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A. Recognising and Recording
Early years practitioners have a role in identifying and responding to concerns of child abuse or neglect and have a responsibility to safeguard children (Tanner, 2019).  According to the Government’s (2023) working together to safeguarding children guidance, safeguarding refers to the protection against maltreatment, preventing impairment against development, and providing children with opportunities for best outcomes.

NSPCC (no date) refers to child abuse as harm inflicted on a child by another individual. Furthermore, Metropolitan Police (no date) state that this can include emotional, physical or sexual harm. South Gloucestershire Children’s Partnership (SGCP) (no date) highlight how signs of abuse are varied. Some children, for example those who are disabled are sometimes more vulnerable to abuse due to their inability to resist (SGCP, no date). Others may experience communication issues and therefore unable to share their concerns and feelings with practitioners (SGCP, no date). Therefore, if practitioners can identify the signs, they can ensure safeguarding practices are implemented as soon as possible, reducing the risk of further harm (Kimber et al., 2020).

This is linked with Case Study 1, Joanna did not want to speak and therefore had the practitioner not identified the bruising, this could have potentially caused further, and prolonged harm caused to Joanna.  Wales Safeguarding Procedures (no date) also agree that early recognition and intervention avoids further harm. However, they also claim that it provides children with long term health and well-being benefits (Wales Safeguarding Procedures, no date). Public Health Wales (no date) also state that these adverse childhood experiences have lifelong effects on the child. This is supported by Roeders et al. (2024) who state that it can cause mental disorders, substance misuse, sextually transmitted diseases and potential abuse to their own children. Practitioners therefore have a vital role in its identification (Roeders et al., 2024).

Roeders et al. (2024) do however recognise that its identification is difficult. Tanner (2019) agrees and states that this is due to the diverse approach and differing views of its symptoms, and this is largely based on the practitioner’s perspective and experience. 

NSPCC (2023a) highlight how practitioners need to recognise the signs of abuse through observation. Government (2015a) states that due to their work, practitioners are able to observe the child to identify any changes in behaviour which may be a sign of abuse. This is supported by PennState Extension (no date) who state that practitioners should take time to get to know the child and their behaviours, to observe any changes and talk to other members of staff. Practitioners should also observe any triggers or patterns to the child’s behaviour (PennState, no date). 

Further, Queensland Government (2024) state that practitioners must be able to identify non-verbal clues that the child is being abused and create an environment in which the child feels safe to share information, particularly with a person they have built a relationship with. 

This is linked with case study one, where the practitioner has developed a good rapport with Joanna and has been able to identify important changes to her behaviour through observation. Without observation and being able to recognise usual patterns in her behaviour, the potential abuse may have gone unnoticed, causing further harm to Joanna. 

Queensland Government (2024) also highlight the importance of using open ended questions, as these do not assume or prompt an answer. This allows the child to speak freely and avoids the child guessing or making up answers to satisfy or answer the practitioners (Queensland Government, 2024). These types of questions also focus on their emotions (Queensland Government, 2024). This is supported by Greenwich Safeguarding Children (2019) who states that children should be allowed to talk freely, without the practitioner making assumptions or asking leading questions. The communication should also be appropriate to their age, understanding and preferences (Greenwich Safeguarding Children, 2019).

Furthermore Government (2024a) highlights how making assumptions and unconscious biases are considered as barriers to safeguarding. Practitioners should not assume what is happening with the child at home, however, should also not disregard concerns purely because they are unproven (Government, 2024). Therefore, during interaction with Joanna in case study one, the practitioner should not ask direct questions as to why or how the bruising has appeared, but instead let Joanna talk in her own time. Additionally, Government (2024a) also highlights the importance of reporting information accurately. This helps identify issues early on and ensures that all agencies involved can clearly rationalise and demonstrate why decisions were made, and to show that these are done in a legal and safe manner (Government, 2024). 

The practitioner should ensure that all details regarding Joanna are recorded as per the setting’s safeguarding procedure, facilitating reporting methods and policies (Government, 2024).

If practitioners can intervene at the early stages of abuse, and provide a safe environment to talk, this helps appropriate safeguarding measures to be implemented, meeting the rights of the child and the principles of the Children’s Act 2004.

B. Reporting and Referral
According to Christian (no date) safeguarding is the foundation and forefront of any early years setting and practitioners must have the knowledge and skills to effectively deal with child protection issues. 
The Government’s (2024b) statutory framework for EYFS also highlights the statutory duty of all practitioners to ensure measures are put in place to protect children’s safety. CSAP (no date) argue that this should be followed alongside the setting’s own procedures, and the Government’s (2015) child abuse guidance. The child abuse guidance (date) outlines the signs of child abuse and what action should be taken if neglect is suspected.
Much like Christian (no date), Ward and Brown (2013) claim that all practitioners should be aware of the safeguarding procedures in place and have a vital role in identifying and preventing abuse. Practitioners must be alert to the signs of harm, abuse and neglect that the child may be experiencing (Tanner, 2019).
According to the NSPCC (2020) this can include physical, emotional, sexual abuse. 
Christian (no date) refers to the ‘four Rs’ in the safeguarding process, recognising harm, reporting concerns, recording apprehensions and referring these to the safeguarding lead for the setting.
Similarly, CSAP (no date) highlight the steps undertaken when abuse is suspected. CSAP (no date) claim that the practitioner must raise concerns with the designated safeguarding lead, whilst this individual will make the informed decision as to whether the parent is notified or whether this is likely to increase the risk of harm for the child. A referral must then be made in accordance with the setting’s own procedures and a record completed to note the cause for concern (CSAP, no date).
The Government’s (2015) guidance reinforces the importance of collaborative work. Even if the practiser’s role is not directly linked with safeguarding, Government (2015a) claim that have a responsibility to understand multi-agency support and arrangements to ensure child-centred approaches in safeguarding. 
The guidance also refers to four steps in the identification and reporting process to assist in appropriate response; be alert, question behaviours; ask for help and refer (Government, 2015). However, should a child be at immediate risk, there may be no requirement to consider all four stages and instead social services and other agencies such as the police must be involved (Government, 2015). All decisions, rationales, concerns, issues and observations in relation to the child must be recorded (Government, 2015).
The Government’s (2024a) Information sharing advice for safeguarding practitioners guidance document sets out how personal information regarding safeguarding is subject to confidentiality and should not be disclosed without the family’s consent. However, in some cases practitioners and partner agencies may be able to do so if the risk to the child is high (Government, 2024a). The guidance also highlights how practitioners should also consider the setting’s own confidentiality policies in the safeguarding process (Government, 2024a). However, as stated by Augusti and Myhre (2021) the identification of harm and abuse is not always clear. Augusti and Myhre (2021) claim that children’s inability to effectively communicate can hinder identification and allow for abuse to continue.
Nevertheless, CSA Centre (2019) argues that this is why practitioners must be equipped with the skills and knowledge to recognise the signs to ensure safeguarding procedures are implemented. Furthermore, Tanner (2019) claims that infrequent incidences of the signs of abuse/neglect such as dirty clothing and poor hygiene do not necessarily prove or mean abuse. NSPCC guidelines (2020) state that in contrast, continuous incidents may indicate serious harm and abuse.  However, a study undertaken highlighted that practitioners often feel that rising thresholds for social worker intervention often leads to children at risk being denied the help and support they require (Tanner, 2019). 
Additionally, Children’s Commissioner (2017) refers to the subjectivity of child vulnerability and how this can cause differing viewpoints in the identification of harm and abuse. Children’s Commissioner (2017) therefore highlight the importance of settings reaching a common understanding and agreed definitions before conducting work.
Lastly, RCPCH (2017) emphasises how child abuse is a social construct, and the variations in the way children are raised. Consequently, it becomes difficult for practitioners to identify what is considered as inacceptable (RCPCH, 2017). Furthermore, RCPCH (2017) refer to cultural relativity, and state that some behaviours that are viewed as acceptable in some cultures are considered as neglect in others.
Tanner (2019) therefore argues that this makes it difficult for practitioners to monitor and measure child harm and there is no specific solution that could rectify this. Nevertheless, it is evident that the reporting and referral of suspected harm helps meet the rights of the child as set out by the UNCRC, allowing children to grow up in safe and secure environments, where they are provided with opportunities to develop healthily (UNICEF, no date).
As described by Maslow (1954), children require physiological needs such as food and shelter to be met before they can progress and develop successfully up the hierarchy. 
Therefore, the practitioner’s ability to identify and address such safeguarding concerns at an early stage has a positive impact on a child’s wellbeing and can protect them from further harm (NSPCC, 2023b).

C. Setting Responsibilities 
Early years settings have a responsibility to ensure a holistic, open and effective approach to safeguarding, whilst considering the UNCRC rights of the child (UNICEF, no date). Early Years Alliance (no date) states that it is vital for practitioners to comply with safeguarding policies to ensure the child’s wellbeing. According to Government’s Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023), practitioners have a responsibility to safeguard children from abuse, poor health and provide opportunities for the best outcomes in safe settings. This helps meet the UNCRC right to a safe environment and protected against abuse. (UNICEF, no date).
Early Years Alliance (no date) highlights that practitioners must prioritise the needs of the child and must identify issues from onset to prevent negative outcomes. Additionally, a collaborative approach should be taken in respect of a child’s welfare (Early Years Alliance, no date).
This is supported by Waterhouse (2022) who states that practitioners must work in collaboration with parents and other agencies when considering the needs and welfare of children. This is based on the Children’s Act 2004 which sets out how local safeguarding partners have a legal responsibility to implement strategies to ensure adequate safeguarding.
According to the EYFS these responsibilities of the practitioners are based on unique and child centred approaches, providing enabling environments, and positive relationships (Government, 2024b). This is supported by Queen Margaret University (2023) who states that to ensure practitioners safeguard holistically, they should provide vast learning opportunities, to encourage exploration and engagement, specific to the child’s needs. This also allows practitioners to build relationships with children (Queen Margaret University, 2023). 
Whilst Powell (2016) states that safeguarding is the responsibility of parents, based on Bowlby’s (1969) theory which suggests that the relationship between parent and child is crucial in the development of the child, Queen Margaret University (2023) state that practitioners must be equipped with appropriate knowledge and values in order to ensure children are free from harm and abuse.
Children 1st (2018) therefore claim that it is the responsibility of the practitioner to provide support and guidance to parents based on this attachment to ensure the rights of the child are met. The Royal College of Nursing (2019) however claim that this needs to be approached in a careful way to ensure ongoing engagement with parents.
Government (2015b) also highlights the importance of the overarching responsibility of local authorities to promote the wellbeing of children. Government (2015b) claim that no single practitioner can understand the full extent of a child’s needs and therefore engagement with families and other professionals must be considered. Practitioners have the responsibility to make referrals and follow up any concerns should outcomes be unsatisfactory (Government, 2015b). Government (2015b) also highlight the importance of child centred approaches, information sharing, timeliness and the views of the child in the safeguarding process.
These actions undertaken by the practitioner help in meeting the rights of the child set out by the UNCRC, whilst considering the child’s holistic development (UNICEF, no date).
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