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Comparative Essay on family life and childhood
Introduction
In recent times, there has been different groups advocating for the right of children worldwide. For a few decades now, the world has been experiencing a major paradigm shift in ways parents or caregivers, society and government are to go about meeting children’s needs. This comparative essay aims at examining the social care services for children, young people and families in the United Kingdom (UK). It will cover the historical and current major perspectives and challenges associating with childcare policy, provision and practice. It discusses the impact some factors have in improving the lives of children, young people and families in reducing inequalities in health and social care service. Following this, it outlines a few approaches and interventions which support vulnerable children, young people and families in present time and evaluate their effectiveness in reducing inequalities. Finally, it provides recommendations for improvements.

Conceptual Overview of Childhood
	The word childhood means the state of being a child. The eighteenth–century philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau considered childhood to take place between birth and twelve years. He stated:
“Everyone has a childhood in his or her baggage, with the memories, the knowledge, the attitudes, the sensory and cognitive mind-sets this involves…some long for childhood, some are stuck in it, some seek to be rid of it. Whatever the case may be, one does not escape the fact that one has had a childhood” (Mouritsen, 2002).
According to United Nations Convention on the Rights of Child (UNCRC) anyone below the age of eighteen is considered a child. This is internationally agreed definition of a child. Additionally, there are some other categories within childhood, such as, infants, toddlers, youth, adolescents, and teenagers. The word “child” is used differently to mean different things. For instance, James and James (2008) stated that a child is that age one cannot speak well, or when the body and mind are incapable of something (James & James, 2008) However, Alanen (2001) proposed that the word child can be used to refer to as “next generation.” Jenks (2002) notes all contemporary approaches to the study of childhood concludes that childhood is not a natural phenomenon and cannot properly be understood. The author added that the social transformation from child to adult does not directly follow physical growth and the recognition of children by adults, and it is not only dependent upon physical difference (Jenks, 2002).
	Some theories about childhood have tendency to routinize and naturalize childhood. Naturalism of childhood extends to social sciences, especially in psychology; childhood is understood largely in terms of biological and cognitive development through concepts such as ‘maturation.’ Sociology on the other hand, understands childhood through the theories of socialisation (Jenks, 2002). However, these theories have not appropriately addressed the concept of childhood. When childhood is discussed, it is more of the recollections of time past, images of current forms of relationship and aspirations towards future states of affairs (Jenks, 2002). Therefore, a progression from being a child to adult is embedded if one is to fully grasp the concept of childhood. With this in mind, Aries (2006) identifies three major adult reactions to a child: (1) he can use the child as vehicle for projection of the contents of his own unconscious (projective reaction); (2) he can use the child as a substitute for an adult figure important in his own childhood (reversal reaction); or (3) he can empathize with the child’s needs and act to satisfy them (empathic reaction)




Social construction
Childhood has been viewed in the following perspectives: Anthropological, Sociological, Historical and Cultural. This section is concerned with social construction, which has been defined as ‘a theoretical perspective that explores the ways in which “reality” is negotiated in everyday life through people’s interactions and through sets of discourses’ (James & James, 2008). Social construction of childhood is grounded in varying conceptions among different cultures, societies and at different time period in history.
Roger, (2003) identified different approaches that have been used for the study of children which include: scientific, applied and social constructionist approach. The paradigm has inspired other researchers to refer children as competent social actors and accords value to the study of children’s social and cultural relationships, rather than in relation to their construction by adults (Roz Evans, 2005).
Key elements of family life and childhood
The key elements of childhood, young people and families include age criterion, legal point of view, as a labour, and social policy (Berthoud, 2000). Others include responsibility at home, marriage, and parenting. In the past, the duty of husband is solely to provide for his family. This has changed in the recent time as both husband and wife are working class parents (Report of research conducted by the Social Issues Research Centre, 2008). In the historical time, husbands have authority over their wives, hence the woman’s main duty is to look after the house, however in the current times, equality in authority and housekeeping has been encouraged (Berthoud, 2000).


Another key element of family life is marriage. Berthoud notes that one or two generation ago in Britain, young people completed their education, got married and had children, maintained this achievement until their children left home. He observes that this has changed in the current times in the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Denmark, France, Luxembourg and Belgium as few people live with their parents, and many adopt intermediate living arrangements before getting married and starting a family.
For decades, parents lived together, parenting was the efforts of both parents compared to single parenting that is trending in the current times. Researchers have looked into the outcome of this shift, but it is hard to conclude whether children brought up by a single parent experience worse outcome than those with two, although there are some research that have pointed out that children raised by single parents are disadvantaged (Kierna, Land and Lewis, 1998). 

Policy and Legislation 
After the war, British welfare state was based on a strongly gender differentiated model of family life, in which men were full time workers and women were full time carers. This welfare state was based upon a Marshallian 1950 conceptualization of social citizenship (Finch, 2003). Addressing the children’s welfare, the report of Her Majesty’s Government (HM Government, 2018) points out that the Children Act of 1989 and 2004 set out specific duties: section 17 of the Children Act 1989 puts a duty on the local authority to provide services to children in need in their area. The children’s needs include respect, vigilance, stability, understanding and action, information and engagement, explanation, support, advocacy, protection (HM Government 2018).  If a child is at risk of significant harm, section 47 of the same Act requires local authorities to undertake enquiries. While, the Children Act 2004 which was amended by the Children and Social Worker Act 2017 places new duties on professionals and agencies to work together in order to safeguard and promote the welfare of all children within the local area.
Some British family policy and legislation that have been put in place are; the right (not) to have children, parental right and obligation, new labour, children right, Child benefit, tax credits, Family Friendly labour market, Maternity and Paternity leave and pay Time off for dependents, Flexible working. Individual has the right to have children through in Vitro Fertilisation (IVF) and adoption, or not to have children by opting for legal abortion and introduction of accessible contraception (Naomi Finch, 2003). |Nonetheless, child benefit is still the only benefit in the UK that is payable in respect of all children, regardless of their parent’s income and labour market status (Skevik, 2003). 
The Impact:
The government’s present support for children’s welfare may improve efficiency by permitting parents to obtain entrance into the labour market at a level parallel with their skills (House of Common Treasury Committee). A report by the IFS in 2014, “The impact of free, universal pre-school education on maternal labour supply,” and highlight that: “The increased proportion of children in England who could access free part-time early education by around 50 percentage points between 2000 and 2008, led to a rise in the employment rate of mothers whose youngest child is 3 years old of around 3 percentage points, equivalent to about 12,000 more mothers in work”.
On the impact of the child poverty, Leon Feinstein and his co-researchers emphasize that poverty at birth have a substantial impact on children’s outcome later in life (Feinstein et al, 2007)
	The UNCRC has thus been criticised for conceptualising children as independent right-bearing individuals, rather than recognising that many societies adopt a social understanding of personhood where children are first and foremost seen as members of an extended family, clan or village (Roz  Evans citing Ansell, Nicola 2005).
	Roz Evans notes the impact the variations in the concept of childhood and social construction has on child’s learning and development. She observes that it influences the content and process of child’s learning and development. Further, she states that the independence and interdependence factors have impact on the understandings of how children develop and transit to adulthood (Roz Evans, 2005).
.
Inequality in health and social care service provision
Finch (2003) notes that inequality in standard of health conditions have increased and amongst ethnic minority groups. Also, children have experienced inequality in the area where children have limited access to basic needs such as toys and leisure activities. In the late 1960s, child poverty increased significantly as one third of children lived in poor households. Although this percentage declined to 28% of children in 2005, however it rose to 30% by 2007. Child poverty is a significant issue in the UK, and it has become a one of the leading factors that promotes inequality and disadvantage as children move into adulthood (Finch, 2003). 
Structural inequalities have hindered some children from accessing certain aspects of social life, especially, in education and leisure activities (Finch, 2003). It is noteworthy that the socio-economic role, and gender roles have changed within families (Fowler, 1996). Lareau (2011) states that professional advice concerning the best way to train a child has recommended breast feeding, displaying emotional warmth towards the children, and using reasoning and negotiation as mechanisms of parental control, instead of using physical chastisement. Middle class parents tend to shift their behaviours in a variety of spheres more rapidly than the working-class or poor parents. As professionals have shifted their recommendations from bottle feeding to breast feeding, from stern approaches to warmth and empathy, and from spanking to time-outs, it is middle-class parents who have responded most promptly. Working-class or poor parents are not aware whether their children are doing their school homework or not. In addition, in the society or family, children experience differences in their work, study and social responsibilities that are affected by factors such as gender, birth order, class, and disability. Girls and boys may be encouraged to develop different attitudes and skills, which are influenced by the roles they are expected to play as adults in the society (Evans, 2005).
The Equality Act 2010 provides different measures to eliminate inequality and promote equality of opportunity irrespective of individuals protected characteristics (such as, race, disability, gender, age, class etc). Fundamentally, no child or group of children must be treated any less favourably than others in relation to their access to effective services intended to address their needs (HM Government, 2018).
Vulnerable children 
These were children living in the following circumstances: with a parent who is chronically ill, with a household member who is chronically ill, having been taken in from another household, with children who have been taken in from another household, in a female-headed household, in an elderly-headed household, in a widow/er-headed household.
In social welfare policies, children are considered as vulnerable group who are easily subjected to physical punishment, sexual abuse and emotional abuse (concept of childhood). 

Approaches that support vulnerable people 
Child-Centred approach to parenting encourage the type of parenting that considers placing child at the centre, and as a priority in meeting their needs, in contrast with the more disciplinarian approach to parenting children which is common in Britain during the twentieth century (Social Issues Research Centre (SIRC), 2008).
An Income-Focused approach to poverty is helpful to monitor the number of people who have reduced access to opportunities because of their wages or low income (SIRC, 2008).
Recommendations
1. The old-fashioned characteristics of family life such as living together with family is recommended for nowadays, families that are characterised with modern individualistic living. The reason as noted by Berthoud (2000) is that favours a commitment to marriage and tight-knit families in preference to the current trends towards open relationships and loose loyalties.
2. There should be healthy relationship between adult and a child. Chris Jenks in his book, recommends that a sociology of childhood should arise from the constitutive practices that provide for the child and the child-adult relationship.
3. Parents should spend quality time with their children. Over the past 50 years, change has come to the quality time people have with family due to the changes in patterns of work, the structure of the labour force, leisure and consumption rate. The contemporary parents are spending more time at work than they do with their children. 
4. The policy and legislation on children, young people and family should be reviewed and flexible enough to practice by social workers, and there is a need for more research and for practitioners to be culturally competent. 
5. The advocates that would enforce the policy and legislation should be adequately informed and empowered. 


Conclusion
	In conclusion, there are several meanings of childhood however, the UK legal definition of a child is a person under the age of 18 years old. This report has highlighted the drastic changes in policies including family dynamics, women’s role within the family.
Several approaches have been implemented to address child’s needs such as child centred approach. Although there have been significant improvements in terms of addressing children’s needs and structural inequalities, there are still gaps that needs to be addressed.    There needs to be training on ways to improve matters relating to childhood and social care practice such as being culturally competent as a practitioner and to practice in an anti-oppressive manner.
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