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The social construct of Childhood warrants great investigation as it gives insight to other social creations such as Family. It is because of changes throughout the course of history that these notions have undergone pivotal augmentations. That being said, this paper first seeks to establish that there exists several definitions of Childhood - each of which, while showing variation in one’s understanding, provide key requirements that must be observed in all instances.   Subsequently, the notion of Family will then be discussed taking into consideration the changes that have been identified between historical times and the present day.  Having successfully established these areas, thereby creating the foundation of our paper, the factors involved in the improvements to the lives of children, young people and families in general will be discussed.   It is at this point that reduced inequalities in the provision of health and social care will be examined.  Upon completion, the approaches used as a way of intervention and support in today’s society will be evaluated in terms of their impact and effectiveness. Recommendations to further augment the usefulness of such approaches will then be offered.  

[bookmark: _Toc80994339]Defining Childhood
“Childhood, like so many other vitally important aspects of social life – gender, health, youth and so on – [is] socially constructed. It [is], in other words, what members of particular societies, at particular times and in particular places, say it is.” - Steve Wagg in McDowall Clark (2013)

As with many social constructs, there is no singular definition for the term Childhood.   Rather, there are certain underlying principles to what defines a child in terms of biological, legal and social policy. For instance, should one consult the Oxford dictionary, the definition of childhood is that of “the period of somebody’s life when they are a child” (Oxford Learner’s Dictionary, 2021).
Such a definition however, lacks sufficient information for one to gain an in-depth understanding of the notion. In conferring the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, a child is merely a person under the age of 18 years, with one’s childhood status subject to change depending on the laws under which that person lives (UNICEF, 2002). While these definitions offer possible biological and legal restrictions and indicators to one’s growth and development, many questions with regards to how these indicators are ascertained remain unanswered. The aforementioned quote of Steve Wagg then proves true - in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of Childhood, it must be examined as a social and cultural invention.   Depending on the era, and the state of the society, one’s definition of the notion will forever be nuanced.  Therefore, as proffered by McDowall Clark (2013), there does not exist one universal definition of Childhood that encompasses factors beyond biological considerations such as social perceptions and practices in the world as we know it.  
	
Family Life in the UK
One’s family plays a crucial role in the childhood they experience as the family provides and cares for the child (Wright, 2015).While there are many variations of family, what remains consistent is that it represents a “communal living arrangement” (McDowall Clark, 2013).  Being a social construct the family is ever changing in the UK taking many forms depending on sociological, religious and cultural circumstances among other factors. In the UK, household numbers have grown as a result of population increase; married couples are most common but cohabiting couples continue to rapidly increase; more people live alone that ever before recorded; and families of same-sex couples and adults living with parent have increased (Office for National Statistics, 2019). The UK household has therefore undergone diverse changes in history. 

The History Childhood 
In medieval times the idea of childhood was not attributed with much importance - the focus was on the survival of the child as at that point in time child mortality rates were extremely high.   As such, in many cases, infants were not named upon birth and if a baby was undesired, which in most cases were females, they were exposed and often left to die.   Girl children were taught the ways of household management and often tasked with caring for their younger siblings.  Boys, however, would engage in either learning a trade or skill to join the workforce in the future, or would receive higher education to become aristocratic members of society.   In the early middle ages, measures in legislation were implemented to cater to the needs of children (namely, those abandoned or born out of wedlock) to see that they were supported by their fathers (Reid, 2007). Corroborated by Hanawalt (1993) the emergence of greater concern for childhood development was identified. With children being born outside of marriage it is seen where other family types began to emerge - a sentiment discussed by McDowall Clark (2013) as he investigated the childhood experience as a result of changing family types throughout history. By the seventeenth century, special clothes, books and toys were made for children (McDowall Clark, 2013).   However, at this point children were thought to be innately bad and in desperate need of correction and proper upbringing.   
As the world took a turn towards industrialization, it was seen where children were put to work in mills and factories - working long hours with very little pay and harsh disciplinary action from their parents (Wright, 2015).  Furthermore, the industrial era helped to perpetuate gender roles in society (especially the middle class) as at that time men were expected to be the breadwinners and women destined to serve a domestic role. 
 Reaching the Victorian Era, as a result of population growth and vast differences between the rich and less fortunate in Britain, society began to pay more attention to the needs of children.   By this time, the 1833 Factories Act of the 19th Century would have abolished child labour practices for those under the age of 9 years (The National Archives, 2021). Despite socio-economic factors like class, due to the living conditions at the time, health policies were implemented to help alleviate poverty and guide the working hours and education of children - which at this point in time was now compulsory for those aged 5 to 11 years, thanks to the 1880 Education Act (Education in England, 2021).  There was however a clear distinction between children of the upper and middle classes, and children from the lower class.   While the former led protected lives complete with caregivers (nannies or governesses), the later was heavily exploited and in many cases resorted to nefarious tactics such as pickpocketing.   

Factors of Influence and its Impact on Present-day Society  
Since that time, great strides have been made concerning the treatment of children and family. For the UK in particular, from the Victorian Era to the present day, many advancements have directly impacted today’s children and the rights they have. 
 The United Nations (UN) seeks to promote unity as world nations are now able to gather and discuss shared problems as well as propose solutions that therefore benefit all of humanity (UN , 2021).  The organization is responsible for the development of agencies such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1991 which seeks to advance child development, legislative policy, and other sociological factors. Beneficial changes in legislative policy include augmenting the child labour laws making it legal to for children to be permanently employed for only as young as 16 years old, and compulsory education up to 16 years old and training thereafter to the age of 18 (UK Gov, 2021). Additionally, legislation has been enacted to protect children from harm and abuse with regards to substances and sex among other problems of present-day society.  With these changes, and with oversight by governing bodies within the UN, such as UNICEF, the rights and needs of a child are catered to now more than ever.   
The discipline of Child Development has promoted the provision of a good childhood to all.  In so doing, recognition is given to the experiences that may have negative impacts on children which are subsequently addressed to foster positive future development - especially considering the advancements in neuroscience which have proven the long lasting effects of negative experiences within the first five years of life (Grantham-McGregor, et al., 2007). This, in turn, presents sociological implications as in response to such scientific discoveries, parents spend more time with their children and governments allocate more finances and aid.   
On a theoretical level, the Bronfenbrenner ecological model establishes child development as a complex system that looks at multi-level relationships with a child - whether it be family, school, culture, law and customs -as well as a child’s interaction with their immediate environment and the larger society (Guy-Evans, 2020).  It is based on 5 different systems including: the microsystem being the child; the mesosystem being those in his/her immediate surroundings; the exosystem consisting of health services, the local area, extended family and friends;  and the Macrosystem which constitutes law, legislation and societal values.  
Maslow’s theory of the hierarchy of needs also heavily influences services provided for children and family.   According to Maslow, there are 5 needs in terms of physiology - food and water, safety - housing and protection, love and belonging - friends and relationships, esteem - respect for others, self confidence and self esteem, and self-actualization- accessing one’s full potential.   These needs then create the foundation for human behavioural motivation (Maslow, 1954). In order to achieve self-actualisation, the tenets of the other needs in the hierarchy must be met.  

Means of Approach and Intervention
	Several approaches and interventions have been taken to successfully support vulnerable children, young adults and families through the use of Universal, Targeted and Specialist Services (further divided into two components). Children social care services (CSC) states this multi-pronged approach ensures effective continuity of child welfare (SCIE, 2012). Therefore, Universal services provide schooling and medical care among other things, whereas Targeted Services provide counselling and other support programs to help children facing emotional and other crises in their lives.  Specialist services firstly addresses children with multiple needs with intensive family support and specialist services for those with mental health issues and other disabilities, and subsequently caters to the severe needs of children - such as child protection and inpatient mental health services. 
	These services in turn tackle social inequalities that may have once been a major issue in a given child’s development.  No student is left to worry about having a meal at school, for instance, which directly impacts a child’s development as they are supported in terms of their physical health, emotional wellbeing, social interaction with peers and are better equipped to focus on their academics - indicative of Maslow’s theory of needs in action.  
	As of 2018, two thirds of children were found to live in poverty despite coming from working class families (The Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2018),indicating that the implementation of the approaches to better a child’s life are in need of further development. 

[bookmark: _Toc80994340]Recommendations 
	It is therefore recommended that the current systems of child protection be further investigated from a more practical perspective.   Theoretical conceptualization provides a basis for improvement but can only be effective should the transition to augmenting the reality of children be reflected in the modern-day world.   In delving into reality, the present systems can be further optimized to alleviate problems such as poverty among today’s youth. 

[bookmark: _Toc80994341]Conclusion
	The social construct of Childhood, in summary, is heavily dependent on the circumstances and structures of a society, which in an ever-changing world makes it difficult to truly establish the extent to which systems to protect the child are in need of improvement or reinvention.   Programmes must therefore be designed to adapt to the continuous changes to child and family life in the world as we know it. 
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