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Childhood 

Childhood is believed to be a social construct whereby the idea of childhood is varied between time, location and social class eradicating the assumption that childhood is universal (Schulte and Thompson, 2018; Global Studies of Childhood, 2012). Additionally, it is believed childhood is an act of experiencing learning through discovery and explorative play stimulating a child’s learning through gaining valuable childhood experiences, promoting healthy development (Public Health Wales Observatory, 2013). Synthesising with Public Health Wales Observatory (2013) UNICEF (Unknown Date) advocate childhood consists of a period in which children are provided with opportunities to grow into strong competent beings through the motion of play and experiential learning. However, in accordance Tolstoy (2010) it is apparent that childhood is also an event of vulnerability, whereby children are reliant on agents of care and actions of safeguarding from any appearance of harmful behaviour. 

In accordance to Samuelsson and Carlsson (2008) the experiences children engage in during early childhood should be meaningful and enjoyable whereby children are protected from any form of harmful content. Additionally in relation to childhood, positive childhood experiences allow children to adopt positive attitudes towards the world and the individuals within, encouraging growth and independence (Kosterman et al., 2011; Solari and Mare, 2011). However, in accordance to Public Health Wales (2015) it is evident that negative experiences within childhood can result in a child adopting unacceptable behaviours in adulthood such as alcoholism and excessive smoking affecting the likelihood of becoming a graduate. Therefore, it is apparent that in order for children to experience positive childhood experiences it is suggested by the Public Health Wales Observatory (2013) for there to be a presence of high quality services across the globe such as an enhanced education system along with exceptional health care services. 

One country in particular which promotes positive childhood experiences is Wales; as a country Wales aims to provide an environment for children to maximise their chances of leading a prosperous adulthood encouraging continuous participation (Welsh Government, 2017). Wales is an ambitious country thriving to deliver fairness whereby children are treated equally in an attempt to ensure all children have a flying start in their journey into adulthood (Welsh Government, 2015). In accordance to the Public Health Wales Observatory (2013) each child in Wales should experience childhood in a positive manner whereby the child has the right to be healthy, safe and happy. 

Similarly to Wales, an additional country which promotes healthy childhood experiences is Sweden known for their active approach to child safety (Lefevre et al., 2014). According to Johansson (2013) in terms of safeguarding children and providing children with positive childhood experiences, Sweden was one of the first countries to adopt the UNCRC into their practice with working with children. Additionally, Sweden was one the first initial country in the world to forbid corporal punishment of children in the year of 1979 (Karlsson, 2013). However, in accordance to Josefsson (2016) despite Sweden being an advocacy for children’s rights, Sweden has been criticised for the increasing number of children whom have been separated from their families into foster care. 

In terms of delivering high provision of services to children, Wales is regulated on integrating the aims of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) into their work with children in an attempt to ensure children’s voices are encountered for (Welsh Government, 2014). Moreover, as a country Wales leads various programs such as Funky Dragon in respect of allowing children to have the opportunity to be heard on issues relating to them, giving children the power to contribute in decision making on a national level (Hutt and Davidson, Unknown Date). Furthermore, a report known as ‘Lifting the Lid’ is an example of children having their voices heard in Wales whereby children were questioned on the cleanliness of toilets in the schooling environment through the establishments of questionnaires and informal interviews (Clarke, 2004). In accordance to Can and Inalhan (2016) it is important to provide children with opportunities to engage in activities whereby the child’s opinion is respected. 

Moreover, Aaron (2017) stresses in Wales, a Children’s Rights Approach is adopted in relation to empowering children within the education system, developing children into confident individuals. In addition, Aaron (2017) highlights as a country Wales actively provides awareness to children of their rights within the education system through engaging them in discussions to show dedication to empowering their needs. However, in accordance to Williams (2013) there is an increasing amount of children in Wales who are unaware of their rights in correspondence to the UNCRC with 41% of children unaware and 77% of children having no knowledge on the topic of the UNCRC. Jerome (2016) further stresses it is evident under article 42 of the UNCRC children have the right to hold an understanding of their rights within society whereby the role of the government is to provide children with the knowledge of their rights. 

In accordance to Bremberg (2009) Sweden has made a positive contribution to childhood experiences as evidence highlights Sweden ranked first in the United Nations Children’s Fund in 2008 in relation to early childhood and care. Additionally, in terms of delivering positive childhood experiences to children in relation to protection, in accordance to Swedish Institute (2012) in the year of 1993 the Swedish Government appointed an ombudsman to safeguard the rights of young children through enforcing the work of the UNCRC into their work with children. In accordance to UNICEF (2009) the Government of Sweden appoints a children’s ombudsperson annually representing the interests of children through the action of monitoring. Additionally, UNICEF (2009) highlights the role of the ombudsperson is to work in partnership with the Government through submitting a report annually on the topic of obstacles preventing children from encountering their rights set out by the UNCRC. 

Similarly to Sweden, in terms of providing children with positive childhood experiences in Wales, as a country Wales appoints an individual to work in relation to supporting children’s rights known as the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (Holland, 2015). In accordance to Roberts et al. (2016) the children’s commissioner protects along with promotes the rights of children in Wales monitoring progress by the Welsh Assembly Government in relation to human rights. One of the aims of the current commissioner has is to eradicate smacking making it illegal for parents to pursue any form of physical contact with their children (BBC News, 2017). In support of this, Hutt and Davidson (Unknown Date) stress children in Wales should not have to experience smacking or any form of violence within their childhood experiences due to it being seen negatively encouraging violence in later adulthood. 

In accordance to the Welsh Government (2018) in terms of childhood experiences in relation to healthcare, children in wales have access to a full range of healthcare within the National Health Service funded from taxation. The Welsh Government (2018) further states the foundation of the National Health Service within Wales is to protect the health and wellbeing of young children identifying early issues of concern health related.  Moreover, in accordance to the Public Health Wales Observatory (2013) providing children with a healthy start in life is underpinned by the Welsh Government in their strategic action plan in an attempt to reduce health inequalities. Furthermore, Evans (2016) stresses providing children in environments which are considered healthy is a fundamental requirement which under article 24 of the UNCRC redeems children have the right live in an environment which promotes healthy living. 

Similarly to Wales, Sweden is a country whereby healthcare is financed based on taxation locally in accordance to Wettergren et al. (2016). In addition, Svanborg-Sjovall (2014) advocates the healthcare system in Sweden appears to be the best in the world, however the system has some underlying issues needing to be addressed. Moreover, the Public Health Wales Observatory (2013) stresses this is also the case for Wales whereby there is a shortfall of children with the completion of all the recommended immunisations by their fourth birthday affecting their overall health and wellbeing. The Public Health Wales Observatory (2013) further recommends there is a need to offer catch up vaccinations for those children who have missed an immunisation. 

Wales is praised for accommodating children with healthy breakfasts which under the School Standards and Organisation Wales Act 2013, all children in Wales have access to free breakfast within the schooling environment as a means to help increase children’s educational efforts in relation to their concentration (Welsh Government, 2015). In support of this, Lyle (2014) notes article 27 of the UNCRC stresses all children should have access to adequate food whereby governments have the duty to assist families who are unable to afford to provide food to their families (Lyle, 2014). Moreover, in terms of delivering positive childhood experiences within schooling, the Welsh education system for children aged three to seven is known as the Foundation Phase consisting of seven areas of learning delivered through active learning, whereby children are encouraged to be creative and imaginative learners through the means of play (Welsh Government, 2015). Play is regarded as a key component to learning within the Foundation Phase providing children with enjoyable childhood experiences whereby the child thrives in their learning through goals and assessment (Estyn, 2009). As stated by Ozar (2012) the Swedish preschool educational environment revolves around the promotion of play as a vehicle of learning as an alternative to the UK’s system of distinguishing of goals. However, while Wales acknowledges the use of learning through play whereby children are assessed on their developmental progress, the Swedish schooling system revolves around guiding a child’s learning through the method of consideration meaning children are not pressured within their learning (The Guardian, 2018). In accordance to Lohmander and Samuelsson (2015) the theoretical view of the preschool curriculum in Sweden and Wales can be linked to the Vygotskian theory of learning whereby children are viewed as active participants within their learning through the concept of play. Frost (2010) notes it is evident that providing children with opportunities to engage in learning whereby play acts as a tool of learning allows children to engage in positive childhood experiences whereby the child learns first hand experiences. 

Children experience positive childhood experiences in schooling when their environment they are engaged in is portrayed as safe and the interests of the child is paramount (Estyn, 2009).  In accordance to Lindstrom and Perdahl (2014) schools in Sweden are regulated through the Education Act ensuring the schooling environment is safe whereby children do not engage in any harmful experiences. Additionally, under the Swedish Education Act, education in Sweden is delivered equally regardless of gender, social status or ethnicity (Ozar, 2012; Statistics Sweden, 2009). In accordance to Cannella and Soto (2010) children in Sweden are required to attend compulsory schooling for a total of nine years starting at the age of six; however children can enroll in preschool programs at an earlier age although they are not considered mandatory. In difference, within Wales it is a manadory requirement for children to start school at the age of three to four allowing the child the right to education (Welsh Government, 2017). Providing children with access to education is fundamental for a child in regards to growth and development; allowing the child the means to proceed into adulthood pursusing success (Singh, 2015). However, providing education too early may potentially affect a child in a negative way; for instance a child may be exposed to learning too early in which they struggle functioning valuable educational information in their early years which can affect their ability to concenrate (Camarata, 2015). In contrast, the University of Cambridge (2018) states educating children early on in their childhood experiences allows children to acquire greater symbolic representational skills along with improved literacy skills. 

In terms of delivering education to chidlren Jonkoping University (Unknown Date) notes the Swedish approach to preschool education is known as EDUCARE which combines care-giving and educational practice to assist the development of children aged one to six. In accordance to the School of Education and Communication (Unknown Date) EDUCARE was established in Sweden as a way of respecting children as individuals within their society noticing each child to have their own human rights (School of Education and Communication, Unknown Date; Christopher et al., 2016). Ozar (2012) notes it is apparent that parents in Sweden regard preschool as the foundation towards children’s learning experiences whereby 80% of children attending preschool. In accordance to Miho et al. (2010) the Child Care Policy within Sweden advocates preschools within Sweden are viewed as social institutions whereby a child’s development is enhanced along with supported through social interactions. Similarly, the Foundation Phase within Wales encourages learning to be based on social interactions allowing children to cooperate and express ideas (Welsh Government, 2017). Bandura’s theory of social learning advocates children learn through social interactions and therefore children should be engaged in experiences which promote socialisation in order to participate in positive childhood experiences (Schulte and Thompson, 2018). 

Within the early years of childhood, Swedish children are educated on the important of recycling whereby school children pick up litter every spring in relation to the Keep Sweden Tidy Foundation which teaches children the importance of recycling within Sweden (Swedish Institute, 2012). Similarly, in Wales as part of the Educational for Sustainable Development Global Citizenship (ESDGC) framework children are engaged in experiences whereby they learn about the importance of recycling equipping them for the future in relation to living sustainably (Bennell, 2015). Additionally in terms of sustainable living, in accordance to Ozar (2012) Sweden prioritises outdoor learning as a fundamental component to learning whereby children are required to participate in outdoor activity regardless of weather conditions.

Additionally in regards to early childhood, the Foundation Phase supports the provision of delivering healthy childhood experiences through supporting young children in acquiring the Welsh language through the establishment of Curriculum Cymreig (Estyn, 2009).  Smith (2016) notes within Wales children are engaged in the promotion of the Welsh language through Curriculum Cymreig which encourages along with supports children to gain a sense of identity to their country expressing cultural connectedness promoting global citizenship. As stated by the Welsh Government (2016) the education system within Wales has a fundamental role in securing the Welsh language increasing the number of children using Welsh within their daily activities. In accordance to Devine (2013) it is evident that individuals who have the ability to speak Welsh have an advantage in terms of gaining employment, along with on average earning 73% more a week than non-welsh speakers.

Similarly to Wales, under the Swedish curriculum children are engaged in a learning environment whereby they are expected to learn additional languages expanding their language abilities (Henry, 2014). Igawa and Yagi (2011) highlight in Sweden the English language is set as the initial foreign language children acquire, making it compulsory for all children within the schooling environment in Sweden to learn. However, Henry (2014) highlights it is evident that children in Sweden acquire the English language not only with schooling settings from dominated classroom activities however in leisure activities too. Moreover, Igawa and Yagi (2011) highlight children have an additional choice of learning languages within Sweden such as German, French and Spanish; however it is apparent if children are unable to cope with learning an additional language there are courses available to improve their English or home language Swedish instead. 

In relation to cultural differences, it is evident that there is a high number of children with a difference in race, culture and ethnicity in Wales (Scourfield et al. 2006). Additionally, Scourfield et al. (2006) notes it is apparent that Wales aims to recognise and value the variation of race, culture and ethnicity among children in order for children to obtain positive childhood experiences free from experiencing inequalities which under the UNCRC article 14 redeems negatively.  However, within Wales there are an increasing number of children engaged in negative experiences within the schooling system whereby children with different ethnicities and cultures are facing negative experiences such as bullying due to their difference in race and culture (Wightwick, 2016). Similarly, Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council (2017) highlight it is evident that children with a different culture or ethnicity in Wales are experiencing trauma within the schooling system whereby some children are getting targeted on their appearance. Additionally, words from a teacher in Wales expressed concerns on the experiences of childhood in Wales whereby the absence of transparent policies and policies on the topic of bullying in relation to cultural differences will result in the continuing of this immoral behaviour (Wightwick, 2016). However, the Welsh Government (2011) claim schools within Wales are supported by the Respecting Others anti-bullying guidance which relates to guidance on race, culture along with religion helping teachers face these issues and concerns. 

Furthermore, as stated by Hutt and Davidson (Unknown Date) in respect of the various diversities of children in Wales regarding childhood. Wales as a country is committed to delivering services to children through taking consideration of the various cultural differences along with providing services in a variety of languages. However, in accordance to Scourfield et. (2006) Welsh identification remains an option for all individuals living in Wales in which promotes an inclusive environment that integrates a variety of ways of being Welsh whereby the welsh identity is not forced on children with different backgrounds. Although in an attempt to promote Welsh identity, Hutt and Davidson (Unknown Date) stress the cultural aspects of Wales are supported within educational settings to children familiarising children on the topic of events such as the Urdd which children can participate in. In accordance to the National Museum Cardiff (2013) by children participating in cultural activities can enhance their level of personal and social skills in relation to boosting their self-esteem. 

Similarly in correspondence to Wales, in accordance to Orellana (2016) it is suggested that schools within Sweden serve as the foundation for helping immigrant children in acquiring a language along with adopting culture cues which helps the child throughout their childhood experiences in Sweden.  In accordance to Orellana (2016) it is apparent that language skills and cultural awareness assist immigrant children in establishing themselves as an individual in Sweden. However, in accordance to Rothschild (2016) as a country Sweden needs to do more in helping immigrant children learn the Swedish language in order for children to become integrated members of the Swedish environment. However, Tarano (2012) further acknowledges within Sweden research indicates that there is an increasing number of immigrant children experiencing difficulties at school in relation to their race and background. Tarano (2012) further notes the difficulties immigrant children are facing within Sweden potentially lead to bullying whereby the child is targeted on their appearance or beliefs affecting their childhood experiences. Mangrio and Persson (2017) advocate if children are engaging in negative experiences in early childhood this can potentially affect the child in their future academic achievement due to the child isolating themselves. 

To conclude, in accordance to the Public Health Wales Observatory (2013) it is a fundamental obligation to provide children with opportunities to live in an environment whereby children have the best start in life is essential in terms of reducing inequalities within their experiences into adulthood involving health and education. 
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