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[bookmark: _Toc111566984]1.  Introduction

This essay will analyze the social construction of childhood. It is impossible to give a universal definition of childhood because it is known to be a socio-cultural construction and not a mere growth stage in the biological development of humans. There are important diversities in how different cultures at different times see childhood, and this is the reason why sociologists agree about the concept of childhood as something socially constructed. This implies that childhood is built and determined by culture and society rather than biology (ARC 2011). The essay will review the changes childhood has undergone throughout history, focussing on the elements that have changed children’s lives, eventually discussing the measures in place within the UK to support and protect vulnerable children.

[bookmark: _Toc111566985]2. Definitions of Childhood
[bookmark: _Toc111566986]2.1 Biological Definition

In biology, childhood is defined as the period spanning between birth and the reach of the puberal stage (O'Toole 2013) or between infancy and puberty (Rathus 2013). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child Act (1989), claims that children are persons who have not reached the age of 18 years unless according to the legislation applicable to a given child majority is obtained before. Moreover, in some societies, children are considered adults once they undergo rites of passage, which might or might not match with the puberal period. Childhood is then further divided into early childhood (3 to 7 years), when toddlers begin to talk or take steps autonomously, enter preschool and rely less on parents for primary needs (Purdy 2019), and middle childhood (7 to about 12 years), when children develop socially and intellectually and build their independence and individuality. Puberty then marks the beginning of adolescence.
[bookmark: _Toc111566987]2.2 Sociological Definition

The social construction of childhood changes across cultures and times. A good way to define it is to compare the way children are condisedere and dealt with in different times and places. In some cultures, adults do not have the concept that children need protection, and believe that childhood ceases before the age of the majority. Examples of differences in the concept of childhood are:

· Child labor: In many societies, children are considered an economic asset to the family and are expected to work - sometimes for free.
· Child soldiers: young males may be taken to the battlefield, making them take on adult responsibilities many years before then would happen in western societies

· Forced marriage: it is considered normal in many countries. Girls that are forced into marriage would take on the duties of a wife and mother at a very young age.
[bookmark: _Hlk107000163][bookmark: _Toc111566988]3. Development of the Social Construction of Childhood

In the essay Centuries of Childhood (1962), Philippe Ariès, a French chronicler specializing in the history of the Middle Ages, argued that childhood was not a natural event but a social construction. He stated that in the medieval period "the idea of childhood did not exist" – people used to consider children as not substantially distinct from adults. Children would have worked from an early age and legislation generally did not distinguish between them and adults. Based on the artistic production of that time Ariès documented that children were depicted as adults in miniature before the 17th century. 

According to Ariès, the modern notion of childhood - the concept that it is a distinct period of life from adulthood - emerged in Europe during the seventeenth century. In that period, adults started viewing children as essentially distinct creatures, harmless and needing to be protected and educated by the surrounding adults. The British philosopher John Locke provided a crucial contribution to characterizing said approach, particularly with his concept of the 'tabula rasa', which assumed that children’s mind is blank at birth and that it is a parental responsibility to inculcate the correct ideas in it. 

In the first phase of capitalism, the large commercial mid-class, emerging especially in the Protestant nations of the Dutch Republic and England, provided a different concept of household focusing upon child-rearing. The modern concept of childhood, a period characterized by its own autonomy and objectives, continued to develop in the Enlightenment during the eighteenth century and the subsequent Romanticism this period as a brief phase of security from the dangers and travails of maturity (Cohen 1993). 

Sir Joshua Reynolds' massive production of children’s portraits documented this new vision of childhood (Postle 2005). When industrialization spread in England in the late 1700s, the difference between the romantic view of childhood and the actual increasing children’s workplace exploitation became increasingly evident. At this time, British children used to work long hours and for a low salary in production plants, and mines d as chimney sweeps (Del Col 1930).

This antithesis between the condition of children forced to work and the mid-class idea of childhood as a period of naturalness and naivety brought to the primary actions that would have led to the legal protection of children. British politicians debated about child labor from the 1830s, eventually putting into action the Factory Acts (1901), which relichildren’sldren exploitation at the places of work.

In the second part of the nineteenth century, the Victorian higher society highlighted the importance of household and the sacredness of children - this notion is still prevalent in Western culture up to this day (Jordan 1988). In the second part of the 19th century, compulsory state education for children was introduced throughout Europe, cruciall taking children off the workplace into school (Sagarra 1977). The market-driven economies during 19th and 20th centuries facilitated the idea of childhood as a period of fun, enjoyment, and security. Nowadays, the majority of people think that children should not work and their lives should be joyful and free from problems and dangers. Childhood is considered a time that should be committed to playing, learning, socializing, and exploring without no much intrusion from adults (Cohen 1993). 
[bookmark: _Toc111566989]4. Development of Safeguarding Children Legislation

Although the habit of child abuse is very ancient, it was identified as something specific, from which children have the right to be safeguarded, just in the last century. Until that time child neglect and exploitation were considered a normal occurrence in life, and tolerance - not least as children’s labor was economic and they could carry out easy, repeatable tasks or crawl into tiny spaces. (Bilston 2019). Violence against children was widespread in families and schools, legitimated in the name of discipline. The family was considered a space where no legislator dared to intrude.

Eventually the Evangelical philanthropist Shaftesbury got the Factory Acts through Parliament (1847), limiting the time children could work. Finally, in 1889, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children was created while a law known as the 'Children'sCharter’ was approved, allowing the interposition of law between parents and children for the first time. 

Policemen were allowed to detain any person who was abusing a child and could apply for a mandate to enter a house if any child was believed not to be safe there. In the year 1894, legislation gave children the possibility to provide evidence in tribunals and it was made a criminal offense to refuse medical treatment to ill children. 

Children’s welfare became an important issue. In the early 20th century, inadequate medical care and conditions like rickets, TB, and malnutrition became central. Supporting better nutrition and medical treatment improved children's physical conditions. In the last part of the 1900s, this progression accelerated. 

The Children Act (1948) set up a Children's Committee and a Children's Commissioner in every local administration. The Act came after the establishment of the Parliamentary Committee on the Care of Children in 1945, after the death of Dennis O'Neill, a boy of 13 years old murdered by his foster parents. However, the inquest into the death of Maria Cowell (1974) – killed by her stepfather, despite being supposedly under the safeguard of local authorities, pointed out important gaps in coordination between agencies responsible for children’s welfare. 

The inquiry was brought to establish the Area Child Protection Committees (APCs) in Britain, to join efforts locally to protect vulnerable children. This led to the creation of the modern child safeguard system. The present child safeguard system in England is based on the Children Act (1989), which substitutes the whole prior child safeguarding framework and delivers the legislation for children protection. It sets out important core notions, including the notion of parental responsibility, the primacy of the best interest of the child if an issue under the Act is discussed in tribunals, and the notion that the best care for children is provided by their household until interference in domestic life becomes mandatory.

According to the Act, it is local authorities’ duty to encourage and protect the well-being of vulnerable children in their area, by delivering a series of services to meet the needs of those children. Moreover, it establishes what actions local authorities are supposed to undertake if there is the suspicion that a child is vulnerable. Section 31 of the Act establishes a case when a tribunal might decide to place a child under the local authority’s care. It also lists the duties of local authorities relativelylookoked after children.

After Lord Lamming's inquest into Victoria Climbié’s murder (2003), further changes were made to children safeguarding legislation by the Children Act (2004). It states it is local authorities’ duty to enhance collaboration with key partners and agencies to improve children’s welfare, placing responsibility upon a series of partners (comprising local administrations, the pound lice, and healthcare services) to makechildren’sildren safeguarding given priority while undertaking their duties; it sets out tasks and duties of the relevant professionals in charge of the way safeguaprogramsrammes should work locally.




[bookmark: _Toc111566990]5. Safeguarding Children Legislation Nowadays

Due to serious concerns about the protection of children from sexual abuse, the UK Home Secretary initiated the Independent Inquiry into Child Abuse (IICSA 2016) the UK Home Secretary. IICSA is a public inquest that gave robust proof of sexual abuses in the Roman Catholic and the Anglican Church. The inquiry uncovered a diffuse abuse, that had started years before - it was evident that the organizations in charge of protecting children were inadequate. 

The Digital Economy Act (2017) expanded safeguarding from internet pornography by making it possible to block pornographic websites in the United Kingdom. The Children and Social Work Act (2017) introduced important changes into the children safeguarding framework, by introducing the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel to account for serious children safeguarding cases. 

Local Safeguarding Children's Boards (LSCBs) were substituted with local children protection services. The Department for Education published Working Together to Safeguard Children (2018), a framework that set up a system that could meet the necessities of children and families and clarify the duties of professionals involved in child protection. The core principles of Local Safeguarding Children Boards (LSCBs) have been modified with the aim of safeguarding children from abuse, avoiding harm to their mental and physical growth, making sure they live in a secure care environment and carrying out the action needed to allow any children to achieve the best outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc111566991]6. Current Interventions and Approaches to Support Children in England 

In England, many interventions are available to support children. The model of support is based on three different types of intervention: Universal, Targeted, and Specialist. Universal support (Tier 1) encompasses services that are available to all children and their families in England and that can access without the intervention of any specialist service or assessment (e.g., school, GP, health visiting, free early education, on and childcare). 
Targeted support (Tier 2) comprises services for children and households that might undergo - or are under the threat of - trouble and may need additional support or services that are tailored to meet their needs (e.g., school counseling, parenting programs, free school meals). Some targeted services have direct access with or without a prior assessment. Specialist services (Lower and Upper Tier 3 and Tier 4) are meant for children or families with complex situations and necessities who are likely to need even more support than available either through universal or targeted services. These services will require a beforehand assessment. 
When the complexity of a child’s situation increases, as per the Early Family Support Threshold Guidance a Common Assessment Framework (CAF) should be carried out (Lower Tier 3), which will become the main supporting documentation for future interventions. Upper Tier 3 includes the children that need the intervention of Children’s Social Care (Children Act 1989) to meet their necessities; threshold criteria support professionals to make the decision to refer to the Multi-Agency Referral and Assessment Team (MARAT). 
Tier 4 services encompass children with the utmost complexity level and with further necessities, children subject to Child Protection Plans or in the criminal justice system. At Tier 4 stage, children’s social care is the leading agency, and criteria are met for the legitimate intervention of agencies (www.scie.org.uk). 
A personal plan should be designed for any children receiving Tier 3 support to meet their specific necessities. A Child in Need Assessment should specify the level of vulnerability, what the child’s specific needs are and how they can be met, and with what priority; it should be possibly elaborated together with the child and relevant household parties; outcomes should be clearly identified, and the plan regularly reviewed. 
[bookmark: _Toc111566992]7. Recommendations 
There are several recommendations that have been put in place in relation to supporting children and families struggling to survive, such as free school meal campaigns aiming to support families with low income or on the poverty line. Free school meals should be eligible to all families receiving universal credit and families impacted by the pandemic (for example if made redundant). Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory states that human needs can be divided into greater areas (physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization). No child should go to school hungry based on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which indicates that what everyone most needs to survive are food, air, water, and sleep (the physiological needs). The theory says that people need to meet their basic physiological needs first to be able to meet the needs that follow on the ladder, ultimately leading to achieving self-actualization. 
The Child Poverty Action Group, also known as CPAG, is fighting for the government to increase child benefit funds to £10 per child. School day projects are developed for children within the communities to help assist with the cost of school uniforms, and school projects as well as providing funds to support and help families on low-income for children’s school trips (Child Poverty Action Group, 2022).  
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[bookmark: _Toc111566993]8. Conclusion

Childhood is defined from a biological point of view as the period between infancy and puberty. However, the construction of childhood and what people mean by childhood differs across times places, and societies. Therefore, there is no universal definition of childhood and sociologists agree that childhood is a social construction. Until after the medieval period, the concept of childhood did not exist and the notion of a child-centered society only emerged in the following centuries. Laws to sue people accused of abusing children have been in place since the 1880s. Over time, a number of elements, with some high-profile child abuse deaths and consequent inquests, have given a contribution to the establishment of the present children safeguarding framework. 

According to the new sociology of childhood, children are active social agents with their own needs and concerns. Nowadays, social policies play a crucial role in the lives of children and their families, and welfare services are very important for children’s present and future well-being. Statutory guidelines on child protection need constant revision and updating in consultation with stakeholders.
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