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UNDERSTANDING
THE CANS
ASSESSMENT AND
NAVIGATING ITS
QUESTIONS

T h e  C h i l d  a n d
Adolescent  Needs  and
Strengths  (CANS)
a s s e s s m e n t  i s  a
structured  evaluation
tool widely used across
mental  health,  child
we l fa re ,  j uven i le
j u s t i c e ,  a n d
educational  settings.
Its purpose is to create
a  comprehensive,
shared  language  for
understanding a young
person's  needs  and
s t r e n g t h s .  F o r

p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,
caregivers,  and  even
o l d e r  y o u t h
t h e m s e l v e s ,  t h e
process  of  completing
this  assessment  can
raise  many  questions
about how to approach
t h e  q u e s t i o n s
accurately. While there
are no simple shortcuts
or cheat sheets when it
c o m e s  t o  C a n s
Assessment  Test
A n s w e r s ,
understanding  the
underlying  philosophy
and  structure  of  the
too l  i s  c ruc ia l  fo r
producing  valid  and
useful  results.
This article will provide
an in-depth look at the
CANS  assessment,
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explain how items are
rated, discuss common
challenges,  and  offer
practical  guidance  for
a p p r o a c h i n g  t h e
questions  thoughtfully.
Whether  you  are  a
caseworker,  therapist,
foster  parent,  or  a
youth  involved  in  the
system, this guide will
help  you  understand
what the CANS is really
measuring and how to
e n g a g e  w i t h  i t
meaningfully.

WHAT IS THE CANS
ASSESSMENT?

The  CANS  i s  no t  a
traditional  test  with
right or wrong answers.
I n s t e a d ,  i t  i s  a
communication  and
dec is ion -support
too l  d e s i g n e d  t o
gather  consistent
information  about  a
child's  functioning,
needs,  and  existing
s t reng ths .  I t  was
developed by Dr. John

Lyons and is now used
in various forms across
the United States and
internationally.  The
t o o l  h e l p s  t e a m s
develop  individualized
ca re  p lans ,  t rack
outcomes  over  time,
and allocate resources
effectively.
Each item on the CANS
is  rated  on  a  simple
fou r -po in t  sca le .
Understanding  this
scale is the foundation
for  providing  accurate
Cans  Assessment
Test  Answers  in  a
real-world context. The
scale  generally  works
as follows:

0 - No evidence
of a need; this
area is a strength
or has no need
for action.
1 - A need is
present but is
being managed
well; watchful
waiting or minor
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support may be
helpful.
2 - A need
requires action;
the issue is
causing some
impairment and
intervention is
needed.
3 - A need is
severe or
disabling;
immediate or
intensive action
is required.

THE CORE
DOMAINS OF THE
CANS

The CANS assessment
c o v e r s  m u l t i p l e
domains  of  a  young
p e r s o n ' s  l i f e .
Depending  on  the
specific  version  used
(e.g.,  CANS-MH  for
mental  health,  CANS-
NY for New York, ANSA
for  adults  related  to
children),  the domains
may vary slightly,  but
the  core  areas  are

consistent.  Familiarity
with  these  domains
helps in understanding
the  context  of  the
Cans  Assessment
Test Answers you are
providing.

Trauma
and
Adverse
Experienc
es
This  domain  explores
whether  a  child  has
experienced  traumatic
events such as abuse,
neglect,  community
violence,  or  loss.  The
focus is not just on the
event itself but on how
the  child  is  currently
reacting  to  it.  When
answering questions in
th i s  sec t i on ,  i t  i s
important  to  consider
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the  child's  current
e m o t i o n a l  a n d
behavioral  responses
rather  than  just  the
history  of  the  event.

Behavior
al and
Emotional
Needs
This  section  covers
symptoms  related  to
depression,  anxiety,
a n g e r  c o n t r o l ,
attention  deficit,  and
other  emotional  or
behavioral  challenges.
Raters  are  asked  to
describe  the  severity
and frequency of these
symptoms  in  a  way
that reflects the child's
functioning  in  different
settings, such as home,
s c h o o l ,  a n d  t h e
community.

Life
Functioni
ng
Life  functioning  items
look at how the child is
m a n a g i n g  d a i l y
activities. This includes
school  performance,
social  relationships,
medical care, and daily
living  skills.  Providing
honest  and  specific
Cans  Assessment
Test Answers here is
crucial  for  identifying
where support is most
needed.

Risk
Behaviors
This domain addresses
behaviors  that  could
cause harm to the child
or  others,  including
suicidality,  self-harm,
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a g g r e s s i o n ,  a n d
running  away.  These
items  are  among  the
most  sensitive  and
require careful, honest
consideration. The goal
i s  t o  m a t c h  t h e
intensity  of  the  risk
with  the  appropriate
level  of  support.

Strengths
Domain
U n l i k e  m a n y
assessments that focus
only on problems,  the
C A N S  e x p l i c i t l y
measures  a  child's
strengths.  These  can
include  talents,  family
relationships,  spiritual
beliefs,  or  resilience.
Recognizing  strengths
i s  i m p o r t a n t  f o r
building  an  effective
and hopeful care plan.
Even  when  discussing
challenges, it is helpful
to  ident i fy  what  is
working  well.

COMMON
CHALLENGES
WHEN ANSWERING
CANS QUESTIONS

Even  exper ienced
p r o f e s s i o n a l s
sometimes  find  certain
items  challenging  to
rate.  Understanding
t h e s e  c o m m o n
difficulties  can  help
you  prov ide  more
a c c u r a t e  C a n s
Assessment  Test
Answers .

The
"Averagin
g"
Problem
A  frequent  mistake  is
averaging  a  child's
behavior  across  good
days and bad days. For
example, if a child has
explosive  outbursts
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once  a  week  but  is
calm  the  rest  of  the
time, the rating should
reflect  the  worst
episode along with the
frequency. The CANS is
designed  to  capture
the level  of  need, not
a n  a v e r a g e .  I f  a
behavior  reaches  a
severity  of  2  or  3  on
any given day, that is
the level that should be
rated,  especially  if  it
poses a risk or requires
intervention.

Differenti
ating
Between
"1" and
"2"
One  of  the  hardest
distinctions is between
a  level  1  (watchful
waiting) and a level 2

(action  needed).  A
good rule of  thumb is
to  ask:  "Is  this  issue
interfering  with  the
c h i l d ' s  a b i l i t y  t o
f u n c t i o n  i n  a
meaningful  way?"  If
the answer is yes, it is
likely a 2 or higher. If
the issue is present but
the  child  is  managing
we l l  w i th  cu r ren t
support, it may be a 1.

Bias
Toward
the
Positive
or
Negative
Some  raters  tend  to
minimize  problems
because  they  want  to
avoid labeling a child.
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Others  focus  only  on
the  most  negat ive
behaviors.  The  best
approach  i s  to  be
o b j e c t i v e  a n d
d e s c r i p t i v e .  U s e
concrete  examples
from the past 30 days
to support your rating.
This helps ensure that
Cans  Assessment
Test  Answers  are
reliable and actionable.

HOW TO PREPARE
FOR A CANS
ASSESSMENT

If  you are a caregiver
or a youth who will be
p a r t  o f  a  C A N S
assessment,  there  are
several  steps you can
take  to  ensure  the
process is as accurate
and helpful as possible.

Gather1.
information -
Collect recent
report cards,
therapy notes,
medical records,

or any other
documents that
describe the
child's
functioning.
Think about2.
different
settings - A
child may
behave very
differently at
home than at
school. Be
prepared to
describe
behavior in all
relevant
contexts.
Consider the3.
past month -
Most CANS
assessments
focus on the last
30 days, unless
otherwise
specified. Try to
recall specific
events and
behaviors from
that time frame.
Focus on4.
strengths too -
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It is easy to get
lost in problems.
Make a list of the
child's talents,
interests, and
positive
relationships.
These are
valuable for
planning.
Be honest - The5.
only way to get
the right support
is to provide
accurate
information. If
things are bad,
say so. If things
are improving,
note that as well.

THE ROLE OF THE
CANS IN CARE
PLANNING

Once  the  assessment
is complete, the Cans
Assessment  Test
Answers  are  used  to
build a care plan. Items
rated  2  or  3  typically
become  targets  for
intervention.  Items

rated  0  or  1  may  be
areas  where  the  child
is  do ing  wel l ,  and
s t r e n g t h s  c a n  b e
leveraged  to  address
challenges.
For example, if a child
i s  r a t e d  a  2  i n
depression and a 1 in
school  performance
but  has  a  strength  in
creative arts, the care
plan might include art
t h e r a p y  t o  h e l p
address  depressive
s y m p t o m s  w h i l e
supporting  academic
engagement.  This
integrated approach is
what makes the CANS
such a powerful tool.

Inter-
Rater
Reliability
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
important  concepts  in
CANS administration is
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inter-rater  reliability.
T h i s  m e a n s  t h a t
different  people  who
know the child  should
arrive at similar ratings
if they are trained well.
Agencies often require
staff  to  pass  a
certification  test  to
e n s u r e  t h e y
understand the scoring
ru les .  Th is  i s  why
simply  looking  for
g e n e r i c  C a n s
Assessment  Test
Answers online is not
helpful;  the  answers
depend entirely on the
unique  situation  of
each  child.

TIPS FOR
PROVIDING
ACCURATE
RATINGS

Whether  you  are  a
p ro fess iona l  o r  a
caregiver, the following
strategies will help you
provide thoughtful and
accurate responses.

Use the action
levels as a
guide -
Remember the
core meaning of
each number: 0
= no action, 1 =
monitor, 2 = act,
3 = act
immediately or
intensively.
Stick to the
facts - Avoid
labeling a child
as "bad" or
"difficult."
Describe specific
behaviors and
their impact.
Instead of saying
"he is
aggressive,"
describe what he
does: "He hits
others when
frustrated, about
three times per
week."
Consider
cultural
context - Some
behaviors may
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be viewed
differently across
cultures. The
CANS
encourages
culturally
responsive
ratings. The key
is to focus on the
impact of the
behavior on the
child's
functioning.
Use multiple
sources - If
possible, gather
input from
parents,
teachers,
therapists, and
the youth
themselves. Each
person sees a
different part of
the picture.
Review
previous
assessments -
If this is a
reassessment,
compare your
current ratings

with the previous
ones. Are things
improving,
staying the
same, or getting
worse? This
helps validate
your new ratings.

FREQUENTLY
ASKED QUESTIONS
ABOUT THE CANS

Can I fail
the CANS
assessme
nt?
No, the CANS is not a
pass/fail  test.  It  is  a
too l  to  descr ibe  a
ch i ld ' s  needs  and
strengths at a point in
t ime.  There  are  no
wrong  answers,  only
more or  less  accurate
ones. The goal is to get
a clear  picture so the
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r i gh t  he lp  can  be
provided.

How
often is
the CANS
administe
red?
I t  depends  on  the
system,  but  typically
the  CANS  is  done  at
intake, every 90 to 180
days for reassessment,
and at discharge. This
al lows  the  team  to
track  progress  and
adjust the care plan as
needed.

Who can
administe

r the
CANS?
Professionals  such  as
s o c i a l  w o r k e r s ,
psychologists,  case
m a n a g e r s ,  a n d
therap is ts  can  be
trained  to  administer
the  CANS.  They  must
pass  an  inter-rater
re l iab i l i ty  tes t  to
e n s u r e  t h e y  a r e
scor ing  correct ly.
Caregivers  and  youth
m a y  b e  a s k e d  t o
c o n t r i b u t e  t h e i r
perspectives,  but  the
final  rating  is  usually
determined  by  the
trained professional.

Are there
sample
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questions
I can

review?
While  specific  items
v a r y  b y  v e r s i o n ,
sample  assessments
and  training  materials
are  often  available
through state agencies
or  the  CANS  training
website.  Reviewing
these  materials  can
help  you  understand
the  format  and  the
t y p e s  o f  C a n s
Assessment  Test
Answers  expected.
However,  memorizing
r e s p o n s e s  i s  n o t
h e l p f u l ;  e a c h
assessment  must
reflect  the  current
reality  of  the  child.

THE DIFFERENCE
BETWEEN THE

CANS AND A
CLINICAL
DIAGNOSIS

I t  i s  impor tan t  to
understand  that  the
C A N S  i s  n o t  a
diagnostic tool. It does
not  diagnose  mental
health  disorders  like
ADHD,  depression,  or
PTSD .  I n s tead ,  i t
measures  the  severity
o f  s y m p t o m s  a n d
functioning  in  a  way
that  can  inform  the
care plan. A child may
have  a  diagnosis  but
be rated 0 or 1 on the
CANS if the symptoms
are  wel l  managed.
Conversely,  a  child
w i t h  n o  f o r m a l
diagnosis  may  have
significant  needs  that
surface  on  the  CANS.
B o t h  p i e c e s  o f
i n f o r m a t i o n  a r e
valuable.

ETHICAL
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CONSIDERATIONS
IN COMPLETING

THE CANS

Completing  a  CANS
assessment  comes
w i t h  e t h i c a l
responsibilities.  The
primary goal is to serve
the  best  interests  of
the  child  and  family.
This  means  providing
honest,  unbiased,  and
t h o u g h t f u l  Cans
Assessment  Test
Answers .  I t  a l s o
means  respecting  the
child's  and  family's
perspective. The CANS
s h o u l d  b e  a
collaborative  process
whenever possible, not
something  done  to  a
family  without  their
input.
Raters  should  also  be
aware  of  their  own
biases. For example, a
r a t e r  w h o  i s
particularly  concerned
about  sa fe ty  may
o v e r r a t e  r i s k

behaviors. A rater who
wants to avoid labeling
a child may underrate
needs.  Self-awareness
and  training  are  the
best  defenses  against
such biases.

CONCLUSION

The CANS assessment
is  a  powerful  tool  for
understanding  the
complex i t ies  o f  a
child's  life.  It  is  not
about  finding  secret
Cans  Assessment
Test  Answers  o r
memorizing  a  scoring
key. Instead, it is about
thoughtful, honest, and
c o l l a b o r a t i v e
o b s e r v a t i o n  a n d
c o m m u n i c a t i o n .
Whether  you  are  a
p r o f e s s i o n a l
c o m p l e t i n g  t h e
a s s e s s m e n t  o r  a
caregiver  providing
input, your goal should
be  to  descr ibe  the
ch i ld ' s  needs  and
strengths


