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This essay will firstly look to examine the key elements of family life and compare and contrast how these have evolved through the ages, taking into account the contributing factors that have brought these changes in not only family dynamics, but also how children are perceived. This paper will then look to discuss and debate the social construction of childhood, and how society has moved from an adult centred society to a more child centred society, exploring the reasons for this social shift. In order to properly understand this social shift in perception of children and young people it is appropriate to examine the relevant legislation such as the Children Act 1984 and how this legislation and others like it have contributed in solidifying children’s rights. Included will be a detailed description and discussion surrounding Adverse childhood experiences (ACE’s), what causes ACE’s, signs and symptoms, impact on long term health, how they can be properly managed to reduce trauma and what perpetuates them. The paper will then go on to consider support interventions for vulnerable children and young people and whether these provisions are effective in reducing inequalities.  
White, Martin and Adamsons (2018) highlight the key elements of family life differ on each individual basis and how some people perceive a ‘normal happy family dynamic’ others may not, there are many varying contributing factors to consider when discussing key elements of family life such as culture, environmental factors, education and social class. Clark (2015) summarises although there are different ideals on what are key elements of family life, trust, respect and communication with all involved help pave the way for a healthy, happy family dynamic, resulting in happy childhood experiences.  Cohen (2007) explains childhood is seen as the golden age of innocence, ‘a life stage’ meaning children are fundamentally different from adults. Woodhead (2015) illustrates childhood is the age span ranging from birth to adolescence starting at age 2 and ending age 18. Mintz (2012) and Jenks (2013) depict the concept of childhood emerged during the 17th and 18th centuries, previous to this point children were often seen as incomplete versions of adults. Aries (1960) supports this notion, implying in the middle ages around the 10th-13th centuries the idea of childhood did not exist and children had the same rights, duties and skills as adults. Pollock (1983) criticises Aries, arguing that it is more correct to say that in the middle ages society simply had a different view of childhood, and for one to completely comprehend this there are many varying factors to take in to consideration, such as the social norms of these times, poverty and lack of education. Wyness (2019) supports this theory explaining ideas about children and their social status have varied over time, these include changes during the 19th and 20th centuries such as; declining family size, children’s rights, compulsory schooling, children’s health, child protection, laws and policies, lower infant mortality rates and child and labour laws. Heywood (2017) concurs suggesting children are more valued, better cared for, protected and educated better than ever before. 
The social construction of childhood is based around cultural background, social class, gender and ethnicity (Norozi and Moen, 2016). The child centred society movement from an adult centred society to a more child centred society Entwhistle, (2012) describes child centredness as the way the family unit, and in turn society, has become centred on the needs of the children rather than the needs of adults. Prior to the industrial era there was little differentiation between adults and children, this came about with the introduction of compulsory schooling and labour laws such as the employment of children act 1973 (UK General Public acts, 1973) that was put in place to regulate the employment of children, as it was common practice prior to this for children to be sent to very dangerous and physical jobs, such as mining and factory work. In comparison to the present day child centred society, historically children were viewed as financial burdens, and to be ‘seen and not heard’ (Winkworth and McArthur 2006) (Chung and Walsh 2000), this change occurred gradually over the later part of the 20th century and early 21st century (James 2012), D’Cruz and Stagnitti (2008) stipulates the reason for the evolved child centred society are; changes to family size, greater understanding of childhood, capitalism and legislation.
There are a number of key laws in the UK designed to protect children from harm or abuse, legislation is passed to protect the rights and welfare of children, such legislation includes safeguarding legislation, such as the childrens act 1989, which includes the local authorities power and duties to provide support provisions for children in need and their families. Central to the act is the concept that all children have the right to live a life free from abuse and harm, and those individuals who have responsibility for children’s care and welfare have a duty to protect them (UK Public Acts, 1989). The United Nations convention on the rights of the child (UNCRC) sets out the rights of every child in the world to; grow, survive, participate and fulfil their potential (Unicef, 2022). Whilst the Equality Act 2010 legally protects children, young people and adults against discrimination regardless of any possible disabilities, race, ethnicity, gender, religion and so on (GOV UK, 2015). Child protection legislation has been established with the main aim of safeguarding children from harm, the legislation ensures that people with responsibilities for the health, education and well being of children are trained in understanding their responsibilities in relation to the requirements of the law and have a duty of care to protect children from harm.  
Adverse Childhood Experience’s often referred to as ACE’S can include; neglect, domestic abuse, caregiver mental illness, divorce, abuse, and household disfunction (Murphy et al, 2014). The ACE study carried out by Filitti et al (1998) was landmark research that shed new light on association between childhood experience and lifelong health, this study revealed that ACE’s are extremely common, and the higher the individuals ACE score, a score that determines how many adverse experiences a child has been subjected to, the more likely an individual would be to suffer with long term ill health, for example the researches found an individual with an ACE score of 5+ would be 8x more likely to suffer with alcohol addiction. Other long term health complications that are associated with ACE’s are heart disease, altered brain development, and cancer (Crandall et al 2019). Dube (2018) describes an individual who has experiences ACES are at the increased risk of not only life long health but also social problems in adulthood. Struck, et al (2021) claims without appropriate support children who have experienced ACE’s have links to experiencing toxic stress, Franke (2014) highlights childhood toxic stress refers to an abnormal stress response that results from repeated adversity, prolonged adversity and a lack of nurturing from their caregiver. Karatekin and Hill (2019) mirror this view by claiming effects of toxic stress and ACE’s can be reduced and reversed with early intervention support, in order to reduce stress a strong relationship with caregivers will help equip children with core life skills such as resilience, confidence, empathy and self regulation. 
Child poverty action group (2019) estimates 4.2 million children in the United Kingdom are living in poverty, Tucker (2019) highlights 1.2 million are eligible for free school meals in the UK. Hair, Hanson, Wolfe and Pollak (2015) describe this deprivation impacts on the health, education, moral and spiritual development of children living in poverty, declining life expectancy for children born in the most deprived areas. Edwards, et al (2017) claim there is a clear link between poverty and experiencing ACE’s, and the impact on the individual experiencing adversity may vary by contextual factors such as poverty and environment. Lacey, et al (2020) conducted a study to determine if poverty was a contributing risk factor to ACE’s, this study on 8,572 participants concluded poverty was strongly related to all clusters of ACE’s. According to these findings ACEs cluster in specific patterns and child poverty is a strong contributing factor, therefore reducing child poverty may be a strategy for reducing ACE’s. 
For children who have experienced adversity support interventions are essential to ensure inequalities are reduced, and these support provisions assist vulnerable children lead good quality lives (Feinstein, Hearn, Renton and Abrahams, 2007). Examples of contributing factors that would make a child vulnerable are; disabilities, dysfunctional home life, poverty, social class and neglect.  Roberts, (2012) believes one must be treated equally regardless of ability, race, gender, and social class to promote respect, tolerance and peace and improve developmental outcomes. Engle et al (2011) conducted a study in to assess the effectiveness of pre-school enrolment and parenting support, the evidence collected suggested that early child development can be significantly improved through these interventions and programmes such as children’s educational media and interventions with children at high risk and they have the potential to reduce inequalities worsened by poor nutrition, poverty and restricted learning opportunities. In 2012 the UK government published a guide to the evidence and good practice “working with troubled families” detailing why early intervention is vital when working with troubled families and indicating it is best practice for all services involved to work in harmony or else the work is counter productive and chaotic (GOV, UK 2012). 
There are many support provisions for children and young people and their families to access the necessary support, for example, the early intervention service who work directly with children and their families to provide support and a wider understanding of ACE’s and their adverse impacts and provide children with the core tools needed to deal with the adverse impacts (NSPCC, 2021). Early intervention programmes are developed and delivered based on the premise that intervening earlier is better Little, Axford and Morpeth (2004) stipulate that the most effective method of supporting families in need would be a multi-agency support system whereby services such as social services, education settings, GP’s and any third sector support work together to ensure children and young people access all the support and help that they require. Meanwhile Asmussen, Mcbride and Waddell (2019) are critical of this notion stating while on paper a multi-disciplinary approach to supporting families is ideal, in reality partnership working is almost never effective and causes more problems and confusing for people already in very vulnerable situations. One would argue that universal training across all disciplinaries would help ensure that the support individuals access is of the highest standard and all services involved are ‘singing from the same hymn sheet’ ensuring less confusion, and as a result a reduction in children ‘slipping through the net’.  
In summary, the key elements of family life have evolved drastically through time, whilst historically children were seen as more of a financial burden and to be ‘seen and not heard’, as a society we have moved more towards a child centred approach, with many considering their children as their prized possessions and the centre of their world. This change has been brought about by social concepts, as well as legislation such as the Children’s Act 1989. As detailed throughout this essay it is clear that children are now valued and cared for considerably better than they have ever been previously. There are a wide range of contributing factors that would classify a child as vulnerable, and these play hand in hand with the support provisions that can be accessed through public services such as social services or third-party sectors such as charities. These support provisions play a vital role in ensuring children have access to the core life tools needed to process and understand whatever adversity they have been subjected to. It is clear from the detailed research provided that early intervention is essential when dealing with children and young people who have experienced ACE’s as well as their families and support networks, so healthy, positive, and encouraging relationships can be built on a foundation of trust and respect. It is evident that adversity for children and young people is not improving, rather it is perpetuated by contributing factors such as poverty, more education and funding is needed for these sectors to thrive and stronger partnership working across these sectors could help secure this. 
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