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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).


Safeguarding is defined as the action that is taken to promote the welfare of children and protect them from harm (NSPCC,2022). In this assignment I will critically reflect on a safeguarding concern that I investigated in relation to physical chastisement of a child using Gibbs model of critical reflection (Brown, 2022). There are six stages to the model; description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusions, and action plan, which guides deeper and methodical reflections. For confidentiality purposes I will refer to the child as number ‘3’. 

3 is a White/British six-year-old boy who has a learning disability living in a rural town in Wales. 3 has experienced several adverse life experiences, in the form of poor parental mental health, parents separating, physical abuse and neglect (Public Health Wales, 2015).

The Social Services and Well-being [Wales] Act (2014) places a duty on relevant partners to inform the Local Authority where they have reasonable cause to suspect that a child is at risk.  A “child at risk” is defined as a child ‘who is experiencing or is at risk of abuse, neglect or other kinds of harm, and has needs for care and support’ (Welsh Government, 2014). Child abuse can be physical, sexual or emotional harm towards a child (NSPCC, 2020). Neglect is the ‘failure to meet basic physical, emotional or psychological needs’ (Welsh Government, 2018). 

When it is assessed that a ‘child is at risk’ practitioners in Wales should refer to The Children Act (1989). The Children Act (1989) provides the legislative framework for child protection systems in England and Wales (United Kingdom, 1989). Its function is to balance children’s rights, parents responsibilities and the states duty to intervene when required. The Children Act (1989) established the ‘paramountcy principle’ meaning that the welfare of the child is paramount (NCPCC, 2022). Section 47 of the Children Act (1989) sets out the requirements where there is reasonable cause to suspect a 'child is at risk’.

The Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2019) replaces the All-Wales Child Protection Procedures (2008) and provides statutory guidance for safeguarding children and adults who are at risk of abuse and neglect in Wales (NSPCC, 2022).  

The Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act (2020) came into force on the 21st of March 2022, making physical chastisement illegal in Wales. Children now have the same legal protection from assault as adults (Welsh Government, 2022). Parents or carers with parental responsibility for a child can no longer use the defence of a reasonable punishment for hitting a child. The overarching aim was to help protect children’s rights and give all children in Wales the best start in life. Wales are now in line with Scotland who, by introducing The Children (Equal Protection from Assault) (Scotland) Act (2019) in 2020, became the first part of the United Kingdom to make it illegal to use physical punishment on a child. In England, The Children Act (2004) makes it unlawful for a parent or carer to smack their child, except where this amounts to ‘reasonable punishment’.  

'Human rights' are the basic rights and freedoms….that human beings need in order to flourish and participate fully in society’ (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2016). The Human Rights Act (1998) protects people’s rights in the United Kingdom allowing courts to consider the European Convention on Human Rights. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is the human rights instrument specifically for children. It was endorsed by the United Kingdom government in 1991. The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure (2011) and the Social Services and Well-being [Wales] Act (2014) integrate the rights and obligations of a child as set out in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). Davies et al (2016) asserts that protecting children from harm and keeping them safe from abuse is essential to the role of promoting children’s rights.

Firstly, I am going to use the description stage of Gibbs reflective model (Brown, 2022). Three referrals were received in one morning sharing concerns about 3. The first was from 3’s mother and second from the support worker supervising 3’s contact with his mother. The referrals were duplicates of each other sharing that 3 had made allegations that his father had hit him and locked him in his bedroom.  The third referral was from school. The headteacher informed that 3 had told his class teacher that his father hurts him and locks in his room. 

The Social Services and Well-being [Wales] Act (2014) places a duty on the Local Authority to respond to relevant partners concerns that a ‘child is at risk’. In dealing with the referral, I used the crisis intervention framework, the Beginning, Action and Termination to approach the process (Lindsay et al, 2013). On receipt of the referrals, I made contact with 3’s mother and the support worker to gain more information about the concern. I completed the initial assessment and reported back to my manager. 

Due to the concerns for 3’s safety, I attended a strategy meeting later that morning which was held within the one day timescale. Its purpose was to establish whether a section 47 investigation was required (Wales Safeguarding Procedures, 2019). I attended with my manager and a police officer. 

There are safeguarding measures already in place. 3 is subject to a Care Order (United Kingdom, 1989). This means that the Local Authority share ‘Parental Responsibility’ for 3 with parents. The Care Order was granted as the Court was concerned that 3 ‘was suffering, or was likely to suffer, significant harm attributable to the care given to him’. In accordance with The Care Planning, Placement and Case Review [Wales] Regulations (2015) he was residing with his father under a Placement with Parent arrangement.

The Children Act (1989) defines harm as the ‘ill-treatment or the impairment of health or development’. However, there is no clear definition of significant harm (United Kingdom, 1989). The Children Act (1989) states ‘Where the question of whether harm is significant turns on the child’s health or development, the child’s health or development is to be compared with that which could reasonably be expected of a similar child’.

We agreed that 3 was not at risk of imminent harm as he was at school. The decision was made for me to undertake a joint section 47 investigation with the police and to take 3 for a child protection medical as there was reasonable cause to suspect that 3 has suffered physical harm.

Lord Laming’s report (2003), following the death of Victoria Climbie in 2000, led to policy reform and significant changes in multiagency child protection systems. It highlighted that there was a need for different agencies to share information with each other. The next step for me was to gather information from the relevant agencies. I made some telephone call to arrange to go into school with the police officer to interview 3. I arranged the child protection medical for later in the afternoon so that father could finish work and attend with myself and 3. It was important that 3’s father attended the medical as he has parental responsibility for 3 and could give consent for 3 to have the child protection medical. I spoke to the speech and language therapist to ascertain whether an Intermediary communication specialist was needed to assist 3 during the section 47 investigation (Intermediaries for Justice, 2022). She did not feel this was necessary as 3 had a good understanding of language.

The Children Act (2004) established Local Safeguarding Children's Boards to safeguard and promote the welfare of children and young people in England and Wales and to promote effective collaborative working between agencies. For the first stage of the section 47 investigation, I went to see 3 at school with the police officer. 3’s preferred language is Welsh. I am also a fluent Welsh speaker. Therefore, in accordance with The Welsh Language (Wales) Measure (2011) and More Than Just Words (2016) follow-on strategic framework I was able to make the ‘Active Offer’ of speaking through the medium of the Welsh language. 

The Equality Act (2010) protects people from discrimination and imposes a duty on practitioners to make reasonable adjustments and to make arrangements to remove any barriers that might disadvantage the person. Disability is one of the eight protected characteristics of the Equality Act (2010). As 3 has a learning disability and communication difficulties I had to take extra steps to ensure effective communication and to establish and maintain his trust and confidence (Welsh Government, 2017). I asked if his classroom assistant would be present while we interviewed him. I prepared by asking the classroom assistant how we could best get 3 to tell us what happened. I followed the advice of the classroom assistant who suggested that we used toy figures and the dolls house to replicate home as he has a good use of language when he play with toy figures. 

To support a free narrative account from 3, I used a questioning model with open ended questions for the section 47 investigation to find the facts, assess the risk, analysing it and make a professional judgement in regard to risk of significant harm (Martin, 2010). During the interview 3 confirmed that his father locks him in a room.

I then attended an emergency legal gate keeping panel to share the outcome of the investigation undertaken so far with my manager, senior manager, and the Local Authority legal advisor.

Article 9 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF,1989) states that ‘children must not be separated from their parents against their will unless it is in their best interests’. The Human Rights Act (1998) state that people have the ‘right to private family life’. However, this is a ‘qualified’ right not an ‘absolute’ right meaning that the state can intervene in family life where there is a risk to safety and protection in necessary (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2016).  The decision was made was that it was necessary to remove 3 from his father’s care today to safeguard him whilst further assessments were undertaken. 

Due to the level of work required to be undertaken in a short space of time, I asked my manager to complete the referral for a placement to the Local Authority placement team and to speak to a support worker who could support me in transporting 3 to his child protection medical and placement. I have previously completed a risk assessment which concluded that 3’s can demonstrate challenging behaviour when in a car and therefore two workers should always transport him.

The second stage of the section 47 investigation was to inform 3’s father of the allegation, to interview him and to inform of the plans for immediate removal. I spoke to father on the phone. Father denied the allegation and offered alternative reasons why 3 might have made the allegations. He agreed for 3 to have a child protection medical and to attend  with myself and 3. He agreed to the removal on the grounds that 3 was going to be placed with his respite foster carer whilst assessments were undertaken.

The third stage of the section 47 investigation was the child protection medical. Along with the support worker, I transported 3 to the child protection medical and met father there. The physical examination proved difficult as 3 was distressed by the process. The child protection medical did not provide any physical evidence for the section 47 investigation, but the paediatrician stated that what 3 had shared was concerning and required further investigation.

We held a follow up strategy meeting to discuss the outcome of the section 47 investigation. I attended with my manager and a police officer. The section 47 investigation concluded that 
the concerns were substantiated and 3 might be at risk of significant harm. However, the police did not have enough evidence for a criminal investigation. Therefore, the decision making was left with the Local Authority.

A follow up emergency legal gate keeping panel was held to continue to reside with his foster carer whilst we completed further assessments to ascertain whether it would be safe for 3 to return home to father and if so, what support would be required or whether the Local Authority should give notice on the Placement with Parents arrangement. 

Over the next few weeks, I completed a care and support assessment (Welsh Government, 2017). A thorough and comprehensive assessment contributes to effective decision making in child protection. To inform the assessment, specialist assessments were obtained from the children’s speech and language therapy service and the psychologist who completed a cognitive assessment of 3. The foster carer shared further concerns about 3’s behaviour. He was scared and hiding when there were raised voices and he hid under tables when he thought he was in trouble. The assessment concluded negatively and following a further legal gatekeeping meeting, notice to end the placement with parents was given to father.

Next, I will use the second stage of Gibbs reflection model, Feelings, to identify my reactions and feelings to the intervention (Brown, 2022). Over the course of twenty-four hours, I went through a range of emotions. Initially, I felt anxious and apprehensive about the work ahead of me. After interviewing 3, I felt anger towards the father and a sense of responsibility as 3 had trusted me enough to share some information with me. I was overwhelmed knowing the work that was ahead of me. On reflection, I can see that my practice of making professional judgments in increasingly complex situations was developing because I was confident that we were making the right decision for 3 to keep him safe

Due to the pace of the intervention, there wasn’t any time to stop and reflect on my feelings over the course of the day. I had a case management meeting which focused on the Local Authority’s plan to safeguard 3’s and the work I was required to do. I did have an unplanned supervision with my manager at the end of the working day which supported me to rationalise my emotions (Howe et al, 2003). I am lucky to have attended training on secondary trauma whilst working in a residential children’s home a few years ago and the knowledge from the course has remained with me throughout my career. This enabled me to focus on prioritising some self-care and taking some time for myself that night (Lindsay et al, 2013). Despite the additional support that was provided, I still ended up being awake during the night reflecting on the events of the day and the work ahead.

The third stage of Gibbs reflection model is Evaluation. The aim of the crisis intervention is to address the crisis with coping strategies and draw upon strengths, and resources (Teater, 2014). To inform the investigation, I had to gather information, support 3 to establish new relationships with the police officer and paediatrician, use active listening, recognising strengths in the way of identifying possible alternative carers whilst conducting the interview and implement a plan. I found that knowing that there is a process to follow reassured me as I began an intervention where there was uncertainty as to what the outcome was going to be. 

Along with the police officer, I went to interview 3 without parents’ knowledge because it was deemed that 3 might be at risk of harm if father was aware of the allegation. I understood this was necessary to safeguard 3 but I always find it difficult if I’m not open and honest with families through the whole process (Welsh Assembly Government, 2017). I discussed my feelings with my manager and reflected on the requirements of the child protection process. Reflecting on my feelings with my manager reminded me that I was a professional social worker who has a duty to work within legislation and to the Code of Professional Practice (2017).

I used the six necessary and sufficient conditions of a person-centred approach to enable 3 to encourage him to talk about his lived experience (Teater, 2014). 3 is a boy with a learning disability and communication difficulties. I have given some consideration to how I communicate with 3 and found that role play is the most effective way to communicate with him. I always role play with 3 during my sessions with him. By now, he knows this is how he gets to tell me about his lived experiences. The police officer observed and took notes as I interviewed 3. In the role play, I took 3 back to being at home playing with his family. This naturally led him to talking about his father and his experiences of living with his father and showing me how his father locked him in his bedroom through the dolls. I ensured that I was showing empathetic understanding and unconditional positive regard through lots of praise and encouragement during the interview. I think it was a successful approach because 3 shared more information with us than I anticipated he would.   

The section 47 investigation identified that 3 might be at risk of significant harm. However, further assessments were required if the Local Authority were going to end the Placement with Parents arrangement. The decision was made at the emergency legal gate keeping panel to remove from his father’s care whilst we completed further assessments. I was feeling overwhelmed at this stage but agreed that this decision was necessary to promote 3’s well-being whilst supporting him to stay safe (Welsh Assembly Government, 2017).

I talked to 3’s mother on the phone. She was relieved that we were protecting her son from harm. Father denied using physical chastisement. I had to work hard to maintain the trust and confidence of father (Welsh Government, 2017). After a long discussion with him about the investigation process and why the safeguarding steps where necessary he agreed to 3 being placed with his respite carer.

For 3, the move did not seem traumatic because he knew the foster carer as he had been staying with her for respite once a month for the last six months. Father managed this well telling 3 he was going on his holidays to see the foster carer. 3 accepted his explanation and was pleased to see the foster carer when we arrived at the placement. Observing 3 with the foster carer reduced my anxiety.

I used the Local Authority’s risk assessment tool to support me in completing the section 47 investigation. I ensured that I adhered with The Data Protection Act (2018) which is the UK’s implementation of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), when sharing the report with my manager and legal department via e mail (United Kingdom Government, 2018).

Analysis is the fourth stage of Gibb’s reflective model. 

Schooling (2017) estimates that disabled children are over 3 times more likely to be abused or neglected than a non-disabled child. 3 is vulnerable to risk of harm because of impairment which is associated to learning disability (Hothersall, et al, 2010). I used my professional judgements to assess whether 3 was suffering or was likely to suffer significant harm by comparing what could reasonably be expected of a similar child. (Davies et al, 2016).

In the first instance, when assessing the risk of significant harm, I considered that the risk of significant harm had already been established within care proceedings and a Care Order was in place to protect 3. Secondly, 3 had told three key adults in his life what had happened; his mother, teacher and then myself. I thought this was information was integral to the assessment.  

During the interview, it was the police officer’s role to investigate beyond all reasonable doubt whether a crime had been committed (Davies et al, 2016). My role, on the other hand, was to determine whether 3 needed protection and consider whether that on the balance of probabilities, the incident had occurred. We didn’t identify that there was a criminal element to the allegation but on the balance of probabilities we concluded that the incident was likely to have occurred. (Hothersall et al, 2010).

This was my first joint section 47 investigation. I had attended Achieving Best Evidence training which provided guidance on undertaking a child centred collaborative joint interview with the police. Therefore, had an idea of the process and what to expect. At first, this was a daunting thought but on reflection the police officer valued my input as I had a pre-established relationship with 3 and background knowledge of the concerns.

The Systems theory helped me understand the structures and processes to interprofessional collaboration within the child protection process (Crawford, 2011).  I had to interview 3, his parents and class teacher to gather information for the investigation. I then had to share the information and my analysis with my manager, senior manager and legal department.

I think I demonstrated professional integrity in accordance with the Code of Professional Practice (2017). I had to be accountable for my decision and justify my judgments and actions in legal gatekeeping panel and also with father (Davies et al, 2016).

I was very conscious of the power within this piece of work. I had a duty to follow legislation. I was having legal advice to ensure that I was complying with legislation. I felt that the process was disempowering and to some extent empowering for 3. Disempowering because he had to tell his account two times before he was listened too. He told his mother and his teacher. He then had to be interviewed by me and a police officer, have a child protection medical and then had to leave his home to be safe from harm (Crawford, 2011).

Gibbs’ next stage of reflection is the Conclusion. I think I worked well with the police officer and the classroom assistant when conducting the section 47 interview and achieved good outcomes for 3.

Reflecting on my personal values, I believe that change can be achieved by establishing relationships with people to help them identify their strengths, needs and well-being outcomes (British Association of Social Workers, 2012).  However, through reflection in supervision, I concluded that we had put in all the support we could to support father to facilitate change, however, his behaviour continued to be a barrier and if fact continued to put 3 at risk of significant harm. Therefore, my values are evolving through knowledge, experience and understanding. Consequently, this makes me feel confident we made a decision which was in 3’s best interests. The ‘welfare of the child is paramount’ is a principle which is embedded in my personal value base (United Kingdom, 1989).

Finally, we turn to Gibb’s sixth stage of reflection, the action plan. Reflecting in supervision, I learnt the value of getting written reports from agencies and not just a verbal account of concerns. For 3, this could have triggered a safeguarding referral earlier. I have also learnt that the section 47 investigation process is more than an investigation, it’s an assessment of risk from the point of the initial referral to the conclusion of the investigation. 

I feel that I have developed a better understanding of what safeguarding legislation and procedures I need to follow from undertaking this task. I have also understood the importance of collaborative working to gather information to inform assessments so that I can make confident professional judgements. 3’s voice was heard within the child protection process, and this enabled the Local Authority and its partner agencies to protect him from further harm.
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