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Children, Young People and Families
Introduction
The essay explores the meaning of social construction of childhood. It provides an overview of the various childhood development processes from both the present and historical perspective. It also entails an evaluation of the family as a social constructed concept and the changes within families in the United Kingdom (UK).  The essay evaluates the factors that have contributed in changing the lives of children and reducing inequalities in the current and historical period. In addition, the essay identifies on how these factors have enhanced the lives of children. Lastly, it provides a discussion of the current interventions in the UK to support vulnerable from advantaged and disadvantaged background.






Definitions of Childhood and key elements of family life and childhood (Construction of childhood)
Generic Definition
Generally, childhood refers to the state of being a child. According to the perspective, everyone is conversant with childhood experiences since they have been a child at some point in their life. These experiences generate knowledge, memories, attitudes, cognitive and sensory perceptions. Others may be stuck in their childhood, some may seek to be rid of it, while others may long for childhood (Mouritsen 2002, p.37-38).  Therefore, the concept of childhood in this case is not an abstract idea but a period within the life of an individual. Primarily, childhood is considered as the early phase in the development of human life across all societies and cultures. However, the term ’child’ is used differently in other contexts. For instance, other people often consider a childhood as the age within which one is not able to speak properly. In other cases, the term is used to refer to upcoming generations (Alanen, 2017). The term may also refer to someone who is unable to be naturally independent. In other cultures, older people may refer to other younger adults as children.













 A Journey to adulthood
Childhood may also be perceived as a process within which one advances in order to attain adulthood or maturity. Qvortrup argues that this is the reason a child often emerges as an individual entity influenced by social positions such as the level of education or care (Alanen, 2017). A 1998 study by James, Jenks and Prout also agree that childhood may be perceived as a period of imperfection while adulthood is perceived as the period within which one advances from imperfection into perfection (Strandell, 1998, p. 396).  Children are often considered to be less well-developed, weigh less, and are physically weaker compared to adults. In other instances, children are those who need to advance in the biological developmental process to develop sexual features before they are considered adults. In addition, children often tend to have fewer intellectual abilities, less cognitive skills, less social skills, less emotional maturity, and less knowledge. Consequently, childhood can be considered as a period within which one is less competent in life skills and less expressive. Children are often vulnerable since they are often less developed in both social and biological aspects thus social policy requires that their needs are protected.













Age
Childhood can also be defined in terms of age in many contemporary societies, especially within western societies. In terms of age, childhood is considered as a specific number of years from birth. In the UK, a child is defined as anyone who is below 18 years old. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Child (UNCRC) also defines a child as anyone aged below 18 years (Sutherland, 2019, p. 23). Consequently, most of the international societies agree this definition. There are also other categories encompassed in the term ‘child,’ for example youth, teenagers, toddlers, infants and tweenagers. However, it is problematic to consider age in terms of a specific universal age since the age of transitioning into adulthood often varies according to the context and experiences of the people. Apart from chronological age, it is imperative to consider the experiences and context of the people in order to define childhood effectively. Children share myriad similarities in the development process but age is a definitional factor to describe what is a child since different children often have varying social, physical, and psychological changes at the same age. However, age is still a crucial element in grouping children in contemporary institutions such as schools.













Childhood as A Social Construct
There is no single definition that can define childhood effectively since it is influenced by both cultural and socio-economic factors. This implies that childhood is a social construct since the notion of childhood is perceived differently in varying societies. How children are viewed changes across different cultures and times. The changes in the perception of the child have been influenced by both race, social class, time, and culture. Social constructionist approach considers the varying conceptions of childhood among different time periods in history, societies and cultures. The theoretical perspective emphasizes on the diversity of circumstances and situations that the child experiences. The family is tasked with responsibility of safeguarding the wellbeing and health of the child. However, the concept of family is constantly evolving in the UK.
In the mediaeval society children were considered adults as soon as they were able to live without continuous support from the caregiver or mother.  In the Dionysian perspective, children were viewed as ‘little devils’ that were born with original sins thus naturally uncivilized, un-socialized and naughty beings. On the other hand, the Apollonian views later perceived children as ‘little angels’ who were born innocent and good. During the period, most children were viewed as a source of gratification especially for women. Most of the changes in the perceptions of the child and childhood occurred in the 1970s and 1980s. The period saw the rise of social movements that were focused on addressing the plight of the child. The shortcomings in the traditional perceptions of the child were also being addressed within academic circles. For instance, a Russian psychologist Vygotsksy, criticized and questioned the notion of development of the child as a natural and universal process. He argued that the development of the child is influenced by cultural and social contexts (Alanen, 2017). 
The contemporary conception of childhood and children emerged with the rise of the bourgeoisie nuclear family that assigned distinct roles for children and the emergence of modern learning institutions (Mouritsen et al., 2002, p. 185). The bourgeoisie required the child to be educated in order to provide a competent workforce in adulthood. As a result, there was a rise in in the formulation and implementation of laws that emphasize the need of the child to stay in schools for a specified period in order to learn the required skills. However, the advancements failed to consider the child as an active social agent and actor since every aspect of the child’s life was still controlled by adults. Consequently, the expectations towards children varies in different regions. For instance, in the UK children are required to access compulsory education until they attain the age of 16 while most of the children in Yemen work at the age of 9 (Puente Aba, 2019, p. 340). Nonetheless, the growth in social intervention has aid in reducing inequalities among children.
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Policy and Legislation
After the Victorian period, there has been significant changes in legislations and policies affecting the development of children. For instance, the UK adopted and implemented the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1991).  The Department for Education (DfE) is tasked with the responsibility of protecting children by formulating policies, legislations and statutory guidelines on how to the child protection system should function. The institution works collaboratively with the support from the local authority, the police, clinical commissioning group and other relevant organizations. The policies and legislation are aimed at protecting the children from maltreatment, preventing impairments of child’s development or health, taking action to enable all children to have the best outcomes, and ensuring children grow up in conducive environments that provide effective care and safety. They include domestic laws that have been formulated by the UK Government and Parliament, as well as international human rights agreements. They include:
· Designated Safeguard Lead
· The Children Act 1989
· Children and Families Act 2014
· Equality Act 2010
· The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1992
· The Human Rights Act 1998
· Working Together to Safeguard Children 2018
· The Children and Social Work Act 2017
· The Education Act 2002
· Keeping Children Safe in Education 2019







Key Elements of Family Life
The United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child recognizes that the child needs to grow up in a harmonious family environment with love, understanding and happiness. The family provides an ample environment to empower the child early as they advance towards adulthood. The family influences the values, skills, socialization, and security of the child. The child is nurtured during the earliest stages of life and the environment plays a crucial role in determining if they grow into competent and powerful participants in the society.



















Changes in Family Structure in the UK
Family is a socially constructed concept since it differs according to religious, sociological and cultural factors. In the UK, families include traditional families that consists of a father, mother and children, same sex couples, adopted children, children in foster care, and single parents. The traditional family structure in the UK has declined gradually since the 1970s and 1980s as children were increasingly being raised in ‘blended’ families or by single parents. Marriage is less common in the UK as the number of couples cohabiting increases. According to a study by the Institute for Social and Economic Research in the University of Essex, the number of married mothers declined from 76 percent to 62 percent between the early 1990s and 2015/16 while the share of cohabiting mothers almost trebled to 14 percent within the period (Institute for Social and Economic Research, 2021).
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 Family dynamics have also changed greatly in the UK. The study suggests that there has been an increase in the number of families that experience disruptions such as separation and re-partnering.  In addition, the study suggest growth in the number of lone mother families due to the rise of separation in marriages. Marriage patterns have also become dynamic with the rise in same sex marriages.


Approaches and Interventions to Support Vulnerable Children, Young people and Families
Public Health England (PHE) uses a public health informed approach for early intervention, primary prevention and mitigation, to ensure every child grows to be safe, able and healthy in order to attain their full potential, regardless of where they live or the circumstances surrounding their immediate family. The intervention process involves routine screening for adverse childhood experiences within family, adult or pediatric settings, in order to develop early preventive, intervention and mitigation measures. However, other approaches have also been adopted since adverse childhood experience scores are not an effective diagnostic tool for making decisions as it lacks national review processes like other tools for population screening. There has been growing interest in the use of trauma-informed approaches to identify and respond to vulnerabilities.  For instance, the ‘adverse childhood experience (ACE)’ early trauma online learning package was introduced in West Midlands by the Crime Commissioner for the West Midlands and the Police. The program was funded by the Home Office Early Intervention Youth Fund, working in partnership with the West Midlands Violence Prevention Alliance, West Midlands Combined Authority, Barnardo’s and PHE (Shiers & Smith, 2014, p. 337). Such intervention and training efforts are crucial raising awareness of adverse childhood experiences within communities. 
Generally, it is imperative for the approaches in intervention to be based on data and evidence at the population level. The approach of reducing the number of children who are vulnerable to poor outcomes involves primary intervention, early intervention and mitigation. Primary intervention is aimed at addressing the root cause of vulnerability while early intervention supports the families and children as they undergo rehabilitation. Mitigation ensures that the family and child obtain the relevant services to aid them in reducing the negative impact of their experiences and circumstances in order to develop resilience. The Start4Life Campaign is also a national programme developed by PHE to support positive parenting from early in pregnancy by providing training in health habits and parenting skills. The programme is supported by the Information Service for Parents (ISP) which supports mothers by sending them weekly emails to educate them on parenting and health habits throughout pregnancy, birth and the first 5 years of the child’s life. PHE has also developed guidelines for the prevention, treatment and recovery of alcohol and drug abuse in order to improve and support the lives of children raised in families with parents that have drug and alcohol problems. It also provides preconception care resources to support the mental and physical health of women. 
The Family Nurse Partnership Programme (FNP) is also a preventive programme that supports first time young mothers who have been identified as being vulnerable to poorer outcomes for them and their children. The programme involves a structured and intensive home visiting, administered by health professionals, from early pregnancy until the child is 2 years old. Consequently, PHE has commissioned programmes through various partnerships in order to facilitate social intervention. It has also provided guidelines on social intervention processes. For instance, the CAPRICORN model provides the processes that can be adopted by social intervention institution and local partnerships to aid young people from offending and re-offending within the individual, family and community levels (Shiers & Smith, 2014, p. 337).
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The approaches and guidelines are aimed at addressing specific issues. For instance, PHE has developed Violence Reduction Units to gather relevant information withing a specific demographics, accident, emergency attendances, deprivation, school exclusions, among other data in order protect children from violence within the family setting. On the other hand, the Homes for Health resources enhances health and social care by improving the well-being and health of families by providing conducive housing for the vulnerable families. These programmes are crucial in enhancing the well-being of children and young families since it helps in addressing social inequalities in vulnerable families.






















Conclusion
In conclusion, it is imperative to note that children are a marginalized group since they are not awarded most of the benefits that the adults get to enjoy.  They are kept away from public spaces, restricted from making contributions in political processes, and are gradually losing the space and time to foster their own child culture.  Children are institutionalized in contemporary society according to their age without consideration of their social, physical, or cultural contexts. Different approaches have been adopted to evaluate childhood and children such as the applied approach, scientific approach and social constructionist approach. Consequently, social intervention efforts have improved the living conditions of children in the UK but there are still millions of children experiencing challenges in development due to poverty and other vulnerabilities.
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Figure 3: the CAPRICORN model
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Figure 1: Share of mothers who are married or cohabiting
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