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[bookmark: _Toc80621214]Introduction.
 Childhood is a socially constructed concept; in this ideology, childhood is not a natural process; instead, it is society's decision when a child is a child and when the child becomes an adult.  Focusing on literature review methodology, this paper reinforces that childhood is a socially constructed concept and differs in various societies contextually depending on a specific society's culture and beliefs. Childhood may differ in each society depending on social class and gender, proving that childhood is neither universal nor natural but a socially constructed concept. Constructionism socially seeks to comprehend how childhood knowledge is developed, who the stakeholders are, why they are the determinants, and the precise purpose of the constructed knowledge (Norozi &Moen,2016). This thesis discusses how childhood is viewed as a socially constructed concept providing an overview from historical times to the present on how childhood has evolved and how this evolution has been pre-determined as being a socially constructed concept. Also, the alternatives of different views of children and childhood are portrayed in this thesis. There are various factors discussed in this essay and how these factors have impacted childhood in all childhood development aspects, including gender parity and education equality hence improving the livelihood of children in general. Also, in this thesis, discussed are the changes in the family structure and the consideration of the family as a socially constructed concept in the UK. Social construction is a theoretical framework that brings about negotiations of reality in everyday life through interactions amongst individuals. Finally, the thesis points out the various interventions in the UK that are set to improve the lives of many children from different backgrounds and how these interventions can reduce disparities.

[bookmark: _Toc80621215]Who is a child?
[bookmark: _Toc80621216]Generic meaning.
There are many definitions of childhood. The general knowledge of childhood considers the first years of human life in all cultures and societies. It is the experience of being a child. (Norozi &Moen,2016) elucidates that a child is a naturally dependent individual who is incapable of language and mind.  According to the Oxford English dictionary, a child can be one's direct descendant by birth irrespective of age or gender or an individual who has not reached adulthood naturally, culturally, or legally. There are many instances where a full-grown individual with a sobber mind and full capabilities has been referred to as a child by the elderly to portray the direct descendant definition of who a child is.
[bookmark: _Toc80621217]The legal determination of a child.
Age has been globally used to determine whether an individual is a child or not. Legally, any individual below the age of 18 is a child, according to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Child (UNCRC). (UNICEF, 2021) also elucidates that anyone below the age of 18 has prospected as a child. This definition of a child is globally accepted, even though it is problematic since it is not contextual and wraps up children's development stages. This definition has to ponder on experiences apart from the chronological age of an individual. (as quoted in (Norozi &Moen,2016). With time, children develop differently depending on their culture and social structure.
[bookmark: _Toc80621218]Psychology and sociology approach to childhood.
While psychology focuses on a child as an individual, sociology views childhood as a social group. These two disciplines have made major contributions to the contemporary comprehension of childhood. In the early twentieth century, the psychology discipline became the primary paradigm of childhood studies (Kehily,2015). ( As quoted in her by john Locke research,)kehily states that with guidance and instilment of good morals, children who come into this world as blank vessels can learn and develop into rational adults. (Barnardo's 1999  as q in kehily 2015 )states that children have only one chance of childhood, and they deserve happiness and protection from any harm for their enjoyment on all aspects of health, fulfillment, and sense of belonging to their home, school, and the local community. He further explains that there is no bad timing in offering help to the adversely affected children in society to give them a better education or good morals that can prove helpful and create a bright future for the youngsters.
[bookmark: _Toc80621219]Childhood as a socially constructed concept.
A socially constructed concept is a statutory pre-determined by society. In every society, there are concepts determined by social-economic and cultural factors. One such concept is childhood. Even so, childhood definition by society still differs in the different societies since these societies have different cultures, and so do their social-economic classes. The approach to childhood as a socially constructed concept holds that childhood is not natural or universal but the societies' decisions when a child is a child and the evolution into adulthood. 
Social constructionism of childhood definition stands out from other approaches to childhood since its contextualized interpretation of childhood is primarily based on social beliefs and societal cultures with intertwining social variables like gender, ethnicity, and social class (Norozi &Moen,2016. This approach can be used to position children in society. It is important to create awareness regarding childhood as an even and invariable feature in society. When children develop into adulthood, their view should be that childhood is a universal parameter of society. However, the conformation of childhood definition changes regarding life practices and social activities over time which holds back to childhood not being universal but rather a socially constructed concept deeply rooted in social-cultural factors.
[bookmark: _Toc80621220]Childhood experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc80621221]Child labour
 According to the BBC 2019 news, Yemen made minimal advancement to abolish child labour. Yemen's assessment showed delayed action against the worst forms of child labour with evidence that children in the armed forces in Yemen are an obligation by its law despite the government's effort to cease child-soldier recruitment. Increased vulnerability to child labour in Yemen in 2019 resulted from the governments' failure to address discrimination from the Muhamasheen community. (tweet by @sanaacenter Discrimination against Muhamasheen, a Yemeni underclass, has limited their access to humanitarian aid and safe shelter) . Due to discrimination, the Muhamasheen community has been confined to slums and outskirts of the cities with low-paying job opportunities like garbage collection and cleaning, which locks them out from economic opportunities, resulting in high unemployment rates. Children from this community are discriminated against in their respective education centres, which might lead to dropping out of school opting for any form of employment with the prevalence of begging, which is the form of child labor in this marginalized community. 
On the contrary, in England, until the age of 16, school attendance is compulsory. A child can leave school at the age of 16 but enroll in training until adulthood (GOV.UK.,2021). This contrasts the two countries on the expectations of children from different backgrounds with different social classes and cultures. The minimum age requirement for a child to work part-time in the UK is 13 years, except for children working in the television shows, advertisement sector, or in the modeling industry. For authenticity, children working under these sectors require a working licence ( GOV.UK.,2021). Full-time working can embark only when an individual attains the minimum age of leaving school in the UK and the maximum working hours are 40 per week. At the age of 16, an individual can be paid through PAYE, but once they are 18, adult employment rights and rules are applied.


[bookmark: _Toc80621222]Child marriages
Child marriages are common in Yemen, where girls with a small age of eight normally consented to be married by their parents because of their poor socio-economic background. Early marriages steal childhood, forcing adulthood responsibilities like child-bearing. The effects of early marriages can last a lifetime, affecting the outcome of the preceding children continuing the cycle of poverty. ( independent Yemen., 2015). Early marriages expose the young brides to physical abuse, trauma, domestic violence, exposure to adverse health effects like fistula and sexually transmitted infections, and sexual abuse from their husbands and in-laws the world we want: End child marriages (10/3/2013) [online] Available at URL (https://youtu.be/RvQjBjqmNLM) accessed on 19/08/2021. In 1999, the government worsened child marriages by adjusting the marriage age to be 15 years.
While child marriages are rampant in Yemen, in the UK, the legal marriage age for girls is 16 following a loophole in a law that was amended in 1929 with the minimum age of marriage being 18, but girls with the age of 16 and 17 can get married if they are consented by their parents (Children's commissioner 2021). These children are normally compelled into marriages by their kindred belief that they have to be married from a young age. Marrying children at this young age places them at a greater risk of not being cared for their protection once they get married. ( Girls not brides UK., 2021)
[bookmark: _Toc80621223]Child prostitution
Child prostitution has been described as an ancient global complex phenomenon depriving children of their childhood, dignity, and human rights. Child sexual exploitation is reported to be rampant in Asia, Central, and South America globally.  Child sexual exploitation is prolific in Thailand compared to southern Asia countries ( Lau.,2008). In the UK, precisely England and wales, child sexual exploitation is punishable by law with a custodial sentence. If a person is found guilty of sexual exploitation, on summary conviction, they are subject to imprisonment for a term not exceeding six  months or to a fine not exceeding the statutory maximum or both, on conviction they are subject to imprisonment not exceeding 14 years (sexual offences Act., 2003)
[bookmark: _Toc80621224]Key elements of family life.
The family structure is responsible for a child's well-being mentally, psychologically, and general well-being. The family structure influences childhood experiences and needs. In the UK family concept is in continuous change. One in four children is not living with their biological parents. With cohabitation increasing, children tend to leave their parental homes later. Families have contributed to the growth of informal careers in the UK, an example being the present parent generation who are taking care of both their parents and their children
The role of women in the family has changed over the years. Women used to be housewives who took full responsibility for house chores and children in the 20th   century, but that has changed in the 21st century, where women now have equal rights as men, and they can work.  The 1901 census recorded fewer than 100 registered female doctors in the UK accessing university education during this time was a hurdle with less admittance of women to the universities. The equal pay Act of 1970 gave women full rights with their roles changing significantly, and they ceased to be solely home-makers hence changing the childhood experiences and expectations of the youngsters by the society. (BBC family life., 2021)
Divorce has tremendously increased from 22% in the 20th century to 33% in the 21st century, with many claiming that the increase is because divorce is an easy process taking a short time as six weeks. Divorce affects the child's mental health increases anxiety and antisocial behaviour.
A single parent, a couple, or same-sex parents may apply to adopt a child. In the UK, adoption proponents insist on providing the children with a stable family environment, whereas opponents doubt a stable relationship outside the marriage, let alone same-sex marriage.  
[bookmark: _Toc80621225]Family diversity in the UK
Like childhood, family too is a socially constructed concept which varies sociologically, culturally, and religiously. In the UK, there is a variety of family diversity. The nuclear family consists of two adults and children, biologically belonging to the two adults, adopted or living together. This is the most diverse family structure globally. The extended family consists of a nuclear family living with aunts, uncles, cousins, or grandparents within the same neighborhood or household. A reconstituted family consists of adults with children from their previous relationships.
 A same-sex family contains two adults of the same sex. Children in this family are adopted, from a surrogate mother, a sperm donor, or they can belong to one of the parents from a previous heterosexual relationship. A single-parent family entails a parent not living with their partner, and the children live with this single parent, but they can have contact with the other parent. (BBC family life., 2021) Analyses about same-sex and single parenting families have been done to compare children brought up in these families and those brought up in heterosexual families. The meta-analyses investigated by (Crow. et al. 2008) concerning six developmental results have reached an acceptable level, concluding that there is no difference between these children. Their cognitive skills, psychological adjustment, gender identity, and sexual partner prevalence is similar (Tasker.,2010)

[bookmark: _Toc80621226]Changes as seen in the lives of children and their families from historical to present times.
Aries argues that in the medieval era, before the 13th century, there was no childhood period. Children shifted directly from infancy to adulthood. Once a child was no longer under the solitary care of the mother, they were considered to be adults, sharing all activities about adulthood, and dressed as adults. Children in this era were carried as vulnerable, and that they required special protection. In ancient Greek times, childhood was depicted as a period of freedom from work. Some diseases and treaties threatened high infant mortality. These diseases needed a different treatment as adults. From this, children were carried as malleable fragile, and vulnerable individuals who needed to survive childhood and mature into adults. (Ancient Greek and Rome.,2021).
 However, in the 16th and 17th centuries, there was an emergence of a consciousness of a specific childhood of a period between infancy and adulthood among the middle and upper social class of the society. This consciousness involved coddling children with an attitude towards children as playthings and amusement and affection objects for adults. During this period, childhood lasted for five to seven years. A new concept of childhood arose that required disciplining and training before the children were considered as rational adults, an idea that was supported by increasing knowledge in theology, humanities, and sciences. In addition, Christian puritans described child innocence as depravity and prone to commit evil, thence insistence of childhood for intervention and instilling morals to children.
 (Kehily.,2013) Locke's ideas argue that children enter the universe as empty slates, and their behaviour depends on the knowledge their guardians instill in them. Children are neither good nor bad; they are a product of their environment and education learned. From earliest times, children from the age of five from poor backgrounds would work with their wages lessened than adults. They would work away from home as apprentices or offering domestic labour, but they stayed under the care of their employers or masters. With industrialization, they could earn enough wages to support themselves from the middle teens. In the Victorian era, laws of children's rights were enacted with legally permissible hours for work, and regulation of work In industries and education was progressive, and it was financed publicly. Since the Victorian era, children have been protected by the law from neglect and cruelty from adults. Influence by doctors and psychiatrists has ensured well treatment of children by parents, social services, and the law.
[bookmark: _Toc80621227]Factors that have contributed to changing the lives of children and reducing inequalities.
[bookmark: _Toc80621228]Policy and legislation.
An overview of changes in childhood from historical times to recent times can be illustrated as there have been progressive changes in childhood that have improved children's lives from the 19th century through the 20th century, which was child-centered, where children enjoyed many more privileges than their predecessors. Child welfare policies were set to safeguard children and improve their well-being, and social services were developed to offer help for neglected children. Improved medical amenities, a step that has reduced infant mortality and morbidity compared to the 19th century. A robust education system has ensured that the minimum age of leaving school is 18, contrary to the 19th century where it was ten years and previous centuries with no education. Legislation has protected children from harm in the work sector where a child is restricted to work till they are 14, and the hours of work should be reduced to 40 hours per week. Also, the age for marriage and sexual consent, and military service has been adjusted to 16 years. The alcohol consumption legal age has been adjusted to 18 years, unlike the medieval ages where children practiced adulthood activities from a much younger age.
The UNCRC ensures that vulnerable children are well taken care of by catering to their needs and necessities to realize their full potential. The convention has 54 articles that ensure children fully enjoy their rights. Some of the interventions by the UNCRC are (article 2), which ensures that children are non-discriminated against in all aspects, the best interest of the child (article 3), practicing the right for survival and development (article 4), and the right to be heard(article 5). In addition, the UNCRC has the optional protocols, which are; the protocol communication procedure consenting children to air their grievances when their rights have been violated, the optional protocol for the involvement of children in the armed forces, which does not allow children under the age of 18 to take a direct part in an armed conflict, and the protocol of child prostitution, trafficking and sexual assaulting.
[bookmark: _Toc80621229]Social factors
[bookmark: _Toc80621230]Bronfenbrenner's ecological theory
Bronfenbrenner's ecological theory is influential to child development in stating that a child's development is influenced by different factors external to the family. This theory is based on five different systems. The microsystem is the child, and they have direct contact with this system that is functional of cognitive abilities. The mesosystem is the family, nursery, teachers, play-ground, and religion, connecting the structures within the microsystem. Exosystem is the community society and culture where the child does not function directly but by triggering their microsystem. Macrosystem, which is the globe is the outermost system comprising cultural values, customs, and laws. Chronosystem encompasses the time with children development Relationships and interaction between these systems provide detailed information on a child's maturing biology. In understanding childhood, much attention should be paid to the larger system than the immediate environment.
[bookmark: _Toc80621231]Maslow hierarchy of needs 
This theory is influential in children and family development. Following Maslow, to achieve full potential, some needs need to be met. Physiological needs like water, food, and clothing. Safety needs like job security. Belongingness and affection needs require building intimate relationships with family and friendships. Esteem needs require fulfillment, accomplishments, and self-respect. Self-actualization and creativity are realized if all these Maslow needs are met.
[bookmark: _Toc80621232]Conclusion and recommendations.
Historically, there have been changes regarding childhood that have resulted in positive change and improvement of children's lives in the UK. Even so, many children still dwell in the claws of poverty. Rowntree Foundation (2021)  reveals that 2.8 million children in the UK still live in poverty. This research also reveals that two-thirds of children living in poverty come from working families. To loosen this grift of poverty, policies to increase work allowance should be implemented in families with children. Many children miss out on healthy meals in their households because of poverty. (Sustain. 2021) suggests that every primary school child be given a free healthy meal to improve health in the children and help tackle health inequalities in the UK. Every primary  school-going child should receive a free meal every day as this will help to alleviate poverty in guardians focusing on employment 
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