Over the course of my studies and practical experiences in early years settings, I have come to deeply understand the critical importance of safeguarding children—not just as a legal or professional obligation, but as a moral imperative. Initially, I viewed safeguarding largely as a set of procedures: DBS checks, risk assessments, and reporting concerns. However, my understanding has grown significantly. I now see safeguarding as a proactive, holistic approach that centres on building trusting relationships, being vigilant to signs of harm, and creating a culture of safety where children feel secure and valued.
One of the most powerful lessons I’ve learned is the importance of early intervention. Recognising subtle signs—such as changes in behaviour, poor hygiene, or withdrawnness—requires sensitivity and an awareness that harm isn’t always visible. This has made me reflect on my own assumptions. I used to believe that abuse was usually obvious, but now I understand that emotional abuse and neglect can be more damaging and harder to detect. I’ve also learned to question my own biases and the danger of making assumptions based on a child’s background or family situation.
Critically, I’ve realised that safeguarding is a shared responsibility. Effective communication between professionals, following protocols, and documenting concerns are vital. But beyond that, I’ve recognised how important it is to listen to children’s voices. Even very young children express discomfort or distress in non-verbal ways, and as practitioners, we need to tune into those cues and advocate for them.
Personally, safeguarding has shifted my mindset: from seeing myself as just an educator to understanding my role as a protector and advocate. It has made me more confident in trusting my instincts and speaking up, even if it feels uncomfortable. I’ve also learned the value of reflective practice—continually questioning whether I’m doing enough to protect the children in my care and whether I’m promoting a safe, nurturing environment for every child.
Safeguarding in the early years is far more than a policy—it is about vigilance, empathy, collaboration, and courage. It is a commitment to every child’s right to feel safe, and I am proud to say that my understanding has moved from procedural to deeply personal.
The 5 Rs of safeguarding—Recognise, Respond, Report, Record, and Refer—are a vital framework for ensuring the safety and wellbeing of children, particularly in early years settings. Each step plays a crucial role in the timely and effective protection of vulnerable children.
Firstly, Recognise refers to identifying signs of abuse, neglect, or harm. In early years, this can include changes in behaviour, withdrawal, or physical signs (Department for Education, 2018). Practitioners must be trained to notice these indicators, especially when children are not verbal
Respond means taking immediate and appropriate action when a concern arises. It involves staying calm, listening carefully, and reassuring the child without making promises (NSPCC, 2023). 
Next, Report involves informing the designated safeguarding lead without delay. Failing to report can result in missed opportunities to protect a child (Munro, 2011).
Record is essential for maintaining accurate, objective, and timely documentation. These records may be used in future investigations and must be factual and dated (DfE, 2023).
And Refer relates to escalating the concern to external agencies if needed, such as children’s social care or the police. This ensures the child receives the appropriate support beyond the setting (Working Together to Safeguard Children, 2023).
Together, the 5 R’s form a clear, structured process that empowers early years professionals to act with confidence and consistency. 
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