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History of Childhood in the last few centuries 


Introduction

An analysis of the concept of childhood from the 16th century onwards would point to a huge influence of environmental factors on how children and childhood were perceived. This proceeded into the Victorian ages, when the construct of childhood was influenced by developments in religion, art, literature, and to great extent the economic developments. For instance, developments in agriculture, as well as industries, meant that children had to work from an early age, and as such seen as a version of adulthood, miniature adults.
This essay will seek to review the concept of childhood and how it has developed from the Victorian ages into the contemporary periods, including an assessment of the elements of childhood and family life. The essay will also discuss the factors which influenced the changes in the social construct of childhood and families from Victorian times to the present and will include the impact of these factors on the lives of children, young people, and families and in reducing inequalities in health and social care. Assessment and analysis will also be included, of approaches and interventions which would seek to support vulnerable children, young people, and families in contemporary times, including their effectiveness in reducing inequalities and a recommendation on areas that could be improved.

Definitions of childhood and key elements of family life
As noted by Kehily (2013), the definitions of childhood throughout history have been influenced by the prevailing socio-political and economic conditions. For instance, Kehily (2013) notes that in rural agricultural societies up to 18century, England and Europe perceived children as a source of labour. This then meant that their definition of childhood revolved around their contributions to the family economy. 
Pound (2014) suggests that the definition of childhood in these societies within this period was an extension of the medieval definition of childhood as miniature adults. The prevalent practice of swaddling and wet nursing in these periods as noted by childhood historians such as Lawrence Stones, would also depict a coldness towards childhood as a common social construct among families. This definition of childhood would be attributed to the limited knowledge about the needs of children available at the time, which meant that parents did not know how to respond to them. Although these practices were on a notable decline in Victorian times, they would still point to a difference in the social construct of childhood, families and family life between these periods and the current situation.
However, Kehily (2013) notes that part of the Victorian period begin to show an appreciation of childhood as a distinct phase from adulthood. This would base on childhood historians such as Linda Pollock, who sought to debunk the narrative that children were treated harshly in the Victorian times and before. This alternate perspective of childhood in Victorian times would point to a similarity with the contemporary practice and definition of childhood, family, and family life. 
For instance, Linda Pollock, from analysis and study of diaries and texts on child-rearing, notes of toys and children literature and a presence of affection between parents and children, which is similar to the contemporary social construct of childhood. The appreciation of childhood as a distinct state from adulthood also came with an appreciation of parental socialisation. This would point to another similarity with the contemporary definition of childhood, where parental socialisation is considered a key determinant in shaping the future behaviours of the children.
Childhood historians note that division of labour was a key element of family lives. For instance, girls, from an early age, were expected to help their mothers with chores while boys helped their fathers. There was also an expectation of respect accorded to parents which were obligatory. Pound (2014) notes the practice of ‘blessings’ sought by children from their parents as an indication of these obligations. However, the onset of industrial revolution would bring about a shift in family lives, with a decline of open lineage as a key family element and an emergence of a domesticated nuclear family.

Changes in the social construction of childhood; development of policies and legislations and their impact on children and families

The works of childhood historians such as Stone and Pollock as discussed by Kehily (2013) would point to a growing awareness of childhood as a distinct state from adulthood as a fundamental change in the lives of children and families. With this appreciation, closer attention was paid to the needs of children by society. This contributed to the emergence of education in the Victorian period as a s a significant change in the lives of children. This was specifically childhood education, a departure from medieval periods when all age groups would be lumped up together in a single classroom. The emergence of child literature was a key catalyst for this change, with more information developed about childhood and their needs. Education, therefore, facilitated socialisation while preparing children for adulthood.
Another notable change involving children was the decline in child labour. This was a notable departure from the earlier practice where children from as young as seven were involved in family labour. As Pound (2014) notes, mid Victorian ages saw children spend more time in schools as opposed to firms or factories.
Additionally, this period also saw increased parental socialisation into the present times. This is largely owed to the industrial revolution and division of labour among families, which saw more women stay at home and attend to parental care. This enabled a closer interaction between parents and children, which meant more affection.
Industrial revolution and increased urbanisation during the Victorian age also meant a decline in the open lineage family system to a more nuclear family system. Consequently, this meant a decline in the practice of arranged marriages for the children, which was another notable change in the family lives (Heywood, 2017). With children now marrying on their own choices, they paid more attention to their immediate families, which revolved around parents and children. This meant more affectionate families.
However, this appreciation to childhood as a state and the role of parental responsibility in shaping behaviours meant a significant change in the lives of children and families, with parents taking up the role of disciplinarians. As noted by re-known childhood historian Lawrence Stone, parents now considered that it was incumbent on them to bring up their children in the right way (Kehily, 2013). This brought about what was considered as harshness and cruelty, with parents enforcing moral codes through punishments.
One of the factors noted to have contributed to the changes in social construction of childhood from Victorian times to the present is the industrial revolution in Europe (Wright, 2015). As stated beforehand, the rural-urban migration as a result of industrialisation facilitated a break from the open lineage family system, which many childhood and family historians describe as repressed and formal in family relationships. 
As young people moved to work in distant areas and started families on their own, the construct of family changed to a more nuclear system. These families were then more affectionate with their children as compared to the open lineage system. Additionally, industrial revolution meant mothers stayed at home more, which increased the levels of parental care. In these ways, it can be said that development of industries was a significant factor in influencing changes in social construction of childhood.
Another factor that is noted to have influenced these changes was the renaissance and reformation ideologies. For instance, Lawrence Stone notes of the emergence of toys and literature meant for children. Additionally, this period saw a change in the way children were portrayed in art, which together contributed to changing the ways in which children and childhood were perceived by society. Linda Pollock, among the most re-known authorities in the history of childhood, attributes the increasing children's literature to the developments in the printing press (Kehily, 2013). As result, more material was available on childhood, which influenced changes in the social construction of childhood from these Victorian times to the present.
A change in policies and legislation was also a factor which influenced the changes in social construction of childhood. For instance, Heywood (2017) notes of developments such as:
The Factories Act of 1833 prohibited factories from engaging the labour of children under the age of nine years and compelled them to provide those between 9 to 12 with at least 12 hours of education in a week.
Education policies have also greatly influenced this change, as evidenced with the: 
Education Act of 1870 and the 1880 compulsory education for all children between 5-12 years. There has also been a notable increase in funding for education over the years. These policies increased attention on childcare and children welfare.
The creation of the Children Act in 1948 gave the local authorities the right to ‘’provide care for any child whose parents were unable to care for them’’ (NSPCC, 2021).
The Children Act 1989 amended in 2004, in summary, states that all children are protected from abuse, exploitation and their wellbeing is of foremost importance (UK Legislation, 2021).
As noted, beforehand, the onset of Christianity and Christian texts also influenced changes in the social construction of childhood in the Victorian period moving onwards (Heywood, 2017). This took the form of parental discipline, which would be argued to put a strain on the relationship between parents and children. Wright (2015) also notes of medicalisation of childbirth and childcare from the Victorian times as a factor that has influenced changes in the social construct of childhood. This is especially with the reduction of child mortality rates as compared to the high numbers in the Victorian period.
One of the most influential factors which influenced the lives of children and families was a change in family roles, with more parents staying home to attend to childcare (Heywood, 2017). This had a two-fold contribution to the lives of children and families; one, this development increased parental affection, which brought children, young people, and parents, much closer. Secondly, the increased closeness reduced infant and child mortality on account of closer parental care. As such, illnesses were easily detected, and measures taken to address them early. This then reduced social inequalities, since the most affected through child abandonment and similar practices were the poor, who had to toil to earn a living. Increased parental care from mothers meant better care and so less of the poor children had to die.
The developments of child-centred policies and legislations had a profound impact on improving the lives of children and young people. An example of this was the educational policies and child-related labour legislation (Fass, 2013). The result was children were protected from the harsh working environments and so allowed to develop naturally as required in the stages of child growth and development. This includes socialisation with peers through schools. Education also equipped children and especially young people, with the requisite knowledge and skills to be able to achieve more independence in preparation for adulthood. For instance, young people developed skills and so were able to secure employment in factories. This was especially critical in reducing social inequalities. This is because education created a level playing field between the social classes. For instance, the newly empowered young people, especially from poor backgrounds, were in a position to enhance their social status through formal employment.
Most importantly, the mediatisation of childbirth and early childcare was instrumental in reducing infant and child mortality rates. This meant significant improvement of the lives of children and young people through treatment of illnesses which enhanced the quality of life (Heywood, 2017). This reduced inequalities in health and social care within the societies by availing health care previously only accessible by the elites within the society.

Approaches and interventions supporting vulnerable children, young people, and families in the present time
One of the approaches which have been employed in addressing the needs of vulnerable children and families in contemporary societies is empowerment of community-based groups (Young Lives, 2021). This approach seeks to further ‘local solutions to local problems’ concept in supporting vulnerable children, young people and families. In this idea, CBOs are facilitated by governmental and non-governmental agencies in their programs such as establishment of vocational centres, rehabilitation centres and soup kitchens among other initiatives. 
While this approach does not contribute to alleviating the huge inequalities within the society, it promotes the local community in generating their own solutions which fit into their specific circumstances (Ellis and Dietz, 2017). However, allowing these vulnerable groups access to some of the amenities such as social care and facilitating education for the young children would serve to uplift the standard of life, which would reduce the levels of inequalities.
Another approach is the incorporation of community-based care into the mainstream social and health care program (Black et al., 2017). This is the facilitation of community-based caregivers in their services by the NHS (National Health Services). These community-based caregivers can monitor and track vulnerable children and families in their environment and offer standard care. This then serves to support the vulnerable communities through availing standard social and health care, including rehabilitation and counselling services. Availing of these essential services has reduced infant and child mortality among vulnerable communities, which serves to bridge the inequalities gap (World Health Organisation, 2020).
The foster care system has been instrumental in offering parental care to vulnerable children who have been orphaned or abandoned. By offering parental care to these children, the foster care system has worked to improve the lives of vulnerable children and families. However, its effectiveness is compromised by the often-distant nature of the relationship between the foster parents and the children. This then means that the foster parents become more of authority figures than parents (Young Lives, 2021).
As for recommendations for improvements, limiting the number of children in the foster homes would be suggested, which would then allow for closer interaction between the foster parents and the parents. This will l improve the standard of living in foster homes, making them a more attractive prospect for vulnerable children. It would also be recommended that the government increases funding for the social health and social care programs run by the NHS and the non-governmental agencies. This would allow more facilitation for the community-based caregivers, who are instrumental in providing essential services to vulnerable families (Black et al., 2017).
As the old ideal goes, “education is the greatest equaliser”. In this respect, more emphasis ought to be channelled towards increasing access to education by vulnerable children and young families. The resultant access to information would build their capacity for better self-care while also allowing for them to progress up in life. This will bridge the gap between the vulnerable communities and the rest. An educated young populace would also be instrumental in increasing the standards of living within the community while reducing the strain on the community caregivers (Ellis and Dietz, 2017).

Conclusion
In conclusion, this essay highlighted how developments in social, economic, and political factors influenced the lives of children, young people, and families, and it is important to note that these factors are still in place. While there were differences between the social construct of childhood between Victorian times and the present, it is been demonstrated, that there were numerous similarities as the construct of childhood evolved. This was evidenced by intimate letters between parents and children in the Victorian times, as well as children's toys, which shown that children were equally loved then as they are now. In discussing the developments in the construct of childhood and how children, young people, and families live change over time, this essay highlighted some of the factors which drove these changes. Family values and the reshape of socio-economic progress were the main factors for these changes. The development of numerous laws and policies, which are aimed at protecting children and families, also played a significant role in how childhood is perceived. Children’s safe development, protection, health, and happiness is fundamentally important in modern-day society. 
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