
Firstly…
Please read our separate document on Safeguarding in prayer spaces which covers the 
essential guidance on working safely in schools.

What this guidance is about
Prayer spaces offer pupils the opportunity to be open about their thoughts and feelings in a 
setting that is safe and welcoming. Activities that invite a written response are usually 
intended to be anonymous, something that pupils often find to be very helpful:

“A calming place where you can release your emotions and anger and share things 
anonymously.” Chloe

“A place of peace where no-one judges you.” Tom

Whilst most written responses can be profound, moving or at times, humorous, there may 
be occasions when something you read causes you concern because of the pastoral or 
safeguarding issues that it implies.

This document sets out the current best practice in managing these pupil responses in 
keeping with your responsibilities towards the child and the school with regard to 
safeguarding and confidentiality. It has been reviewed for us by several people who work 
professionally in the field of education and policy.

In outline the main points to be aware of are:
We are there to serve the school and are accountable to the staff and leadership. This 
includes knowing and following the school's safeguarding policy and procedure.
The best interests of the child should be at the heart of any decision.
In some circumstances you have a legal duty to report your concerns.
When it comes to confidentiality the consent of the child is not always needed before 
you share information.

In depth 
There is much more detail and four case studies in pages 3 - 12

Best practice 
There are some best practice guidelines for managing prayer spaces on page 13. 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Some of the information in this guidance has come from:

National Guidance
Note that there are slight differences in policy, procedures and terminology relating to 
safeguarding or child protection in each of the four nations of the UK; England, Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland.
This document draws on the guidance for England, but this will be broadly in line with the 
guidance of the other three nations.
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Information sharing  
Advice for practitioners providing safeguarding services to children, young people, 

parents and carers 
Date of issue: May 2024 
Publisher: Department for Education 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/safeguarding-practitioners-information-sharing-advice

Keeping children safe in education  
Statutory guidance for schools and colleges 

Date of issue: September 2023 
Publisher: Department for Education 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/keeping-children-safe-in-education--2

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/safeguarding-practitioners-information-sharing-advice
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/keeping-children-safe-in-education--2


The context for a prayer space in a school
We are there to serve the school

We are running the prayer space as visitors to the school and at the invitation of staff. 
We are therefore committed to working with the school, its policies and procedures, and 
recognise and work with the leadership and pastoral systems. In practice this actually 
makes some aspects of our pastoral responsibility much easier as we should always 
refer any concerns directly to pastoral or safeguarding staff.

Know who the Designated Safeguarding Lead is
In your planning for the prayer space ask for the name of the Designated Safeguarding 
Lead and their deputy and arrange to meet them to agree your safeguarding policy with 
the school. It also helps to know where their office is so you can find them if you need 
them. If the school has designated staff for pastoral support it’s worth finding out who 
they are and where they are based. Most concerns about pupils can be dealt with by 
them.

We have a duty of care.
People working with, or caring for, children in schools are acting ‘in loco parentis’, that 
is, they have a duty to care for the child in the same way as ‘a reasonable parent’. The 
following paragraphs from “Keeping children safe in education” outline these 
responsibilities.

Paragraph 2 – Safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children is everyone’s 
responsibility. Everyone who comes into contact with children and their families has 
a role to play. In order to fulfil this responsibility effectively, all practitioners should 
make sure their approach is child centred. This means that they should consider, at 
all times, what is in the best interests of the child.
Paragraph 3 – No single practitioner can have a full picture of a child’s needs and 
circumstances. If children and families are to receive the right help at the right time, 
everyone who comes into contact with them has a role to play in identifying 
concerns, sharing information and taking prompt action.
Paragraph 4 – Safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children is defined for the 
purposes of this guidance as:

protecting children from maltreatment
preventing the impairment of children’s mental and physical health or 
development
ensuring that children grow up in circumstances consistent with the provision of 
safe and effective care, and
taking action to enable all children to have the best outcomes.
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A duty to report
There are some issues where there is a legal duty to report concerns and there can be 
penalties for not doing so. These are:

Harm/risk of harm – Anyone who has reason to believe that a child has been harmed 
or is at serious risk of harm has a duty to report their concerns as soon as possible.
Extremism or radicalisation – the Government’s “Prevent” strategy places a 
responsibility on those working in Education to prevent young people being drawn to 
radical or extremist groups or ideologies.
The Government has defined extremism in the Prevent strategy as: “vocal or active 
opposition to fundamental British values, including democracy, the rule of law, individual 
liberty and mutual respect and tolerance of different faiths and beliefs. We also include 
in our definition of extremism calls for the death of members of our armed forces”.
Schools already recognise prayer spaces as a positive contribution to pupils’ 
understanding, respect for and tolerance of different faiths and beliefs.
Female Genital Mutilation – FGM comprises all procedures involving partial or total 
removal of the external female genitalia or other injury to the female genital organs. It is 
illegal in the UK and a form of child abuse with long-lasting harmful consequences. 
Teachers must personally report to the police cases where they discover that an act of 
FGM appears to have been carried out. Unless the teacher has a good reason not to, 
they should also still consider and discuss any such case with the school or college’s 
designated safeguarding lead and involve children’s social care as appropriate.

[From: Keeping Children Safe in Education, Annex B]

If you have any concerns about a pupil you must report it to a member of staff with 
pastoral oversight or the person who is the Designated Safeguarding Lead. Don’t walk out 
of the school knowing something of concern that you have not passed on.
In short…

Don’t take concerns out of the school. 
 
Confidentiality
Firstly, there is no such thing as absolute confidentiality when working with children and 
young people in school - think in terms of appropriate confidentiality. What they write in 
a prayer space is usually publicly viewable by others and we have a responsibility to the 
school to report any concerns. This needs to be done with the best interests of the child at 
the heart of any decisions, but there may be occasions where you have a duty to report 
and you do not need to have the consent of the child to share information about them.
DfE guidance states:

All staff should know what to do if a child tells them they are being abused, exploited, 
or neglected. Staff should know how to manage the requirement to maintain an 
appropriate level of confidentiality. This means only involving those who need to be 
involved, such as the designated safeguarding lead (or a deputy) and local authority 
children’s social care. Staff should never promise a child that they will not tell anyone 
about a report of any form of abuse, as this may ultimately not be in the best interests 
of the child.

[From: Keeping children safe in education - paragraph 17]
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Prayer spaces are safe spaces for children to express their thoughts and feelings and 
might be the first place where a child has felt safe enough to share what is happening to 
them.

If a child talks to you about an issue
There may be occasions when a pupil wants you to know what they have written. Some 
have asked a team member to be with them when they wrote a response, or have wanted 
to show a team member what they’ve written; others have chatted about their thoughts or 
feelings. Such conversations are usually very positive, can be a helpful way for some 
pupils to reflect on the activities in the prayer space and do not cause any concern.
If a child talks to you about an issue that causes you concern they have clearly identified 
themselves. You need to ensure that they know you cannot keep what they say secret but 
must tell a member of staff. If you can, for their reassurance and especially in the case of 
younger pupils, say who you will tell and that this is because you want to keep them safe. 
Ideally you would accompany them and support them in doing this. However, if they do not 
want to talk to a member of staff you still need to report the conversation you have just had 
to their class teacher, a pastoral leader or the Designated Safeguarding Lead. This is not 
betraying confidences but is in the best interests of the child as the member of staff will 
have access to other information and will be better equipped to decide on the best course 
of action.

Dealing with anonymous responses
In most cases pupils’ responses to activities are anonymous. This can be a problem when 
you spot a response that has the potential to be of concern as you won’t know which pupil 
wrote it.
Remove the response – whether it is genuine (most likely) or not (some pupils may write 
fake responses for a laugh) it’s not helpful that other pupils see it. Remove it from the 
activity but keep it in a safe place, out of view of other pupils, so that you can show it to a 
member of staff if necessary.
If you know when it was written – if you check pupil responses at the end of each lesson 
you should be able to identify which class was in the prayer space when it was written. 
This is one reason why we recommend that you check pupil responses after every class or 
break time. You should hand the response to the class teacher who may be able to identify 
the child from their handwriting. If pupils also complete a feedback or evaluation sheet at 
the end of the lesson which includes their first name this may help the teacher in matching 
the handwriting.
If you can cross match the handwriting and identify the pupil do not use this information to 
question them as this could be viewed as investigation which is the responsibility of Social 
Services or the Police.
The teacher is in a better position than you are to make a judgement about whether the 
response is of genuine concern and to act appropriately. Understandably, this raises 
questions about confidentiality and anonymity when it comes to pupils responses – there is 
more on the issue of confidentiality and information sharing later.
An anonymous response is not a disclosure – unless a child identifies themselves or 
you are able to find out who they are and they confirm that the response is theirs, an 
anonymous response is not a disclosure. However, you should still pass it on to the 
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appropriate staff member. It may be that writing the response was a first step for a pupil 
that could lead to them speaking to someone at a later date.

Confidentiality and Information Sharing
Best practice is always to treat the information people share with respect and only to share 
it when you have their consent. As an example, this is why we advise that photographs of 
pupil responses posted to the internet or on social media should not be originals but 
rewritten to anonymise the handwriting (as have the examples later in this document).
However, people working with children (under 18’s) have other statutory responsibilities 
which, on occasions, require that they share information even when the child has not given 
implied or explicit consent.

The following ‘Myth-busting guide’ is an extract from:
Information sharing – Advice for practitioners providing safeguarding services to children, 
young people, parents and carers. July 2018 

Myth-busting guide 
Sharing of information between practitioners and organisations is essential for effective 
identification, assessment, risk management and service provision. Fears about sharing 
information cannot be allowed to stand in the way of the need to safeguard and promote 
the welfare of children and young people at risk of abuse or neglect. Below are common 
myths that can act as a barrier to sharing information effectively: 

The GDPR and Data Protection Act 2018 are barriers to sharing information 
No – the GDPR and Data Protection Act 2018 do not prohibit the collection and 
sharing of personal information. They provide a framework to ensure that personal 
information is shared appropriately. In particular, the Data Protection Act 2018 
balances the rights of the information subject (the individual whom the information is 
about) and the possible need to share information about them. Never assume 
sharing is prohibited – it is essential to consider this balance in every case. You 
should always keep a record of what you have shared.

Consent is always needed to share personal information 
No – you do not necessarily need the consent of the information subject to share 
their personal information. 
Wherever possible, you should seek consent and be open and honest with the 
individual from the outset as to why, what, how and with whom, their information will 
be shared. You should seek consent where an individual may not expect their 
information to be passed on. When you gain consent to share information, it must be 
explicit, and freely given. 
There may be some circumstances where it is not appropriate to seek consent, 
either because the individual cannot give consent, it is not reasonable to obtain 
consent, or because to gain consent would put a child or young person’s safety or 
well-being at risk. 
Where a decision to share information without consent is made, a record of what has 
been shared should be kept.
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Record keeping
Where you have concerns about a child and you have spoken to pastoral staff or the 
Designated Safeguarding Lead you may also be required to complete a form for the school 
recording your concerns and the action you have taken.

All concerns, discussions and decisions made, and the reasons for those decisions, 
should be recorded in writing. This will also help if/when responding to any complaints 
about the way a case has been handled by the school or college.

[From: Keeping Children Safe in Education – paragraph 68, Record keeping.]
If you make your own written record this should be done in a way that anonymises the 
child, perhaps by just using their initials, and this record should be kept securely by the 
person responsible for Safeguarding in your organisation.

Personal information collected by one organisation cannot be disclosed to 
another organisation 

No – this is not the case, unless the information is to be used for a purpose 
incompatible with the purpose it was originally collected for. In the case of children in 
need, or children at risk of significant harm, it is difficult to foresee circumstances 
where information law would be a barrier to sharing personal information with other 
practitioners. 
Practitioners looking to share information should consider which processing 
condition in the Data Protection Act 2018 is most appropriate for use in the particular 
circumstances of the case. This may be the safeguarding processing condition or 
another relevant provision.

The common law duty of confidence and the Human Rights Act 1998 
prevent the sharing of personal information 

No – this is not the case. In addition to the GDPR and Data Protection Act 2018, 
practitioners need to balance the common law duty of confidence, and the rights 
within the Human Rights Act 1998, against the effect on children or individuals at 
risk, if they do not share the information.
If information collection and sharing is to take place with the consent of the 
individuals involved, providing they are clearly informed about the purpose of the 
sharing, there should be no breach of confidentiality or breach of the Human Rights 
Act 1998. If the information is confidential, and the consent of the information subject 
is not gained, then practitioners need to decide whether there are grounds to share 
the information without consent. This can be because it is overwhelmingly in the 
information subject’s interests for this information to be disclosed. It is also possible 
that a public interest would justify disclosure of the information (or that sharing is 
required by a court order, other legal obligation or statutory exemption). 
In the context of safeguarding a child or young person, where the child’s welfare is 
paramount, it is possible that the common law duty of confidence can be over 
overcome. Practitioners must consider this on a case-by-case basis. As is the case 
for all information processing, initial thought needs to be given as to whether the 
objective can be achieved by limiting the amount of information shared – does all of 
the personal information need to be shared to achieve the objective?
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“To my Dad…”
A ‘Sorry’ card with the message shown here was 
found after a lesson in a secondary school.
There was no way of identifying the pupil, though 
the prayer room team could be reasonably sure 
that this card had been written during the lesson as 
it had not been seen previously. The writer would 
have been 12 or 13 years old.

The concern
The obvious concern is that this suggests the 
father has been physical abusing this young person. The child is being harmed or is at risk 
of harm. There is also a possibility that this person could still be abusing other children.

Safeguarding and confidentiality issues
1. The card is anonymous, therefore does not constitute a disclosure.
2. This was hanging from one of the ‘sorry strings’ along with other cards and therefore 
cannot be considered confidential within the school. Other pupils may have read it and 
may have recognised the writing.
3. Because the card suggests physical abuse it raises a safeguarding concern and must 
therefore be reported.

What happened
The card was scanned and emailed to one of the senior pastoral staff and the Designated 
Safeguarding Lead along with information about which class it was from. Responsibility for 
following this up was therefore passed to the appropriate staff at the school.

How does this support the ‘best interests of the child’?
Safeguarding is about “protecting children from maltreatment; preventing impairment of 
children’s mental and physical health or development; ensuring that children grow up in 
circumstances consistent with the provision of safe and effective care; and taking action to 
enable all children to have the best outcomes.”

[Keeping children safe in education, para 4]

This issue is still of obvious concern to the pupil but they may not have been able to 
articulate it to staff or had an opportunity to do so in a setting where they feel comfortable. 
It is in the best interests of the child that professionals involved in their life (this includes 
school staff) are aware of the abuse and its consequences. 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“Will she stop drinking.”
This note was found in a ‘Letting Go’ activity that 
invites pupils to write down what’s worrying them 
and then let it go by posting it into a box.
The prayer room team could be absolutely sure 
that the note had been written during the previous 
lesson as the box had been empty at the start.
The handwriting on the note clearly matched that of 
one of the feedback forms completed by pupils at 
the end of this lesson on which they had written 
their first name. The pupil could therefore be identified by first name and class group.

The concern
Although it is not clear who ‘she’ refers to, there is a strong probability that this person is a 
close family member of the writer; perhaps their mother, sister, aunt or grandmother. There 
are several concerns:
1. The emotional impact on the pupil who is clearly worried about this situation.
2. The increased risk factors for this pupil, and potentially other children in the family, as a 
result of adult alcohol misuse.

“Substance misuse by a parent or carer is widely recognised as one of the factors that 
puts children more at risk of harm. The biggest risk posed to children is that parents, 
when under the influence of drugs or alcohol, are unable to keep their child safe.” 
(NSPCC)

Safeguarding and confidentiality issues
1. This note is anonymous and therefore does not constitute a disclosure.
2. The note was posted into a closed box which implies confidentiality. The pupil is unlikely 
to have imagined that it would be read by others.
3. However, because it raises a concern you have a responsibility to report this pupil 
response to staff.

What happened
A member of the prayer room team, who was also the school chaplain, took this 
information to the pastoral head so that they could make a decision about any further 
action.
The pastoral team later reported back to the chaplain that they knew there was an issue 
with the girl’s mother drinking but they had been led to believe this was now resolved. The 
girl’s note confirmed that this was still an issue. Because of the way this note had been 
posted anonymously the school pastoral staff didn’t follow this up directly with the girl, but 
this information did allow them to be more aware of her situation and to offer support if she 
appeared to be struggling in school.

What if…
Without the feedback form it would probably have been impossible to identify the pupil who 
wrote this note. However, because of the potential for harm to the child that the note 
implied it should still have been shown to the class teacher who could decide if there was 
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a way of following it up. School staff will have a bigger picture of pupils lives, issues and 
behaviour and are better placed to make a judgement about this kind of note.

How does this support the ‘best interests of the child’?
The best interests of the child override any other factors including justifiable concerns 
about confidentiality. Remember that, “In addition to the GDPR and Data Protection Act 
2018, practitioners need to balance the common law duty of confidence, and the rights 
within the Human Rights Act 1998, against the effect on children or individuals at risk, if 
they do not share the information.” [From: Information Sharing - DfE 2018]
The child was clearly worried about this situation and the prayer room team’s response to 
this note allowed the school to have a better understanding of her situation and to be 
better prepared to offer support or refer to other agencies. This was done on a ‘need to 
know’ basis to maintain an appropriate (not absolute) level of confidentiality.
If something bad had happened to the child as a result of the parent’s drinking and you 
had kept this information a secret how would you feel? If it later emerged that you knew 
this information, you could be criminally liable.
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"Dear God, please help my step father to 
stop hurting me"
A Year 5 pupil posted a post it note with this message onto 
the bubble tube in bubble tube prayers. A volunteer spotted 
the note when the class had left but couldn’t be sure which 
of two girls had written it.

The concern
This note is clearly referring to some kind of abuse by a step 
father on this pupil that is still ongoing. There is a possibility 
that he may be causing harm to other children in the household. Also, whilst expressed in 
a prayer, the child is clearly asking for help.

Safeguarding and confidentiality issues
1. The post-it is anonymous, therefore does not technically constitute a disclosure.
2. This was posted on a bubble tube along with other pupils’ prayers which could be read 
by others and therefore cannot be considered confidential within the school. Other pupils 
may have read it and may have recognised the writing.
3. Because the note suggests physical abuse it raises a safeguarding concern and must 
therefore be reported.

What happened
The volunteer pointed out the post-it note to the prayer room team leader who removed 
the note and took it immediately to the head teacher. He and the class teacher examined 
the hand writing and checked the school files which indicated that one particular girl’s 
social interaction, class work and attitude had dropped over the last few months. With this 
in mind the school contacted Social Services.
How does this support the ‘best interests of the child’?
The best interests of the child are that they grow up free from abuse, in this case physical 
abuse. The need to safeguard the child overrides any concern you may have about the 
implications for the family. There can be a natural concern that if concerns are reported 
this could lead to children being taken from the family home with the consequent emotional 
disruption this would cause. But this is not your judgement to make.
“Fears about sharing information cannot be allowed to stand in the way of the need to 
safeguard and promote the welfare of children and young people at risk of abuse or 
neglect.” [From: Information Sharing - DfE 2018]
The school is in the best position to evaluate the relevance and implications of the 
message on the post-it note and you are doing the right thing simply to pass the note onto 
the appropriate member of staff.
What happened next..?
The school was sufficiently concerned to pass this information on to Social Services with 
the result that the children (girl and siblings) were removed from the family home 
immediately for their own safety. There is a happy ending in that within a year the children 
were back at home and the issues were resolved. The child was then happy and 
contented and her school work and social interaction returned to normal.
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“I am worried about visiting my birth Dad this weekend and 
don't want to go.”
This message was written on a note found in the 
‘Letting go of worries’ box by a teaching assistant 
who was helping in the prayer space at a primary 
school and had noticed which child had written the 
note.

The concern
This note appears to suggest there is something 
about the child’s birth dad or the situation at his 
home that is causing the child concern. There could 
be issues with the birth dad (were these related to the parental separation?), or with a new 
partner, or with new step siblings.

Safeguarding and confidentiality issues
1. This note is anonymous and therefore does not constitute a disclosure.
2. The note was posted into a closed box which could imply confidentiality. The pupil is 
unlikely to have imagined that it would be read by others.
3. Because the note raises a concern it must be acted on and reported to staff.

What happened
Because the teaching assistant had noticed which child wrote the note they were able to 
report this to the head teacher. When the head spoke to the child it turned out that she was 
worried because she would be missing her foster dad's birthday, which she wanted to 
attend, and wasn't actually worried about meeting her birth dad.

How does this support the ‘best interests of the child’?
Although, in the end, this turned out to be a reasonable worry but not in any way a 
safeguarding concern it would be easy to view the response of the school and prayer 
space team as an over-reaction. However, this is to be wise after the event. The original 
note raises a potential concern and as a visiting team you have a responsibility to the 
school to report any concerns. It is for the school to make the safeguarding judgement. 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Implications for best practice in introducing and running a prayer space in 
school
In light of this guidance there are some implications for the way that prayer spaces should 
be run to ensure best practice.

Review responses after each lesson
After each lesson or break time, get your team to review the pupil responses. Some 
people put a discreet pen mark on the ones that have already been read to make it 
easier to spot the new responses. Or you can thin out the responses as you go, leaving 
you fewer to have to check over. Remove any that could cause concern. This also 
allows you to check for inappropriate responses which you may also wish to remove to 
prevent them inspiring copy-cat behaviour by others.

Ensure that your instructions do not imply confidentiality
When introducing the prayer space be careful not to imply that what pupils write will be 
confidential. It would be worth highlighting that just as they can read other people’s 
responses, so others will read theirs.

Make it clear there are people to talk to
In your introduction make it clear that pupils are welcome to talk to teaching or pastoral 
staff or one of the prayer room team about any of the issues raised by the prayer 
space.

Safeguarding is the priority
If one of your team has a concern about a pupil they should be released immediately to 
discuss this with one of the pastoral staff or the Designated Safeguarding Lead. Do not 
wait until the end of the day or the next free lesson – you might forget and in some 
cases delay could be seen to be criminally negligent. Make sure you write up a verbal 
disclosure as soon as possible after the conversation, using as much of the pupil's own 
words as you can remember. Include the date and time of the conversation.

Appropriate confidentiality
You cannot promise, or seek to maintain, absolute confidentiality when working with 
children (under 18’s) in school. There will be some staff, form tutors, pastoral staff, the 
Designated Safeguarding Lead, who need to know about issues of concern. It may help 
to think in terms of ‘appropriate confidentiality’, passing on information on a ‘need to 
know’ basis to the fewest and most relevant people who can act on the information you 
are sharing.
Never pass on any information about concerns just for interest or discussion, including 
for prayer.
If you want to discuss the situation as part of your own personal supervision or 
personal support you must describe the situation anonymously and your conversation 
with your supervisor must be confidential.
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