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Task 3

Safeguarding and working in complex situations – Case Study

Guidance;
Please ensure that you meet the National Occupational Standards and assigned Learning Outcomes for this task (see appendix 5 and 6 of the handbook). 

	Question:
Complete a critically reflective case study based on an assessment that you have undertaken with others, in your own area of work, concerning the safeguarding of either an adult or a child. You must demonstrate how the case relates to or could relate to safeguarding legislation, policies, strategies and procedures (including demonstrating an understanding of the interface between social services provision in Wales with the United Kingdom, the European Union (EU) and outside the EU). You must demonstrate your understanding of the integration of analysis in assessment, collaborative working and professional judgements in increasingly complex situations and the use of social work theories. You must refer to the specific dimensions of working in Wales. 


4000 words (+/- 10%: include your actual word count at the end of each section).


The aim of this essay is to be critically reflective of an assessment that I have undertaken within my role as a Social Worker within a long term children’s team. I will discuss how the case related to safeguarding legislation, policies, strategies and procedures and how I utilised my own professional judgement and my knowledge of social work theories within the assessment / case. 

To begin with, Glaister (2009) explains that the term ‘critical’ is used to refer to open-minded, reﬂective approaches that take account of different perspectives, experiences and assumptions.

Practicing as a Social Worker in long term team in Wales means that I work under several legislations to ensure that I practice lawfully and within the best interests of the child / person. The protection and well-being of children is a matter devolved to Senedd Cymru with the primary role of the safeguarding of children laying with Local Authorities. Under part 7 of the Social Services and Wellbeing Wales Act (2014), all Local Authorities in Wales must have local children’s safeguarding boards which have to comprise of representatives from police, health, social services and others to ensure that children in Wales are adequately safeguarded. The All Wales Child Protection Procedures (2008) provide common standards to guide child protection practice for every Local Safeguarding Children Board in Wales. As mentioned, Senedd Cymru can legislate on matters that are not reserved to the UK parliament, one of these being the Rights of children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure (2011) which means that the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) is now law in Wales. In addition to this legislation is the Children Act (1989), this Act brought together and simplified existing legislation relating to the care of children. 

With all this in mind, it is essential to my practice that I continue with being critically reflective of my practice. 

There are many different models of reflection which are available to me as a newly qualified Social Worker, one of which is Gibb’s Reflective Cycle (1988), which is the main one I like to use during supervision and generally on a day-to-day basis. In my opinion, it is imperative within Social Work that practitioners are critically reflective on their practice as this will improve their overall performance and can ensure that intervention and support is person centred (Joseph, S. and Murphy, D., 2013) and specific to that situation / family.  

For one specific case that comes to mind, Gibb’s reflective Cycle was used, alongside Schon’s Model of Reflection (1983). The case was a young teenager who I will refer to as 1, 1 was accommodated under section 76 of the Social Services and Wellbeing Wales Act (2014) and was placed with a Foster family a few miles from home. 1 was often running away from home and concerns were increasing with regards to 1’s vulnerability and the risk that 1 was posing to herself. There were many professionals supporting 1, such as workers from the substance misuse team and mental health support workers however, as the lead professional in the case who was accountable, it was important that I liaised with everyone to ensure a multiagency approach was taken.  

Although I had experience of working with teenagers (my own personal experience of being a teenager) and understood about teenage development, the brain and how important peer relationships are to teenagers, this individual was a worry of mine. For no apparent reason (so it seemed), 1 would run away from home, 1 would self-harm and 1 would often be intoxicated and with older males, which increased 1’s vulnerability and risk of exploitation. For this case, specifically, I was having weekly supervision and ‘check ins’ as it was identified by the team that this case was extremely complex. Supervision for Social Workers is critical and vital to good practice. “Supervision is the cornerstone of good social work practice and should be seen to operate effectively at all levels of the organisation” (Laming, 2003).  

Having some sort of knowledge and understanding of this young person was vital in this case as I was so confused as to why 1 was behaving in such a manner that was placing 1 at significant risk of harm, therefore I convened a professionals meeting to enable me to speak about 1 with others from the past who knew 1 and the family well and would give me a bit of background on 1 and a full; chronology, which in my opinion, would support me in my many hypotheses in relation to this case. Working in collaboration with others is a key principle of the SSWBWA (2014). I was initially quite worried and anxious about this meeting as those who I had invited, were far more experienced and knowledgeable than I was and had been working in their fields for many years and would therefore know more about things than I would. In the meeting, I felt that due to my anxieties about feeling inadequate, I did not ask the questions that I would have if I were to chair that meeting again now. I felt that I may also have hurried it up as all I was thinking was that I wanted it to end so that I could ‘escape’ the situation.  Although looking back on this meeting now, I understand that it was extremely beneficial to my practice that those other more experienced professionals were there as they helped me reflect with them on possible reasons why 1 was presenting as 1 was. I should have taken that opportunity as a chance to learn, to gain better knowledge and understanding of the issues facing young people living in Wales and how different services look at different theories in relation to people and their ability to cope. 

This meeting was extremely useful to me as on the paperwork that was provided, the case read very differently than what it did hearing information directly from the individuals who were involved in the case prior to my involvement. Other professionals involved in the case were able to identify areas or concern which I hadn’t thought of, and although some may have felt this as a personal criticism of their practice. Reflecting together or group reflection as it’s sometimes referred to in my team, in my opinion, is extremely useful as not only does it allow me to be open minded to other factors which may be impacting the family and 1, it also enabled me to question and be questioned by other practitioners on my opinions, hypothesis and judgements on the case (Eby, 2000). 

I felt that working together and having other’s help me to critically reflect on my thoughts, assumptions on the case supported me to be more critical of my practice and able to explore other avenues and possibilities.   

Although, in relation to this case, meeting as a core team was beneficial to me, it also highlighted that some services were not fully aware (or understanding) of their role with regards to safeguarding (All Wales Child Protection Procedures, 2008). One of the agencies present, during the meeting, shared quite concerning information with me which should have been referred into the departments Central Referral Team as not only did it just involve 1, but it involved another young person too. Using Schon’s (1991) Theory of Reflection, I was able to reflect in action on the fact that although I was feeling inadequate in comparison to others in the room, I was actually more aware of child safeguarding than others present and should not have been so critical of myself of my ability.   

Following this professionals meeting, it was felt that due to 1’s parents inability to work with the Local Authority and inability to keep their child safe, that the Local Authority needed to make an application to court for an Interim Care Order under section 31 of the Children Act (1989) which would enable us (the Local Authority) to share parental responsibility with parents for 1, so that decisions could be made in 1’s best interests as it was felt that the family were not prioritising 1 over their own needs. As a mother, I was very much aware of my own prejudices towards the choices the parents were making with regards to their daughter, however I did not allow these or my own personal values (Code of Professional Practice, 2017) to shape the approach I took with the case or with regards to the empathy I showed to them both for the situation their family was in. 

Although people have a right to a private family life, which is a qualified right under article 8 (Human Rights Act, 1998), safeguarding overrides this (Scarman, 1986). Whilst baring this in mind, I also had to work with 1’s family and parents and knew that although I was seeking an Interim Care Order for this case, I needed to remain respectful to the parents, their rights, and experiences. I found this a ‘balancing act’ and again, made use of my supervision with my senior to discuss how I approached certain situations with them. I would often sit with my senior and would go through each step of Gibb’s reflective model as it helped me separate my feelings from the facts of the case. I found this quite difficult as I was aware that I wasn’t 1’s parent, they were, but had a duty as a representative of the Local Authority who was ensuring their child was safeguarded from further harm. 

Working and practicing as a Social Worker in Wales means that I work under several legislations, with them main one being the Social Services and Wellbeing Wales Act (SSWBWA, 2014). As this young person was now classed as a ‘Looked After Child’ under section 74 of the SSWBWA (2014) I had to complete a ‘Looked After Child Care and Support Plan’ review meeting. This assessment would then cover, in detail, each area of the assessment triangle (Framework for the Assessment of Children and their Families, 2011) and would therefore enable me to identify what support she would require in order to safeguard her from further risk. 

As the family live in Wales, although we conversed in English it was vital that I offered the assessment in Welsh too (More than Just Words, 2011) as it is important to people living in Wales that they have the opportunity to speak the language if they wished to do so. Moreover, it would also allow them (and 1) to have more voice and control over the assessment (SSWBWA, 2014). It was also important that I spoke about living in Wales to them as it was useful to understand what resources were available to them in the area and if needed, how could I support them and 1 to access these. In addition to this, conversations around living in Wales and what this meant to them would enable me to gain a better understanding of what community, family and the impact of wider systems meant to them, it could also aid me in my support to the family as this could be more person centred. I felt this was very important here as in the area where the family lived were issues such as unemployment, poverty, homelessness along with substance misuse.  The surrounding areas of the town were very rural too, where there were very few transport links therefore, I needed to be mindful of ll this wen completing the assessment for 1. 

When developing the care and support plan for her, each action I wrote was written in collaboration with her as she is the expert in her own life and if I were to set actions or targets which she was not motivated or able to achieve Prochaska and DiClemente (1983), these would have been pointless and may have resulted I her ‘failing’ at reaching her targets and therefore, potentially making her feel negative about herself and her abilities. It would also give her voice and control over her plan which is one of the core principles of the SSWBWA (2014). Although it was important for me to listen to her wishes and feelings, these wishes would not have shaped the plan if they would have resulted in further harm coming to 1. 

With reference to my personal and professional values, (BASW, 2018) this was something that I initially struggled with as was not able to understand why parents were unable to prioritise 1 and put her above their own needs. Whilst with parents, I found myself reflecting in action the more time I spent with them, The more information they gave to me, the more I would reflect in action on this, which would then shape my responses to them. Being a mother, myself made this worse as I was putting myself in the shoes of the parents and still, was unable to identify or understand why I was unable to do this. Following supervision with my senior around my personal struggles with this case, she helped me understand that each and everyone of us is different and that there are reasons why people make the decisions they do. We made good use of one of our supervision sessions to look at systems theory, attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) and crisis management theory and how these theories both worked really well when trying to unpick and understand this case. 

Furthermore, from discussions with other professionals from other agencies, it became apparent that 1’s father was a victim of domestic abuse from his wife. This then, allowed me to think about the dynamics within the home and to hypothesise as to why 1 was running away and would harm herself when intoxicated. I wondered to myself it this was her way of managing with her feelings and thoughts of home life. I also had to make sure that I was fully up to date with most recent legislation as laws, guidance and policies are forever updating (Domestic Abuse Act, 2021). ‘One in 6-7 men and one in 4 women will be a victim of domestic abuse in their lifetime’ (mankind.org). From this point onwards, I was quite surprised that although I felt I was not judgemental, after finding out this information about 1’s father being a victim of domestic abuse, my feelings towards him and his wife changed. With me now feeling unable to understand how 1’s mother was a perpetrator of domestic violence as she seemed so lovely, supportive and caring towards her husband. 

As mentioned above, when reflecting on this assessment, I was able to identify the impact that the wider network was having on 1 and how the possibility that she was experiencing or witnessing some domestic abuse at home was having on her. This allowed me to empathise with her and this then allowed me to understand her a little better and the reasons behind why she would constantly run away from her home. Although it helped me understand a little better the reasons why, I was aware of not accepting the fact that she was doing this as this was placing her at a significant risk of harm. 

With reference to specific Social Work theories which supported me in this case. I feel that systems theory helped as it allowed me to take into consideration the wider network around 1 and how her behaviour could have been impacted by a number of different factors. I was able to access all 1’s records which were held on file (XXX Council) and was able to put together a picture in my head of a timeline of events for her and what had been happening in terms of the case. Attachment theory also helped me with my understanding of how and why the parents were not prioritising 1 and when 1 was experiencing a crisis, and why she did not look to her parents for support. I was able to reflect on this with the psychologist that was linked to the team, and we discussed how her parents unavailability to her and inconsistent responses to her as a young child would have impacted their relationship with one another and subsequently 1’s feelings of safety and security around them. By looking at the two together, it aided me in my accepting that not all families have the same relationship with one another as I have with my children and family members and that how having a secure bond with at least one person was a safety factor. Also, when exploring systems and networks within the family, I was able to see that although 1 did not have a close bond with her parents, there was a close friend of the family who was able to step in and support 1 moving forward. Sitting and having these types of conversations with 1, my senior and other practitioners helped me see that Social Work theories and models aren’t used in isolation and that they all link together.   

With regards to my professional judgement in this case, as it was extremely complex (and I was aware of high profile it was within the team), I was extremely mindful of how my own anxieties could have been shaping my responses to the ever changing issues and hurdles I was presented with which may have caused me to engage in defensive practice (Whittaker & Havard, 2016). Therefore, I was constantly discussing my worries and concerns with my senior, to ensure I was not being too risk adverse or defensive in my decision making.   I felt that initially I did not make good use of my own abilities and experience and that I was allowing myself to be led by others. This could have mainly been down to my lack of experience and feelings of inadequacy however as time progressed and I spent more time with the family, I was much more confident in my ability to make plans and decisions using my own professional judgement. At times, this was not supported by other professionals working with the family however, I was able to take into consideration the full chronology of the case, other family members who were available to 1, resources available to 1, my holistic view of 1 and the evidence and information available to me and the evidence of previous change and positive progress maintained and was therefore confident in my decision making. In addition to this, I feel that the relationship between myself and my senior supported my confidence with regard to my professional judgement as often she would sit with me and reflect together and following this refection, she would agree with my decisions and recommendations. This would often boost my confidence and would confirm to me my abilities as a Social Work practitioner. 

During my first year in practice, I came to realise and understand the importance of reflection in Social Work and how my knowledge and understanding of this may help individuals I work with to reflect on their own lives and decisions they have made (Brookfield, 1995). Supporting them to be reflective, may in future, create better decision making for children thus providing more safety for vulnerable children. Initially I had identified 2 models of reflection and how they are useful to me however, I have now come to the conclusion that any form of reflection is beneficial, and no one size fits all. Certain reflective models are useful in certain situations and are best suited to specific tasks. Also, Social Work Practitioners need to have a clear understanding of all Social Work Theories as one can never have too much knowledge. 
  
Throughout the assessment process of 1, I wondered ‘what if’ about some of the decisions I had made and often thought about what would have happened if I had not sought an Interim Care Order (Public Law Outline, 2014) in this case. I also thought about ‘what if’ intervention was provided to the family at an earlier stage, would we have needed to have issued care proceedings and maybe the case could have been managed more effectively through a child protection plan (Children Act, 1989). However, having laws, thresholds and guidance within Social Work helped me understand what steps needed to be taken to ensure safeguarding of 1 and that the decisions I made, were the right ones and were on her best interests. 

Working within children’s services can be extremely difficult at times and should result in you constantly reflecting on your practice, with you asking questions on decisions you’ve made and second guessing yourself on whether the direction you’ve taken the case has been the best one or not. During my first year in practice, through supervision and discussions with colleagues, I feel that I have developed my ability to become a critically reflective practitioner which has also enabled me to home in on my core skill as a Social Worker which are enshrined within the Code of Practice (BASW, 2021). Having a supportive, experienced team around me too has enabled me to learn from more experienced practitioners which has meant that I have been able to pick out traits of other workers that I have felt have been useful and have been able to ‘perfect my craft’. I say this as I do not take things on face value, I am able to look at specific cases holistically, and during assessments am always open minded to other people’s opinions and thoughts and also take on board advice given by colleagues. I take each case as it comes and do not make assumptions on things. Although I feel that my skills have improved greatly, I am mindful that there is always room for further reflection and personal growth and am open to this.   

(Word Count 3623)
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