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Based on childhood as a concept of social construction, this essay is theoretically aimed at proposing and exploring definitions of childhood and will discuss some key elements of family life and childhood, with examples of the developments of the social construction of childhood from past to present times using central theory within the research paradigm of children, next it will move to describe the historical background of childhood, education, and care, including influencing factors and developing policy and legislation that have had an impact on the social construction of childhood over the years. Lastly, the essay moves on to discuss what such factors have had in improving children’s lives and reducing inequalities in the health and social care services for the service users, Using the literature review method, this essay highpoint that childhood is socially constructed. Evidence gathered showed there are many improvements in children’s lives, the essay will end with conclusions and recommendations for improvements for child welfare. The next section will start with the basic idea of childhood research.
[bookmark: _Toc36670228]What is childhood?

 To answer this question, we must look at the past origins and philosophical concept of childhood, childhood has been described as a stage of life, linked with sequential age located between infancy and youth, sociologist argues childhood is an idea that has been constructed over time, that means society has created and defined childhood that is why they say childhood is socially constructed. (Thompson, 2008). The age significance of childhood is not fixed nor universal, there are many differences across societies about the meaning and childhood experience, also, from different periods childhood has been interpreted differently, with this theory, a child cannot have a normal, natural childhood instead their childhood is constructed by society, this is because many studies from historical and from cross-cultural backgrounds have proved that there are different meanings to being a child from different societies. For example in the third world countries such as Bangladesh, many street kids are having to work or beg to earn money for the family, this is a normal thing for children in these poor countries, however, this makes you realise that in a lot of societies the idea of childhood does not even exist, but still the period of an individual’s childhood is age reliant. Here in the UK, what a child can or can not do is decided by law, and age is a major factor contributing to defining each law, for example, children must start school once they reach the compulsory school age or the age of consent is 16, children from the UK have their childhood protected from abuse or exploitation by British laws, “the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) defines a child as everyone under 18 unless, “under the law applicable to the child, the majority is attained earlier”. (NSPCC, 2020). The fluctuating precedents of childhood are narrowed down into four key periods. 
[bookmark: _Toc36670229]Childhood from the pre-industrial times:

 Amateur historian Philippe Aries (Aries, 1962) put the history of childhood on the map, according to Philippe childhood did not even exist until late 17th century, it was between 1500 – 1800 that childhood was socially constructed, it is stated that Philippe believed before the development of childhood, children were seen as “miniature adults” as soon as they can walk and talk, he also states, there was a lack of sentiment for childhood from the earlier periods compared to contemporary childhood, that is, preparing children for adulthood, such as in education, because back then they didn’t see a child as a child, he was a tiny adult and a valuable asset to economic, so no emotional investment was being made in them, unlike the contemporary childhood where it is a more child-centred approach with affection, time and attention towards the child. , during this era boys and girls were not treated equally, as soon as the male reached the age of 7 they were physically capable to help with outdoor work such as work on the farms and fields, and the female’s would usually work indoors doing domestic chores and also light tasks outdoors such as milking the cows or collecting firewood, (Snell, 2019). 
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 During this period adults took their children to work with them in mills, factories and down in the mines. There was no separate activity assigned for children they were treated the same as adults doing what adults do, they were not sheltered from the adult world, child labour drastically evolved once the industrial revolution began during the 18th century and children’s experiences intensified, the major difference to child labour in the industrial times from that in the pre-industrial times was the condition of the work, in pre-industrial times children worked with the family as a unit, however, in the early industrial times, children were taken away (still at a very young age) to unfamiliar grounds and had to work with strangers and in harsh working conditions which were extremely dangerous with no safety guidelines, they had to work long hours and were often beaten if they slowed down or did not produce enough, children who worked in the mines would inhale a lot of dust from the mines this led to lung cancer and other respiratory diseases which led to early death, because of this life expectancy went down because of no protection from the dangers. During the industrial revolution, it was meant to be a good time as Britain was improving economically, however, it was not a good time for the children as they were the ones that were drastically suffering the most, during the industrial revolution, almost in every industry child labour was common. (Economic History Association, n.d.)

[bookmark: _Toc36670231]Childhood from the later industrial period: 

 This was probably the most influential period of all, with many new laws and Acts were put in favour of these kids, children were more protected. The industrial revolution brought hope for children and families, on one hand, they hold all the opportunity of the prospect while sadly encountering with the horrors of deprivation and the present reality in the other. The environment these children came from presented a lot of challenges, in terms of health and work, however, it was in this century that laws and regulations were endorsed in the best interest of the children, factory and mine Acts meant children were no longer deemed as economic assets as they were no longer able to work in the same conditions as before, also, the 1870 education Act was introduced to support children. From the period of the industrial revolution came the rise of modern social classes, middle and upper-class family’s social statuses meant opportunities for their children while children from lower-class families were required to work and support their family. Through these social classes, it is evident that the rich and poor were divided, children from the wealthier families were educated through elite schools, home tutoring or an educated nanny or a governess, unlike the less fortunate kids who had to work in terribly harsh conditions such as the factories were unable to get an education, (Foundations of Western Culture , 2016). 

[bookmark: _Toc36670232]Childhood in the 20th century and onward:
 
 Child labour was replaced with education towards the 20th century, it was acknowledged by the society that a child’s financial input was far less valuable than the educational contribution, Since then, the main element of childhood was education, and has become a requirement. British society was well established by the 20th century, the division caused conflict between the status classes, such as the lower class were servants of the upper classes or ill-treated by the middle classes however towards the end of the 20th-century class boundaries became less apparent, as mindsets, prominence and reputation played a more important role in defining social classes rather than income. Also, children were considered vulnerable people and not viewed as mini-adults anymore, they were recognised that they need support and protection, children’s needs were put first, hence, the period of childhood started, and this was because toys, clothes and books were specifically designed for children another notion separating children from adults. Childhood changed by many events, both big and small, (BURKE, 2018).  the next section will list a few major changes made by the government.
In the past children never had any rights or protection, so to protect children from the cruel treatments the British government took control of the situation by passing numerous Acts. Factory Acts and mill Acts had been drawn up as early as the 19th century, however, they were proved ineffective, employers and even parents ignored the laws and carried on exploiting the children, mainly this was because children were considered a more valuable asset than the adult worker. A significant law that was passed in 1833 is “The Regulation of Child Labour Law”, this law had many rules attached to it, and all had to be followed and they were enforced. The main rules attached to the law were; children under 9 cannot work in factories and mills, under 18-year-olds are not allowed to work during night time, another rule out of the many prohibited children between the ages of 14-18 from working more than twelve hours daily and if they did they were entitled to a lunch break of an hour, Another law was later passed in 1847 called “The Ten Hour Bill”, this Act made sure women and children could only work up to 10 hours daily, also it had restrictions that Saturdays were only 8 hours and Sundays were a non-working day, this law brought down the working hours and it was a major turning point, especially for the teenagers as they had a manageable and stable working schedule. (History Learning.com, 2015). There are extensive laws, policies, Acts and legislations regulating child welfare in the UK, the main legislation putting restrictions on children working is the “Children and Young Persons Act 1933”, also children now have rights, they empower children with a voice and to live in a safe and secure environment. Children’s rights are protected by numerous laws, many which are exclusively enacted to safeguard children, others are that relate to children but deliver with fundamental rights, some areas that are covered are educational rights, medical rights, employment rights, the judicial system and welfare rights. “The Children and Families Act 2014” and the “Children Act 1989” are probably two main pieces of legislation that serve and protect children and their families, they enact to provide a secure upbringing and the betterment of today's families lives. (The Children's Society, 2020). Also, the “Education Act of 1870” known as the “Forster Act” put forward the obligatory essentials to set up a compulsory fundamental education in England, it was set up for voluntary denominational schools and non-denominational state schools. The intention was to improve and increase services already run by local churches and private individuals, the 1870 Act helped improve many children’s lives and the church played a substantial part. (Shaw, 2011)

[bookmark: _Toc36670233]Conclusion: 

Child-centred approach: since the medieval time's children’s lives have vastly improved, many take the “march of progress on this” stating that children’s lives are much better now than 200 years ago, (Thompson, 2015) as time progressed families and society evolved towards a more child-centred society, an approach which did not exist in the past centuries, since the Victorian era, there has been many changes to childhood, all these changes represent improvements to childhood, for instance: children have rights, UNICEF UK explains (UNICEF UK, 2020)
“The Convention has 54 articles that cover all aspects of a child’s life and set out the civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights that all children everywhere are entitled to. It also explains how adults and governments must work together to make sure all children can enjoy all their rights. Every child has rights, whatever their ethnicity, gender, religion, language, abilities or any other status”.
In conclusion, numerous philosophical debates of historical views on childhood have been seen throughout the decades and decisions about the construction of childhood continue to impact laws and legislations concerning how safeguarding children is shaped. It is evident that the demand for a protective status is required for every childhood and socioeconomics and cultural situations also have an impact on children’s conduct. Legislation, society, and media has played a big part in changing how risk assessments are conducted, finally, safeguarding children has been going on for many years and is always developing, this signposts that there is a connection amongst Legislation, society and the construct of childhood which periodically reflects each other and will most likely carry on to do so.
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