 41% 60% 65% 41% 49% 
Hyperactivity/ 39% 64% 37% 46% 31% 44% 41% 47% 
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 Type of special 
needs Advocates Caseworkers 

Service 
providers Investigators 

District/ 
assistant 
district 
attorneys 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent 
and child 
attorneys Other Total 

attention issues 
Developmental 
delays 34% 40% 56% 66% 31% 36% 40% 39% 
Learning disorders 25% 23% 17% 34% 24% 24% 23% 24% 
Autism spectrum 
disorders 15% 24% 19% 32% 8% 7% 26% 19% 
Physical 
disabilities 7% 7% 25% 5% 5% 6% 13% 9% 
Communication 
disorders 13% 4% 13% 10% 15% 0% 7% 9% 
Other  2% 1% 5% 0% 2% 0% 4% 2% 
Total   378 428 104 41 108 84 114 1,257 

Professionals indicated how often, on a four-point scale of frequently (4), sometimes (3), seldom (2) or never (1), the 
children with special needs that they encounter are involved in specific types of cases. Neglect topped the list, followed by 
emotional abuse.   

Type of case 
Average frequency 
rating 

Percent don’t 
know/ not sure/ no 
response 

Number of 
responses (total 
n=1,257) 

Neglect  3.5 20% 1,000 
Emotional abuse 3.2 25% 947 
Domestic violence 3.1 25% 938 
Physical abuse 3.1 23% 974 
Sexual abuse 2.8 27% 917 
Sexual exploitation 2.3 37% 798 

 

Training for Working with Children with Special Needs 

Given that professionals may have had pre-service training some time ago, they were asked to estimate how much pre-
service training they had received for their professional capacity and how well it prepared them to work with children with 
special needs. For pre-service training, the scale was none (1), a little (2), some (3), or a lot (4). As seen in the following 
table, on average, most of the groups reported they received a little or some such training, except that judges and 
attorneys reported receiving none to a little such training. 

Child welfare 
group 

Average amount 
of training 
received 

Percent don't 
remember/ not 
sure/ no response 

Number of 
responses Total   

Service providers 2.9 7% 97 104 
Investigators 2.5 2% 40 41 
Advocates 2.5 10% 340 378 
Caseworkers 2.2 12% 376 428 
Other 2.1 22%  89 114 
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Child welfare 
group 

Average amount 
of training 
received 

Percent don't 
remember/ not 
sure/ no response 

Number of 
responses Total   

Judges, SAAGs, 
parent and child 
attorneys 1.6 13% 73 84 
District/assistant 
district attorneys 1.4 9% 98 108 
Total 2.2 11% 1,113 1,257 

Professionals rated how well the training they received prepared them to work with children with special needs on a five-
point scale of not at all (1), not very well (2), somewhat well (3), very well (4), or extremely well (5).  On average, all of the 
groups indicated they were somewhat well prepared by the pre-service training they received. Note that few judges or 
attorneys rated their preparation. 

Child welfare 
group 

Average rating of 
preparation 

Percent don't 
remember/ not 
sure/ no response 

Number of 
responses Total  

Service providers 3.4 17% 86 104 
Advocates 3.3 28% 273 378 
Investigators 3.2 24% 31 41 
Other 3.1 51% 56 114 
Judges, SAAGs, 
parent and child 
attorneys 3.0 70% 25 84 
Caseworkers 2.8 34% 283 428 
District/assistant 
district attorneys 2.8 77% 25 108 
Total 3.1 38% 779 1,257 

Most professionals (59%) reported they received at least some specialized training on working more effectively with 
children with special needs in the previous two years.  The amount of training received varied by group.  Compared to the 
other groups, service providers were most likely to report receiving more than eight hours, followed by investigators.  
District and assistant district attorneys were most likely not to have received any such training in the previous two years.   

Amount of 
specialized 
training in 
past two 
years Advocates Caseworkers 

Service 
providers Investigators 

District/ 
assistant 
district 
attorneys 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent 
and child 
attorneys Other Total 

More than 8 
hours 13% 6% 28% 20% 2% 6% 7% 10% 
5-8 hours 13% 11% 12% 10% 3% 7% 9% 10% 
2-4 hours 17% 22% 19% 24% 5% 18% 24% 19% 
Less than 2 
hours 21% 24% 14% 20% 13% 23% 14% 20% 
None 30% 35% 18% 24% 71% 40% 32% 35% 
No 
response 5% 2% 9% 2% 6% 6% 14% 5% 
Total 378 428 104 41 108 84 114 1,257 
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When asked in what areas additional training would be helpful, the top topics were for the special needs most frequently 
encountered: behavior disorders (66%) and mental/ emotional disorders (59%). These were followed by autism spectrum 
(49%) and hyperactivity/attention (45%) issues. 

Training topic Advocates Caseworkers 
Service 
providers Investigators 

District 
attorneys 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent 
and child 
attorneys Other Total 

Behavior 
disorders   70% 70% 61% 68% 59% 63% 50% 66% 
Mental/ emotional 
disorders 60% 65% 48% 54% 57% 60% 41% 59% 
Autism spectrum 
disorders 44% 58% 49% 73% 41% 27% 47% 49% 
Hyperactivity/ 
attention issues 48% 51% 35% 46% 39% 37% 36% 45% 
Developmental 
delays 43% 44% 38% 61% 35% 30% 32% 41% 
Learning 
disorders 37% 40% 35% 51% 33% 35% 25% 37% 
Communication 
disorders 37% 30% 30% 46% 30% 14% 29% 32% 
Physical 
disabilities 22% 30% 23% 22% 20% 13% 22% 24% 
Don't know/ not 
sure 5% 5% 3% 2% 20% 12% 11% 7% 

Other 4% 2% 4% 7% 2% 8% 4% 3% 

Total 378 428 104 41 108 84 114 1,257 

Following are additional topics professionals felt would be helpful. 

Group Topic   
Advocates Child molestation/domestic violence/physical abuse/sexual abuse 

Conduct disorders 
Conversion disorder 
Diseases such as Hirschsprung’s, colitis, and Crohn's  
Methods to gain trust in different age groups 
New DSM for autism spectrum 
Non-prescriptive or non-psych methods preferred 
Over-medication 
Proper diagnosis and medication issues 
Sexual issues 
Treatment for effects of maternal substance abuse 

Caseworkers Children from different cultures 
Medically fragile children (medical equipment, etc.) 
Time spent on data system taking away from attention to children 
Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
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Group Topic   
Reactive attachment disorder (RAD) 
Sexually abused children under the age of 10. 
Training on pharmacology of medications used to treat special needs; particularly emotional, 
attention deficit/hyperactivity, and mental disorders 

Service 
providers 

Depression 
Down’s syndrome 
Effective listening, person-centered planning, micro-boards, core gifts 
Team collaboration working on cases with special needs kids 

Investigators Emotional/psychological maltreatment 
How these disorders impact the forensic interview 

District/ 
assistant 
district 
attorneys 

Make expert resource contact information widely available to assistant district attorneys 

Trauma from sexual abuse 
Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent and 
child 
attorneys 

Appropriateness of medications to control behavior 
Attachment disorders 

Disabilities related to maternal drug use during pregnancy 
Other How to match services to needs with specificity 

Suicidal behaviors, supporting youth who have experienced trauma 

 

Overall Preparation 

On average, most of the groups rated themselves as somewhat well prepared to work with children with special needs 
involved in cases of child abuse and neglect on five-point scale ranging from not at all prepared (1) to extremely well 
prepared (5).  Service providers typically rated their preparation a bit lower compared to the other groups, despite reporting 
more contact with children with special needs and more training in this area.  

  Child welfare group 

Average 
individual 
preparation 
rating 

Percent don’t 
remember/ 
not sure/ no 
response 

Number of 
responses Total 

District/ assistant district 
attorneys 3.4 6% 101 108 
Other 3.4 14% 98 114 
Investigators 3.2 2% 40 41 
Judges, SAAGs, parent and 
child attorneys 3.0 6% 79 84 
Advocates 3.0 6% 355 378 
Caseworkers 3.0 3% 417 428 
Service providers 2.6 9% 95 104 
Total 3.0 6% 1185 1,257 
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Professionals were also asked to rate, using the same five-point scale, the preparation of various child welfare 
professional groups for working with children with special needs involved in cases of child abuse and neglect.  For some 
groups there were fairly large numbers of professionals who indicated they did not know or were not sure how well 
prepared a particular group was. In general, child advocacy center forensic interviewers were considered best prepared in 
the legal and law enforcement category, with an average rating of very well prepared.  In the advocacy and casework 
category, child advocacy center advocates were considered best prepared, and in the care and service provider category, 
child advocacy center therapists were considered best prepared.   

Professional Category/Group 

Average 
group 
preparation 
rating 

Percent 
don't know/ 
not sure/ no 
response 

Number of 
responses 
(total n = 
1257) 

Number of 
respondents in 
the 
professional 
group 

Legal and Law Enforcement        
CAC forensic interviewers 3.8 30% 883 24 
 Juvenile court judges 3.3 27% 915 16 
Law enforcement forensic interviewers 3.2 33% 846 3 
SAAGs 3.1 34% 830 51 
Guardians ad litem 3.1 29% 897 12 
Child attorneys 3.0 32% 856 5 
District/ assistant district attorneys 2.8 33% 837 108 
Law enforcement investigators/ detectives 2.8 28% 907 14 
Parent attorneys 2.7 35% 820 12 

Advocacy and Casework        
Child advocacy center advocates 3.6 32% 850 14 
DFCS supervisors 3.2 20% 1001 88 
Victim witness advocates 3.2 43% 713 52 
DFCS caseworkers 3.1 19% 1022 267 
CASAs 3.1 28% 901 300 

Care and Service Providers        
Child advocacy center therapists 3.7 36% 803 8 
Mental health providers 3.6 27% 921 18 
Medical care providers 3.5 28% 910 20 
Other community-based service providers 2.9 44% 701 58 
Foster parents 2.8 28% 908 n/a 

Total  1,257 

 

Procedures and Protocols   

More than a third (37%) of the professionals indicated their agency/organization has specific protocols for working with 
children with special needs. Investigators and service providers were most likely to indicate their organizations had such 
protocols. 

  Advocates Caseworkers 
Service 
providers Investigators 

District/ 
assistant 
district 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent and Other Total 
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attorneys child 
attorneys 

Yes 37% 33% 59% 66% 20% 36% 39% 37% 

No 19% 34% 26% 12% 44% 18% 23% 27% 
Don’t 
know/ 
not sure 39% 29% 10% 20% 30% 39% 26% 31% 
No 
response 5% 3% 6% 2% 6% 7% 12% 5% 

Total 378 428 104 41 108 84 114 1257 

Most of the professionals were unaware of whether their county’s Child Abuse Protocol had a specific section on cases 
involving children with special needs; this finding suggests there may be a lack of awareness about these protocols as 
well. 

  Advocates Caseworkers 
Service 
providers Investigators 

District/ 
assistant 
district 
attorneys 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent and 
child 
attorneys Other Total 

Yes 25% 20% 29% 34% 19% 14% 17% 22% 
No 7% 30% 16% 34% 16% 8% 11% 18% 
Don’t 
know 
/not sure 62% 47% 49% 29% 59% 69% 59% 55% 
No 
response 6% 3% 6% 2% 6% 8% 13% 5% 

Total 378 428 104 41 108 84 114 1257 

 

Barriers  

Professionals were asked to rate, on a five-point scale ranging from never (1) to frequently (5),  how often the outcome of 
a case involving a child with special needs was affected by a professional involved in the case lacking knowledge/skills 
related to those special needs.  On average, each group of professionals indicated this occurred sometimes (3). 

  

Average 
frequency 
rating 

Percent don’t 
know/ not 
applicable/ 
no response 

Number of 
responses Total  

Other 3.2 61% 45 114 

Service providers 3.2 41% 61 104 

Investigators 3.1 27% 30 41 

Advocates 3.0 48% 195 378 

Caseworkers 2.8 28% 309 428 
Judges, SAAGs, parent and child 
attorneys 2.8 17% 70 84 

District/ assistant district  attorneys 2.8 44% 60 108 
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Average 
frequency 
rating 

Percent don’t 
know/ not 
applicable/ 
no response 

Number of 
responses Total  

Total 2.9 39% 770 1,257 

Ten percent of the professionals indicated that there were regulations, policies, or protocols that made it more difficult to 
work with child abuse and neglect cases involving children with special needs.  

 Advocates Caseworkers 
Service 
providers Investigators 

District 
attorneys 

Judges, 
SAAGs, 
parent and 
child 
attorneys Other Total 

Yes 9% 10% 15% 5% 6% 14% 10% 10% 

No 20% 35% 20% 44% 23% 30% 18% 27% 
Don’t 
know/ 
not sure 60% 50% 54% 49% 60% 48% 55% 54% 
No 
response 11% 6% 11% 2% 11% 8% 18% 9% 

Total 378 428 104 41 108 84 114 1,257 

Those who responded affirmatively (117) were asked to provide an explanation. Responses varied widely and were not 
limited to regulations, policies or protocols; responses are grouped into the following categories:   

• DFCS policies and procedures (external and internal comments)  
• Services 
• Resources 
• Laws/legal system 
• Schools 
• Other 

DFCS Policies and Procedures – external comments 

• Policies related to type of placement  (e.g., residential care, fictive kin) 
• Decision-making authority; local access to agency 
• Visitation/contact standards (e.g., travel distance); requiring “good behavior” for visitation 
• Insufficient training/knowledge regarding special needs  
• Ability of special needs youth to sign themselves out of care without really understanding the ramifications 
• Returning children to home too soon and limited follow-up after children are returned to home 
• Insufficient oversight of safety plans 
• Lack of communication regarding investigation findings or follow-up plans 
• Lack of specific policy regarding special needs children 
• Diversion policies 
• Excluding parents from children’s medical care while they are in foster care; parents unable to develop the skills 

they need to care for children themselves 
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DFCS Policies and Procedures – internal comments 

• Management participation in decision-making when special needs child involved 
• Child loses psychiatric residential treatment facility (PRTF) status when discharged from a PRTF 
• Requirement for interviews with child alone (e.g., special needs child fearful of strangers) 
• Requirement for interviews in the home when school may be best environment (“safe haven”) for child   
• Special needs not identified in report of abuse or neglect; person responding to report or forensic interviewer not 

trained in working with special needs child  
• Travel distances for caseworkers to see children 
• Time spent on weekly cadence calls and documentation; agency driven by numbers 
• Caseloads too high 
• Foster parents not well-trained 
• Lack of access to funding for placement resources unless DFCS has custody 
• Policies and protocols making parent decisions regarding therapy, equipment, medications more difficult 

Services 

• Lack of services for children with both physical and mental health special needs, specifically crisis stabilization 
and residential psychiatric care; long waiting lists 

• Lack of services in more rural areas of the state (and Medicaid refusing to fund PRTF in those cases) 
• Providing treatment that impairs child’s ability to talk about/remember what happened 
• Reliance on psychotropic medications without trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy 
• Service providers reluctant to work with special needs children (liability concern) 
• Medicaid waiver for assisted living programs is hard to access for youth aging out of care 

Resources 

• Lack of/fragmented funding/resources; access to funding for special needs equipment 
• Hard to help children with special needs while in parent custody; should be able to provide resources without 

removal 
• Delinquent children placed in foster care solely for funding purposes; delinquent child is not necessarily deprived 

Laws/Legal System 

• HIPPA and disclosure laws; hiding behind HIPPA; refusal to share information/records; difficulty in establishing 
data-sharing agreements among agencies. 

• New regulations on domestic violence (harder to prosecute) 
• Requirement to testify based on age and not consideration of child communication skills or special needs 
• Juvenile code regarding incompetent youth (DFCS gets custody but cannot find appropriate placement due to 

behaviors; if placement is found, youth typically disrupts) 
• Legal issues trump emotional/relationship issues; law enforcement overrides social services when criminal 

conduct involved 
• Should use mediation rather than litigation 
• Children need more say in what happens to them 
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Schools 

• Policies related to IEPs and accommodations 
• Treating behavioral special needs as behavior issue resulting in suspension or expulsion 
• Limited education services if do not have IEP; failure to provide services, including for children with adequate 

intelligence but poor functioning 
• Under-identification of children qualifying for services under IDEA or Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)  
• Not aware of local child abuse protocols 

Other 

• Lack of requirement that forensic interviews be conducted at child advocacy center 
• If child can’t communicate, investigation may be discontinued; nondisclosure considered lack of evidence 
• Red tape, paperwork 
• Length of time between court reviews slows progress (e.g., make appointments right before hearings) 
• Juveniles with special needs in foster care are at disadvantage in dealing with schools, juvenile justice system  
• Culturally biased recommendations or lack of cultural competence (e.g., courts, CASA) 
• Poor coordination among school system, local community services board 
• Lack of law enforcement knowledge 

 

Other Input from Professionals 

At the end of the survey, 263 professionals took the opportunity to comment on any issues related to survey topics or any 
other issue(s) that “warrant attention related to (1) the investigative, administrative or judicial handling of child abuse and 
neglect cases, cases of child sexual abuse and/or exploitation, or child fatalities; or (2) reducing trauma to child victims and 
child witnesses.” A total of 260 professionals provided additional comments in an open-end format. 

These comments varied widely, with the largest number of comments (69) related to the need for training, both for specific 
groups of professionals and on specific topics, especially special needs. Groups cited as needing training included law 
enforcement (and school law enforcement officers), attorneys, judges, guardians ad litem, child advocacy center staff, 
case managers, foster parents, and mandated reporters. The topics included autism, interviewing, assessment, sexual 
abuse, child victims and witnesses, medically fragile, among others. Others noted the need for information on special 
needs. 

The next largest number of comments had to do with a lack of resources and services (30), particularly treatment (mental 
health, counseling, sexual abuse, autism, deaf), bilingual services and translation, services in rural areas and access to 
professionals. Others noted the need for resource lists and information on available services as well as the need for better 
services. 

Other recurring themes included the following: 

• Need for cooperation/coordination/collaboration and communication among agencies and organizations involved 
in child welfare cases 

• Lack of charges, prosecutions, convictions, particularly in cases involving children with special needs  
• Overuse of medications; multiple/appropriate medications; using medications instead of therapy 
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• Professionals understanding trauma suffered by children and its effects on them 
• Concerns about children returned to their homes/cases closed (too soon, still at risk) and a lack of follow-up on 

these children 
• Inadequate funding for services 
• Time and money in general; time needed for paperwork, data system 
• Caseloads; overloaded staff; need for more caseworkers, personnel; need for experience, competency 
• Lack of attention to child, child’s needs, child’s allegations 
• Need for a child advocacy center or a stronger center 
• Need for improved child abuse protocols 
• Court scheduling, delays; slow decision-making regarding children 
• Need for more thorough investigations 

Highlights and Conclusions   

The survey findings indicate that while many professionals receive at least some training on working with children with 
special needs involved in cases of child abuse and neglect, there is recognition of the need for additional training. 
Following are highlights of the findings: 

• Service providers and caseworkers reported the most experience with children with special needs; judges and 
attorneys reported the least experience. 

• Service providers see the most children and see them more frequently than other professional groups. While they 
also reported having more training, both pre-service and in-service, they rated their level of preparation lower 
than the other professionals rated their own preparation. 

• Special needs encountered most often included behavior disorders, mental/emotional disorders, and 
hyperactivity/attention issues. 

• The topics for additional training that would be helpful that were cited most frequently were behavior disorders, 
mental/emotional disorders, autism spectrum disorders, and hyperactivity/attention issues. These were followed 
by developmental delays and learning disorders. Open-end comments suggest that training on special needs 
would be helpful for all of the professional groups involved in child welfare. 

• All of the professional groups on average rated their preparation for working with children with special needs 
involved in cases of child abuse and neglect as somewhat well-prepared, suggesting the need for additional 
training related to special needs (and trauma) and to specific functions in the child welfare system, such as 
interviewing, investigation, and assessment. 

• Child advocacy center interviewers, advocates and therapists and other service providers received the highest 
average preparation ratings, very well prepared, suggesting the training they receive may be a resource for other 
professionals involved in child welfare cases. 

• While more than a third of the professionals indicated their organizations have specific protocols for working with 
children with special needs, more than half indicated they did not have such protocols or they did not know 
whether they had such protocols. This suggests the need for (a) more specific protocols regarding children with 
special needs, and (b) increased awareness of the impact special needs may have on professionals’ expectations 
of and work with children with special needs. 

• Only 10% of the professionals indicated that regulations, policies, or protocols made it more difficult to work with 
child abuse and neglect cases involving children with special needs.  Open-end explanations included comments 
on specific DFCS policies and procedures, service and resource issues, legal system issues, and school policies 
and practices.  
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Taken together, the survey findings and the professionals’ comments indicate there is a need for increased awareness and 
knowledge/training related to special needs, more sensitivity to those needs, particularly on the part of the legal system 
and its professionals.  Additionally, there is a clear need for additional resources and services to meet the needs of these 
children and their families. 

 


