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[bookmark: _Toc81063253]Introduction
This essay is an elaborate discussion about childhood as a socially constructed concept. A discourse on the key elements of a family and childhood will be presented with the main emphasis on childhood being socially constructed. The essay then will provide a historical understanding of childhood according to different scholars such as Locke and Rousseau and through historical periods such as the Greek, Roman, medieval and Victorian times. This will focus on informing the history of childhood compared to the current interventions shaping the changes in their livelihood. The essay will then identify and analyse interventions that support vulnerable children and recommendations will be made on how the support towards children and young people can be improved. The conclusion will consolidate the main points in the essay and make recommendations moving forward.

[bookmark: _Toc81063254]Key elements of family and childhood 
According to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), a child below the age of 18 years (UN, 1989). This legal definition rhymes with many countries however a child is also biological. Biologically, a child is a human being between birth and puberty (O'Toole, 2013). Beyond the legal and biological definitions, a child is also defined as a relationship that is not necessarily bond by a biological attachment. For example, children in foster care. Tending to relationships, childhood as a stage is socially constructed. 
Valentine (2004) argues that childhood is not just a biological stage but is shaped by an individual's social interaction. A social construct asserts that one's reality is built by daily interaction with the most immediate environment (James and James, 2008). Children in different countries experience childhood differently due to different social circumstances. For example, child trafficking in Africa is more pronounced than in the UK so one can argue that the experience of being a child in Africa is not equivalent to that in the UK (Bello and Olutola, 2020). Additionally, through peer culture, children adopt behavior and language through interacting with their families, adults, or other children (Valentine, 2004). Children within a household of smokers are three times more likely to smoke compared to those who live in a non-smoking environment (Action on smoking and health [ASH], 2019). This indicates that adult behavior can influence a child's experience and, in this case, one can argue that the childhood experience of one staying in a smoking household is not similar to one in a non-smoking household. This essentially underpins the argument that childhood is more of a social construct than it is a biological stage as asserted by most psychologists. The scenario clearly shows that some of the children adopted criminal behavior and this could be an influence from the mother who has a criminal record.

[bookmark: _Toc81063255]Key elements of family life 
Family does not have a universally correct definition as it is driven by unique social constructs in different communities. According to Desai (1994), a family comprises two or more people joined by blood, consensual union, or adoption living in the same household. On the contrary, UNESCO defines a family as a unit of society whose members do not necessarily require to live in a single household but share common values (UNESCO, 1992). Elliot (2000) underpins UNESCO's definition and argues that family membership is key regardless of whether or not the members of the family stay in the same household. The family structure commonly comprises the father, mother and children in a household. However, family transcends just a household and takes on even larger boundaries for instance the extended families. 
A nuclear family is where a mother and father stay with their biological children (Petersin and Rose, 2003). On the other hand, joint or extended families comprise two or more generations of people including in-laws, aunts, uncles, cousins amongst others (Elliot and Gray, 2000). Extended families are very common in Africa and parts of Asia such as Pakistan precisely because of the ancient tradition of the different societies (Farouq et al., 2015). In South Africa, extended families are influenced by the ancient culture of "Ubuntu" which essentially implies togetherness; which can be promoted by the size of extended families (Mbigi, 2005). However, there is a shift towards the nuclear family system due to financial pressures are given that extended families are costly and yet the cost of living is not reducing either (Farouq et al., 2015). The UK has a diversity of family structures such as same-sex couples living together as a family. In 2018, over 232,000 same-sex couples were staying together compared to 152,000 recorded in 2015 (BBC, 2019). Research shows that the health and wellbeing of children in a same-sex parented family are as good compared to opposite-sex parented families (Crouch et al., 2014). However, the same study notes that same-sex parents with perceived stigma connected their same-sex attraction affected the children's emotional development. Some couples choose to adopt children and make up a family unit.  

[bookmark: _Toc81063256]Historical perspective of children and their families 
The conceptions about children have evolved in history and to to-date, there have been several philosophies that have defined children over time in the UK and Europe at large. The Christian view of childhood asserts that children are separated from God because they are tainted with corruption since conception. This idea was highly popularised by Augustine of Hippo whose doctrine asserted that humanity was corrupted by the sin of Adam in the garden of Eden and that only the ritual of baptism can remedy the nature of man. This idea was largely accepted until the seventeenth century as a biblical preacher still held the same notion. The idea of the origin of sin in the childhood stage largely informs the Puritan society and adults used this understanding to control children. The Puritans argued that as a child grows, he becomes godlier (Main, Kaplan and Cassidy, 1985). 

However, John Earle sharply disagreed with the Puritan theology that looked at children as being sinful as he asserted that children are innocent beings (Ezell, 1983). Earle asserted that children are as innocent as Adam before his fall in the garden of Eden and that they are corrupted through their experiences with the environment over time. In contradiction to the Puritan view of godliness with age, Earle argued that a person is more corrupt as he grows older. This idea of a child's innocence has a likeness with John Locke's ideas about childhood. Locke argued that children are born with a blank slate (Duschinsky, 2012). He argues that children are born without the concept of sin or wrongdoing but rather as they interact with the environment, they are molded into what the environment presents (Locke, 2000). Therefore, he leaned towards nurture than nature in the upbringing of children. This view of children properly suits the notion that childhood is a social construct as argued in the preceding sections. In the eighteenth century, Jean-Jacques Rousseau's ideas about childhood did not differ from John Locke and Bishop John Earle. He argues that children are born innocent until they interact with the environment that subsequently causes negative consequences (Rousseau, 1762). He highlighted that children are easily tempted and that they should be protected from social vices such as child labor in modern society (Nelson, 2017). Unlike the other philosophers, Rousseau developed a developmental account divided into three main stages namely; Childhood (0-12 years), pre-adolescence (12-16 years), and puberty (16 years and above). 

Children in ancient Greek times had challenges with surviving in their early days of life. Many passed on in the first days of their life and with such babies were not given names until the seventh or tenth day of life. The babies who were born with a deformity were abandoned at the place of birth; most girls were abandoned and those who were rescued could work as slaves for the families that took care of them from childhood (Andreu-Cabrera et al., 2010). In Roman times, childhood was treasured by parents as they celebrated the children's birthdays annually. At 1 year, the parents could apply for the child's citizenship which gave the child legal privileges. In the Roman community, childhood was divided into two stages namely the infant and puberty stage. The infant stage spanned from birth to 7 years old while the puberty stage stretched from 8 years to the start of puberty which was 12 and 14 years for the girls and boys respectively. At this stage, the children took on home responsibilities such as house chores and tending the animals. In the puberty stage, the children were ready for marriage and the boys specifically were transitioning to manhood (Rawson, 2003). 

Medieval childhood was almost similar to the Roman concept of childhood. However, childhood in the medieval era was plagued with high child mortality as children rarely made it to their first birthday (Adams, 1998). The church influenced defining children's age of legal responsibility as it highlighted that children below the age of puberty were unable to commit sins or comprehend crime. The boys were taken to school while the girls were taught at home. This impacted the level of literacy in Latin grammar as the boys knew better than the girls (Adams, 1998). The era of the industrial revolution (1876-1900) saw the growth and transformation of society that formed the rich businessmen and a middle class. The increase in industries caused a need for labour and this saw rural families relocate from villages to the city for a better life (Humphries, 2013). Families including children had to work just to keep the family afloat from poverty which exposed children to harsh working conditions as they worked long hours in the factories (Minge-Kalman, 1978). Children in the rural areas also faced it rough as they harvested crops in hot temperatures for long hours with minimal breaks. Due to the long working hours and the need to consolidate income, the children did not have time for education and even those who were enrolled did not get adequate time for school. This period was therefore pervaded with child labour and it took a long time before child labour laws were formulated to protect children. 

The concept of childhood in Victorian times was built between 1837-1901. During the reign of Queen Victoria in England, children experienced harsh livelihoods as they were put to work in textile mills and mines in very deplorable working conditions. This period coincided with the industrial revolution and girls of 5 years old joined domestic service as a maid in the homes of wealthy families. Legal remedies were sought as laws such as the 1833 Factory Act and the 1867 Workshop Act were formulated to protect children from child labour (Cunningham, 1991). Although the Elementary Education Act was created in 1870, it was not passed until 1902. This sluggish development can be attributed to industrial capitalism that created the demand for cheap labor that kept children through the cycle of child labour instead of focusing on school (Holzemer, 2019). 

[bookmark: _Toc81063257]Factors that have contributed to changing the lives of children and reducing inequalities
Since Victorian times, efforts have been made to improve the health and social wellbeing of children. Regarding education, there was the introduction of the Education Act in 1880 which made education a must for all children from 5 to 11 years of age. Currently, all children in the UK must attend compulsory until they are 16 years. This removed the children from the factories to attend school regularly. The introduction of the Sexual Offences Act 2003 protects children under the age of 16 years from sexual abuse and anyone under 13 years can never give consent. Child sexual abuse causes post-traumatic stress disorder and depression in children therefore protection of this vice is very important (Independent Inquiry Into Child Sexual Abuse, 2017). The ratification of the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) by the UK was essential as children had a right to education, life, protection from abuse, expression, and good health (Cantwell and Detrick, 1990). The 1833 Factories Act also protected children from child labour before the age of 9 years. Therefore, these strides in the legal and policy framework have been very helpful in protecting children from harm and abuse.  

[bookmark: _Toc81063258]Current Interventions and approaches to help children and different families
There are different interventions made to improve the well-being of children and different families. The government provided targeted services such as free school meals to support children living within a household with an annual household income that does not exceed £7,400 after removing tax and excluding welfare benefits (BBC, 2020; Department for Education, 2021). This scheme has supported families that have struggled to get adequate food most especially during the COVID 19 pandemic period (Westwater, 2020). Free school meals have also benefited the school-going pupils whether in school or at home. Having regular meals for children improves their health vitality and satisfies the basic need of food as highlighted in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Poston, 2009). However, there are still 1.3 million children living below UK's poverty line who are not entitled to free school meals. An analysis by the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) shows that these children live in families that earn low pay from work and still do not get to quality because of the strict inclusion criteria used (Child Poverty Action Group [CPAG], 2020). To cover more families struggling with food poverty, it will be better to extend free meals to all families on universal credit to support the families experiencing in-work poverty (CPAG, 2020). Nevertheless, this program has supported families through the pandemic.  

As a universal service, the local authorities also conduct a risk assessment for children and young people who are experiencing or likely to experience harm. Factors such as domestic violence, parental drug abuse, criminal activity amongst other factors make children vulnerable to harm. Section 17 of the Children Act (1989) mandates local authorities to ascertain if a child is in need and conduct a thorough assessment to identify the child's specific needs. The local authority has to collaborate with other agencies to provide holistic care and meet the children's needs. Multi-agency support is important as agencies view the child holistically and meet needs in all spheres of the child's wellbeing (DfE, 2018). However, the professionals should understand the policy and legal framework underpinning child protection to ensure that appropriate action is taken in time. The professionals should also work as a team while recognising each other’s role on the team around the child (DfE, 2018).  

For specific services, children with learning disabilities are also supported through health and social care interventions. A General practitioner (GP) can assess the needs of a child with learning disabilities and refer to the appropriate specialists (NHS Choices, 2019). The specialists work together to deliver holistically meet the child's needs ranging from health, social, emotional, and spiritual needs. Children with profound and multiple learning disabilities (PMLD) are accorded extra support by assigning a carer to help the child or young person learn skills such as the use of the toilet and communication ability that are relevant in socialising within an environment (NHS Choices, 2019). However, it's important that the care provided to children with learning disabilities to tailored to the child or young person's individual needs such as special education needs (Berg, 2021). This implies that personalised care plans should be made by the social worker and team of professionals around the child. 

[bookmark: _Toc81063259]Conclusion 
Child development is a socially constructed concept and this implies that the environment is critical in promoting a child’s wellbeing. The historical background of childhood shows challenges faced by children such as child labour, infant mortality, poor school attendance however with legal and policy framework efforts there has been a level of protection of harm or abuse. Interventions as services such as free meals, local authority assessments for children’s needs and multi-agency support have underpinned the change. However, there are still 1.3 million children in poverty missing out on free meals. The government should look into extending free meals to all families on universal credit to support the families experiencing in-work poverty (CPAG, 2020). Professionals working with children should be well acquainted with the legal and policy framework to ensure comprehensive child protection.  
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