Towards Parity in Protection: Barriers to Effective Child Protection and Welfare Assessment with Disabled Children in the Republic of Ireland  
Abstract 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Disabled children experience increased risk of abuse and neglect. Concurrently, serious concerns and practical impediments persist regarding the capacity of statutory child protection and welfare services to respond adequately to their needs. Specifically, the focus in this article is on the assessment stage of the social work process within child protection and welfare teams in the Republic of Ireland. Within this, critical commentary on the literature in this article sets out barriers to professional assessment. These include those associated with interviewing children with cognitive and linguistic impairments, negotiating resource constraints, and overcoming knowledge impediments. Following a thematic overview of literature, theoretical vantage points associated with ableism and derived from the broad field of disability studies, informs concluding analysis with focus on lessons learned for future practice. The proposition is, that theoretical perspectives associated with ableism may aid practitioners in seeking to overcome knowledge, attitudinal and social equality barriers to effective child protection, that existing literature alludes to.  
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Introduction 
The focus of this article is on one aspect of the social work process in child protection and welfare services, namely, the compilation of professional assessments (DCYA, 2017). More specifically, the intention is to review barriers to effective child protection and welfare assessment with disabled children in the Republic of Ireland. 
This analysis is timely and opportune on a number of counts. It is well established that disabled children experience a risk of abuse and neglect that substantially outweighs that faced by their non-disabled peers (Sullivan & Knutson, 2000). Furthermore, indications are that disabled children are less likely to disclose abuse (Stalker & McArthur, 2012). Yet, existing literature also alludes to inadequacies and substantial shortcomings in child protection and welfare service responses to disabled children (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Stalker, Green Lister, Lerpiniere, & McArthur, 2010; Vanderminden, Cameron, & Lannen, 2017). Here it can be concluded in the Irish context that “to date the matter of supporting disabled children and their families within the child protection and welfare context remains both critical and broadly neglected” (Flynn & McGregor, 2017, p.258). Specifically, among existing concerns, evidence of the application of higher thresholds and more permissible approaches to the abuse of disabled children, features (Stalker et al., 2010; Vanderminden et al., 2017). It is unsurprising, therefore, that the field of child protection and disability continues to present as problematic for professionals, who articulate a lack of confidence in their practice (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Kelly & Dowling, 2015; Vanderminden et al., 2017). In this context, the purposeful and timely activity of social work assessment is specifically selected in this paper for further attention.
The core argument of the paper is that theoretical vantage points associated with ableism, derived from the broad field of disability studies, are of utility in informing child protection and welfare assessment work with disabled children. More specifically, the proposition is, that students and practitioners may use theoretical insights associated with the concept of ableism to better think through attitudinal problems and knowledge deficits that current literature alludes to (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Stalker et al., 2010; Vanderminden et al., 2017).  To illustrate this, “ground breaking” analyses (Goodley, 2009, p.ix) of Fiona Kumari Campbell (2008a; 2008b; 2009; 2014; 2018; 2019) are drawn upon. The intention is to be informative, rather than definitive, in exploring a complex and under researched field of practice (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Stalker et al., 2010; Vanderminden et al., 2017). 
The scope of the paper is judiciously limited in a number of ways. Flynn and McGregor (2017) examine the circumstance of disabled children in Ireland within the broader child protection and welfare system, inclusive of children within the care and aftercare systems. Therein, disparities in the experiences of disabled children in care, and leaving care, as compared to non-disabled children, are denoted (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Kelly, Dowling, & Winter, 2012; Sainero, De Valle, Lopez, & Bravo, 2013). Notwithstanding this, within the purview of this paper is the more precise undertaking of child protection and welfare assessment with disabled children, to the exclusion of other aspects of the work such as intervention and closure (Tusla, 2009). This entails examination of specific practice predicaments such as how to represent the voice of the child where there is a lack of verbal articulacy and receptive language (Vandermendin et al., 2017). Moreover, review and analysis in the following is restricted to the Republic of Ireland. The rationale for this, arguably, lies in the distinctive nature of child protection systems operating autonomously between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Irish contexts (Tusla, 2009; DCYA, 2017). More specifically, conflation of these contexts is illogical where assessment is the focus of the paper.  
The paper proceeds through the following structure. Firstly, an introduction to child protection in Ireland is presented, followed by clarification of the meaning of the term ‘assessment’. After this, disability theory and terminology are established. This leads to an overview of the specific theoretical vantage point of ableism, grounded in Fiona Kumari Campbell’s work (2008a, 2008b, 2009; 2014; 2018; 2019). Thereafter, the method of the paper is presented. Critical commentary on the literature follows around five emergent themes which are respectively: capturing the child’s voice; gathering credible material; additional resources for assessment; difficulties discerning causation; and attitudes, perceptions and social equality. Finally, towards addressing concerns and challenges in the former review, analysis founded in ableism theory turns attention towards lessons learned for future practice.  Here the paper concludes with restatement of the complexity of this field of practice, where to date, social workers remain undermined on several accounts (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Vandermendin et al., 2017).
Introducing child protection 
As a starting point, it is useful to familiarise with the general nature of child protection in Ireland. Here the main legislation, policy and frameworks for practice include the Child Care Act 1991, Children First Act 2015 and Children First: National Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of Children (2017) (Burns & McGregor, 2019; Hamilton, 2012). In Ireland, primary responsibility for the protection and welfare of children was placed with Tusla, the Child and Family Agency following its establishment in 2014 (Burns & McGregor, 2019; Tusla, 2017). This occurs in conjunction with the central role of An Garda Siochana, in child safeguarding. Concurrent to this, there are also several external bodies that oversee child protection work. The Health Information and Quality Authority (HIQA) is responsible for statutory inspection of child protection services in Ireland. Meanwhile, the Health and Social Care Professionals Council (CORU) now regulates and monitors several Irish professions, including social work (Burns & McGregor, 2019). Overall, child protection occurs against a backdrop of children’s rights discourse in Ireland. In particular, these rights are set out in the Irish constitution (1937) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) which Ireland has ratified. In this context, the basis of child protection has traditionally lay in Section 3-(1) of the Child Care Act 1991. This requires the local authority (now Tusla) “to promote the welfare of children in its area who are not receiving adequate care and protection.”
Assessment: Definition and meaning 
Assessment is a central aspect of the social work process. Across varied fields of practice, social workers undertake assessment both formally and informally using diverse theory and standardised frameworks (Beckett, 2010). In this context, the core argument of the paper is that the theoretical vantage point of ableism, derived from the broad field of disability studies, can be of utility in informing child protection and welfare assessment work with disabled children (Campbell, 2009). Towards making this case, therefore, it is the meaning of the term ‘assessment’ in the context of Irish child protection and welfare, that must be established.  
Presently, the notion of assessment is in flux. Within Tusla, the Child and Family Agency, assessment on community child protection and welfare orientated social work teams (including duty intake teams and in exceptional cases, teams for children in care) may entail work with disabled children (DCYA, 2017; Tusla, 2009). Therein, following initial intake of concerns, assessments traditionally have followed structured formats such as ‘initial assessment’ or ‘further assessment’ configurations, as set out in standard business process policy (Tusla, 2009). Gradual implementation since 2018, however, of a computerised National Childcare Information System (NCCIS) has led to changes in the recording and write-up of assessments (Edwards, 2018). Moreover, the present implementation of a new national solution focused approach, referred to as Signs of Safety, has effected further change in the operation of child protection and welfare (Turnell & Murphy, 2017). In this context, continuities are also observable. Social workers continue to be required to gather information within an assessment process towards compilation of specialised court reports under the provisions of the Child Care Act 1991 (Hamilton, 2012). This may include assessments informing pursuit of various orders for admission to care and supervision (Hamilton, 2012; Shannon, 2001). Moreover, external assessments are often commissioned in complex cases to supplement social worker’s core assessments. Overall, drawing common themes across assessment formats in the Child and Family Agency, some defining characteristics present. Specifically, credible accurate information must be gathered, derived often from varied sources including the child’s voice, parent’s views and wishes, professional reports, and chronologies constructed from case files (Turnell & Murphy, 2017; Tusla, 2009). Assessments normally are time limited exercises, written up in structured documents, to inform intervention or future planning (Tusla, 2009). Finally, whilst the term ‘assessment’ in general social work varies greatly depending on the field of practice, usage of the term here operates within set parameters. In the following, it is the intention that assessment will refer to the purposeful and formal gathering of information by a social worker to inform overall planning and intervention on a case (Beckett, 2010). 

Starting theoretical position: terminology and foundations 
It is proposed in this paper that students and practitioners may use theoretical insights associated with ableism to better think through attitudinal problems and knowledge deficits that current literature alludes to (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Stalker et al., 2010; Vanderminden et al., 2014). More specifically, the focus is on aiding social workers with compiling child protection and welfare assessments with disabled children. First and foremost, before the theoretical orientation of ableism can be properly introduced and explained, some starting terminology and foundational conceptualisations of disability are useful to consider. It is with this intention, that the following exploration of the nature of disability proceeds. 
The theoretical standpoint of the paper begins with an assertion that disability is socially and culturally constructed (Oliver, 1983, 1990, 2013). As an addendum, perspectives that situate the problems of disability with the child who is impaired (individual perspectives) are considered overly reductive (Rothman, 2018). In this way, when the culpability of macrosocial determinants of disability, such as the impact of cultural and political exclusion, are not accounted for, social workers risk potentially exacerbating a family’s existing oppression (Dominelli, 2002; Goodley, 2016).  In this context, predominantly biological, medicalised and psychological interpretations of disability are deemed unhelpful (Goodley, 2014, 2016; Oliver, 1983, 1990, 2013). More specifically, this is because of their failure to account for forces beyond the individual such as discrimination and social exclusion (Goodley, 2016; Shakespeare, 2014). This does not mean, however, that social workers are not responsible for collecting and accounting for relevant medical information. Rather it is proposed that a biologically essentialist or medical approach must not monopolise assessment (Oliver & Sapey, 1999; Simcock & Castle, 2016).
	With this established, allied to the theoretical premise that disability is partly socially constructed, uptake of the terminology ‘disabled child/children’ follows in this paper (Oliver, Sapey, & Thomas, 2012). This language is consistent with the view that disability is politicised, and imposed upon people with impairments through barriers to equality in society, and discrimination (Goodley, 2014, 2016). Here the divide between concepts of ‘impairment’ and ‘disability’ is theoretically and practically significant (Goodley, 2014). Specifically, impairment refers to the enduring physical, mental or sensory circumstance(s) of concern: such as, for instance, missing a limb or experiencing sensory discomfort. Alternatively, disability denotes barriers to equality for children and adults who have such impairments (Shakespeare, 2014). 
Finally, with regard to starting definitions and terminology, the concepts of ‘disablism’ and ‘ableism’ should be introduced and differentiated. According to Goodley (2014, p.xiv) disablism can “be considered the exclusion of people with sensory, physical and mental impairments from everyday life. . .[it is] a complex and multifaceted process.” Here, scholars writing in the intersectionality tradition, for instance, observe some parallels between the notion of ‘disablism’ for disability, and notions of racism for race and sexism for gender identity (Goodley, 2013). Ableism, alternatively, shifts attention away from disability toward the ideology and logic of able-bodiedness. This includes, for instance, corporeal ideals about what the perfect body and mind should be, and normative lines of reasoning that exclude those considered ‘abnormal’ or imperfect (Campbell, 2008b, 2009). In this context, the concept of ableism overall can present as complicated and difficult to understand (Campbell, 2009). In the section to follow, towards some redress, a closer examination of theoretical premises of ableism will be furnished. 

Theoretical perspective: ableism 
Ableism is a process that devalues disabled people (Goodley, 2009). The sustaining proposition of the paper is that the theoretical vantage point of ableism, derived from the broad field of disability studies, is of utility in informing child protection and welfare assessment work with disabled children. More specifically, students and practitioners may use insights from ableism theory to better think through attitudinal problems and knowledge deficits that current literature alludes to (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Stalker et al., 2010; Vanderminden et al., 2017). As a prerequisite, it is first necessary to explore and understand the meaning of ableism. It is towards this end, that relevant theoretical literature shall be discussed, in the following.   
Regimes of ableism are pervasive in society and impose a sense that being a disabled person is tragic, and that disability is naturally negative and subordinate to able-bodiedness (Campbell, 2009). Ableism is about attitudes, preferences, and belief systems that privilege able-bodiedness in society. Perceiving beautiful bodies to be ones without anomalous features, or admirable minds to be ones that think in normative ways, are exemplary (Campbell, 2008b, 2009). In this way, one can understand and accede to ableist thinking without disability having to every be considered. In this sense, it is the exclusionary privileging of able-bodied ideals and ways of living, that ableism dwells upon (Campbell, 2008b, 2009; Goodley, 2013).  
	Ableism as a theoretical perspective also coherently fits with social work conventions on a number of levels. The Global Definition of Social Work (IFSW, 2014) identifies the empowerment and liberation of people, including respect for diversities, as integral to social work practice. Central also is the pursuit of social justice. Aligned to this, includes the premise that disability is in part socially constructed, through such circumstances as social exclusion and discrimination in society (Campbell, 2009; Goodley, 2016). Moreover, these premises underpin the theoretical notion of ableism (Campbell, 2009). Here, attuning to the ableist project in society is beneficial to the social work profession that seeks to liberate and empower disenfranchised and marginalised clientele (Howe, 2014). 
In terms of its genesis, the concept of ableism arises out of disability studies (Campbell, 2009, p. 197). Disability studies is a transdisciplinary field that includes but by no means is exclusive to, social work (Goodley, 2016). Towards drawing the concept of ableism from disability studies into the specific field of child protection and welfare social work, some conditions of possibility are constructive. Flynn and McGregor (2017) explore the utility of a non-tragedy model of disability, also derived from disability studies, for child protection and welfare social work in Ireland. Towards integration of the model, however, Flynn and McGregor (2017, p.261) make several observations.  Most specifically, “to gain sufficient space would require the status quo of disability to be somewhat destabilised and moved away from a bio-medical discourse.” In this context, a bio-medical monopoly in child protection and welfare, and within disability services in Ireland, undermines and renders rhetorical the pursuit of social inclusion and non-discrimination for disabled children (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Quin & Redmond, 2003). It is therefore not conducive to achieving anti-ableist practice. Moreover, bio-medical reasoning may detract attention from serious concerns and practical challenges to protecting disabled children alluded to in existing literature. More specifically, existing impediments to protection identified include those based in attitudes and lack of social equality in the provision of child protection services (Flynn & McGregor, 2017). The proposition is, that students and practitioners in this context, may use insights from ableism theory to better think through such challenges (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Stalker et al., 2010; Vanderminden et al., 2017).  
Here, the specific contribution of Fiona Kumari Campbell’s work (2008a; 2008b; 2009; 2014; 2018; 2019) on ableism should be clarified. Campbell’s development of ableism has been significant in the field of disability studies (Goodley, 2009). Moreover, from a critical reading of Campbell’s work, with particular focus on her seminal analysis in 2009 entitled ‘contours of ableism’, some defining features of the concept emerge: 

1. A purposeful move away from focusing on and studying disabled people to solve problems associated with disability. 
2. A purposeful shift towards the idea of ableness that critically considers what it means to be able, and how ableness is ultimately precarious, ambiguous and socially constructed. 
3. A concern with how ideals associated with being able-bodied negatively affect all people including disabled people.  
4. A consideration of how ableness entitles some people to services, experiences or materials that others cannot have. 

To embed and illustrate these features, later in the paper some practical illustrations of how ableism may be used in child protection assessment work will be furnished. Being a disabled child, for example, often means that quality foster placements are harder to receive (Raymond, 2010), which illustrates point four above. For now, it is useful to first gain a better understanding of how child protection assessment operates, through critical overview of the literature. This overview links to the later analysis of the usefulness of ableism for child protection, by providing a foundational understanding of present practice. 

Method: procedure for review of literature 

The method of this paper is Critical Literature Review (CLR). This entails a qualitative process of gathering and critically reviewing literature (Bryman, 2015). To do this, a computer-based search of material was undertaken using recorded and pre-defined databases and search terms. Truncation and wildcard operators are examples of techniques used to ensure that database searches were thorough and inclusive. Refinement of results was based on pre-standardised inclusion and exclusion criteria. A practical search for grey literature was also undertaken to prevent ‘file-drawer problem’ (publication bias) by seeking to include relevant unpublished works (Bryman, 2015). Finally, themes were drawn out from the literature through a subjective process of coding by hand (Bryman, 2015). CLR for this paper was guided by the following research question: what are the barriers to effective child protection and welfare assessment with disabled children in the Republic of Ireland? Themes were selected by the researcher due to their reoccurring nature and representativeness of the overall body of material reviewed. In entirety, therefore, the epistemological approach taken purposefully drew on the critical subjectivity of the researcher, rather than attempting to situate the researcher objectively and abstractly outside of the review process. 

Literature on Barriers to Effective Child Protection and Welfare Assessment with Disabled Children 
The core argument of the paper is that the theoretical vantage point of ableism, derived from the broad field of disability studies, is of utility in informing child protection and welfare assessment work with disabled children. More specifically, students and practitioners may use insights from ableism theory to better think through attitudinal problems and knowledge deficits that current literature alludes to (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Stalker et al., 2010; Vanderminden et al., 2017).  Thus far, the notion of assessment in child protection social work in Ireland has been introduced. The theoretical position of this paper, informed by conceptualisations of ableism, has also been established and clarified (Campbell, 2008b, 2009). What remains to be seen, however, is the specific nature of barriers to effective child protection assessment with disabled children. Towards redressing this, focused commentary on the literature in the following is orientated towards five emergent themes. These are respectively: capturing the child’s voice; gathering credible material; additional resources for assessment; difficulties discerning causation; and attitudes, perceptions and social equality. The implicit premise, progressed therein, is that within a children’s rights paradigm integral to child protection social work, principles of inclusion and equality must be better operationalised for disabled children (Kilkelly, 2013; Flynn & McGregor, 2017). In this context, ableism theory arguably offers a formidable starting point, towards thinking through present challenges.
     
Capturing the child’s voice 
The first theme within barriers to assessment with disabled children, refers to difficulties with capturing the child’s voice. Emphasis on the importance of the child’s voice in social work assessment in Ireland has origins in high profile child abuse inquires such as Kilkenny incest case (McGuiness, 1993), the Victoria Climbe case (Laming, 2003) and the Roscommon Inquiry (2010). In addition, both the recently ratified United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (UNCRPD) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) are centrepieces of human rights law for disabled children in Ireland (Flynn & McGregor, 2018). They advance and underpin a children’s rights paradigm that has been of increasing influence on child protection and welfare social work in Ireland, and in provision of services to disabled children (Browne & Millar 2013; Kilkelly, 2013). Article 7 (3) of the UNCRPD, for instance, designates that “States Parties shall ensure that children with disabilities have the right to express their views freely on all matters affecting them, their views being given due weight in accordance with their age and maturity, on an equal basis with other children, and to be provided with disability and age-appropriate assistance to realize that right.” Similarly, whilst the UNCRC explicitly refers to disabled children in articles 2 and 23, all rights are applicable to disabled children including the right to have their views taken into account regarding matters of importance to their lives (UN, 1989). It is arguably conclusive, therefore, that the child’s views must be accounted for, and within this, no exemptions for disability should be made. 
In this context, despite practical tools and conceptual frameworks, it remains the case that capturing the voice of disabled children in social work assessment, is a formidable challenge. The new Signs of Safety assessment approach to Irish child protection and welfare casework, for instance, utilises pictorial tools for capturing the child’s voice. Within this, communication can be fostered, for instance, through application of the ‘words and pictures’ template (Turnell & Murphy, 2017). Moreover, within Irish disability services more broadly, augmentative communication methods such the Lamh manual signing system, and Picture Exchange Communication Systems (PECS), can increase access to, and liberate children’s views and wishes (Flynn, 2019; Higgins & Swain, 2009). Notwithstanding the utility of augmentative communication aids, however, barriers to communication in assessment invariably persist. Some disabled children have cognitive and linguistic impairments leading to the partial or full lack of verbal articulacy. Other children with limited receptive language may struggle with comprehension of what is being said to them (Crowley, 2016; Flynn, 2019; Higgins & Swain, 2009). In this context, non-verbal communication becomes critical, whilst scope for misinterpretation may be widened (Angus & Bowen-Obsorne 2014; Flynn, 2019; Nind, 2008; Raymond, 2010; Vanderminden et al., 2017). Here, among classic methods applied in interviewing disabled children to improve credibility, is the strategy of triangulation, which means applying more than one method to strengthen credibility (Caldwell, 2014). Practically speaking, this may entail interviewing third parties to corroborate the child’s account, carrying out desk research and fact checking to verify claims made (Flynn, 2019; Stalker, 1998; Whyte, 2006). Whilst capturing the child’s voice remains difficult, overall, it is both an ethical imperative and a key to safeguarding effectively (Murray & Obsorne, 2009). In this context, the case has been made that despite advances in practical tools and conceptual frameworks, representing the voice of disabled children in social work assessment, presents a formidable challenge.

Gathering credible material 
Another impediment to interviewing disabled children for the purpose of social work assessment in child protection and welfare, lies in the matter of credibility. Here, there are several reasons why cases of abuse of disabled children often fail to proceed to prosecution (Edwards, Harold, & Kilcummins, 2012). Within this, the credibility of accounts from disabled children is a persistent area of concern. More specifically, negotiating the issues of acquiescence bias and suggestibility that existing literature alludes to, has been problematic in interviewing disabled children (Kelly, 2007). Both intellectual disability (Goldsmith & Skirkon, 2015; Simons, Booth, & Booth’s, 1989; Stalker et al., 2010), and childhood, in separate respects, are associated with suggestibility (Flynn, 2019; Kelly, 2007). Practically speaking, alleged acquiescence bias and suggestibility in children with intellectual disability refers to the possibility that these children may be ‘easily led’ (Simons et al., 1989). The possibility is not, however, uncontested, with a body of literature suggesting that interviewing techniques rather than the actual characteristics of the interviewee, are where the problem lies (Kelly, 2007; Rapley & Antaki, 1998). In this context, existing guidance suggests that the interviewer take precautions, such as not asking the same question again, and therefore implying to the child that they should provide another answer as their first one was unsatisfactory (Lyon, 2014; Whyte, 2006). More detailed guidance, such as informing the child of the importance of telling the truth from the outset, and eliminating leading questions, are provided in forensic interviewing aids from scholars such as Thomas D. Lyon (Lyon, 2014).  Contemporaneous case notes, video footage, predetermined questioning schedules, and referrals to specialist interviewing teams such as the Midlands Child Assessment Team may all be used by social workers to strengthen accounts (Dyke, 2019). Notwithstanding this, however, concern for children being over-interviewed also arises. This is particularly the case as simultaneous dual interviewing between specialist Garda interviewers and social workers is not yet standard practice (Gartland, 2017). Overall, impediments to capturing the child’s voice persist. In child protection work, therefore, careful attention to non-verbal disclosures and symptomology of abuse such as physical injury, personality change and soiling may supplement any verbal communication recorded (Crowley, 2016; DCYA, 2017; Vanderminden et al., 2017). Whilst precautionary and control measures can be taken, the matter of credibility, nonetheless, remains at the forefront of barriers to effective interviewing of disabled children, in a socio-legal context. 

Additional resources for assessment 
In addition to the matter of credibility, there is some evidence to suggest that conducting child protection and welfare assessment with disabled children is exhaustive of additional resources (Adams & Leshone, 2016). From a research context, Kelly (2007) for instance, identifies the need to allow extra time to build rapport, when interviewing disabled children. Safeguarding staff may also require training on disability (Brown, 2003) as disability awareness is integral to good interviewing of disabled children (DCYA, 2012; Whyte, 2005). Moreover, it is important for workers to understand the implications of any relevant diagnoses, impairments and conditions that the child may have (Oliver & Sapey, 1999). This can include gathering reports, networking with clinicians and seeking medical records, all of which can be timely. In this context, concerns may reasonably be raised about the capacity of social workers to conduct these assessments within the scope of existing caseload management. In Ireland, for example, Kenneth Burns has researched and published extensively on the retention of child protection social workers alluding to persistent problems with staff retention and turnover, burn out, and high caseloads (Burns, 2012; Burns & Christie, 2013; Burns & MacCarthy, 2012). In this context, literature also indicates that a lack of time for reflective practice in disability and child protection more broadly, remains problematic (Taylor, Stalker, Fry, & Stewart, 2014). Overall, the case being made is that resource constraints constitute a significant theme within barriers to effective child protection interviewing. Here, principles of social equality may, indirectly, be undermined. 

Difficulties discerning causation 
Within barriers to effective assessment of disabled children, thus far, three areas of concern have been reviewed. Specifically, capturing the child’s voice, gathering credible accounts, and negotiating resource constraints are deemed problematic (Raymond, 2010; Flynn & McGregor, 2017). In this context, among remaining concerns features the complex matter of causality. Here there is considerable scope for misunderstanding the original causes of behaviours, and presenting problems, with the disabled child. 
	In this sense, the cause of presenting problems, or indeed of the impairment(s) itself, can be difficult to discern. Literature suggests, for example, that a child’s impairment may be blamed for behaviours that actually arise from other circumstances such as hunger, poverty (Emerson, 2004; Flynn & McGregor, 2018) or indeed abuse. Moreover, there is complexity in the very aetiological pathway of impairment. Specifically, the direction of causality can complicate assessment, because disability may not only increase likelihood of abuse, but abuse can also be the original cause of disability (Stalker & McArthur, 2012). As an overarching conclusion, it would therefore seem, that disability is interlinked in complex ways with other social risk factors (Flynn & McGregor, 2017). More specifically, within assessment, discerning whether troubling behaviours and presenting problems are the consequence of disability or inadequate parenting capacity, for example, must be undertaken with great care.
	Towards evidencing this, existing research and literature associates several social problems with disability. Propensity for homelessness, and mental health difficulties such as suicide ideation and depression, are heightened in the context of disability (Kelly, Dowling, & Winter, 2014). Furthermore, disability increases risk of being a victim of crime, as well as failing to proceed to prosecution (Edwards et al., 2012). Directly allied to disability are several circumstances that may increase risk of abuse to the child (Raymond, 2010; Vanderminden et al., 2017). Heightened dependency on caregivers and wider social support infrastructures, and decreased ability to alert others of abuse are among these. Enhanced stress, physical and psychological demands for parent’s coping with a child who has additional needs are evident (Browne & Millar, 2013; Flynn & McGregor, 2017, 2018; Vanderminden et al., 2017). Overall, social risk to a disabled child takes multiple forms, and often, may be elevated above that of non-disabled peers (Flynn & McGregor, 2017). In this context, caution should invariably be exercised in determining the original cause of presenting problems. 
	With this established, finally, the notion of causality in the context of parent’s circumstances should be considered. In many ways, the circumstances of parents who have disabled children in Ireland appear to tend towards factors that also undermine parenting capacity (Flynn & McGregor, 2017). Families in which disabled children reside are considerably more likely to be poor, and accounting for extra costs associated with disability, this can impose considerable stress upon parents to meet their child’s needs (Emerson, 2004; Emerson, Shatahmasebi, Lancaster, & Berridge, 2010; Flynn, 2017; Flynn & McGregor, 2018). Parents with mental health difficulties, that misuse substances, or where maternal intellectual disability features, are more likely to have disabled children (National Advisory Committee on Drugs, 2011; Sainero et al., 2013). In this context, discerning the root causes of parenting difficulties can be problematic. Mothers who misuse substances during pregnancy, for example, are more likely to have disabled children. Research demonstrates, however, that poverty and depression is also correlated to substance misuse and therefore disentangling the original cause(s) of a child’s difficulties (for example environmental poverty, disability, maternal depression) is complicated (National Advisory Committee on Drugs, 2011). The case remains, overall, that due diligence must be demonstrated in determining causation. 

Attitudes, perceptions and social equality 
The final theme to be addressed pertains to attitudes, perceptions and social equality. More specifically, in terms of barriers to effective assessment, these continue to be important influences on safeguarding work with disabled children (Crowley, 2016; Flynn & McGregor, 2017). Attitudinal, perceptual and social equality influences take varied forms. In the perpetration of abuse, for example, some exceptional cultures have extreme views on disability that may lead to child maltreatment (Raymond, 2010). Within professional responses, institutional and organisational culture, perceptions and attitudes may undermine the efficiency of responses to addressing abuse (Brown, 2003; Crowley, 2016; Higgins & Swain, 2009). Stalker et al. (2010), for example, indicates that there is a tendency among professionals towards over-empathising with parents and permitting standards of care that would not be accepted for non-disabled peers. Whilst it is the case that disabled children have more complex needs that may increase cost, demands, and stress on parents (Revill, Ryan, McNamara, & Normand, 2013), all children must have equal right to protection from maltreatment (DCYA, 2017). In this context, it is troubling that a burgeoning body of evidence indicates that higher thresholds may be applied to disabled children for child protection interventions than for non-disabled peers (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Kelly & Dowling, 2015; Stalker et al., 2010; Taylor et al., 2014; Vanderminden et al., 2017). Overall, literature identifies a diversity of attitudinal problems that may undermine professional responses to disabled children. Among these include the idea that disabled teenagers are asexual and will not be abused, or that disabled children should get sympathy rather than focussing on their status as rights holders. Shortages of adequate placements and services for children may also undermine professional responses to disabled children (Raymond, 2010). Finally, paternalism and over protection can be particularly disempowering (Shakespeare, 2014). Among other factors, this may link with harmful existing stereotypes about disabled people, including that they are helpless and powerless (Swain & French, 2000). In this context, the final theme reviewed has concerned attitudes, perceptions and social equality. Here it is arguably conclusive that change is needed, within barriers to effective child protection and welfare assessment, of disabled children. 

Concluding analysis: Strategies for the future  
Thus far, some basic theoretical conceptualisations associated with ableism, followed by thematic overview of barriers to assessment of disabled children, have been considered. What now remains outstanding, is the application of theoretical insights of ableism towards better understanding how practitioners might respond to the barriers identified in the former review. Ableism is a concept per se, however, it is also a concept that has been heavily theorised and rendered theoretical (Campbell, 2008a, 2008b, 2009). Moreover, these theoretical insights, arguably, may be deployed to gain a more sophisticated understanding of the operation of discrimination and social inequality in child protection and welfare work. Towards this end, areas for redress for practitioners moving forward may be practically situated around three broad themes. These themes specifically reflect the challenges identified in the former review. These are addressed in the following and are respectively: changing attitudes and perceptions; overcoming practical predicaments; and managing the complexity of causation.  

Changing attitudes and perceptions 
As identified in the literature, attitudes and perceptions of child protection professionals are among impediments to effective safeguarding (Brown, 2003; Crowley, 2016; Higgins & Swain, 2009; Stalker et al., 2010). Within this, includes troubling evidence of over-empathy with parents, higher thresholds, and lack of recognition of the capacity of disabled children to be abused (Stalker et al., 2010; Raymond, 2010). In the following, the case will be made that ableism theory, linked with an explicit children’s rights approach, may assist with overcoming some of the present challenges. Here, despite an industrious commitment to the traditional mandate of social equality in social work (IFSW, 2014), at the heart of disparities may lie the ‘otherness’ or alterity of disability (Goodley, 2009). In this context the best interests of disabled children may be situated within alternative frames of reference. 
Through theoretical insights developed around ableism, one view is that all humans are pitched against an ableist ideal. Here disability can become a negative signifier of loss and deficit (Goodley et al., 2014). Faced with such a predicament, the implicit reaction of some, therefore, is to pity disabled children and their families (Marks, 1999). Well-meaning and unintentional as this may be, theoretical perspectives on ableism would seem to support an explicit rights-based approach to the needs of disabled children, in this context. This is because attention may be detracted from the basic rights to safety and protection that these children have conferred to them by virtue of their personhood (Raymond, 2010; UN, 1989; UN, 2006). In this context, the first recommendation for future practice lies in the importance of adopting, and maintaining, an assertive and explicit children’s rights approach (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Kilkelly, 2013). Moreover, considering challenges identified in the former literature review, examples of how this can be achieved in practice include:
· Making specific reference to children’s rights in social work written assessments, case conference reports and statutory care review reports. This helps to prevent the provision of a different standard of service for disabled children, which current literature alludes to (Flynn & McGregor, 2017). 
· Placing children’s rights as an agenda item at Signs of Safety group supervision, multidisciplinary meetings, case conferences and within professional supervision. In line with ableism theory, this shifts focus away from disability and back onto ableness, by considering universal rights that all children have, by virtue of their personhood.  
Finally, in terms of barriers identified in the former review, a rights approach also provides a basis for advocacy for social workers, seeking to secure better resources for assessment of disabled children, such as time, training and organisational supports. More implicitly, it also addresses persistent issues with attitudes and perceptions, alluded to already in the literature (Crowley, 2016; Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Raymond, 2010). 

Overcoming practical predicaments 
Whilst an explicit children’s rights approach can progress access to social equality for disabled children in child protection, it does not extinguish immediate practical and procedural problems with conducting social work assessment. Identified here have been problems accessing and recording the child’s views and wishes, and gathering credible accounts (Vanderminden et al., 2017). In this context, practical solutions identified already included the use of triangulation, and measures to address potential acquiescence bias, such as elimination of leading questions (Flynn, 2019; Lyon, 2014). In looking to the future, scope for further improvement in this area may lie in shifting vantage points. Ableism privileges able-bodiedness (including able-mindedness) by aspiring toward able-bodied ideals of human productivity and capability (Campbell, 2009). Within this, an exclusionary relationship with disabled children and adults is fostered (Campbell, 2009; Flynn, 2019). By only attempting to fit, adapt and ‘add on’ disabled children to existing practices designed for able-bodied children, the possibility of organically learning from disability to better improve practice with all children, is undermined (Flynn, 2019). In this context, some further practical examples of how to use ableism theory to improve practice include:
· Using lessons learned from challenges in assessment with disabled children, to improve upon a social worker’s practice in general, rather than just using these insights to inform future assessment with other disabled children. This helps with overcoming implicit biases. It also aligns to the precarious and ambiguous nature of disability (Campbell, 2009), by not simply assigning some children to a disability category whilst excluding others.   
· Using common problems encountered in assessment with disabled children, such as shortage of time (Flynn & McGregor, 2017), to indicate where problems lie in the overall system (for example, being inflexible and under resourced). Then, actively advocating for the necessary changes (seek better resources).   
Overall, beginning with disabled children, therefore, and learning from their experiences and expertise through research and practice innovation, should be prioritised in overcoming the present practical, and procedural, impediments.

Managing the complexity of causation 
Finally, difficulties with discerning causation remain to be addressed. In child protection and welfare social work, the immediate safety of the child, and their welfare, are first and paramount considerations (Hamilton, 2012). With focus moving towards solutions and safety, rather than prolonged consideration of problems and causation, changes in child protection are underway (Turnell & Murphy, 2017). Notwithstanding this, literature on disability reveals a complex interrelationship between at-risk behaviours, social disadvantage and impairment (Flynn & McGregor, 2017, 2018). Within this, scope for misunderstanding is widened, where among other things, impairment may become a scapegoat for neglect issues, such as hunger (Emerson, 2004; Flynn & McGregor, 2018). In this context, the value of conceptualisations around ableism in understanding such a predicament, is of interest to question. Existing analyses of ableism recognise that disablement is a complex and multi-layered process (Campbell, 2008b, 2009). Disability, for instance, has cultural, lingual, social, psychological and economic components (Goodley, 2016).  Within recognition of this complexity, one strategy has been to focus on standardisation. Specifically, within a human rights model of disability, impairment is of no consequence to the universalist nature of rights (Degener, 2016). Whilst the merits of this have been established already, social workers still need to understand the causes of presenting problems with a child in order to plan effectively. With disabled children, moreover, there is evidence of additional complexity within this planning (Flynn & McGregor, 2017). The proposition is, therefore, that as an addendum to the utility of a children’s rights perspective, scope for integration of more sophisticated theories and conceptual frameworks of disability is evident in child protection and welfare. In practice this might include:
· More training and resources on assessment for social workers that specifically address potentially harmful ways of thinking about disability established by research (such as over-empathising with parents) (Stalker et al., 2010).
· Incorporating within this training, an accessible introduction to theoretical concepts from disability studies, such as ableism. This will allow social workers to avoid dangerous and ableist ways of thinking about disability in assessment (such as that disabled children are more oblivious to abuse, leading to higher thresholds for intervention) (Raymond, 2010; Stalker et al., 2010). 
In this context, it is ultimately the pursuit of integration of more sophisticated theories and conceptual frameworks, that has underpinned the present attempt, to theorise barriers within assessment of disabled children in child protection and welfare. 

Conclusion 
The focus of this paper has been on barriers to effective child protection and welfare social work assessment of disabled children. The proposition has been, that theoretical vantage points associated with ableism, and derived from the broad field of disability studies, are of utility in informing child protection and welfare assessment work with disabled children. Within this, students and practitioners may use theoretical insights around ableism to better think through attitudinal problems and knowledge deficits that current literature alludes to (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Stalker et al., 2010; Vanderminden et al., 2017). In looking to the future, it is evident that methodological, practical and ethical impediments to safeguarding persist (Vanderminden et al., 2017). Whilst existing practices are commendable in this regard, scope for more sophisticated theory and conceptual frameworks to aid practitioners with the present impasse, remains.  In this context, by reference to existing analytics of ableism, it is hoped that some conditions of possibility for more equitable safeguarding have been fostered. 
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