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Case Study 1 
Joanna is a 4-year-old girl who has recently stated in your reception class.  As a teaching assistant you have built a good relationship with her and found her to be happy, outgoing, confident and independent young girl.  However, over recent weeks, you have seen a change in her behaviour.  She has been quiet, clingy and reluctant to leave your side.  She is also reluctant to take her jumper or cardigan off even though it is very warm weather.  This morning, when she reached across you for some glue, you noticed some bruising on her body, near her ribs.  When you ask Joanna about the bruises she gets upset and doesn’t say anything.  

A. Recognising and recording 
Recognizing and accurately recording signs and symptoms of child abuse are critical for safeguarding children from significant harm (Reid and Burton, 2014).  In Joanna's case she has transitioned from a once happy and outgoing child to being withdrawn, clingy, and reluctant to leave her teaching assistant’s side. Her refusal to remove her jumper in warm weather, coupled with observed bruising near her ribs, raises concerns. Additional changes in her appearance, like consistently wearing long sleeves despite the heat and a decline in personal hygiene, further indicate potential abuse (Appleton and Peckover, 2015 and Hawkins, 2018). These behavioural and physical signs necessitate a structured safeguarding approach and precise documentation to ensure her safety and wellbeing.
Various models and theories offer diverse perspectives on safeguarding. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model highlights the roles of family, school, and community in a child's development, suggesting that safeguarding should consider both immediate signs of abuse and broader environmental factors (Hayes, O’Toole and Halpenny, 2017). A Trauma-Informed Care approach, focusing on the impact of trauma, promotes a compassionate response to children displaying signs of trauma. Integrating these perspectives can provide a more holistic understanding of cases like Joanna's (Carlomagno, 2019).
There are several types of abuse, each with distinct signs. Physical abuse includes unexplained bruises, burns, fractures or injuries at different stages of healing, accompanied by fear of returning home or flinching at sudden movements (NSPCC, no date). Indicators may include reluctance to change clothes for physical activities, consistently wearing long sleeves or pants to hide injuries, and frequent, unexplained school absences (NSPCC, no date). 
Emotional abuse can appear as withdrawal, fearfulness, anxiety, and extremes in behaviour like being overly compliant, passive, or aggressive. Delayed physical or emotional development and a lack of attachment to caregivers are also indicators (Child Matters, no date).
Sexual abuse is recognized by difficulty sitting or walking, age-inappropriate sexual knowledge or interest, sudden behaviour changes, sexualized behaviour or language, and physical signs in genital areas (SCIE, no date). 
Neglect is evident through poor hygiene, inappropriate clothing, hunger, hoarding food, unattended medical or dental issues, frequent school absences, lack of adult supervision, and physical and emotional underdevelopment (Lincoln and Webb, 2016).
In Joanna's case, her notable behavioural changes, like withdrawal and clinginess, alongside physical indicators like bruising near her ribs and reluctance to remove her jumper, suggest potential physical or emotional abuse (NSPCC, 2024). These signs highlight the need for a structured safeguarding approach, including careful observation, accurate documentation, and prompt action to ensure her safety and wellbeing (Healey, 2018).
Legal frameworks like The Children Act (1989 and 2004) guide professionals in identifying and responding to suspected abuse, covering physical, emotional, sexual abuse, and neglect (McEwan, 2014). These frameworks emphasise meticulous documentation, including recording precise details like the location and appearance of bruises and contextual information, using pen and paper to prevent alterations (Gore, 2015 and NSPCC, 2019).
Observations are crucial for identifying potential abuse (Brodie, 2013). Accurate and detailed recording is essential for documentation, communication, and evidence. For instance, noting specific details such as Joanna’s bruises’ exact location, size and colour, documenting when and how they were observed, and recording her responses when questioned are critical (Hayes, 2023). Consistent records facilitate effective communication and can serve as valuable evidence for protective actions if necessary.  Including dates, times, and direct quotes from Joanna ensures factual and objective information is documented (Oates, 2020)​.
When questioning a child about potential abuse, using open-ended and non-leading questions and active listening are crucial (Lamb et al., 2018). Creating a supportive non-threatening environment encourages the child to freely share information. For example, using the TED (Tell, Explain, Describe) approach can facilitate open communication and encourage a more detailed response. Calmly asking Joanna, "Can you tell me more about what happened?" or "Can you describe what you experienced?" allows her to explain her situation without feeling pressured or blamed (King et al., 2020). Active listening involves acknowledging her feelings and showing empathy, facilitating accurate disclosures and encouraging more information sharing (Graham, 2014).
Each observation should be treated as part of a larger puzzle. For instance, while Joanna’s bruises and behavioural changes may suggest abuse, corroborating these signs with further evidence and professional assessment is crucial before drawing conclusions. Joanna’s bruises might be from playing rough, but further investigation, including sensitive discussions with Joanna and possibly consulting with other staff members or her parents, can provide clarity and prevent premature conclusions (Dupre and Sites, 2015)​.
Witnessing potential abuse can significantly impact teaching assistants and staff (Mind, 2024). Seeking support from colleagues, supervisors or resources like the school counsellor or child helpline can provide crucial emotional and professional support for both the teaching assistant and Joanna during this challenging period (Childline, no date). 
While current safeguarding practices are robust, they have limitations. Risk assessment models may not always capture the nuanced and dynamic nature of a child's situation, potentially leading to oversights or misinterpretations. Additionally, safeguarding theories and practices developed in one cultural context may not apply universally. Recognizing these limitations is essential for developing more inclusive and adaptable safeguarding strategies (Laird and Tedam, 2019).



B. Reporting and referral 
Prompt and accurate reporting and referral of safeguarding issues are essential for protecting children's welfare, requiring understanding of various forms of abuse stemming from familial stress, substance misuse, mental health issues, and socio-economic factors (NSPCC, 2023a). Educators and caregivers equipped with this knowledge can better identify early signs and intervene effectively (Appleton & Peckover, 2015).
Established reporting and referral procedures ensure a child's safety and adherence with legal and ethical frameworks (Speropolous, 2023). The Children Acts (1989 and 2004) mandates local authorities to investigate if they suspect a child is suffering, or likely to suffer, significant harm (Gore, 2015). "Working Together to Safeguard Children" (2018) prioritises early identification and intervention (GOV.UK, 2023). "Keeping Children Safe in Education" (2023) outlines schools’ duties, including clear policies and procedures for reporting and referring concerns (Welsh Government, 2020).
The UNCRC is a crucial international treaty underpinning safeguarding practices by emphasizing that children's rights must be protected by all member states. Ratified by the UK in 1991, it asserts that the welfare of the child is paramount and that children have the right to protection from all forms of abuse, neglect, and exploitation (Articles 19 and 34). This convention reinforces the ethical and statutory duty of educators and caregivers to always act in the best interest of the child (Unicef, no date).
Accurate reporting involves documenting detailed observations with specific dates, times, and factual descriptions (NSPCC, 2023a). Promptly reporting concerns to the DSL or another appropriate authority is crucial (Walsh, 2020). If the DSL believes the child is at risk of significant harm, they must refer the case to local authority children's social care services within 24 hours, guided by the "reasonable cause to suspect” (DfE, 2018).
One challenge in safeguarding is ensuring accurate and secure record-keeping. While traditional methods securely storing physical records, they can be vulnerable to unauthorized access or loss (Baker and Glanville, 2021). Digital record-keeping systems offer enhanced security features like encryption and access controls, facilitating streamlined information sharing among authorized personnel while maintaining confidentiality. However, effective implementation necessitates adequate training and resources (Baker and Glanville, 2021). Platforms like 'My Concern' facilitate digital logging of concerns, enabling DSLs to promptly track and address issues. School posters identifying DSLs ensure immediate contact points for staff. Having two DSLs in place guarantees continuous support and oversight, even in the absence of one lead (Fertleman & Hann, 2016). 
Data protection is another critical aspect of safeguarding. The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) 2018 mandates secure handling of personal data, encompassing proper storage, retention, and destruction of safeguarding records. 
Ethical frameworks intertwine with legislative and public policies in safeguarding, guiding professionals with principles like beneficence, non-maleficence, justice, and respect for autonomy. These principles align with legislative mandates to uphold children's rights and prioritize their well-being. For example, the principle of non-maleficence, requiring professionals to avoid harm, is mirrored in legal obligations to report suspected abuse. Educators are ethically bound to prioritize the child's safety and well-being above all considerations.
Critical evaluation of the reporting and referral process reveals the importance of prompt and accurate action, as delays or inaccuracies can severely impact the child's safety and well-being. Historical case studies, like those of Maria Colwell and Victoria Climbié, highlight the devastating consequences of systemic failures in child protection, highlighting the ongoing necessity for improving child protection.
Despite comprehensive policies and procedures, barriers like fear of repercussions, uncertainty about concerns' severity, and lack of confidence in the reporting process coupled with the emotional impact on staff, can hinder effective reporting and referral (Gubbels et al., 2021).  Schools can overcome these barriers by implementing clear, accessible guidelines, providing training on reporting procedures, and highlighting protections like confidentiality policies and whistleblower protections (NSPCC, 2023a). Additionally, ensuring staff have access to support mechanisms to manage the emotional toll of dealing with sensitive situations is crucial (DfE, 2023).
Multi-agency collaboration, as outlined in the 'Working Together to Safeguard Children' framework (2018), ensures coordinated efforts among professionals from education, healthcare, and social services. This collaboration enables a comprehensive understanding of the child's situation, enabling holistic interventions addressing immediate and underlying issues (Hodgkins and Prowle, 2023).  Effective interagency communication and collaboration are crucial throughout the reporting and referral process (NSPCC, 2023b), ensuring coordinated responses from school, local authority children's social care services, and, if necessary, the police to meet the child's needs (GOV.UK, 2023).
Regional Safeguarding Boards play a crucial role in overseeing multi-agency and multi-disciplinary practices, ensuring alignment with national guidelines and legislation. They facilitate information sharing, best practice discussions, and coordinated responses to safeguarding concerns, while also monitoring effectiveness and recommending enhancements to strengthen child protection efforts.
Building a trusting relationship with the child, ensuring they feel safe and supported, is key (Bradbury, Perkins & Musgrave, 2023). If a child discloses abuse, listen attentively, remain calm, and reassure them that they did the right thing. Avoid promising confidentiality but explain the importance of sharing the information promptly for their safety (NSPCC, 2024b). Maintain detailed, factual records of all observations and conversations, avoiding assumptions and ensuring confidentiality (Mathews & Bross, 2015).
Following up on reported concerns is essential to monitor and ensure appropriate actions safeguard the child (Matthews & Bross, 2015). This maintains accountability addresses potential risks or harm and reflects ethical responsibilities to act promptly, sensitively, and protect vulnerable individuals (Fosner et al., 2021).
Scenario-based training enhances staff preparation in safeguarding through interactive, practical experiences. The Children's Society (no date) uses real-life scenarios to boost knowledge retention and application, contrasting with traditional lecture-based methods. Regular debriefing sessions and access to professional counselling support emotional processing and reduce burnout among staff (Education Support, 2022), despite the resource intensity, significantly improving staff well-being and effectiveness.
Ethically, all actions should prioritize the child's best interests, addressing their safety, emotional and psychological needs (NSPCC, 2024a), while minimising harm and ensuring necessary support and protection (NSPCC, 2023a).




C. Setting responsibilities 
In safeguarding, educational settings must ensure a holistic, open, and effective approach to protecting children from harm, guided by national legal frameworks, policies, and international standards like the UNCRC. This holistic approach ensures all aspects of a child's well-being, including physical, emotional, and psychological safety (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Safeguarding professionals require ongoing development to stay current with research, policies, and best practices. Continuous learning through workshops, seminars, and courses helps them acquire new skills and adapt to emerging challenges. Reflective practice is vital for assessing experiences, identify areas for improvement, and enhancing safeguarding practices within their organization (GOV.UK, 2022).
This involves striking a balance between respecting privacy of the child and ensuring all relevant parties, like the DSL, social services, and law enforcement, are informed to comprehensively address her well-being (GOV.UK, 2023). Strict protocols minimize unnecessary disclosure that could stigmatize or distress children (NSPCC, 2023).
Accurate and secure information conveyance is essential to avoid miscommunication and confidentiality breaches. (GOV.UK, 2023). (DfE, 2023).
Prioritizing children's best interests presents ethical challenges, requiring protection for emotional and psychological well-being alongside actions to safeguard them from harm. Establishing trust and safety while maintaining openness with authorities are vital. Reassuring children that their information will be shared only with those who can help reinforces their sense of support and understanding (Unicef, no date).
The UNCRC outlines children's rights across various domains and emphasises protection from abuse and neglect, with their best interests central to all decisions (Unicef, no date). Applying these principles involves prioritizing Joanna's well-being, respecting her views, and ensuring interventions focus on her safety and needs. The UNCRC emphasizes Joanna’s right to participate in discussions about her well-being, tailored to her age-appropriate understanding.
Understanding Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and trauma is essential for effective safeguarding. ACEs, like abuse, neglect, or household dysfunction, profoundly impact a child's health and development (Felitti et al., 1998). Recognizing these factors helps tailor support and interventions, particularly for children displaying behavioural changes or emotional distress linked to ACEs (Frost, 2020).
Implementing a holistic safeguarding approach presents challenges, like fear of repercussions for reporting suspected abuse, unclear procedures, or workload pressures. Regular staff training on recognizing signs of abuse, accurate documentation, and proper reporting alleviates uncertainties and enhances staff confidence and competence (NSPCC, 2023). Supporting staff through counselling or supervision, addresses fears of repercussions and reinforces their safeguarding responsibilities (NSPCC, 2023).
Effective interagency communication and collaboration ensure comprehensive responses to safeguarding issues through regular meetings and clear communication channels between the school, social services, healthcare providers, and law enforcement (GOV.UK, 2023). An open-door policy fosters transparency and support, creating a safe environment where children feel secure. Adherence to safeguarding measures, like DBS checks, ensures staff are vetted and trained to safeguard children's welfare (NSPCC, 2023).
Prioritizing a child-centred approach in educational settings ensures children's voices are heard, their needs are met comprehensively, and their safety and overall well-being are promoted (Buckler, 2023).
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