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Introduction
Childhood is one of the phases in the life span of man. However, childhood has been perceived differently in different time periods in society. This essay discusses the social construction of childhood by providing an overview of the changing perceptions of childhood from historical to present times. It provides a comprehensive comparison of the definitions of childhood along with discussions of key elements of childhood and family life. Key elements of family life are also discussed. 
A comprehensive discussion of the changing connotations of childhood from ancient Greek times to contemporary times has been provided. A discussion of the factors that have contributed towards the reduction of inequalities experienced by children has been provided. Finally, interventions and approaches for helping vulnerable children, families and young people has been provided. 
Discussion
Childhood is a period of innocence, growth and development that is defined in various ways by various perspectives. The medical perspective describes childhood as the age between birth and puberty, when they must be cared for and nurtured by parents. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) provides a legal definition and states that a “child is a human beings below the age of 18 years unless under the law applicable to the child” (OHCHR, 2021). However, as per the US immigration law a child is anyone under the age of 21 years. In the social policy context, childhood is defined as the phase wherein a child is vulnerable and needs protection (Kehily, 2013). In this context the Sheffield case study, can be considered which demonstrates that the abusive behaviour of John has led to the children being vulnerable and needing protection and hence, appropriate childhood for Jayden and Erin can be ensured by enabling the parents to take better care of the vulnerable children.
Although childhood is deemed to be socially constructed as it is essentially defined by the way a society decides when an individual can be considered as children and when they turn into an adult, yet the understanding of childhood has changed over the years as different laws and notions are used in the modern industrialised societies to define childhood. In this regard, it can be argued that childhood also differs based on cultures, belief, family systems and socio-economic factors even in the same society (Norozi and Moen, 2016). Therefore, the experience of childhood is not universal. For instance formal early years’ education is experienced by almost 87% of the 3 to 4 years old children in the UK, while the inequality in education widens among children between the age group of 7 and 14 years. Furthermore, while 67% of all the pupils in the UK achieved A* to C in English, Maths GCSEs, only 39.2% of the pupil receiving free school meals were able to do so (Equality Trust, 2021). Contrarily, in Egypt only 40% of the children aged 3 to 5 years have received some of form of early childhood care and education (World Bank, 2008). 
Similarly, differences in childhood experiences also refer to social factors like child abuse, female genital mutilation (FGM), child prostitution and child marriage. For example, while such issues have significantly affected the future of the children and ruined the image of Nigeria, it has also influenced the development of the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child 1999 and the Child Rights Act 2003 (Olusegun and Idowu, 2016). Further, in the UK, child prostitution and marriage is criminally prosecuted, while the legal age of marriage in the UK is 16 years (CPS, 2019). Contrarily, in counties like Tanzania Muslim and Hindu girls can marry at the age of 12 but cannot consummate until 15 years of age, while in Sudan girls can marry at 10, while boys can marry at 15 (Gray, 2016). It is thus understood that childhood is also constructed based on gender and the physical development stage.
The experiences obtained by children and their needs for growth and development are also significantly influenced by their family. Family is socially constructed as a form of cohabitation and is culturally recognised as social bonds formed by blood, marriage or legal ties that involve fostering, nurturing and economic ties. The ultimate role of the family is found to be creating foundations for the children’s education, morality and religious life as well as influences their physical and spiritual function (Roostin, 2018). 
While, the family is responsible for ensuring a child’s health and wellbeing, the concept of family in the UK as well as globally is continuously changing. For instance, Cunningham (2012) notes that in the middle ages the upper class women married early and had put the care of the children to wet-nurses. However, in the modern UK, a majority of the children have both parents in paid employment, while compared to the previous generations, children in the present have older parents, fewer siblings and experiencing different forms of family relationships like separated parents, re-partnered parents, foster parents as well as same sex parents and others. 
While 61% of the children in the UK live with married parents a significant portion experiences blended families (Oppenheim and Rehill, 2020). Furthermore, the feminisation of the workforce, widespread contraception, and divorce or remarriage being acceptable has changed family structures as well as the way children are brought up (Jenkins, Pereira and Evans, 2009). However, it is found that parental education and income level has more impact upon childhood than family structures, for instance, John’s serving of sentence and lack of education of both John and Bridget were found to be risk factors for their children, while the parents’ eventual education and employment resulted in the children attending school full time.
Childhood is a social construction that developed from 1500 to 1800. As per Aries, one of the main differences between childhood in early times and contemporary period is a lack of sentimentality, i.e. making them ready for adulthood or education and emotionally investing in them by giving attention, time and affection (Classen, 2011). 
Christian Puritans in the 16th and 17th centuries considered children to be evil. Since, children are born with Eve and Adam’s original sin, therefore, they are evil (Heywood, 2017). Thereby, children must be provided with the necessary instructions for modifying their behaviour in ways that are morally acceptable.  John Locke’s (1632-1704) ideas encompassed that children are neither bad or good but rather are the products of their environment and education. Therefore, Locke thought that parents should be role models to their children for facilitating their character development. Children learn kindness, honesty and self-control by observing the traits of their parents (Laurie, 2013). 
On the other hand, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) believed that infants are inherently good and they are corrupted by society. He has advocated the concept of native savage, according to which, if a child is raised in isolation from society, then he or she manifests the native goodness within him or her. Thus, parents need to give full freedom to their children for manifesting their innate goodness (McDevitt, et al., 2010). 
Children were considered to be mini-adults before the 17th century. In the medieval times, children were thought to be physically capable of parental help in field and farm work from seven years of age (Orme, 2005). Schools during this time was very different from the schools of nineteenth century as major cathedrals dispensed with the function of educating children who were designated to be ordained priests. It is discernible that Roman children led a luxurious life as they enjoyed playing with toy carts, dolls, houses, stilts, tops and were engaged in games and sports. 
In Roman times, children were considered infants under 7 and were made to housework from age 8-12 or 14 years (Kraus, 1971). In Ancient Greece, children were treated almost as commodities as were subjected to the selection process whereby their fathers would judge whether they are fit to be raised. During 19th century beginning, working-class children were found to be working in mills, mines and factories and worked under unsafe conditions. However, social attitudes towards children changed during 19th century middle and were protected from hardships by adults (Revise Sociology , 2021). 
Children cannot speak for themselves and they do not have a vote. Thus, rights of the children need to be reaffirmed by every political party by developing strong legislations and policies. For instance children like Jayden having mental health issues often find it difficult to have a proper understanding of their own needs and communicate the same to their family members. It is even more challenging for Jayden whose father has been imprisoned for 2+ years. 
It is easy to unconsciously turn a blind eye to the incidents of child abuse and neglect, and thus legislation like the “Children Act” has constantly been reinforced. This particular legislation promotes the best interests of the children. It exposed the need for protecting vulnerable children and contributed in the development of the principles of safeguarding children (Ferguson, 2019). Thus, this legislation would be of great significance in case of Jayden, since his mental health issue along with stay away from father makes him vulnerable to self-harm, abuse and neglect. 
As a result, it can also be argued that this legislation plays a vital role in minimising inequality faced by the children vulnerable to abuse and neglect. 
With reference to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, in order to attain self-actualisation, there are certain other needs in the initial stage of the needs hierarchy that need to be met such as the physiological, safety, love/belongingness and esteem. The term ‘self-actualisation’ refers to the complete realisation of one’s full potential and complete development of one’s abilities and appreciation for life. 
Those who attend self-actualisation have an acceptance of self in the way they are irrespective of their limitations and experiences that drive their creativity in every aspect of life (Kaufman, 2020). Thus, ensuring that the basic needs of the individuals are fulfilled in their children would increase the chances of them attaining self-actualisation. With reference to the case study of Jayden, it seems his need for love and belongingness is unmet due to being brought-up in a dysfunctional family with imprisoned father. Therefore, there are high chances of home facing difficulty in attaining self-actualisation once he grows young. 
It is important to understand that when the basic needs that is the lower needs as per Maslow is fulfilled for a children, it lower the inequality, as children grow up with all needs fulfilled, thereby there are less chances are there to differentiate(Woodhead, Dornan and Murray, 2012). Children who however lack some of the needs or some their needs are unmet like proper food, housing and love and belongingness could suffer from poor health and their might lack the required cognitive abilities to compete with other children with these needs fulfilled. Hence, it increases the inequalities among the children in terms of basis requirements, which often leads these children towards lack of self-actualisation when they grow up. This could also lead to unemployment and substance abuse problem as well. 
Early interventions are important in making sure children who are at risk of poor outcomes get the required support. Effective early intervention works towards preventing problem from occurring or even tackling those problems head on, before those problems get worse. At the same time, it also helps in fostering a whole set of personal strengths as well as skills, which prepare a child for their future. 
It has been identified that, the five golden threads aim at making sure that children get a good start in their lives despite the fact that their parents might not be the best example in their lives (C4EO Early Intervention , 2012). It highlights the fact that children often have low attainment as well as mental health issues due to significant language delay, which however could be minimised with support, and they could catch up with their peers. At the same time, the programmes also aim at making sure that, parents of children are persuaded so that they engage with their children’s development.
Further more the programme also makes sure to provide on-going support to children and families in need and at risk.  It is also important to understand that an important part of reducing the number of children those are vulnerable to the poorer outcomes is through investment in the early years as well as early intervention support. This however requires being a combination of the universal provisions and is targeted towards supporting those children in families which are at most risk (Public Health England, 2020). Thus, it aims at addressing the physical as well as mental health and wellbeing of the children through collaborations with the GPs, the NHS and the schools as well. 
Free school meals is an intervention that aims to minimises health inequalities in children in the UK, while helping low income families, provided the meals meet the nutritious standards set by the government (Sacks, 2005). This is because free meal ensures every child in need of nutritious food or belonging to financially weaker section of the society have access to healthy food just like other children belonging to other class of the society. As a result, they can also have better physical and mental health and wellbeing. This, in turn, would meet the basic needs of the children, as identified in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. 
Public Health England has published a guidance entitled “safeguarding children affected by parental alcohol and drug use (2018)” which builds on the “Working together to safeguard children” guidance by the Department for Education for protecting children who are posited with the risk of being abused. This includes materials to be included in the joint protocols between children’s services and substance abuse services (PHE, 2020). 
The benefit of this guidance includes increasing the knowledge of substance misuse service providers and local authorities about parental drug use and alcohol abuse and what impact it has on children, it improves the joint working for social care services for children and local authorities. It also supports cross-government programmes and policies for improving outcomes for children and families affected due to parental drug use and alcohol abuse (Public Health England, 2018).
Conclusion 
In conclusion, it can be said that the concept and experience of childhood is not universal and is affected by different, family, social, political and economic factors. Similarly, the lives of the children and their relationships with families have changed over time. The position held by children in society has undergone huge transitions from the ancient Greek and Roman times to the contemporary times. 
It is thus suggested that emphasis must be provided on child welfare policies and supporting parents with educational and employment opportunities to support their child’s growth and development. The lives of the children can be better improved by giving key emphasis on their basic needs like the need for love, belongingness, and nutritious food. 
This is because if these needs are not met in their childhood it would have an adverse impact on them once they grow young. The lives of children can be improved by providing more targeted interventions for helping vulnerable families to cope with parenthood and supporting children through school-based interventions.
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