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Critical Perspectives in Policy Planning and Delivery

Historically, policies have been introduced to address a range of social, economic, and political challenges. These policies often take the form of broad directives that outline priorities, alongside written rules, guidelines, procedures, or standards that must be adhered to (Fowler, 2021). According to Howlett (2019), the primary aim of these policies is to guide decision-making and behaviour within organisations or institutions, offering a framework for consistency and accountability across various operational sectors (Hill and Hupe, 2022). Public and organisational policies, while both designed to bring about change, differ in their objectives and the bodies responsible for overseeing them.
Organisational policy refers to the set of rules and guidelines established by an organisation to govern its internal operations, aiming to regulate behaviour within the institution to meet its specific goals (Varone and Hill, 2021). In contrast, public policy pertains to the decisions and actions taken by governments, impacting the wider public and seeking to address societal issues (Kraft and Furlong, 2020). Knill and Tosun (2022) further describe public policy as a governmental or legislative response, or lack thereof, to a particular issue.
This essay will examine the intersection of social policy, education, and child welfare in 19th and early 20th-century Britain, exploring the enduring effects of these reforms and the ideological shifts that influenced them. The discussion will also consider the role of policymakers, educators, and social theorists in shaping the welfare of children, and assess the broader implications of these policies on the development of modern educational and social systems. Key topics will include the enablers for successful policy implementation, the barriers that may hinder this process, and recommendations for effective policy creation and implementation moving forward. Additionally, historical and contemporary views on the construction of childhood will be explored, alongside an analysis of how current policies align with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, and what this means for practice in the future.

Following the Industrial Revolution, social policy in the 19th century began to tackle issues like poverty, education, and healthcare through government intervention and regulation (Frazer, 2024, p.9) This represented a move towards a more structured and methodical approach to social welfare, aiming to enhance the general well-being of society (Roulac, 209). The initial social policies were developed to address the severe issues of industrial capitalism, aiming to improve working conditions, regulate child labour, and establish minimum wage laws (White, 1994).  These policies served as a response to the growing inequalities and exploitation of workers during the Industrial Revolution. Justman and Gradstein (1999, p.111) argue that the Industrial Revolution began a process of democratisation in 19th-century Britain, shifting power from the elite to the wider population. Supporting this perspective, Frazer (2024) suggests that these social policies marked a significant shift towards greater government intervention in economic and social affairs, laying the foundation for future welfare states and leading to broader labour rights and protections. Similarly, Power (2020) notes that Britain's educational policies in the 1860s emerged from the interaction of social, economic, and political factors, along with evolving discourses on childhood and education.
The 1870 Elementary Education Act signified a commitment to national education in England and Wales, representing the first comprehensive legislative attempt to organize education (UK Parliament 2024). Notable individuals such as Lowe (1811-1892) and Forster (1879 -1870) were pivotal in the creation and enactment of this significant law (Bulaitis, 2020). Ingham (2006) highlights that Lowe's contributions to school reform are among his most lasting achievements. In his efforts to make education compulsory for children in England and Wales, Lowe introduced the Elementary Education Act of 1870 (Bulaitis, 2020). Hall et al. (2015) describe this as a significant step towards modernising the British educational system. However, Lowe’s views on education appear to have been complex. While he recognised the importance of schooling for all children, he also supported a hierarchical structure in educational opportunities (Collins, 2019). Pease (2021) notes that critics of educational elitism argued that Lowe's ideas undermined the concept of universal education, as they primarily advocated for advanced educational opportunities for privileged groups, such as the wealthy and socially advantaged. Bell (2016) further suggests that such critics would have contended that Lowe's hierarchical approach to education contradicted the principles of equality and social justice, thereby undermining the notion of education as a means of promoting equality.
Nevertheless, Evans (2014) emphasises the perspectives of historians such as Harris (1870), who contend that the Act was a pivotal moment in nineteenth-century Britain, significantly broadening access to education. However, some critics argue that it increased state control over education, effectively becoming an instrument of social control (Finlay, p.97). Swartz and Swartz (2019) observe that Kay-Shuttleworth (1804-1877) saw the Act as a centralisation of power that curtailed individual freedom in education, raising concerns about government interference in the curriculum and teaching methods. Indeed, McCulloch (2020) suggests that the Act laid the groundwork for the future development of compulsory education, and the expansion of compulsory schooling over the past two centuries has cemented the role of modern schooling as a key social institution. Given the widespread prevalence of child labour at the time, compulsory education for poorer families faced significant opposition, as noted in The Newcastle Report on Popular Education (1861). The report argued that independence was of greater value than education; it suggested that if a child’s earnings were crucial to preventing the family from sinking into poverty or alleviating dire poverty, it would be preferable for the child to work from the earliest age rather than remain in school (Power, 2020).
Despite opposition, Middleton (2010) described the act as the beginning of the modern understanding of childhood. Griffin (2019) contends that, prior to this act, childhood was not seen as a distinct phase requiring special attention in the United Kingdom, with children viewed unequivocally as the property of their fathers. In support of this view, Mill (2020) argued that resistance to legal interference in paternal control suggested that children were regarded as literal extensions of their fathers. Indeed, Ariès' (1973, as cited by Newnes, 2020) seminal research reveals that childhood was non-existent during the medieval period, emerging among the upper classes in the 16th and 17th centuries, becoming fully established in the 18th century, and spreading to all social classes by the 20th century. However, Ariès' work has faced significant criticism over the years. Scholars such as Stone (1996), Barbero (1990), and Cunningham (1991) challenged his claims that childhood was not recognised as a distinct life stage (Miller and Yavneh, 2011). They argued that childhood has always been a separate phase, although its definition and perception have varied across cultures and historical periods (Norman, 2022). These critics took issue with Ariès' broad generalisations and his failure to account for the varied experiences across different regions and social strata (Barclay, 2019). Nonetheless, despite the criticism of Ariès' work, it is clear that children were once regarded as miniature adults, with societal perceptions of their inferiority reflected in their limited rights and autonomy compared to adults, as noted by Morris (2024).
These views were shaped by the labour practices of the time, which often subjected children to exploitation in harsh working conditions, thus further entrenching their marginalisation within society (Tuttle, 2021). The diminished value placed on children's rights and autonomy was reinforced by societal norms that emphasised obedience and respect for authority figures, particularly fathers (Fraser, 2024). This, combined with the lack of legal protections for children, enabled their continued exploitation and abuse across various sectors of society (McCoy and Keen, 2022). Garland (2018) suggests that this was especially evident in the education system during the early twentieth century, where corporal punishment was commonly used as a disciplinary tool, perpetuating power dynamics that disadvantaged children. In agreement, Jones (2022) asserts that "corporal punishment was seen as an effective way to maintain order and control in classrooms."
However, it seems that political ideologies and societal perceptions began to shift towards the end of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. Power (2020) examines how early nineteenth-century Romanticism shaped the view of children by emphasising the concept of 'the original innocence of childhood.' Bertrand de Jouvenel (1942) identifies Rousseau as the first major proponent of social evolution, marking the early systematic depiction of human society's historical development (Einaudi, 1967, p.5). Hendrick (2001, p.9) agrees, contending that the societal perceptions and changes in practices that continued into the early twentieth century were the result of social construction theories influenced by ideas from the Industrial Revolution, Rousseau’s theory of nature, and Romanticism.
Although the foundations for social policies were already being influenced in the twentieth century, it seems that significant changes in societal attitudes and approaches to social welfare truly began to take shape only by the mid-twentieth century. One influential philosopher who played a key role in shaping policies during the Liberal era was John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), an economist and political theorist whose ideas have had a lasting impact on modern social policies, particularly in areas related to individual liberty, democracy, and social justice (Silva, 2021).
Furthermore, the way behaviour was managed in schools during the early to mid-20th century was strongly influenced by advancements in psychological theories, especially behaviourism (Searight, 2016). Teachers began to adopt behaviourist principles, such as rewarding good behaviour and imposing penalties for misbehaviour, especially after psychologists like Skinner popularised these concepts (Can, 2019). Sanctions such as detention for misbehaviour and rewards like praise for positive conduct were introduced as a way to reinforce desired behaviour (Can, 2019).
As knowledge of psychology and child development expanded, it became increasingly clear that addressing the emotional or psychological causes of misbehaviour was crucial (Dadds and Tully, 2019). This growing understanding led to the integration of cognitive and social-emotional approaches to classroom management, which focused on tackling the root causes of misbehaviour rather than merely relying on behaviour modification techniques (Green, 2014). Consequently, teachers began to prioritise fostering positive relationships with students and creating a supportive learning environment to address behavioural issues more effectively (Dadds and Tully, 2019).
 It is clear that the development of policies affecting children and young people is heavily influenced by societal perceptions of children. In the context of public policy in the UK, there are several other factors that shape policy decisions. These include political ideology, public opinion, economic considerations, and international relations, all of which play a significant role in the policy-making process (Cairney, 2015). Aviram and Cohen (2024) discuss the rational comprehensive model, which assumes five key things: that decision-makers have access to relevant information, can process and analyse it accurately, possess clear preferences, can make choices that maximise their preferences, and act in self-interest. However, Cairney (2015) points out some issues with this model, such as the risk of neglecting important stakeholder perspectives and the limitations of relying solely on technical expertise in policy development. This suggests that while the rational comprehensive model may be effective in addressing complex issues, it has inherent limitations that should be considered.
Dodero (n.d.) describes the rational comprehensive model as a top-down approach to policy creation. Hill and Hupe (2015) critique the idealised top-down view of policy and its implementation, identifying three questionable assumptions: a chronological order where stated intentions precede actions, a linear causal logic in which goals determine instruments and instruments determine outcomes, and a hierarchy where policy formation takes precedence over implementation. However, Hudson, Hunter, and Peckham (2018) argue that the simple top-down approach is challenged by the reality that policy processes are often complex, nuanced, and non-linear, with various actors influencing both decision-making and implementation. This highlights some of the problems associated with top-down approaches to social policies.
One example of a government-level social policy decision is the choice to end the provision of free school milk to children over seven during the austerity period (Jones, Brown and Bradshaw, 2023). This decision was made at the government level without consulting parents, teachers, or schools (Halperin, 2018). This lead to resistance and  protests from various stakeholders (Jones, Brown and Bradshaw, 2023).  Underscoring the importance of involving those directly affected by policies in the decision-making process (Bartley, 2022). This illustrates the limitations of top-down approaches in addressing complex social issues. Nonetheless, Wessels (2015) argues that top-down approaches are crucial for establishing the necessary laws, policies, and structures to effectively address social issues. Supporting this view, Imperial (2021) asserts that such approaches can provide a framework for consistency and accountability in decision-making processes.

 However, Coyle and colleagues (2022) contend that the top-down approach, known for its imposing style, emphasises control, efficiency, and centralised decision-making. They argue that this approach may struggle with stakeholder engagement and adaptability, which could result in policies at the local level that are ineffective or unworkable. Furthermore, State-Led Bureaucracies (SLBs) are often depicted in the literature as agents who implement policies dictated from above (Dahlström and Lapuente, 2022). SLBs may find it difficult to fully support these policies due to various factors, including ethical and moral concerns, their professional identity, and rational decision-making processes (Hassan et al., 2023; Okuma, 2021). As a result, they may be forced to make difficult decisions that conflict with their personal values (Racco, 2016).
In contrast, Aviram et al. (p. 637) offer an alternative viewpoint, proposing that encouraging bottom-up policymaking could foster open discussions about the morality of such initiatives. The authors contend that this approach might bridge the gap between policymaking and its actual implementation, shedding light on why certain policies fail to be effectively enacted. Furthermore, Bulut-Sahin (2023) argues that involving skilled, professional, and knowledgeable street-level workers in the policymaking process could enhance policy effectiveness and overall implementation. These street-level workers, who interact directly with citizens on a daily basis, are in a better position to advocate for policies that reflect the needs of the public (Cohen and Klenk, 2019).
Moreover, a bottom-up approach begins at the grassroots level, drawing on community action, leveraging local strengths, and fostering collaboration between government and the community (Wessels, 2015). The Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 exemplifies a bottom-up policy, as it starts at the community level and integrates community input into its formulation and execution. Holland (2023) notes that six hundred and fifty online responses were received during the Committee's six-week public consultation (National Assembly for Wales, 2019). Additionally, the Welsh Youth Parliament, along with parents and carers holding differing views on the Bill, were invited to contribute to twelve oral evidence sessions (BBC News, 2022). In line with this, Herbert (2022) highlights that the decision to implement this policy was influenced by extensive consultation, robust research findings, and advocacy by children's rights organisations. Herbert further notes that the Welsh Government led the implementation of the ban, garnering support from various groups, including child protection organisations. UNICEF (2025) commended the Welsh Government for aligning the Act with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Echoing this, Cifuentes (2022), the Children’s Commissioner for Wales, described the law as a crucial step towards promoting a culture of respect for children and safeguarding their rights within society (Childcom Wales, 2025). However, Finch-Saunders opposed the Act, arguing that it infringed on family privacy and raised concerns regarding its fairness and appropriateness (BBC News, 2022). Nonetheless, the majority of child welfare experts and stakeholders have strongly supported the Act, citing its potential to improve the well-being and protection of children in Wales (Holland, 2023). This illustrates how collaborative policymaking processes lead to more comprehensive and inclusive decisions. Indeed, Ansell, Sorensen, and Torfing (2017) suggest that collaboration in policymaking can result in more innovative and effective solutions to complex societal challenges and enhance implementation.
Additionally, bottom-up policies often reflect the values and beliefs of the society in which they are developed (Inglehart, 2020), making them subject to change as societal norms evolve (Young, 2015). Meurs (2018) links value systems to culture, noting they define what is considered right, fair, or valuable. Cairney and Oliver (2017) argue that policies aligning with dominant cultural values are more likely to gain public support, while misalignment can lead to resistance, protests, and failure (McConnell & Hart, 2019). The policy to end free milk for children over 7, for example, was met with resistance as it conflicted with societal values around child well-being (Evans, 2018), leading to its eventual failure (Yigit, 2024). This underscores the importance of aligning policy values with societal beliefs. However, the financial implications of such policies should also be considered, as reallocating resources could have unintended consequences, including a decline in services for vulnerable groups (Jacobs & Weaver, 2015; Gorddard et al., 2016).
Government funding is crucial for achieving policy objectives, and without it, policies may fail (Signe, 2014). Policymakers must carefully consider the consequences of reallocating resources to meet the needs of all populations (Gilbert et al., 2018; Girtler et al., 2016). De Foo et al. (2023) emphasise the importance of transparent processes to minimise negative impacts on vulnerable groups. A recent policy with potential financial barriers is the Additional Learning Needs Act in Wales. A recent review by Marsh and Jeans (2018) found that although government funding rose from £359 million to £549 million, disparities in funding allocation across local authorities could lead to unequal support for students with additional learning needs. The study found that teachers often lack sufficient training to accommodate students with severe additional learning needs, with only a small percentage recognising the rights of these children. Additionally, many teachers called for more resources and support when the study was being conducted. Despite this, a review conducted by the Welsh Government  of school spending shows a decline in per-student funding, larger class sizes, and insufficient allocation for professional development (Welsh Government, 2022). This raises concerns about whether current funding is adequate to address Wales’ educational challenges.
Despite the challenges associated with the implementation of the Additional Learning Needs Code, recent educational reforms in Wales have underscored a shift towards a more inclusive and supportive system for all students. A notable example of this shift is the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales, which was launched in 2022. The Curriculum for Wales (CfW) places a strong emphasis on fostering agentic learners, aiming to help students take ownership of their learning and development. This is achieved by enabling them to make decisions about how they engage with the world and the learning process (MacBride, 2021).
Agentic learners are defined as those who are actively engaged, autonomous, and empowered in their educational journey (Reeve and Shin, 2020; Gresham, 2019; Matusov, Duyke, and Kayumova, 2016). These learners are motivated to take responsibility for their education, set personal goals, monitor their progress, and decide on the course of action they wish to pursue (Winestone et al., 2017). The self-determination theory, developed by Deci and Ryan, suggests that people experience intrinsic motivation when their needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are fulfilled (Rigby and Ryan, 2018). In the educational context, it appears this theory aligns with the concept of agentic learners, who are driven when they have control over their learning choices and feel confident in their abilities. Fletcher (2018) asserts that students who engage in self-reflection, establish goals, and take responsibility for their learning outcomes are more likely to succeed. Furthermore, Bruner’s ideas on discovery learning, which highlight the teacher's role as a facilitator, also support the concept of agentic learning (Parker and Thompson, 2019).
Moreover, the Curriculum for Wales further highlights the importance of children's rights, focusing strongly on the principles of equity, inclusion, and respect for the rights of all learners (Stewart, 2023). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is embedded within the curriculum's broader goals, particularly in fostering children's well-being, promoting an understanding of their rights, and encouraging active participation in society (Murphy et al., 2024). However, while the curriculum positions the child as capable and underscores the significance of children having a voice, this ideal is not always fully realised in practice. Stewart (2024) explored this in the study titled “Exploration of the Conceptualisation and Enactment of Children’s Rights in the Curriculum for Wales.” The research examined how teachers perceive and apply children’s rights within the curriculum. The findings revealed that, despite the influence of socio-constructivist theories on Welsh teaching and learning models, teachers frequently implement children's rights in ways that lack cohesion, often failing to align with a framework that challenges traditional adult-child power dynamics. Common barriers identified included insufficient time for rights planning and implementation, limited access to professional development opportunities, and the high cost of quality training.
Similar challenges are evident in other parts of the world. A study conducted in Turkey by Bolat, Sahin, and Erdal (2024) found that many teachers lacked sufficient knowledge of children's rights, which hindered the effective implementation of policy.
Additionally, In a study by Alminde and Warming (2024), identical findings are highlighted, despite the Nordic countries’ long-standing commitment to child protection and welfare, and their pioneering role in advancing children's rights – such as Sweden's ban on physical punishment and Norway’s establishment of a state-funded children's ombudsman – these nations have yet to achieve the goal of ensuring children enjoy equal rights with adults. The researchers noted that significant challenges remain regarding children’s well-being in these countries. They highlighted dilemmas in balancing the dual aims of protection and education while ensuring children’s participation rights are respected. Furthermore, internal issues persist, often rooted in adultist assumptions and social norms that prioritise the adult perspective, which can lead to the marginalisation or silencing of children’s voices.
 Indeed, a study by Graham et al. (2022) explored the connections between student voice, participation, and wellbeing. The findings revealed a strong correlation between children collaborating with the school, having a choice, and having an influence in decisions that affect them, and their overall sense of wellbeing. Brown (2019) supports this idea, stating that a school culture which encourages student participation promotes a positive, inclusive, and dynamic atmosphere. Such an environment fosters a sense of belonging, which can help reduce bullying and other negative behaviours. However, Warming (2011) conducted research into participatory climates and how they can empower young children. The study found that, although participation is increasingly prioritised in social policies, it often leads to tokenism, which may stem from educational power dynamics. Rogers (2017) agrees with the risks involved, further explaining that children are frequently seen as deficit during decision-making processes. Educators often fail to consider their views, as they do not trust children to contribute meaningfully to discussions. Rogers asserts that, too often, children are merely included to tick the box of participation. 
It is clear that there has been a significant shift over the years towards viewing childhood as a social construct rather than simply a natural stage of development. This change has led to a greater focus on understanding how societal norms and values shape children's experiences and identities. It also underscores the importance of considering diverse perspectives and contexts when studying childhood. Key figures, guided by seminal research in the field, have influenced policies, resulting in a shift in how children are perceived and treated in society. This ongoing evolution reflects a deeper recognition of the complexity and diversity of children's lives, emphasising the need for continued research and advocacy to support their well-being and development.
However, despite advancements in research and the influence of key policies in Wales, particularly in alignment with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, there remains work to be done to ensure these policies are effectively implemented in practice. Both within Wales and globally, greater collaboration between policymakers, researchers, and practitioners is essential to bridge the gap between theory and action, and to truly prioritise the rights and well-being of children. Furthermore, the complexities involved in policy implementation have been acknowledged, with both enablers of successful implementation and barriers to progress being identified. Recommendations for future policy development and execution have also been put forward.
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