The construction of childhood and child safeguarding.
This essay will focus on childhood and how it has been defined throughout history. It will highlight the first pieces of legislation regarding children's safeguarding and how this has developed to the present day. It will discuss how safeguarding polices and legislation have improved children's lives and how health and social care services are reducing inequalities. Finally, it will look at approaches and interventions that support the most vulnerable in present times.  
Throughout history and in today’s society, the concept and understanding of “childhood” is always evolving (Owen, 2017). Adults today believe that they have a major role to play their child's life and development. While adults feed, clothe and comfort their children, it is documented that children socialise and educated themselves by focusing on other children to learn rather than from adults (Grey, 2016). A child is currently defined as anyone under the age of sixteen according to the UK Government (2010), however, childhood has been defined in the past as the early stages of one's life. In the late 18th Century children were described as innocent, incapable and naïve and their voices were supressed (Cunningham, 1998).  Aries (1976, cited in Retford, 2016) argued that the idea of childhood in medieval society did not exist, and was not a valued phrase that humans would recognise, as before the eighteenth-century people did not show an interest or care about age and dates (Retford, 2016).  Historically children were not seen as important or considered valuable to society, and often their families would send them out to work from a young age, and they would be abused by the adults in their lives and even sold by their parents if they felt they didn’t contribute enough towards family income (Wright and Potter, 2012).   
Child exploitation is one of the oldest welfare problems within society’s history. Children were forced to work in factories, agricultural settings and down coal mines, where many children died from the dangerous conditions they were made to endure (Filip et al., 2018). At the end of the 20th century there was still a global issue with children still being forced to work in horrendous conditions, and in 1996 the International Labour Office (ILO) stated that approximately 250 million children were classed as working, but this was predominantly in undeveloped countries (Hagemann, 2002). Within the UK, boys under 10 and women and girls of any age were taken out of the mines following The Mines and Collieries Act 1842 (National Museum Wales, 2011). This act along with others like the Factory Act (1833), shaped the path of change as the first important pieces of legislation to end child labour (Griffin, 2014). This in turn changed the perception of how people viewed children. 
Thomas Agnew took inspiration from New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children and in 1884 along with leading figures, he launched the London Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (LSPCC). Other societies were subsequently set up in other areas across the United Kingdom, and in 1889 the LSPCC was changed to the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC, 2008).  The organisation is still in operation today and is now the UK’s largest children’s charity, having estimated that in the last five years alone 6 million children are safer due to their organisation (NSPCC, 2022). They have played an integral role regarding the development of policies and practices for the safeguarding of children across the UK and Channel Islands from cruelty and abuse (KPMG, 2019). Cruelty or abuse towards a child is defined as either physical, phycological or sexual harm or abandonment by anyone over the age of sixteen (Herzberger, 1990). The NSPCC also campaigned heavily to create changes in the law to give children rights (NSPCC, 2020).   Safeguarding is a process of protecting and preventing all forms of harm or abuse including sexual, physical or emotional abuse and negligent treatment, regardless of their age, race, religion or any other vulnerable characteristics the child my display (UK Government, 2022).
The first legislation to allow authorities to prosecute individuals accused of child cruelty or abuse came into force in the 1880s (NSPCC, 2021). The first prosecution that required a formal inquiry surrounding children’s safeguarding was the death of a 12-year-old child called Dennis O'Neill. He was killed while in foster care, which prompted the introduction of legislation to protect children within the foster system to be created (Parry, 2021). This applied to organisations that had any involvement with children and had a duty of care to Safeguard a child (Johnson, 2019). Many high-profile child abuse deaths in the early 1900’s led to in-depth inquiries which subsequently led to the development of the child protection system that we have today in the UK (NSPCC, 2021). The Children’s act 1948, provided new measures for local authorities, stating that local authorities have a duty to provide care to any children when their parents are unable to care for them in a safe manner, and that they should focus on what is in the child’s best interests (Parker, 2011). From the early 1900’s to early 2000’s, legislation and policies have provided significant change regarding safeguarding of children, by focusing on a broader range of what constitutes as a risk to children, and what part professionals play in relation to this (Parton, 2010). Legislation has increased over the years since the first act in the 1880s. As mentioned, the first children's act was created in 1948 there was an update to this in 1975 which shed light on the importance of children’s welfare (National Archives, 2022). The children's act 1989 provides the legislative framework in England and Wales that the current safeguarding and child protection system is based on, giving every child the right to safeguarding against any abuse (NSPCC, 2021a). This is a big contrast to children from before the turn of the 20th century, when children historically where not classed as important unlike today where children are seen as precious members of the family (Hart, & Pavlovic. 1991). There was no concept of child protection and children were forced to work in unsafe conditions, whereas this is unheard of and unthinkable within the UK today (UNICEF, 2010). 
Organisations providing their staff with the training to recognise signs of abuse and to document their findings professionally lends a hand along with polices to further safeguard children in today's society (Foster, 2021). Good practise for protection of children is to understand that safeguarding is everyone's responsibility whether that be a schoolteacher, medical professional or community group leader (Webber, McCree and Angeli, 2013). However, it has been suggested that not all healthcare professionals for example dentists, have confidence when reporting if they have a concern (Patrick, Kandiah and Welbury, 2020). When an individual has a concern regarding a child’s welfare, they are advised to contact their local children's social care team, or if they feel the child is at immediate risk to call the police. Once reported, more evidence is gathered to gauge whether a social worker or a police officer need to attend the home to look further into the matter to establish if the child or children are at risk (Government Digital Service, 2014).  

Despite the amount of legislation and policies surrounding children's welfare in place today and the proposal for more improvement in the future, there is still a large number of children exposed to high levels of abuse, including physical, sexual and psychological (Hart, Lee, and Wernham, 2011). The Munro Review (2011) questioned whether local authority boards tasked with the safeguarding of children were effectively ensuring children are protected from harm (Solomon, and Blyth. 2012). With multiple practices and policies in place the number of NSPCC serious case reviews are only growing (NSPCC, 2021b) and it can be questioned whether local authorities are learning from their failings. An example of this is in February 2000 a young girl by the name of Victoria Climbié died following months of abuse from her great-aunt and the aunt’s partner. It is documented that just weeks before Victoria died, a social worker from the local London borough visited the house but as there was no answer, so she assumed they had moved (Laming, 2003). This case became one the of most publicised abuse cases of its time, with the government holding an inquest into the failings. Less than 8 years later a 17-month-old boy identified as baby P was found dead in his cot following months of abuse in the same borough as Victoria Climbié (Department for Education, 2010).  It can be argued that the system has still not progressed significantly since the death of Victoria with agencies not sharing important information and working on a multi-agency partnership, children ‘slipping through the net’ and missed opportunities to intervene as an early stage (Carlick, 2020). Another issue that had been documented following the death of baby P. was the media attack on social workers, by the newspapers, who wrote damaging articles that painted social workers as the main failing is that case. This is turn made it difficult for social workers to do their jobs efficiently.  This also highlights the seriousness of child abuse, and many local social work departments received double the number of calls of concern following the high-profile case, which made it difficult to spot the cases that needed urgent attention (McNicoll. 2017).
   Regardless of the high level of provision in place, a study has highlighted that deprived local authorities within the UK face a higher demand for services that are poorly funded and inadequately equipped to cope (Hood et al., 2018). The study focused on the inequalities in provision which it believes were failing because of how the safeguarding system was structured. The focus was on a case-by-case approach indicating that the social problems presented themselves as individual risk factors, for example neglect of a child, and this was assessed in relation to parental deficits rather than poverty (Bywaters, 2020).
The study also stated that ‘white British’ children are ten times more likely to be in the care system and ‘Black Caribbean’ children are 20 times more likely to be in the care system than ‘Asian Indian’ children (Turner, 2018). Professor Paul Bywaters, from the University of Huddersfield led the study and he suggested that this became a priority for the government. He stated, “Two things strike me – first, the extent of deprivation that many Black and ethnic minority groups experience, and second, big disparities between Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Indian children, and between those from African and Caribbean backgrounds, as well as differences with white children.” (Bywaters et al. 2019)
It is evident that over the course of history the wellbeing and safeguarding of children has dramatically improved. Children did not hold a valued place in society before the 1900s and would be exposed to unsafe and barbaric conditions to earn a very small living for their families. A lot of children were seriously injured or died prematurely due to the conditions they worked in. With the introduction of child protection legislation, and policies and practices being introduced over the last hundred years, the opinions of children have changed, and they are looked upon as a precious and valued member of the family who needs protection. Despite the laws that exist to protect children, there are still a high number that are victims of abuse and neglect who have even been killed by their abusers. This shows that there are still lessons to be learnt about intervening at the earliest signs of any neglect or harm to their welfare. It has also been documented within studies that there are high levels of inequality within the safeguarding of children, and these studies found it is not only the ethnic origin of the children but also whether they come from deprived local authorities which can have an impact. The largest organisation in the UK, the NSPCC aim of provide more polices and laws to try to eradicate child abuse within the UK and they are working with the government to continually monitor the situation, so that it will never be as bad for children in the future as it was in the past. 
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