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Abstract

As prompted by Jennifer Case in the HECU8 Think Piece, the paper examines how we might “forward the notion of social justice into our engagements with higher education” (2015, p. 1). If, as Case suggests [with reference to Nussbaum (2003), Sen (2011), Walker & Unterhalter (2007)], “we start with a conception of human flourishing” of social justice, then teacher preparation programs have clear social justice responsibilities for child protection. Indeed, the author found that child abuse continually raises itself as a most important factor influencing young children’s ability to thrive and yet pre-service teachers expressed that they feel most under prepared in their higher education courses to take action in child protection. This paper will discuss a ‘close up’ research project evaluating the development and outcomes of an Australian University Innovation Grant received by the author in 2015. The grant was awarded to develop child protection online learning materials for a suite of higher education courses in the Faculty of Education at the university. 
The aim of the project is to use a strengths approach (McCashen, 2005) to enhance the child protection preparation of student teachers. Foundational to the project, is the goal of making a positive difference for graduating teachers who will be working with families and children at risk of, or experiencing, the social injustice of child abuse and neglect. The research is a case study describing and evaluating stakeholder (pre-service teachers’) engagement with the grant initiative. Responses to the pilot site from a small group of (40) Bachelor of Education (birth to five) student participants were analysed. Student responses were gathered by online surveys (pre and post using the site), email interviews and quantitative statistics using Blackboard Learning Analytics to indicate student engagement and reactions to the site resources. The paper explores the hypothesis that the extended, interactive strengths approach to child protection preparation assisted pre-service teachers to connect with, understand, develop strategies and act on child protection issues with confidence. Further analysis will be required to identify the particular elements of this project in higher education that contribute to enhanced knowledge and preparation for the complex social justice practice of child protection. 
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Introduction
In order to locate social justice in our close-up research in higher education, Case (2015) urges us to ask “what are the educational questions that need attention?” For the author, it is the urgent need to improve the minimal preparation in child protection that Australian universities currently offer pre-service teachers. Current preparation has long been criticised as inadequate and is generally limited to an adjunct, obligatory-reporting workshop or online module of a few hours within a three to four-year teaching degree (Arnold and Maoi-Taddeo, 2007). 
This paper will discuss a ‘close up’ research project evaluating the development and outcomes of an Australian University Innovation Grant received by the author in 2015. The grant was awarded to develop new and extended child protection online learning materials for a suite of higher education courses in the Faculty of Education at Charles Sturt University (New South Wales). The research project aims to address the educational question of ‘how do we better prepare our teachers for their vital child protection roles?’ Foundational to the project, is the goal of making a positive difference for graduating teachers who will be working with families and children at risk of, or experiencing, the social injustice of child abuse and neglect. Analysis of the participants’ responses is applied to identify the particular elements of this pilot project in higher education that contribute to enhanced knowledge and preparation for the complex social justice practice of child protection. 
Literature Review
Child abuse and neglect is a complex societal issue that crosses many physical and moral borders and prevents human flourishing. There is wholehearted agreement that physical, sexual, verbal, emotional and spiritual abuse detrimentally affects children and families, locally, nationally and internationally (Bone & Fenton, 2015; Abused Child Trust, 2014; Australian Institute of Health & Welfare, 2015; International Society for Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect, 2014; Pinheiro, 2006). In Australia, a Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Abuse (Commonwealth Government of Australia, 2016) recently revealed further grave and extended suffering of victims of child abuse in educational systems. Although educators are mandated to report abuse and to protect children (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2016), the commission reported that, paradoxically, many of the perpetrators of such abuse were educators in positions of power (Commonwealth Government of Australia, 2016). In this context, it can be summarised that the role and standing of teachers in maintaining child safety in Australia is a timely issue of great public concern.
In higher education, increased preparation for child protection in teacher education programs has been recommended for well over three decades (Baginsky, 2003; Levin, 1983; Watts, 1997). Despite this, little has changed in the format of teaching preparation for child safety in this time. Both practising and student teachers continue to report feeling under-prepared and lacking confidence in their child protection roles (Laskey, 2005; Singh, 2005). Yet, educators, in contact with children on an extended and regular basis, are ideally placed for implementing protection strategies and making a difference in child wellbeing (Briggs & Hawkins, 1997; MacIntyre & Carr, 2000). The author found pre-service teachers fully understood child abuse as a most important factor influencing young children’s ability to thrive. However, they also expressed that they feel most under-prepared in their higher education courses to take action in child protection (Fenton, 2013). 
Strengths approaches, emanating from the United States (Saleebey, 2009), have been found to assist social workers to prepare for complex social justice issues such as child protection, family violence and drug and alcohol addiction. Strengths approaches are often described as methods based on an ecologically-based, solution-focused philosophy for supporting individuals, families, groups, organisations and communities (O’Neil, 2005; Scott & O'Neil, 2003). In an Australian version of the approach, McCashen (2005) describes the Strengths Approach as a useful collaborative and solutions-based, “philosophy for working with people to bring about change … [that] acknowledges and addresses power imbalances between people working in human services” (p. v). Although the successful application of this approach in the social services field is evident (St. Lukes Anglicare, 2016), the approach has not been widely articulated or understood in educational contexts and is not a common focus in Australian teacher education courses (Education Services Australia, 2011).
Method
The aim of the project (currently in progress) is to develop an online strengths-based child protection resource site, designed to enhance the child protection preparation of student teachers at Charles Sturt University, Australia. The site is organised as a resource repository (not an assessable subject site) which students can access throughout their 3-4 year degree course. The research is a case study (Yin, 2009) describing and evaluating stakeholder (pre-service teachers’) engagement with a pilot site. Ethics approval was granted from the University Ethics Committee (protocol 2016/023) to invite student teachers to give feedback on the pilot site and resources. Care was taken to ensure that participants had access to counselling services should the sensitive nature of the child protection materials cause them distress and were made aware that involvement in the research was not linked with their course marks.
The research participants are a small group of (40) Bachelor of Education (birth to five) teacher education interested students who gave voluntary consent to access the site for one week and give responses to the site organisation and resources. The participants are all completing their studies part-time by distance education while they work in early childhood education and care services. They include a mix of mature and recent school leavers. Participants range from students who are just beginning their course to those who are ready to graduate. Only two of the participants identify as male, which is representative of the female dominated enrolments for this course overall. 
Student responses are currently being gathered (pre and post to their access of the pilot site), using a brief online survey (Survey Monkey) comprising of 10 questions. Email interviews (EViews, Fenton, 2013) will be used for gathering additional qualitative data. EView questions include participant reflections about the resources within the pilot site and their recommendations for improvements. Additional quantitative descriptive statistics will be gained using a Blackboard Learning Analytics computer program that gathers data about student access and engagement to the site resources. The statistics indicate which sections and tools of the pilot site are activated and the duration and frequency of usage. Thematic analysis (Aronson, 1994) is currently being applied to the first phase of participant data being collected in order to sieve the data for meaning and clues and to be attuned to solutions and different stakeholder perspectives as they emerge (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Patton, 2002). 
Discussion and Early Findings
The research explores the hypothesis that the extended, interactive strengths approach to child protection preparation can assist pre-service teachers to connect with, understand, develop strategies and act on child protection issues with confidence. While the research participants have had limited access to the pilot site in its development stage, the final site will be accessible to students from first enrolment through to graduation in their teaching course. The pilot site contains digital media training resources, including videos, discussion boards, story books, links to organisational child protection websites, lectures, tutorials and interactive, real-life, scenario-based simulations. The simulations are aimed to guide and support students through complex child abuse situations and protection decisions that they are likely to encounter in their careers as teachers. For instance, students receive an audio visual scenario through the site (such as a possible physical abuse situation with a child), are given the role of the teacher. Students are posed decision-making questions from the scenario and are given expert guidance in working through the situation. The site also contains strategies for communication with children and families and interviews with practising teachers, principals, social workers and child protection staff. Interest in the site was evident from initial responses “I was very interested and excited to find new ideas there about the concerns and resolutions for issues like these [child abuse and protection] within early childhood” (Participant 3, 2016).
Evidence suggests that the Learning Analytics as “measurement, collection, analysis and reporting of data about learners and their contexts, for purposes of understanding and optimising learning and the environments in which it occurs”(as cited in Long & Siemens, 2011, p. 34) paired with qualitative comments will be a useful way of monitoring engagement with the online resources. Overall, first responses are confirming that participants are accessing all sections of the site and report finding the visual, audio and interactive elements of the pilot site particularly engaging in comparison to the “one off departmental presentation” (Participant 28, 2016) typically offered. Participants comments seem to support the intentional design elements of the site that include features that Biggs and Tang (2007) describe as vital to rich teaching and learning contexts in higher education. These features include a motivational context, formative feedback, and reflective practice (p. 92). Participant 8 commented “It is definitely something that I am now very passionate about” (2016). Qualitative responses also indicate that the positive framing of the opportunities, as well clear links to support and multiple resource/organisations available to assist teachers in their child protection roles, are appreciated by pre-service teachers. The resources section of the pilot site is accessed most frequently for short periods (2-5 minutes) and demonstrates a pattern expressed by one participant as “easy to dip in and out – to find what you might need to help with a particular child or category of abuse quickly – or just to find out where to get help with reporting” (Participant 18, 2016). 
Positive student engagement (Hoskins, 2012; Kahn, 2014; Leach & Zepke, 2011) to the site and resources appears to be a key element in the early responses of the participants, encouragingly evident in both the “numbers and words” (McArthur, 2015). Engagement is evident from the Learning Analytics gathered for each site section and across the range of responses from participants regardless of age or gender. For example, one participants stated “This is so useful. I am a pre-service teacher although I am in my 30th year of working with children and their families with Family Day Care” (Participant 12, 2016) while another commented “I am a new student this is my first session and as a male it is reassuring to have this information as I worry about stories of teachers being wrongly accused of child abuse” (Participant 11, 2016). However, student engagement is a complex, multifaceted construct (Axelson & Flick, 2010, Kahu, 2013, Zepke, 2014) and further analysis will be required to identify the particular elements of this project in higher education that contribute to enhanced knowledge and preparation for the complex social justice practice of child protection. 
Responses in this first phase of the project, seem to support earlier research that found strengths approaches (McCashen, 2005) contribute to increased awareness and confidence in child protection education (Fenton, 2013). Participants described the Strengths Approach as a “practical process” (Participant 6, 2016) and a “positive way of dealing with possible abuse” (Participant 11, 2016) with steps that were “easy to follow and implement in practice” (Participant 34, 2016). One particular resource, a strengths planning template, was downloaded by every participant. The template is a guide for implementing a Strengths Approach to child protection that practitioners can complete to help apply the Strengths Approach to child protection issues, as shown in Table 1 (below).  
Table 1: The Column Approach

	Issue
	Vision
	Strengths 
	Resources
	Plan

	What is happening? What have you observed or been told? Category of abuse or protection need
	What do you want to be happening instead? What will be different when the issues are addressed?
	What strengths do you (child or family) have that might be helpful? What do you do well? 
	Who else might be able to help? What other skills, organisations or resources might be useful?
	What steps can be taken? Strengths and resources used? Who will do what? When? How? By when?


Note. Adapted from The Strengths Approach (p. 48), by W. McCashen, 2005, Bendigo: Innovative Resources. Copyright 2005 by the St.Lukes Innovative Resources. Reprinted with permission.
To attempt to answer our educational question, the grant project utilised the strengths approach (McCashen, 2005; Glicken, 2004; Saleebey, 2009), to allow integrated opportunities for deep reflexivity to increase student awareness and confidence in child protection. The approach appeared to allow students to explore abuse definitions and protection issues from different stakeholder perspectives in the learning module (and this section often experienced multiple return ‘visits’ from participants). In the site design, the interactive scenario appeared after completing the learning module. It was noted that in answering the early childhood (physical abuse) scenario questions, all participants were able to identify strengths and give practical resources to assist with developing strategies for the child and parent in that particular scenario. In essence, participants used a strengths approach and found clear solutions to a complex issue (Hodges & Clifton, 2004). 
The actualisation of a strengths approach to child protection preparation in the project was a complex feat, involving both theory and practice elements in the design process and a need “to breach these separations” (McArthur, 2015). Case (2015) examines how ideal definitions of social justice centred on fairness are often of “limited utility when faced with real world contexts [such as child protection], where ideals are seldom attained but the necessity for moral judgements is important.” To this extent, although traditional child protection workshops include definitions of child abuse and the mandatory reporting (social justice) requirements for teachers, they do not typically include features that examine the complex moral judgements required in authentic child abuse cases. They do not reveal to students, for example, how child protection cases might happen in practice and how they might be able to make a positive impact with their actions as teachers. In this regard, early findings suggest that the interactive scenario tool was reported as the most useful tool for all of the participants. Participants accessed this section of the site most frequently and participants engaged for extended blocks of time (15-30 minutes). Qualitative feedback suggests that they found the scenario (and accompanying guiding responses) both engaging and challenging as it offered “a real life situation” for which participants felt they needed preparation. Participants indicated they (typically) felt more prepared for the “type of situation if it ever happened to a child in my class” (Participant 7, 2016) after accessing the site and resources. A student (about to graduate) commented: 

Child protection was barely touched when I started my teaching degree. I actually don't remember much at all. It's a HUGE part of teaching and sometimes teachers are the very first point of call for getting some of these kids the help that they need. They have the rapport with the kiddies and sometimes they feel safe enough to disclose to them what's going on at home. Teachers need to know what to do and how to go about it including what to say to the children to ensure that they have an obligation to tell and that the child won't be in trouble. This type of preparation is so important. 

For the next stage of the project, the pilot site will be refined based on the student feedback and a revised site and resources offered to all teacher education students at the university. Over 8000 students requiring child protection training in the Faculty of Education figures for various teacher education courses could potentially be beneficiaries of the initiative (Charles Sturt University, 2016). 
Conclusion
Through the articulation of a current child protection research project, this paper examined how we might “forward the notion of social justice into our engagements with higher education” (2015, p. 1). If, as Case suggests [with reference to Nussbaum (2003), Sen (2011), Walker & Unterhalter (2007)], “we start with a conception of human flourishing” of social justice, then it has been argued that teacher preparation programs have clear social justice responsibilities for child protection. While further analysis is yet to occur, early findings seem to suggest that the strengths-based interactive child protection site tools were not only engaging, practical and informative for the participants but also may assist in raising their child protection confidence. Participants reported an increase in knowledge and understanding of their important child protection roles as future teachers as a result of using the pilot site. When Case (2015) states that “human flourishing feels so close to an intrinsic understanding of the purposes of education”, an imperative to actualise this statement remains. For this case study, it is the explicit conclusion to continue preparing teachers to enable children to thrive. 
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