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Introduction 

The purpose of this essay is to analyse the historical emergence of the concept of childhood, including the social construction of the family. It will also discuss areas of social policy that effect children, young people and their families, specifically identifying the impact of safeguarding.  It will examine how historical considerations have contributed to the development of safeguarding and how it has influenced the social construction of childhood in present times. 

Childhood History and Safeguarding

The attitude to children and childhood has changed dramatically over the last few centuries. Whilst it is clear that children are different from adults in many ways, others then their size, definitions of childhood vary depending on a number of factors including politics, economics culture and religion (Wulff, 1995, p.6). According to Erlger (2013), “Childhood is a product of a particular time in place influenced by local and national policies, market forces and wider global events.”

Internationally the definition of childhood is referred to chronologically by age. These ages set the boundaries between childhood and adulthood, beginning at birth to commonly the age of 18. Ages and milestones become a significant part of people’s personal and legal identity. However, this is not the case in all societies. In some parts of the world, other factors influence the parameters of what childhood is, such as physical markers including height, facial hair, menstruation and the onset of puberty generally. These markers are considered to be more significant in identifying adult status then age itself. For example, in many Islamic countries, although a person may not legally be considered an adult until 18, religious obligations such as paying the charitable tax (Zakat) become obligatory all on those who have reached the stage of puberty and who are financially able to do so (Bunge, 2012). 
Meon and Norozi (2016) support this idea, suggesting that childhood is socially constructed and not just a universal concept. It is something that each society creates, and that childhood means different things in different parts of the world.
Boden and Pilcher (2004) argue that childhood is a distinct and separate life stage in which children are defined as different by a whole range of things from the way they are dressed to what is expected from them compared to adults.
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Grewal and Wakim (2020) further define this by separating childhood into two categories; legal and biological. Legally, it begins at birth (a period of minority) which last until adulthood (a period of majority). They suggest age of majority is influenced by place and purpose. So, for example, in the UK you are considered as an adult at 18. At 18, a person can get married and join the armed forces without the need for parental consent.  Biologically, they define childhood as being the stages between birth and adolescence, beginning with infancy followed by early childhood (1 to 5 years), Middle childhood (6 to 10 years) and preadolescence (11 to 12 years).

Whilst scholarly debate on the definition of childhood continues, many countries agree to a global standard outlined by the United Nations Convention on the Right of the Child (UNCRC), which was established in 1989. The convention states that a child is anyone under 18 “unless the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.” This convention is ratified by the UK and 195 other countries (OHCHR, 2020). 

Today in the UK, most of us will have experienced the modern nation of childhood where children are understood to be fundamentally different from adults. Where they are seen as physically and psychologically immature (vulnerable), lacking the skills and experiences to be able to engage in all aspects of society.  This difference is then regulated by different laws, regulations and guidelines.  Historically however this has not always been the case. 
Around the 12th century, European and UK societies did not regard childhood as a significant period in persons life in the way we do today. During the Middle Ages, the status of the child was considered to be that of ‘miniature adults.’ They were expected to become productive members of the community adopting the same roles as adults but with with no special treatment or concessions. Education was certainly not a priority (unless you came from a wealthy family) and the rights and welfare of children were not acknowledged. 
Contrary to the innocence attached to children today, children in the Middle Ages were regarded as innately evil, leading to practices such as swaddling to constrain babies (Frenken, 2011).
Phillippe Aires, in his famous work ‘Centuries 0f Childhood,’ instigated the discussion of the history of childhood (Heywood, 2010). His research in the 1960’s became pivotal in recognising that children merit their own narrative.
He theorised that medieval civilisation did not perceive the transition between childhood and adulthood. He argued that as soon as a child could exist on its own it was launched directly into adulthood. Lloyd De Mause, (1976) agreed with Aires conclusions, painting a very negative image of medieval childhood. Their argument were challenged by Hawalt et al (1986) and later by Archard (2001) who both conclude the medieval families did in fact distinguish 
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between child and adult (Heywood, 2010).

Whilst many have critiqued his work, it became a catalyst for the dialogue of the of the history of children and it fostered the emergence of a new curiosity in childhood studies.
In previous centuries, children tended to work alongside their parents and families. They would assist it all tasks from collecting firewood and water to cultivating land. They understood how to rear and herd animals and were expected to inherit the responsibilities of their parents. 
As the UK became more industrialised, children began working alongside their parents and families in factories. This kind of work was more dangerous than what they were used to before due to the longer hours, heavy machinery and poor ventilation.
The concept of childhood began to develop under the conditions of industrialisation and child labour.  It gradually became understood as a period of innocence where children who are vulnerable physically and emotionally in comparison to adults, need protection and care (Wyness, 2006).  Concerns began to be raised about the welfare of children and young people which also coincided with the idea that children should receive more religious, educational and moral guidance (Hendrick, 1997).
Propelled by raised living standards and increased state regulation, the first elements of safeguarding began to emerge where efforts were made to prevent children from working under such circumstances (Cunningham, 1998).
The term safeguarding can be understood as any actions undertaken to protect vulnerable groups from harm and promote their welfare. For safeguarding children, the NSPCC (2020) states that it includes protecting children from maltreatment, preventing harm to their health or development, ensuring they grow up safely with effective care and taking action to enable all children to have the best outcomes. The Newcastle Safeguarding Board states that safeguarding is essentially protecting children from abuse and outlines them in 4 categories; physical, emotional, neglect and sexual. (NSCB, 2016).  The Care Quality Commission (2019) states that any child can be considered as risk regardless of age, gender, ethnicity or religion.

The end of the 19th century sparked turning point in the attitude to childhood and safeguarding of children. Firstly, during the 1830’s laws were passed in the UK which removed children from the workforce and by 1870, the Education Act introduced compulsory education for 5-13 year olds limiting the number of hours children could work. This was later supported by the 1876 Royal Commission on the Factory Acts which recommended that education be made compulsory in order to stop child labour. 
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In 1884, The London Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children was formed and 5 years later it became as what we know today as National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC).  Following this in 1889, the Children's Charter was passed, giving the police authority to arrest anyone who was suspected of mistreating a child. 

Interestingly, the significant changes that occurred in the UK during this time directly impacted colonies of the British Empire. Laws that were implemented in the UK were also intraduced to countries such as India. Even after these countries became independent, their legal and social systems remained influenced by these social policies (Milne 2008).

At the turn of the 20th century, the ideology of childhood had gone through serious changes and education had replaced child labour. This meant the children’s eductional contribution began to be more valued to society then their financial contribution and the government began to enact more legislation to protect children.

Whilst legislation to prosecute people who harmed children had been in place since 1889, unfortunately it took a series of child abuse deaths and enquiries to create the safeguarding policies that we have today. 

The first of the many high-profile cases, was that of Dennis O’Neill in 1945, who was sadly killed by his foster father. His death prompted the Curtis Committee Report which became a benchmark for child care standards (Lynch, 2019). 
In 1974 Maria Colwell was murdered by her stepfather. The enquiry that followed led to the development of the Area Child Protection Committees in England and Wales. These committees were designed to coordinate efforts to safeguard children at risk. 
Further deaths, including that of 4 year old Jasmine Beckforth in 1984, prompted the establishment of the Children Act 1989. This piece of legislation clarified existing laws and specified that the welfare of children is paramount when making any decisions about their upbringing. Whilst it promotes the family as being central to the best care of the child, it details the responsibility of parents, the courts and local authority whilst always protecting the welfare of the child. 

Sweeping changes and reform to safeguarding policy and legislation occurred after the tragic murder of Victoria Climbe in February 2000.  In the months before her death, 8 year old Victoria suffered horrific abuse and torture at the hands of her great aunt and her boyfriend. In that time, the police, local churches, the NHS, The NSPCC and social services from 4 different local 
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authorities all had contact with her and all of them noted signs of abuse. All of them failed to investigate the abuse properly prompting the judge in her trial to label them all as blindly incompetent. Criticism of all those involved in the case was wide and a public a enquiry was ordered. The Laming report (2003) discovered 12 separate instances where Victoria could have been saved and her death prevented.  The report made 58 recommendations and as a result the Every Child Matters (2003) initiative was launched. 

Every Child Matters became a national framework to make real change for children. It is one of the most significant initiatives and has been described as a ‘sea change’ due to its impact in relation to children’s services (Campbell, 2009). It affected every child form the ages of birth to 19 and it listed 5 principles that all children have the right to. They are; be healthy, stay safe, enjoy and achieve, make a positive contribution and achieve economic well-being. 
It also introduced the concept of the CAF. The common assessment framework (CAF) is a shared assessment and planning framework for use across all children's services and all local areas in England.
It is a tool whose purpose is to facilitate in the early identification and assessment of children and young people's additional needs and promote co-ordinated service response. It provides a framework for reaching a shared understanding with families and other practitioners about a child or young person's needs and how these can be met. The main purpose is to promote and provide strong multi agency working. 

The crucial aspect of the CAF is that regardless of where the family move to, professionals are be able to access information which will provide a realistic picture of the child’s needs across all aspects of their life including safeguarding issues. This was one of the failings sadly in the Victoria Climbie case as her aunt was able to evade social workers by a number of house moves. 

As a result of Lord Laming’s report, amendments were made to the Children Act 1989, and the Children Act 2004 was introduced. The main aim was to improve children’s services and make life for children in the UK safe for all ages (Elvin, 2019).
In 2007, The shocking death of Peter Connelly (Baby P), 17 month old boy, showed that there was serious issues regarding safeguarding in the UK. He had endured suffering more than 50 separate injuries over an 8 month period at the hands of his mother and her boyfriend. He had 
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been seen repeatedly by health professionals and practitioners who had also noted signs of his abuse and the most alarming aspect of this case is that baby P was failed by the same children’s services, London borough of Haringey, that had failed Victoria Climbie years earlier. 
This led to a further review by Lord Laming in 2009 and in 2010, the Munro Review was commissioned to conduct an independent review of child protection in England (DofE, 2012). Professor Eileen Munro’s findings help to reform the child protection system and made way for the Working Together to Safeguard Children Act which was updated in 2018 (DofE 2019). 
The main purpose of this legislation was again to promote the importance of an inter-agency approach to safeguarding.  

The recommendations of the Munro Review also helped set out guidelines for the The Children and Social Work Act 2017 (Gov.uk, 2017).  This law instructs the local authority in regards to how to promote the child’s physical and mental well-being and it outlines the significance of encouraging the child to express their views wishes and feelings and have high aspirations for themselves.    

Whilst organisations put many strategies in place to comply with safeguarding regulations, they still face various challenges. The current Covid 19 pandemic and the national lockdowns which have followed, have created so many aspects of uncertainty.  Unfortunately, children, young people and families have been left at an increased risk of abuse and exploitation and harm (SCIE, 2020).  Educational institutions, GP surgeries and after-school clubs are just some of the few places in which practitioners are able to spot signs of safeguarding issues. However, with access to those children now limited, some may be at risks that will go unnoticed (Ford, 2020). In order to combat this, it is crucial that practitioners follow up cases with any pre-existing concerns. 

There’s always been a correlation between safeguarding and poverty and as COVID-19 brings unprecedented strain on families financially, there is a strong chance that many children are likely to be exposed to some degree of neglect. 
Families may struggle to meet the basic needs of children, so it is important for practitioners to reassess the ways in which they are managing safeguarding. Refreshing training on how to help families who may be struggling financially would be advantageous. Having a good knowledge of local services such as food banks and local charity support would help to prevent children going without food and basic supplies.
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One of the most difficult aspects of accessing children during these circumstances, is the fact that those children who are considered as unseen and unheard, become even more invisible. Social distancing measures and an end to face to face meetings have made it very difficult to maintain contact. In view of these factors the government need to review and develop strategies that can help create a way to help children and safeguard them whilst safely bypassing the multiple boundaries caused by Covid 19 (Stein, 2020).

Conclusion                                   

Safeguarding policy has evolved over a long period of time. Many other aspects of social policy regarding it have been introduced, reviewed and improved. 
Over the course of history, society has recognised that children are a vulnerable group of people who need protection in order to grow and become happy, successful individuals who will then be able to contribute to society. In view of this, drawing upon lessons learnt, society and the state do their best to try and preserve and protect the innocence of children from the not so desirable aspects of the world that they live in. Much has been done to ensure that practitioners across all sectors receive the appropriate training to implement the guidelines, laws and regulations that are set out and designed to help children live free from harm.  Whilst positive work has been done, history has taught us that social policy needs regular review and updating in order to truly be effective.     
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