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Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_9YSuUIty]Children, young people and communities are surrounded by policies, laws, legislations by policy makers that design their path of life. Policies are intended to provide a breadth of safeguarding with benefits to the stakeholders, although policy intention does not always translate the same in practice. This essay will critically analyse current contexts of policies and the impact on contemporary practice, as well as the historical changes to practice for children, young people and communities. Hill (1996) would define policy as an action of politics initiating order, guidelines and rules to stakeholders. Likewise, Olsen, Codd and O’Neill (2004) address the purpose of policies having goals and ambitions by delegating roles and resources to implement the policy into practice. Policy for children and young people hold the same factors but with greater emphasis on safeguarding and protection of children’s rights due to polices role in acting as a spokesperson for our vulnerable independents of society (Walsh, 2020). Although policy typically outlines the value of children’s agency, the hierarchy of society still places children at a low level of power, influence and control over social contexts (Foley, Roche and Tucker, 2001). 
As stated, policy is significant for children, young people, and communities because it provides a requirement to safeguard their rights, strive for health and well-being and intend to overcome systematic inequalities.  Policies shape the services and resources available to meet the developmental, educational, and social needs of children and young people, ensuring they have opportunities to thrive (Rebello Britto, Engle and Super, 2013). Communities benefit from policies to establish equal rights such as fairness of distribution of resources. Policy builds relationships and communication for a range of multi-agencies to establish a coherent approach of care, additionally fostering engagements and participation between agencies, such as healthcare, local authorities, education and welfare. Especially if the policy is a statutory requirement, policies can ensure accountability for care and sets out adequate standards for the agencies to follow (Social Policy Association, 2002). Historically, these expectations have not always been imperative. Social construction of children has changed drastically since the 19th century with the influence of policy, legislation and children’s rights, as well as the shift in ideologies and children’s status in society (Walsh, 2021). This essay will analyse what influenced reform for social construction of children and the policies that followed. 
Children, Young People and Communities in the Past
The lives of children differ greatly in the 20th century to modern day life. It is hard to comprehend children portrayed as prey in the current day, forced to endure 14-hour shifts in unworkable, unsafe and inhumane conditions for not a penny of compensation. Unfortunately, this was the reality for children in the 1800’s. Factory work, particularly cotton mills, was a common job for children to have, where factory owners thrived off the vulnerability of these children, their inability to speak for themselves and even their small size. Children made the perfect workers for places like a cotton mill, as they were small enough to climb under machines and complete some complex jobs that adults could not and dependable on adults so much to survive, it was impossible to leave these horrific working standards. Orphan children were particularly exploited due to their extra vulnerable circumstances and would often become the property of these factories where it was impossible to ever break from this cycle (Hanson, 2014). This introduces the first example of legislation aimed at placing safeguarding duties on children, the 1833 Factory Act. This act made a statutory requirement for factory inspectorates to inspect the working conditions to establish safe standards, as well as prohibited any children under the age of nine working in a factory completely. Nine- to thirteen-year-olds could now only work up to eight hours a day and thirteen- eighteen-year-olds up to twelve hours a day (UK Parliament a, 2025). In comparison to today's standards, this is still unimaginable for children today. 
Children in full time work rather than full time education was common during the 1800s, particularly for the poor. Thus, the 1870 Education Act was established to instill requirements for England and Wales to create and maintain education provisions, especially in areas that were unfulfilled. It aimed to close gaps between lower- and higher-class children’s ability to receive education so many local authorities of deprived areas were targeted for improvement. This also included a push for non-denominational schools and equality between those and religiously maintained settings.  The same act soon followed in Scotland in 1872. (UK Parliament b, 2025). A decade later, the Education Act 1880 was established to support the implementation of the policy version 1870 and aimed to raise attendance of children receiving schooling aged five to ten. To ensure children were able to access the law, employers were prohibited and penalised if they employed children without proof of certification that the child had received the level of education required (Coast, Floridi and Sigle, no date). Despite the intended benefits of the acts, Bischof (2019) addresses the inequality that derived from the acts between education professionals and the impacts of demographic locations. Teachers started to repel the bureaucratic approach to the legislation that in practice led to rural areas receiving a disproportionate number of resources and funding compared to urban areas. The legislation also widened the gap between religious maintained and non-denominational schools as religious maintained schools overpowered both rural and non-denominational schools in the hierarchy of favoritism of local governments, again leading to inequal opportunities for children and communities. 
The Children Act 1908 was introduced soon after to again support further implementation of already existing policies that regarded children. It was the first major developed welfare legislation that encouraged and required agencies to correspond to each other, to establish a coherent approach of children and young people’s welfare between organistaions. The act further solidified existing acts such as the Education Act 1870, while imposing further laws such as the movement in criminal justice, which separated children and young people from adult offenders and prohibited them from being prosecuted together. Additionally, it abolished the death penalty for children (Legislation. Gov. UK a, no date). The Children At 1908 was described as a reform in child welfare expectations and standards as it was the first inclusive example of legislation that perceived children in a wholistic approach, drawing on a compound of organsiations responsibilities supporting children’s welfare, such as criminal laws, social and home welfare and healthcare. Although, criticisms of the act saw that it just reflected on specific examples of inequalities for children’s welfare such as tobacco laws, rather than supporting and encouraging equality for holistic development of children (Parker, 2010).  It is evident that the views of social construction of children evolved into the 19th century to relieve children of harmful and detrimental effects to living but as Parker (2010) suggests, policy makers still failed to equip children for positive experiences. 
Despite the intentions of children’s policies, the lives of children, young people and communities were inevitably impacted by the second world war. No legislation or act could prepare or protect people from the devastating effects of a world war, and this unfortunately meant that some of the progress of policies like the Children Act 1908, had been undone. A further development of the Education Act (1918) made it compulsory for children aged up to fourteen years old to attend secondary school, again improving educational opportunities for young people, in addition to the Education Act 1870. Unfortunately, this was majorly impacted by the war and saw young people take a step back in history as they were expected to contribute to challenges of the war and take over jobs in factory work, almost mirroring the lives of children that instilled the 1833 Factory Act. Children’s right to education became just a privilege, as education became a low-level priority with children now expected to contribute to war efforts as well as maintain an income for their family (Moshenska, 2019). Fortunately, policies regarding children continued to improve and education became a valued aspect of child development in a post war vision. The Education Act (1944) was further developed with additional requirements improving education standards. A comprehensive movement meant that secondary school was now free to all and education had been categorised into age frames to strive for relevant pedagogy to suit the age and requirements of children. Furthermore, assessment was introduced which started the movement of academic attainment and identified areas of development (UK Parliament d, 2025).
A reform in policy makers' understanding of social construction of children, their needs and vulnerabilities, saw a series of policy changes slowly progress between the 19th and 20th centuries. A movement in 1944 saw education become paramount in children’s rights as it became valued and understood by policy makers who instilled policies that aimed to raise education standards, a drastic development from just over one hundred years prior which saw the Factory Act 1833 prohibit small children from working in unethical conditions. For many years it seemed that policy was underpinned by addressing inequalities and injustice that was impacting children, young people and communities such as children’s abilities to smoke and buy tobacco products. Since 1944 with the then current development of the Education Act, policy started to take a different approach in the way children and young people were perceived as it made developments in improvements that would benefit children. This didn’t come without challenges of implementing policy into practice, Bischof (2019) stated the discrepancies that a bureaucratic approach in policy design made with the implantation of the Children Act 1908, as well as the implications World War 2 had in allowing policies to be followed in the reality of war struggles (Moshenska, 2019). 
Impact of Education Pioneers and Theorists
[bookmark: _Int_h7IFo9yf]As policies developed in line with social construction and ideologies around children, knowledge of child development did too, from the impact of pioneers and theorists. An early example of pioneer work that shaped children’s education was Sigmund Freud who proposed many conflicting ideas in the early 20th century. Freud proposed a theory that children’s stages of development were broken into five stages, starting from birth to twelve years old and then twelve years on, and said that each stage reflected the level of sexual energy the child had in line with their age. For example, the birth to one stage meant that this level of sexual energy would present as the child sucking during weaning. This would then progress to the child having sexual impulses as they grew older. In addition to this, Freud suggested that if any of these stages of sexual development were interfered or manipulated in any way, then the child would develop implications in their adult life, such as poor mental health, obsessive disorders and attachment issues (Diem- Wille, 2018). Freud has since been criticised in modern day standards over his exploitive language of children that spoke and regarded them in an overly- sexual nature. Much of Freud’s work had lack of scientific rigor as it was based on case studies and observations and lacks empirical evidence, so many describe his statements and speculative and misconstrued to suit his own narrative and views he has on sexuality (Shulman, 2021). Despite his critiques, his work undeniably influenced the social construction and awareness of child development as his work is reflected in models that are used today, such as cognitive behavioral therapy, due to his identification of children’s subconscious decision making (Diem- Wille, 2018). 
Italian educator, Maria Montessori, also greatly impacted the knowledge and understanding of children that is still widely used today, in the same time frame as Freud, although the two pioneers held contrasting approaches. Montessori was one of the first pioneers to focus on the holistic development of the child and focused many of her findings on children’s self-led, explorative and critical thinking ways of development through play and practical applications. Although some aspects of Montessori’s theories reflect the same as Freud, such as five developmental stages and implications when there is lack of nurture, Montessori focused more on the positive developments and well-being of children and has been praised for her knowledge and developments (O’Donell, 2013). The Montessori Method derived from her work and is still influential in children’s provisions that are used today. The method focuses on children’s natural desire to foster their own learning and to role of the adult to encourage children’s participation and prepare a learning environment that caters for these desires (Isaacs, 2018). The Curriculum for Wales reflects this model in their play-based framework that encourages teachers to plan pedagogy that is fundamental to children developing their own learning through real-life, authentic experiences (Welsh Government, 2023). Play is an influential theme of this framework as it supports children’s holistic development, much like the work of Montessori.
Bronfenbrenner, another influential pioneer in the later 20th century, shared similar models of child development to Montessori and Freud with his five stages of interconnected systems, being microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem. He proposed that each stage of development linked to a vital component of each child’s life, like family, environments, social interactions and historical events and that these stages could interconnect and impact each other. For example, a child’s dynamic at home will impact the child’s social experiences at school. Likewise, to Montessori, much of Bronfenbrenner's work encouraged professionals to view children in a holistic approach (Sadownik,2023). The biggest legacy of Bronfenbrenner's work that has transferred to modern day policy is the whole-child approach, which considers every aspect that could influence or impact a child. The Children and Social Work Act 2017 draws on legislation to protect the safeguarding of children, particularly those who experience broken families. The act requires organisations to collaborate and communicate about the overarching details of a child to ensure each organisation is aware of the implications that child has faced and how that may further impact that child’s journey within that organisation (Local Government Association, 2017). 
Impacts from pioneering hasn’t always proved purposeful regarding children’s development. For example, Watson and Rayner’s theory of classical conditioning led to a historical unethical social experiment at the detriment of a small child. The famous ‘Little Albert Experiment’ in 1920 was conducted by Watson and Rayner to prove that a child’s behavior could be conditioned by controlled experiences. A child named Albert was first presented with a rodent in a quiet room to which Albert presented no reaction. Then, the rodent was again presented, accompanied by a series of loud bangs which subsequently conditioned Albert to present dysregulation each time the rodent was in his presence (Major, 2021). A further example of unethical experiments with children saw Bandura’s theory on social behavior in 1961, influence children act violently after they endured a performance of adults violently attacking a doll, portraying it as acceptable behavior for the children to copy (Simply Psychology, 2024). Experiments such as these examples would be prohibited today under the laws and legislations that protect children from harm, such as the Children Act 2004, which states requirements for responsible adults to treat children with their best interests at the forefront of their actions (Legislation. Gov. UK b, no date). Although versions of similar legislation existed at the time, such as the Children Act 1908, policy makers learnt from developing social construction of children and the developments of norms and acceptable standards for protecting children.
The Introduction of the UNCRC
The United Nations Conventions on Rights of a Child (UNCRC) was a pivotal and fundamental moment in policy and legislation for children and their rights, not just nationally but worldwide. The UNCRC is a ratified children’s rights treaty that outlines 54 sperate articles of statutory requirements for policy holders to adhere to, these include articles such as the right to be protected from harm and the right to an education. This 54-article treaty combined many laws from already existing policies, such as the Children Act 1908 and 2004, into a one-piece legislation to solidify the need for children’s rights (UNICEF, no date). The UNCRC has put children at the forefront of policy making at made it a process of accountability monitoring from policy holders, the legislations hold vital power in ensuring further child legislations are strengthened as well as the need of revisal of already existing policies (Murphy and Waters-Davies, 2022). Additionally, it incorporated ideologies from famous pioneers like Montessori and Bronfenbrenner as it highlighted the values of the whole child approach, inclusive and equity of opportunities and the right to play in Article 31 (UNICEF, no date). 
The ALN Movement  
The shift in policy ideologies that value the whole child approach and inclusivity has led to further developments in the knowledge and acceptance of additional learning needs (ALN). In 1899, the Elementary Education (Defective and Epileptic Children) Act was the first bill passed for additional learning needs children, that aimed to provide considerations of care to their education but in today's standards, is considered offensive and unacceptable misconduct. The act used derogatory language like defective, feeble minded, dumb and cripples to describe these children who demonstrated traits out of the norm of development, in the standard of that time. Moreso, the act claimed that children of this nature would be taught self-control and proper habits (UK Parliament, no date). Currently, the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 outlines the governments education to ensuring children who are considered to have ALN are accounted for, included and supported in education provision (Welsh Government, 2018). “Crippled child” was a term commonly used in the early 20th century as umbrella term to describe disabled children due to cultures lack of awareness of isolated illnesses, disabilities and impairments. Children with this label often were prohibited from receiving education due to the prejudice of incapabilities. Blanche Van Leuven Browne advocated for disabled children's right to education by bringing awareness to the variety of additional needs to break the misconception that this led children to be incapable of learning (Duncan, 2020).
Policy into Practice in the Current Day
From the first policy discussed in this essay in 1833 to the policies implemented in the current day, it is clear to see a shift in how society views, approaches and safeguards children, young people and communities. The Factory Act 1833 prohibited children under the age of nine from working (UK Parliament a, 2025) which is unimaginable to consider since the implementation of the UNCRC which states each child’s right to an education despite wealth, race or gender (UNICEF, no date). Policy makers have had to amend policy standards in line with historical changes, social reconstructions and learning from the inequalities of historical policy makers (Walsh, 2020). Additionally, with the influence of pioneers like Montessori and Bronfenbrenner and their proposed ideologies on child development, this impacted the stakes of policy making as children started to become contributors to society. This impact saw the development of the revised Children Act 1989, that made special considerations to provisions supporting the developmental needs of children, a new development and shift in children’s social construction (Department for Education, 2021). Furthermore, the implementation of the UNCRC made further and strengthened requirements for policies to incorporate a multitude of children’s rights (Murphy and Waters-Davies, 2022). According to Bennett and Howlett (1992) learning from history to influence policy making can be seen as three learning steps “who learns”, “learns what” and “with what effect”.
Early examples of implications of policy in practice were evident as Bischof (2019) highlighted the inequalities between demographic locations during the Education Act 1880, as well as the implications war had on implementing the Education Act 1918. Parker (2010) suggests that the downfall of policy is policy makers instilling a policy without guidance or resources on how to properly implement. Implications for implementing policy into practice are still observable today. Although the UNCRC was a pivotal moment for child legislation, Murphy and Waters-Davies (2022) highlight the UNCRC has insufficient consideration for children with disabilities and UK policymakers should address this in further policy legislations. Furthermore, Stewart, Macdonald and Waters-Davies (2024) suggest the successful implementation of the UNCRC is fundamental on practitioners' efforts in creating rights respecting provision, likewise to Parker (2010) acknowledgments to policy makers role in policy implementation. Murray, Swadener and Smith (2019) praise the purpose of the UNCRC bringing emphasis on multiagency organistaions responsibilities to promote children’s rights but did suggest that the treaty was radical for its time and will rely on a change of social construction to be implemented. 
Samuelson (2023) addresses the downfall of policy makers due to the broken relationship between policy makers and stakeholders. Child practitioners shared that they struggled to implement policy as they felt policymakers designed bureaucratic legislations that suited policy makers themselves, without consideration of the challenges of policy implementation. Policies are assumed to benefit social justice and change, however, that in itself is fundamental to the policymaker's honesty and expertise on the matter. Bureaucracy’s place in policy means that policy often only benefits one audience, the policy makers (Leong and Howlett, 2022). The culture around policy making has become one of a blame and accountability cycle as the relationships between policy makers and stakeholders continues to deteriorate and policy use becoming a hinderance rather than a benefit to stakeholders (Leong and Howlett, 2017). Contrastingly, Trummers (et al, 2015) draws upon the stakeholder's diligence in delivering policy and failing to meet expectations and to meet expectations and how they can contribute to policy implications, although there are considerations to pressure that policies and policy makers influence on everyday practice that limits practitioners to implement policy.
Finally, Cambridge University Press and Assessment (2025) highlights the language of policy and its role in implementation. Policy linguistics opens possibilities for ambiguity as policies are often written with broad language to support flexibility, however this can lead to inconsistencies and misconceptions. Furthermore, Cairney (2021) states stakeholders can evaluate the discourse of policy writing to evaluate the true meaning or intention of the policy makers. Simple isolated words such as should, and must can shift the power dynamic and how the policy reader interprets the guidance. Should, for example, doesn’t place as much emphasis of necessity as must, which clearly defines the readers responsibility of the policy. This also presents policy makers providing contrasting forms of guidance. For example, the Welsh Government (2024) state that schools “should” make considerations and arrangements for assessment strategies in the Curriculum for Wales. Yet, Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 states the “regulations” and “requirements” for assessment strategies for education in Wales. Inconsistent language can limit practitioners' knowledge in their ability to implement policy into practice. 
Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_ZNvlg3rp]To conclude, policy has changed drastically in the way it views, cares for and approaches children, young people and communities. When reviewing previous policy to today's standards, policy writing is far less adequate in the efforts to safeguard children from the examples that are seen and used today, for example, the Factory Act 1833 would be unimaginable in today's society. However, policy at that time reflected the social construction of children, likewise modern-day policy reflects the social change in children’s power and contributions to society. It is apparent that policy makers have learnt from policy inequalities in the past to better improve policies that have been implemented since. In addition, pioneers like Montessori and Bronfenbrenner helped shift the social construction of children and brought light to ideologies like the whole child approach and inclusivity. Many policies that are used today also reflect the fundamental work of pioneers such as the Curriculum for Wales play based framework, in line with Montessori. Just like historic policies, modern policies still face implications of putting policy into practice such as misconceptions of language, broken relationships between policy makers and stakeholders and the complexity of children’s rights legislations. On the whole, policy is continuing to change to reflect today's standards of promoting safeguarding, well-being and holistic improvements for children, young people and communities. 
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