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Introduction

Children are essential to the world's present and future. Children are now being acknowledged for who they are today and their future responsibilities in building tomorrow's world. There are 2.2 billion children in the world, with nearly half of them (1 billion) experiencing inequalities and vulnerability; missing out on development due to violence, poverty, cultural, political, and socioeconomic factors, and lacking access to essential elements of ideal childhood such as education, health, housing, nutrition, sanitation, or even water. (UNICEF, 2017) (UNICEF, 2021) (Villages, 2015) 

Childhood is universally recognised as a valuable and essential time in a human's life - a crucial period of physical growth and mental and emotional learning and development. (Institute, 2017) This article examines childhood social formation's significance. It offers an overview of childhood development from historical to today's context. Additionally, it examines the family as a socially created entity and the changes inside families in the United Kingdom. The article examines the elements that have contributed to improving children's lives and decreasing disparities from historical to contemporary periods and explains why these elements enhanced children's lives. Finally, it discusses existing initiatives in the United Kingdom to assist vulnerable children and help decrease disparities between advantaged and disadvantaged children.

Children and Childhood
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states, "A child is a human being under 18 years unless a majority is attained earlier by the law relevant to the child". (Unicef, 1989) Most countries ratify it, except the USA; therefore, most of the world's legal systems recognise anyone under 18 years as a child. (Children, 2021) (UN, 1989) In the UK, anyone under 18 is identified as a child. (NSPCC, 2021) 
Biologically 'An individual between infancy and puberty is identified as a child, and period or state of being a child is defined as childhood. (Merriam-Webster, 2021) (Merriam-Webster, 2021) The period of a boy or girl's life from birth till he or she reaches the age of adulthood, the more limited temporal span from birth until the beginning of puberty. (Marks, 2021) 
The concept of childhood is a socially constructed concept which relates to the idea that childhood is not a natural process but that society determines when a person is a child and becomes a grownup. Childhood cannot be considered in isolation. It is inextricably linked to other societal issues. (Norozi & Moen , 2016) Childhood is a developmental period of life shared by all children and is characterised by fundamental physical and developmental characteristics. (James & James, 2017) As a result, although legal and biological definitions of childhood may be similar, social conceptions of childhood may vary across cultures, nations, and generations. When sociologists argue that 'childhood is socially constructed,' they imply that our notions about childhood are produced by society rather than dictated by a 'child's biological age. Some of the elements of childhood that are influenced by society are as follows (Thompson, 2015):
· The duration of childhood and the age at which a child becomes an adult
· The position of children in society – their rights and duties, as well as the legal safeguards and constraints we impose on them
· The fundamental beliefs we have about children, such as whether we believe they are innocent and in need of protection or tenacious and in need of the opportunity to explore and grow on their own as much as possible.
To comprehend the social construction of 'Childhood,' two distinct geographical places that are culturally and socially highly different from each other may be utilised. By article 32 of UNCRC, children have the right to be protected from child labour. (Unicef, 1989) However, there are 160 million child labourers globally, and 79 million are engaged in hazardous works. (Organization, 2020) Even though there are laws to safeguard children from hazardous child labour in the UK and India, 12.9 million children in India are involved in work. (Villages, 2021) (UK, 2021) (Organization, 2015) Both countries ratified United Nations Convention on the child's Rights and have laws to protect children from harmful environments, experiences of childhood are very different. (Unicef, 1989) 
In India, child labour and exploitation are caused by various reasons, including poverty, societal norms that condone them, a lack of good employment options for adults and adolescents, migration, and natural disasters. These variables are both the source and the result of socioeconomic inequalities exacerbated by discrimination. (UNICEF, 2021)
In the UK, on the other hand, school attendance is obligatory until the age of 16, and all children are expected to remain in education or training until the age of 18.  (UK, 2021) Children and their families are supported by free education, child benefit to keep them in education to ensure child development. (HMC, 2021) (UK, 2021) This demonstrates how different the experiences for children in these two nations are in schooling and child work.
As many as 650 million women in the world are now married before the age of 18. Child marriage prepares them for a difficult life; they are less likely than their peers to complete their education and are more likely to be victims of domestic abuse. (Vision, 2021) Niger has the highest rate of child marriage; 76% of children get married before they turn 18; in female children, the rate is 77%. (UNICEF, 2014) As one of the poorest nations in the world, Niger's child marriage problem is primarily influenced by social, cultural, and financial reasons. (Idrissi, 2019)
In the UK, it is illegal to get married before 16, though parents consent is required for anyone under 18. (Parliament, 2021) (UK, 1949) Because of strict laws, socio-cultural and solid political influence, the rate of child marriage in the UK is less than in many other countries. (Batha, 2021) (Summers, 2021)
Child prostitution: Every year, an estimated one million children are forced into prostitution throughout the world, with the total number of prostituted children perhaps reaching 10 million. (Willis & Levy, 2002) Child prostitution has long-term detrimental consequences on a child's physical and emotional health, including HIV, many sexually transmitted diseases, and mental symptoms include sadness, personality or sexual orientation confusion, behavioural issues (aggression or rage), insomnia, lack of confidence, distrust of adults, and aversion towards adults. (Busuttil, 2011) In Thailand, between 30,000 and 40,000 minors under the age of eighteen are exploited as prostitutes. (Post, 2020)
Unlike Thailand,  children in the UK are protected from prostitution or any sexual exploitation by the law and order and adequate enforcement, most noticeably serious crime act 2015 and sexual offence act 2003. (Department, 2016)

Family

The most common conception of family is a social group consisting of people related to each other: parents, children, grandparents, uncles, aunts, and others. (Dictionary, 2021) This general conception, also known as kinship terminology, only defines groups who are related by blood. Therefore, a more updated definition is that a family is a group of people linked by marriage, blood, or adoption who live in the same home and interact in various social roles, typically spouses, parents, children, and siblings. (Barnard, 2021) 
Families have evolved over the years and are ever-changing due to many nations' low fertility rates, fewer marriages and more divorces, improvements in female education and increased female and maternal employment; more children are growing up in single-parent or reconstructed homes. (OECD, 2011) Therefore, the size and shape of the families are constantly changing, and these changes influence the family formation, home structure, work-life balance, and child well-being. 

Across all ages, the percentage of individuals marrying has been declining. 78% of males born in 1960 were married by the age of 40; 63% of men born in 1970 were married by 40. A similar trend may be seen in women. This trend has been paralleled by a decrease in marriages, from 415,000 in 1970 to 241,000 in 2010. (Thompson, et al., 2010) 
The same-sex marriage act (2013) also significantly influences gay and lesbian people's families. (Office, 2014)
Globalisation has altered almost every area of contemporary life, including family life, by expanding international, long-distance relationships. People travel more, away from home and adopt and integrate values, ideas and culture from different societies. (Trask, 2009)
Media has been playing a huge role to shape up people's morals, standards and expectations. It also influences people beliefs and acceptances. (Jennings, 2017)
In England and Wales, the Adoption and Children Act 2002 enables a single individual or a couple, including same-sex couples, to adopt a child, enabling anyone to form a family. (UK, 2002)
Most popular religions support and encourage the traditional concept of family and household. (Center, 2019) However, church attendance has fallen by about 60% since 1985, according to studies. (Statista, 2021)This may affect family life, increasing divorce, cohabitation, sex outside marriage, and decreasing religious belief in marriage as holy and essential.
In the United Kingdom alone, family kinds include the conventional nuclear family, single-parent families, same-sex families, stepfamilies, extended families, multi-generational families, and adoptive and foster families. , (Diaz-Garcia, 2020) (statistics, 2019)

History of Childhood

Since the very influential book 'Centuries of Childhood', published in 1960 by French historian Philippe Ariès, childhood has been a subject of study in social history; he contended that "childhood" as a notion was invented by contemporary civilisation. Before the 17th century, children were shown as mini-adults, according to him. (Aries, 1996)
Ancient Time: In Greece, a child was not considered a person until five days old. Parents may legally abandon their newborns to death. Girls married around 15. Girls learnt to weave from their moms in ancient Greece. Boys from wealthy households started school at seven. They studied math, literature, and music. (Encyclopedia, 2021)
Many Romans were slaves, so were their children. The children of wealthy Romans went to a Ludus at the age of seven to learn to read, write, and perform basic math. Only males attended secondary school, where they learned mathematics, history, literature, and oratory (the art of public speaking). The teachers were harsh and often beat the students. (Encyclopedia, 2021)
Medieval Times: The prevalent perception of children as bad led to the practice of coddling to limit infants' "supposed proclivity to wilfulness." Increased death risk among children aged 3-4 years due to diarrhoea or malnutrition due to inadequate weaning. (James, et al., 1998)
Children as young as eight years old are sent to different homes to learn a trade or skill. Girls learned domestic works such as weaving, and boys learned riding and handling weapons; some to monasteries for rudimentary schooling. (Cybulskie, 2021)
Industrial Revolution (1760 – 1830): There were minimal government rules governing labour conditions and hours during the Industrial Revolution. Children were often forced to work under hazardous circumstances for very little money. They developed various ailments as a result of working in mines with poor ventilation. (Humphries, 2011)
Victorian Period: Many working-class youngsters worked in factories, mines, and mills in the early 1800s. They frequently worked long hours and in dangerous circumstances, putting their health at risk and even causing child injuries or deaths. (Thompson, 2020)
At home, children were expected to help with housework and care for ill relatives. The adoption of various social programmes linked to employment and education and the creation of child care facilities progressively altered the position of children. That shift took place from the 1830s, when the first child labour laws were enacted, up to now, when the United Nations-led a movement to protect children's rights. (Thompson, 2020)
Since the early 19th century, children's lives have changed in many ways, as follows (Thompson, 2020):
· Employment - Policies that limited and controlled child labour, eventually excluding youngsters from paid work.
· Education - The implementation of compulsory education and the increasing of the school leaving age.
· Childbirth and early childhood medicine – No longer plagued by high infant mortality, the NHS today offers comprehensive maternity and early childhood care.
· There is now legislation to protect children from possibly harmful and hazardous actions.
· A growing number of goods and services targeted particularly towards children and their development are now available. 
· Parents are spending more time with their children and actively 'parenting'.
· Child Welfare - The implementation of child protection and welfare laws and its extension into all aspects of child services via the current Safeguarding policy, giving them more social security.
· The recent development of 'child rights' has given youngsters a more extraordinary voice in society.
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                                                                                Source: (Thompson, 2020)
Changes in law and policy, social issues, and the introduction of child development programmes have contributed to improving children's lives from the Victorian era to the present.
The Children Act 1989: This act gives children a healthy, safe environment that ensures their enjoyment and progress. Also, it aids in achieving the financial security of children. (UK, 1989)
The United Nations Convention on the Child's Rights: It has been implemented in England, as has legislation relating to employment, education, child health and safety. (Unicef, 1989)
Children and Families Act 2014: This Act seeks to provide further protection for children who have been identified as vulnerable. It covers children in foster care as well as those who are cared for or have special needs. It also requires developing an Education, Health, and Care Plan for every child who has been recognised as having special needs. (UK, 2014)
The Education Act 2002: The Education Act of 2002 imposes a responsibility on educational institutions, such as schools and colleges, to guarantee that the safety and well-being of children are central to how their institutions operate. (UK, 2002)

Children in the United Kingdom are protected against prostitution or other forms of sexual exploitation by legislation and sufficient enforcement, most notably the Serious Crime Act 2015 and the Sexual Offences Act 2003.  (Department, 2016)
1833 Factories Act:  The primary legislation related to child labour/work that has changed the lives of children is the 19th century (Parliament, 2021) which abolished child labour before the age of 9.
The 1870 Education Act: Education law is one of the most significant legislation that has helped change children's lives. The Schooling Act of 1880 established compulsory education for all children from 5 to 11 years old. In the United Kingdom, all children must attend compulsory school until 16 and participate in training until 18. 

Marriage Act 1949: In the United Kingdom, it is unlawful to marry before 16, but parental permission is needed for anybody under 18. Which also saves children from various abuses. (Parliament, 2021) (UK, 1949)

Other relevant acts are Equality Act 2010, The Human Rights Act 1998, Keeping Children Safe in Education 2019, Working Together to Safeguard Children 2018. (Johnson, 2019) 

Intervention approaches or strategies are usually designed based on children and family's need and their priorities. Health and social care professionals create an intervention approach following the guidelines available by these acts.


Child Development

Child development refers to the biological, psychological, and emotional changes in humans between birth and the end of puberty. (Collins, 1984) Early brain research may influence early childhood investing. This fundamental idea of neuroscience and behavioural research has been developed over many decades to explain why child development — especially from birth to five years — is the basis for a flourishing and sustainable society. (University, 2021) The most prominent child development theories are Bronfenbrenner's ecological theory and Maslow's hierarchy of needs.
 
Bronfenbrenner's ecological theory emphasises the need to monitor children across various ecological systems to understand their development better. (Guy-Evans, 2020)
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Maslow's hierarchy of needs is a motivation theory that asserts that five kinds of human needs govern an individual's behaviour. Physiological needs, safety needs, love and belonging needs, esteem needs, and self-actualisation are among them.  (McLeod, 2020)

                    Maslow’s hierarchy of needs Pyramid


There are numerous child welfare policies in the United Kingdom, such as:
· Child benefit: Child benefit is a social security payment made to parents or guardians of children, adolescents, and young adults. Child benefit is typically means-tested, and the amount given depends on the number of children. (UK, 2021) This benefit gives children and their families financial security.
· Child tax credit: If a family with child/ children have a low income, the Kid Tax Credit may assist with the expenses of raising a child. (Helper, 2021)
· Free school lunch: All children in the UK can get free school meals. (UK, 2021)
· Free Education: All children living in the UK are eligible for free education until they are 18. (HMC, 2021)
There are many services for children in the UK. Such as (SCIE, 2021):
Universal: Schools, health visits, and GP are examples of universal services.
Targeted: Targeted services for children and families experiencing – or are at risk of experiencing – problems, such as school counselling, parenting programmes, and support.
Coordinated targeted: Care for children and families with various needs, such as intense family support, specialised child and adolescent mental health assistance, and services for disabled children.
Specialist: Children and families with severe and complicated needs get specialised care, including child protection and inpatient child and adolescent mental health.


Conclusion

To ensure the well-being and development of children, researchers must understand children more. The multidisciplinary approach to studying the lives of children and -adolescents is advantageous because it allows researchers to gather information from many sources and examine how children are seen, understood, and cared for in different areas of the globe. An interdisciplinary approach also allows us to examine and compare children's lives in the present and the past, how every child is unique, and how these differences influence the pace at which they progress through the many phases of childhood development.
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