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Critical analysis of historical and current policy in the field of protecting and safeguarding children in early years education and care 0-8 years. 
This piece of work aims to critically explore the evolution of perspectives in the planning, construction and delivery of policy in the field of protecting and safeguarding children in early years education and care 0-8-years. Xhou et al. (2022) highlight the intention that public policy has in managing social assets, provision of services and the measurement of government mandates on its citizens. However, put more simply, Dye (2013, page 3) states that public policy is “anything that a government chooses to do or not to do”. This links to Foucault’s ideas on governmentality, which Madsen (2014) defines as a method of establishing a collection of measures and techniques to create a society that can be ruled and controlled effectively. Furthermore, Lorenzini (2023) highlights Foucault’s  ‘disciplinary power’, which aims to infiltrate the minds and bodies of individuals with the sole purpose of producing an effective contribution in their tangible lives. Additionally, Armstrong (2015) recognises Foucault’s theory on discourse which is not solely focused on language and conversation but as a system of representation, a method of communicating that can be used to construct knowledge and shape societies, this being the purpose of public policy. Policy and the discourse surrounding it can manipulate the meaning and intention to be conducive to the political or governmental rationale that underpins it (Adams, 2017). According to Angermuller, Maingueneau and Wodak (2014) discourse is a complex idea that incorporates a variety of theoretical viewpoints including psychoanalysis, Marxism and poststructuralism. They go onto describe that discourse is centrally positioned between power, subjectivity and knowledge. This highlights the intricate relationship between power, subjectivity and knowledge, and raises the question of who is entitled to have a say. Not all subjects within society are equally represented, such as children, and as such are less visible and consequently unable to influence what constitutes power, even in issues that directly impact them.
To gain a deeper understanding of where policy is currently, the origins of how policy may have contributed to the understanding of early years in society must be considered (Inglehart, 2020). Navarro (2007) claims that a neoliberalist ideology is becoming more common in the public policies of governments. The neoliberalism ideology of policy making postulates that reducing the number of government interventions lends itself to a capitalistic society which has resulted in an unprecedented period, negatively impacting social well-being globally (Navarro, 2007). Garrett (2019) defines neoliberalism a method to gain and accumulate capital through the reduction of welfare provision. Sims (2017) proposed that neoliberalism has had a detrimental impact on early childhood due to the positioning of children as an asset or an investment for future economic success. This can be evidenced through some of the wording in current policy context in Wales, such as the New curriculum for Wales and the Well-being of Generations (Wales) Act 2015, both of which highlight the desire to create citizens who will contribute positively to society (Welsh Government, 2022; Welsh Government, 2025). Morley and Macfarlane (2014) claim that social justice and human rights are sacrificed through neoliberalist ideologies. Furthermore, Brockman and Garrett (2022) assert that neoliberalism is focused on responsibilities rather than rights and as such, rights, justice, fairness and the general make-up of a well-balanced, strong and kind society are unequivocally inhibited. Blakely (2023) agrees and believes that neoliberalism, through cuts to public spending only succeed in making the poor poorer and the rich richer. 
According to Weber (2015) the bureaucracy of contemporary societies ability to function are characterised by the understanding of formal and written policy. Policy is a collection of outcomes and the methods for which to realise those outcomes, however effective or poorly considered, written, rationalised or implemented they are (Howlett and Cashore, 2014, p.17). Similarly, Kraft and Furlong (2020) define policy as a plan for government activity or inactivity in responding to societal problems. Both of these definitions imply that there is no guarantee of the effectiveness of policy, which raises questions about the process around policymaking and implementation. However, Cairney (2020) argues that policy is too challenging to define due to the difference in meaning between those who make policy and those who are recipients. 
To gain a deeper understanding of policy in the field, it is important to understand how the concepts of children and childhood have developed through history. A child is defined by the United Nations on the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) as an individual under the age of 18 (UNICEF, 2019). In contrast, New World Encyclopaedia (2024) define a child as an individual who has yet to reach puberty. However, the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) (no date) believe that the UNCRC’s definition of a child being an individual under the age of 18 does not correspond to the social understanding of childhood globally. Montgomery (2022) emphasise how children across the world are viewed entirely differently for example, in part of Africa children as young as four are expected to look after siblings and fetch and carry water, Wales has more recently adapted specific policy in the form of the Additional Learning Needs and Educational Tribunal (ALNET) (Wales Act) to consider children and young people from the age 0 – 25 (Welsh Government, 2018). This implies that the state of childhood is not a biological one but more of a social construct, which differ significantly globally (Montgomery, 2022).
Childhood is defined as a period of development in humans, where their physical and mental abilities increase (New World Encyclopaedia, no date). Similarly, the American Psychological Association (2024) believe that childhood is the period between the end of infancy and onset of puberty. However, Lansdowne and Vaghri (2022) note the challenges of defining such terms due to cultural and religious diversities globally. Robinson and Jones-Diaz (2017) agree, stating that social, economic, technological, cultural and political issues make defining and determining a consistent approach to children and childhood is difficult. 
Norozi and Moen (2016) believe that the notion of childhood is a modern phenomenon, and as such it is a contemporary construct that has prioritised and cemented the concept of childhood in today’s society. The term ‘childhood’ has produced different meanings in contexts over time (Norozi and Moen, 2016). This links again to Foucault’s governmentality, whereby an understanding of concepts and power result from exploring how a government state and individual subjects, such as, in this instance, children, co-determine each other's emergence, focusing on evolution (Lemke, 2000). Similarly, Heywood (2018) affirms that childhood is a social construct that evolves over time and is influenced by society and diversity. Bacon and O’Riordan (2023) support this by highlighting how legislation, economy and culture have influenced childhood. Furthermore, according to Sen (2021) and Qamar (2021), whilst recognising these influences, adds that childhood has evolved through historical and cultural contexts. Additionally, Power (2022) affirms that the meanings associated with children and childhood therefore are socially constructed and vary according to time and place rather than being defined by the biological immaturity or unevolved nature of children.
A retrospective look at the 10th to the 13th century demonstrates how children were historically perceived in a contrasting view to that of a more contemporary era. Muller (2018) highlights how the notion of childhood is contingent on socio-historical developments. Ariés’s (1960) seminal work suggests that the notion of childhood did not exist in the medieval era and cites contextual examples such as very young children working to support the family, the indistinction between adults and children in law and the depiction of children in artwork of the time where children were depicted as small adults. Furthermore, Shorter (1975) highlights how children in that same period would be referred to as ‘it’ and were often treated with indifference and/or negligence due to the high mortality rates. This idea is emphasized by children being expected to work and provide as well as a lack of any distinction between an adult and a child in any domestic laws (Gulati, 2021).  However, Gittens (2004) and Corsaro (2011) argue the value of Aries’s work as it is based solely on his scholarly work on medieval art and literature rather than primary evidence. Similarly, in contrast to Aries’s work, Hanawalt (2002) states that many researchers believed that the concept of childhood did exist prior to the middle ages, albeit a very different concept to that known today.
Furthermore, Aries’s (1960) work highlights that during the 17th century children began to be seen as separate to adults.  As such, they were emerging as innocent individuals who had yet to be ‘tarnished’, needing protection and guidance from adults. Philosophers, Rousseau and Locke were influential in this period, their belief that children should be children, free and natural was beginning to take hold (Pouwels, 2023). Some of the reasons around this were improved child mortality rates, resulting in parents being more invested in the child, providing higher levels of care, love and affection (Gulati, 2021). This increased demonstration of attention towards children led to the concept of ‘childhood’ (Aries, 1960). Children were differentiated from adults by the introduction of children’s clothes, games, and celebration of holidays (Sattaur, 2011). It was in the same period that children were starting to be seen as pure and innocent individuals who should not be corrupted by sexually inappropriate behaviour. Prior to this, children were seen as sexually unconcerned rather than sexually innocent and inappropriate sexual behaviour towards children was not considered to be unusual or wrong. In this same period formal education was uncommon and was reserved for those within wealth families (Clark, 2023).
It was the eighteenth and nineteenth century where child development theories began to amplify the importance of childhood and identify specific development and protection needs, therefore changing the child’s position in society. Batten (2020) and Power (2022) articulate how the work of John Locke and Jean Jacques Rousseau in the realms of child development and children’s needs began to change societies perceptions of children. Brodie (2025) concurs, stating that Rousseau identified childhood as a unique and treasured time were children require support and protection. Additionally, Stanton (2018) claims that not only were the likes of John Locke responsible for transforming the way children were viewed within society, Locke also had a pivotal role in changes in perceptions to politics and how to govern effectively and with liberty. Despite the two theorists sharing different approaches and beliefs, they both ultimately influenced society in seeing children as deserving of care, protection and education. These views, and ongoing changes in perceptions began to influence policy and legislation with the introduction of the first Education Act in 1870 as an example of this. 
Child development theories not only revolutionised understandings of developmental needs and norms, but also significantly impacted the field of childhood, formative years, education and care and value of children in society (Saracho, 2021). More recent theories on child development such as those of Piaget and Vygotsky, focus on social interactions, autonomy and meaningful experiences (Lourenco, 2012; Dasen, 2022). This demonstrates how perceptions of children evolved and were beginning to be viewed as equal to adults and as being competent and capable in their own right. Furthermore, Power (2022) highlights some of the early 19th century influences on the notion of a child and childhood such as, the romanticist approach of the likes of Wordsworth, Coleridge and Blake and the world views of educationalists such as Pestalozzi and Froebel. 
The Elementary Education Act 1870 was a key event in the perception of how children are perceived and it provided a framework for schooling 5-12-year olds. Parliament UK (2024) highlights the 1870 legislation as being the first of its kind in England and Wales that displayed a sincere commitment to providing education to children nationally. Power (2022) believes that comparisons made between other countries that had already introduced education systems and appeared to be growing economically and Britain, whose economy was shrinking. Mcculloch (2020) states that the introduction of compulsory education would result in creating citizens who would be able to contribute more effectively to society, therefore improving poverty and economic. This links to current Welsh Policy, specifically the New Curriculum for Wales and its four purposes of supporting children to become ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Welsh Government, 2022). In relation to this is the work of Robinson (2006) who believed that our current and historical approaches to education globally, inhibit the creativity of children, excessively focusing on standardisation and conformity, which, rather than creating the desired ‘types’ of citizens, prevents children from becoming the types of adults that education systems, government and policy globally desire. These notions also link to previously alluded to theories on governmentality a concept defines the use of power, through government, policy and legislation to govern and illicit citizens to behave in a certain way. 
Ucan and Ucan (2019) explore the implicit and explicit purpose behind the introduction of the education reform. Their research demonstrates that the implied intention of education legislation would result in a better, more skilled and knowledgeable workforce with a rounded set of values. This is supported by Ansell and Lindvall (2013) who outline the link between education systems, welfare support and economic approaches. However, the actuality behind the intention of introducing an education system was increased power and control over the classes, ultimately maintaining the segregation of the classes. Policy can be described as a set of guidelines and rules that are reinforced by a set of beliefs and values affiliated to particular brand of politics or certain ideologies (Cardno, 2018; Bell and Stephenson, 2006; Busher, 2006). The ideologies at the time the Education Act of 1870 was introduced included rights, liberty and equality, this is because the Liberal Democrats were in power. This is supported by Balliet (2016) who purports that the liberal democrats ideology is that of egalitarian, a principle of which is that everyone deserves the same rights and opportunities.   
Middleton (2010) and Mcculloch (2020) believe that the inception of the Education Act saw the position of children within society shift substantially towards a more positive one. However, further analysis of the Act demonstrates that children’s rights and needs came second to the societal need to improve poverty and economic status (McColloch, 2020). Furthermore, Power (2022) claims that although children’s standing in society was improving, it was not because they were better valued on their own merits, rather than for the merits of the adult they would grow into.
It is only since 1883 that children and their rights have been given more of a priority. This is supported by Barnett (2022) who believes that children’s rights were given far less recognition than they are now. This is due to the changing views on the nature of children in society. Middleton (1970) agrees, stating that the inception of education legislation in 1870 radicalised a child’s social standing and resulted in children being given a “special status”. Another indication of a child’s inferior standing in society in the early nineteenth century is reflected in the fact that the first piece of legislation to prevent cruelty to animals came into force in 1822, yet the first piece of legislation to prevent cruelty to children came in to force in 1889, nearly 70 years later. The Safeguarding Alliance (2022) believe that it was the act of protecting animals which led to identifying a need to protect children too. According to Lebow and Cherney (2015) one reason for animal protection being introduced before child protection was due to the complex and diverse nature of family make up making it challenging to legislate for. The very fact that the first piece of legislation to consider the protection of children; The prevention of cruelty to and Protection of children Act 1889, came after that of the Education Act 1870 and legislation to protect animals implies that protecting children came as a secondary consideration. 
The twentieth century was the most transformative in terms of children, childhood and developing a child-centrered society. This was in part because of the improvement in standards of living, transforming society from enduring poverty into a more modern society of consumerism (University of Sussex, 2024). University of Oxford (2024) articulate that several events and perception changes from the late 19th century through to the late 20th century influenced the construction of the child. These include revolutionary collaboration of the government, voluntary associations, charities and knowledgeable professionals along with an increased potential of welfare policy, equality and inclusivity and family dynamics (University of Oxford, 2024).
In the early 1900’s children were still being viewed as economic assets who were expected to contribute to society and as such child labour was still prevalent, this was due to a lack of child labour laws to prevent this. Radfar et al. (2018) believe that it was around this time there was a transformation in thinking, in part due to education being made more accessible, the introduction of welfare laws and the growth of the economy. The Conservative government at the time was focused on a new social support system in the form of nationalism, with the aim of supporting larger groups of people (Vojtěchovský, de Haan and Almagor, 2023). This was in contrast to the egalitarian approach of the liberals in the latter half of the 19th century (Balliet, 2016). Furthermore, Vojtěchovský, de Haan and Almagor (2023) express how the immense advancement in communication and mass media facilitated the ideologies, philosophies and strategies to be spread far and wide, both geographically and socially, across all classes of society. Cairney (2024) discusses how political views are often exercised to keep important issues from the public and media agenda. 
The Employment of Children Act 1903 prohibited the employment of children under the age of 16, demonstrating a shift towards children being seen as more important. Some of the other influential policy with regards to education of children was the Education (Provision of Meals) Act 1906 – introducing free school meals for those in need, Education (Administrative Provisions) Act 1907 – introducing the need for all school children to receive medical inspections. This implies a shift in ideology towards helping those in need.   
The early 1900’s was known as the progressive era where there was more of an emphasis on child welfare. Advocates of children campaigned for education reform,  child labour laws were introduced, living conditions were improved and there was a shift in how children were viewed, from small adults to individuals in their own right with rights coming into consideration. Liberal democrats were in power and introduced welfare initiatives like pensions and national insurance. The desire and drive for legislation protecting children and improving their well-being had been growing (King, 2016). Later, the labour government was focused on supporting the working class in order to produce the citizens of the future, labour saw this as an opposing view of the opposition, the conservatives, who viewed children as the soldiers of the future (King, 2016). Ironically, both of these views rested on the premise that protecting children would later benefit society and the state. However, Smith (2024) believed that children and families of the working class benefitted from policies focussing on equality. 
Following the second world war, the focus on children’s rights was still increasing. Abrams (2014) discusses the rise of the feminist ideology of the time, which was influential in impacting social and political changes in that period, with an increase in family orientated approaches. Therefore, in the decades following the second world war, where more women were joining the workforce, there was an expansion of publicly funded education, childcare and maternity allowances (Barillé et al., 2023). This was an economic drive rather than child centred driven. This can be compared to the current economic political drive by governments with the offering of 30 hours free childcare. However, this period was the founding of the concept of ‘care’, a more nurturing approach to children. Child development theories supported the concept of the early years being a critical period for learning, relationships, development and more. 
The Education Act 1944 and the Children Act 1948 was influential in raising the school leaving age to 15 and making secondary education free for all and considering more stringent measures with regards to protecting children. This was the post war, all -party coalition government approach to state education and was one of the most influential pieces of legislation in this era (West, 2023). This is because it put an emphasis on equality, ensuring that all children received equal opportunities and viewed as valuable, however, the implication still being that children needed to be educated to become ‘complete’. Children had been viewed with a deficit view, a sense of becoming rather than of being (King, 2016). This contributes to a conceptual view of children as inferior or insufficient, one that is still held by many today. Matthews (2010) stresses the importance of moving away from the deficit view of children by engaging, involving and actively listening to them. This aligns to the view that current policy and legislation holds of children, seeing them as competent and capable (Wyness, 2019). Being viewed as competent, capable and agentic should lead to their participation in decisions affecting them, such as the process of policy making (Gottschalk and Borhan, 2023). OECD (2023) concur and highlight that child empowerment is currently on the agenda of government in the UK. Furthermore, King (2016) discusses the Foucauldian analysis of childhood in the modern era, which tells us that it is through welfare, health education and provision of legislation, children are observed, examined and considered, usually through their relationships with their families. Additionally, this analysis points to children’s well-being and health being considered through the lens of the wider political needs of the nation. This points to justification and cause for the introduction of the National Health Service in 1948. 
The mid to late sixties saw the inception of the war on poverty, highlighting the disparity between rich and poor with regards to education and healthcare (Crafts, 2023). The Plowden report of 1967, was groundbreaking in terms of education and care, it was the first time of any recognition of the state’s commitment to children’s care and education before the compulsory age of five. Cuypers (2018) states that the Plowden report emphasized the revolutionary idea of a progressive and child-centred pedagogical approach. Furthermore, Swinson (2022) states that the report was instrumental in recognising individuality of children, that they learn at different rates, and where possible should be able to be educated in their local school. This aligns more closely to current ideology, that children as individual and unique (Murray, 2017). The 1970’s led to the introduction of initiatives such as Head Start and legislation such as the disabilities Act 1975 and the Children Act 1975, demonstrating a commitment to welfare and equality. The early 1980’s saw the Warnock Report and educational reform in the Education Act 1981 which Swinson (2022) highlighted the positive impact on children with special educational needs. In the late 1980’s the introduction of the Human Rights Act 1998, Children Act 1989 and the signing of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child by the UK, changed ideology again, to that of rights approach, viewing protection and rights of children as essential. Faulkner and Nyamutata (2020) state that the changes in this era led to an ideology of coloniality of power, defined by values, attitudes, knowledge and power. Towards the turn of the century, more of an emphasis was placed on family values, parental involvement, early childhood education and its links to long term outcomes. Key events influenced this, such as the Green paper Every Child Matters, the Children Act 2004, The Equality Act 2010 all cemented the focus on children’s rights and protection needs.
Over the centuries, many factors have influenced changing views and perceptions of children which has subsequently impacted changing ideologies, which in turn have impacted policy and legislation concerning them. Factors include, work, education, healthcare, legislation, approaches, protection and rights.
Considering the analysis above leads to the belief that ‘childhood’ is socially constructed rather than determined by a pre-determined biological age. According to Ankers, Parry and Willis (2023) realty is constructed through engagement and relations with people, communities and society as a whole. This is supported by Ba (2021) who also believes that childhood is socially constructed but goes on to state that contemporary thinking advocates that children should be viewed as active participants with agentic freedom rather than being inactive recipients of societies imposed influences.
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