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Introduction


According to the oxford dictionary (2022) a child is a young human who is not yet an adult. Childhood itself being the period or state of being a child, from birth to adulthood, and is a social construction according to Kehily (2013). The problem with the definition of childhood, and the experiences of children, is that it is not universal, and it varies from country to country, and more so between different cultures and religions. Thus, those regarded as a child depends on the historical period, social, cultural, religious, and economic factors. This resulting in different definitions and ideas about what a child is, either biological, chronological, or legal, as well as social policy, and what can be expected of a child. According to kehily (2013) the biological definition of a child is from birth to puberty, and this varies, and can be as early as 9 years old through to 15. However, the legal definition is far clearer in that the United Nations convention on the rights of the child (UNCRC, 1991) article 1 which defines anyone under the age of 18 as a child, in which the United Kingdom agreed to and signed in 1991, with the social policy perspective being, the child is vulnerable and in need of protection. According to Foulkes (2021) with reference to the poet Philip Larkin “our parents, whether they intend to or not, can have a negative influence on us. From the moment we are conceived right through to our teenage years and beyond, our parents’ choices and behaviours affect who we are and how we develop”. Where the individual’s agency is not given enough attention, your upbringing/family caters could be quite stable plus you would be able to understand the turbulent childhood/adolescence stage. Additionally, the theory on identity and role confusion at the adolescence stage, only really applies to a western notion of the adolescence stage and does not really apply to more traditional/collective cultures. One example is that in East Africa, you could go from being a child in Erik Eriksons life stage 4 or earlier, straight into the adulthood stage 6 with all the responsibilities of an adult, according to the national library of medicine (2021). Meaning a child would have to develop and mature very fast and partake in adult activities, such as work, child marriage, as this is accepted as the norm in the 


socio-economic construction of childhood in African society. Additionally, childhood is very brief and brutal for children in certain countries in Africa, compared to children in wealthy western countries, such as the UK where it is compulsory for children to stay in education until the age of 16 or training through to 18 years of age by law according to GOV.UK (2016). Marriage in the UK being legal at the age 16 but only with the consent of the parents. According to the children’s commissioner’s office (2021) this is due to a loophole in the law which dates to 1929, which needs to be closed. Many families are also a social construction of the societies that they are part of according to Kehily (2013), that can be religious such Islam in Saudi Arabia or Catholicism in Italy as the nuclear family, and here in the UK we see the ever-changing social construction of the traditional families, where we have family diversity, with single parent families, and adoptive families, foster care, which all influence children’s experience of childhood, all resulting in the changes to legislation. From the allowance of divorce to cohabitation and gender equality, where many mothers are in part or fulltime employment, will impact the childhood experience of the child in both a positive and negative way. However, there are many countries globally where children are exploited and trafficked into prostitution and forced labour.
 This essay will be discussing the ever-changing family unit, in that its socially constructed, as well as the social construction of childhood cited by Kehily (2013). This will also be discussed on a historical level, in order to address the inequalities of such times. The factors that gradually reduced such inequalities, and inevitably improved children’s lives for the better.  Through to current times in the United Kingdom. The interventions that support vulnerable children and reduced inequalities between children from advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Childhood Historically
Since the beginning of time, there is no doubt that a mother loves her child, yet in ancient times, we have the Greeks and the Romans who used to discard infants due to imperfections or deformities, with many thrown off cliffs or leaving them alone to die, because of these imperfections. This perhaps due to being in a male dominated society and the norm in those times, but in contrast would mean either life in prison or the death penalty in present times. The Middle Ages saw child mortality being not far off, with infants and children dying due to malnutrition and diseases, and peasant parents becoming emotionally detached due to the 


high mortality rates of their children and having no healthcare. According to Oxford Bibliographies (2018) Philippe Aries’s investigation into the evolvement of childhood that didn’t exist in medieval times, highlighted that, that childhood was a new concept post medieval period. Children were viewed and treated like little adults, and the idea of childhood didn’t exist, the child was either a baby or an adult, depicted in paintings of those times, with boys being put to hard labour in the fields, military training or learning a trade, and girls having to do domestic work in the household, such as weaving and cleaning, and then usually married off around the age of 15, due to their disadvantaged background. The opposite being the case for wealthy families’ children as they were seen as far more important, with access to education, healthcare, and wet nurses, as these children were the heirs to the family estate. Additionally, such wealthy families would have already, in most cases, have an arranged marriage for their children in place, at such a young age. 
The puritan belief that humans were born sinful, because of man’s fall from paradise in the 16th and 17th centuries resulted in the view that childhood was a state of wildness and evil. However, through the works of the like of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), who saw children as good until corrupted by adults and society, and that children were innocent from the original sin. That perceptions of childhood began to shift for the better. 

The Industrial Revolution (1760-1830)
The Industrial revolution transformed society, from a handcraft economy to, as the name suggests, industry and machine manufacturing on a grand scale. This was a major economic development, with the use of new technologies and energy sources such as coal and steam engines, electricity, petroleum for vehicles. The textile industry grew rapidly, with the use of machines, which brought about factories up and down the country. These all required workers, resulting huge migrations from the countryside into the cities where many employers took advantage of children, they were small and could get into areas of machinery that adults could not, to clean or repair, working in factories, coal mines, and mills which were all dangerous occupations for adults let alone children. Children of the industrial revolution were extremely vulnerable, with many not having any family, and those that did, having to work in these factories to support their families. As such children were abundant, available, and cheap. 



Employers knew it and took advantage. According to the British Library (2014), an article authored by Professor Emma Griffin says “child labour was not an invention of the industrial revolution. Poor children have always started work as soon as their parents could find employment for them”.  

Victorian Society (1837-1901)
Resultant to the industrial revolution, populations in cities grew rapidly. The ever-increasing gap between the rich and poor, continued to increase in line with the exploitation of vulnerable children. Employment increased, as did the population of lower-class families and children. As the class system developed, the employed and unemployed children’s conditions worsened, with longer hour of work and many dying due to accidents and poor health. According to Victorian Children (2012) apart from the main types of employment of factories, coal mines, mills, and farming. Children were additionally employed as street sweepers, chimney sweeps, and clothing and hat making. However, the most shocking being prostitution, others would have to scavenge what the could or join gangs of pick pockets out of necessity in order to survive. In contrast the advantaged children were spoiled and spent most of their time being taught what was proper and what was not in a very formal way by their nannies or governesses, according to Victorian Children (2012). What is interesting is that advantaged children had an affection-less child experience, as wealthy Victorian parents were emotionally detached from their children. In contrast the poorest in medieval times also, were emotionally detached but out of necessity, due to high child mortality from disease and malnutrition. The children’s situation was very bad and deteriorating, especially in London where many died due to ill health and work-related deaths. Something had to be done in this Victorian era, where childhood had been acknowledged, but had been exploited in the most tragic way.

Contributing factors that improved the lives of children

Many people saw how bad the situation was for children, young people, and women and began campaigning for change. This is what prompted the government to bring about, one of the major factors that improved the lives of children in the 19th century was legislation in England which brought about the factories Acts, that restricted child labour, to protect them


 from years of exploitation and harm. According to UK Parliament (2022) the factory act of 1833 was the first of many acts that gradually improved the lives of children. The National Archives (1833) shows this gradual progression towards the end of the 19th century. That in the first act, there can be no child workers under 9, reduced working hours for children between 9-13 with 2 hours schooling each day. Additionally, there had to be 4 inspectors at each factory. This was then expanded to textiles in the 1844 Act. Which maximised working hour for children between 8-13 to 6.5 hours/day, with reduced working hours for women to 12 hours/day with no night work. This was further revised in the 1847 act, that all children under the age of 18 including women can work for a maximum of 19 hours/day. These acts continued through to 1901, where the minimum age was raised from 9 to 12 for a child to work. These acts contributed to improving the lives of children in order to stop the exploitation of children, to safeguard them and ultimately to try and revers such horrors. Factory owners were selfishly reluctant as all they thought of was their economic costs because of legislations. These positive progressions have led to children only allowed to work for up to 40 hours/week by law once they reach 16 years of age but are allowed part-time work at 13.  Another major factor which contributed to improve the lives of children through to present times, was the 1880 education act, where it made it compulsory for children between the ages of 5-11 to have elementary education, according to Education in England (2013). This was perhaps one of the most important pieces of legislation, as it signals the importance that children should not be in employment, but education and protected. The factory and Education acts were the starting point in protecting children and young people from exploitation and harm in the 19th century through to present times. However, according to UNICEF (2016) child labour, marriage, female genital mutilation, sexual exploitation, and abuse continue to happen presently in many counties. Today in the UK sexual consent and alcohol restrictions are at 16 and 18 respectively. Additionally, in the UK dating back to the acts in parliament, children must stay in compulsory education or training until 16 and 18 respectively according to Politics (2021), which has been gradually increasing since the Victorian era, for education can only benefit the children and the nation. The importance of education in current times being emphasised by the current annual expenditure of just under 100bn but peaked at 104bn in 2015 according to UK Parliament (2022). This shows that the competition between countries is not financial but educational. These acts being critical to the development of the UK, past and present and more importantly the future, as the children are the future. The formation of the NHS in 1948 was another major factor in improving the lives of children, young people, and families. Simply 


because the NHS was free from class and wealth as in the Victorian era and was completely free for all citizens according to National Archives (1948). These changes in legislation and policy, sociological factors, and the formation of the world-renowned NHS coupled with the emergence of child development and neuroscience are major factors combined. Additionally, when looking at factors that contributed to the improvement of children’s lives, theorist have also contributed to the development of the child that was once not acknowledged, then became acknowledged. They took it further and acknowledged the inner child. According to First Discoverers (2022) Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) the psychoanalyst’s theory was that personality is acquired and developed during childhood. Erik Erikson the psychologist (1902-1994), his theory the 8 stages of psychosocial development, was far more comprehensive in that it incorporated the entire life stages of an individual, from birth to old age. Another renowned theorist is Jean Piaget (1896-1980), his developmental stage theory, came through observing children and seeing how they learn and adapt to their environment. Abraham Maslow (1908-1970) also developed a theory. The 5 stages of the hierarchy of needs, or the theory of motivation in which other theorists concentrated on the lower basic needs of an individual. His theory went beyond the basics needs that drive us to the higher level of self-actualization. Another renowned theorist is Urie Bronfenbrenner (1917-2005) who’s ecological theory of child development focused on the environment and social influences that impact a child’s development. From the microsystem through to the macrosystem, which has a comprehensive impact on the experience child. All these theories have been acknowledged and applied and were fundamental in the improvement of children’s lives. What is interesting is, most of them lived during the 19th century and had first-hand experience that pioneered their theories.  The UN convention on the rights of a child (1989) was the most significant factor, where anyone 18 years of age and under was determined a child, that a child has the right to an education, and to be heard and many more. Today in the UK there are legislations in place resultant from the UN convention (1989) in which the UK sighed. Which became the children’s act 1989, and furthered in parliament in 2004, the equality act 2010, and the social work act 2017. All working together in multi agencies to safeguard children. There are welfare policies to provide for the needs of children and young people and families. Their education, health, and needs from social services. These can be universal, targeted or specialist tier 3 or 4 provisions. 



· The universal being for all. 
· The targeted being for those who need additional support.
· The specialist tier 3 being for families and children with multiple needs, intensive family support and disabilities.
· The specialist tier 4 being for those who have severe complex needs, which requires assessment, including child protection services and inpatient child and adolescent mental health services.


Conclusion 

There is very low child mortality today, with pregnancy and child health now regulated. Much progress has been made to better the lives of children since medieval times. However more needs to be done on a national and international level to safeguard children. Here in the UK, with cuts to the NHS and increased income taxation, there is poverty.  According to the children’s commissioner (2021) there is a crisis, which is child poverty. The covid-19 pandemic highlighted the need for more investment in the NHS, and Health and Social Care in anticipation of future  pandemics. Provisions should be made by the New Prime minister Elizabeth Truss’s government to strengthen families economically to support their children, which is an investment for the future, in a child centred society.
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