This essay will explore and develop understanding of one element of contemporary childhood called changing childhood. It will reflect on changes over the last fifty years and the impact those changes have had and currently are having on childhood today, exploring whether childhood has changed for the better or worse? This will be done by discussing childhood as a representation of the child as a social construct asking the question, is childhood a natural process or is it society who decide when a child is a child or when they become an adult? Drawing on theory, policy and practice, there will also be an examination of children’s rights in relation to when in 1989, governments across the world adopted the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and other laws that were introduced to try and reinforce modern childhood in industrialised societies (UNICEF, 1991).

The idea of childhood is contested globally, and it is important to know the difference between the term childhood and child. According to (dictionary, 2020) the definition of a child is ‘a boy or girl from the time of birth until he or she is an adult, or a son or daughter of any age’, also childhood is defined as ‘The time when someone is a child’, very vague generalisation of both definitions. In accordance with the policy of United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (2014) and the child protection charity NSPCC (2020) the UK defines a child as any person regardless of their gender under the age of eighteen years old, and this is accepted by most of the UN countries. However, Lotts (2013) argues that at the age of ten childhood ends, and with differing views around the world defining childhood is not clear cut.

However, with cultural differences across the globe with how children are represented there is arguably a fear that the rights could have a negative impact on their culture, and if so are there a few failings in the system and have an impact on globalised children rights (UNESCO, 2014). Additionally, it is suggested that society accepts that a good childhood can only come from a traditional ‘nuclear family’. Can a family consisting of both married biological parents living at home with children who are full brother or sister siblings, with no others present within the family home have a better childhood (Wilson, 2016). Interestingly this ‘nuclear family’ remains the most common family type and represent 72.6% two-thirds of families in the UK (statistics, 2019). Blended families which consist of same sex marriages, single parents, step-siblings, half siblings, on non-biological parent or foster families represent 2.9 million which is 14.9% of the UK (statistics, 2019). Interestingly child theorist Jean Piaget stated that ‘the key factor having an emotionally stable childhood was parenting regardless of family structure’ (Mills-Koonce, 2016).
Other factors to be explored are children in poverty and equality. Regardless of family structure, children around the world do not have a childhood and their lives are arguably reminiscent of those experienced by children in the UK in the past (Dickson, 2014). Despite improvements in legislation in the UK and taking family structure into consideration, there are around four million children living in poverty today (Society, 2020). So does this mean that four million children in the UK and 385 million children around the world in total are not having a childhood UNICEF (2016) , especially when considering that the best investment that society can make according to the Encyclopaedia on Early Childhood Development (2011) is to ‘optimise the early years of children’s lives (Saarni, 2011). Arguably four million children in the UK and 385 million children in the world are prevented from their early years being ‘optimised’ because poverty can ‘damage children’s wellbeing and their future live chances (Society, 2020).

Representations of childhood in a variety of context for example technologically and economically will be discussed; factors which can influence and change children’s individual and collective experience of childhood. Sue Palmer in her (2006) book ‘Toxic Childhood’ argued that in childhood there is decline in outdoor play compared to that of fifty years ago (Palmer, 2015), with concurs with theorist Piaget stating that an important part of development takes place in childhood. Today, according to Palmer (2006), children have a more screen base lifestyle with a hyper-competitive education system, so does this mean childhood is changing so rapidly that children have no choice in how their childhood plays out due to the ever-changing technology in modern society and influence children’s mental health and obesity (Palmer, 2015). Figures, based on a survey of 9,117 children and young people, showed that half of those surveyed said they had self-harmed or attempted suicide due to online bullying or pressure online (Today, 2018) . Childhood obesity has risen by 18.5% and affects 13.7 million children 13.9% among 2- to 5-year-olds, 18.4% among 6- to 11-year-olds, and 20.6% among 12- to 19-year-olds which is growing at an erratic rate (Wales, 2019). With all these figures on the rise since 1950s, questions should be asked  to why  this is happening in childhood today and what has changed.

Considering definitions of childhood over the last centuries generally childhood was considered a modern idea. French theorist Philippe Aries pointed out from his studies of medieval art that in the painting of Jesus of the Madonna and child that children had small bodies of a child but clothing and facial features of that an adult (Edwards, 2015). Children were merely adults in waiting by the age of seven years (Cunningham, 2014). Aries also claimed that childhood did not exist before the 17th century, infants under the age of two were treated with no emotion by parents due to infant immortality rates (Cunningham, 1991). In support of these theories Hannah Newton a Historian analysed and wrote the book ‘The Sick Child in Modern England’, in which she discussed and analysed 17th century letters, medical texts and diaries. She found that from 1580 to 1720 approximately almost 1/3 of young people died before the age of 15 (Newton, 2015). During this time parents d their children to think about their own mortality rather than shielding them or protecting them, and they encouraged this with their belief in Christianity or merely give up on the children (Newton, 2015). Aries claimed that childhood merely existed due to the schooling of the state in the 20th century. This was because the welfare of children had become a dominant status in society and rather childhood has been a recent invention an artefact of modernity (Aries, 1960).

Additionally Michael Anderson (1980) used the sentiments approach stating that nowadays families were more emotionally into the welfare of their children and had a more child centred approach and emphasised that for the previous century ancestors this would have been unrecognisable in families. A novel by L.P Hartley called ‘The Go Between’ expressed this by saying ‘The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there’ (Smith, 2011). Although it is important to point out that Aries work was based upon ideas and not about reality on the ground and that in fact it was about constructed history about the idea of childhood and not children (Clark, 2016). Similarly Historians and some psychologists shared a key perspective, that of regarding constructing as an ideal concept of childhood. English Historian, Laurence Stone in 1977 agreed that modern society had created the concept of childhood by the 18th century Clark (n.d.) by stating that families were emotionally detached and had a negative view of children until the growth of middle classes which presented individualism and enforced industrialisation and only then did a child centred view emerge (Hicks, 2010).

Additionally American psychologist Richard Farson concurred that childhood was exclusively a modern concept, his belief was that children were invented and they did not always exist and childhood was enforced by a natural exclusion (Shahar, 1992). Criticism or Aries and others who had the same thinking that the idea of childhood did not exist was rejected by Linda Pollock in her 1983 book ‘Forgotten Children’ (Pollock, 1996). In this she stated that in fact childhood did exist and was not an invention that has been modernised and argued that rather than having ideas about sentiments and study diaries and medical journals , that in fact focus should be on actual child and parent relationships and good mothering as an invention of modernisation (Pollock, 1996). There was no pattern of indifference shown in parents of their children’s death, also that basing childhood in pictures and books did not give the actual true experience of childhood just an image (Clark, n.d.). In addition, Pollock quoted that ‘ It would be rather like assuming that we could describe what driving is actually like on the roads by a reading of the current edition of the Highway Code!’ (Clark, n.d.).

Aries (1960) and Ann Shorter (1975) hold this view that children today are more valued and better cared for by using the example The March of Progress View, which argues that the position of children in society is improving steadily (Blake, 2018). Children are better protected, they have a good living standard, health care system and education today (Blake, 2018). In 2011 Wales was the first country to make the 42 rights given to children and young people by the UNCRC as part of its domestic law and stated that this was what they need to grow, be healthy, safe and happy (Holland, 2017). Additionally, Article 27 states children have a right to live free from poverty, this allows them to develop mentally, physically and socially (UNICEF, 1990). Poverty produces an environment that is extremely harmful to individuals’, families’ and communities (Conley, 2017). Recently Peter Townsend believed that in the early 1960s poverty had been virtually eliminated, however in actual fact in the late 1960s poverty had increased by 16% and by the 1980s it exploded by twice as much of that of the 1960s to 32% (Clark, 2009).

Currently in the UK 4 million people are living in poverty which represents a further 24% increase and this figure keeps rising. The Children’s Society have called upon the Welsh Government to put national measures in place, to reconsider the scale of cuts to benefits (Society, 2016). This is to not only prevent children being pushed into poverty but to look after children’s wellbeing as a child in poverty is more likely to have mental health problems to that of their peers who live comfortably (Holland, 2017).

Bill Gates stated that adults still hold full control over the outcomes of children’s childhood (Goldberg, 2019). In 2003 Nigeria, for example, had the opportunity to adopt the Rights of the Child Act however only 16 of the country’s 36 states have passed the act. Although this law was passed at federal level it is only effective if state assemblies also enacted it (UNICEF, 2003). Children are in conflict because due to poverty 70.31% of children live in poverty (UNICEF, 2003). Does this mean adult in western countries are robbing children of their childhood? Thousands of children are in prison in Nigerian detention centres mixed with adults unfortunately they have no social worker to help them get the opportunity to be heard without trial Kazeem (2018) as they are still seen as mini adults in their culture (UNICEF, 2003). Many cultures around the world are of the opinion that the UK have extreme ways of protecting children. The Nigerian union show that during social and religious conflict it was children who were used as foot soldiers; a failed education system with little children in education but instead working and peer pressure had a massive impact on childhood (UNICEF, 2003).

According to Sally Holland if children had participation and decision making in their childhood it could have  positive effect on the house and social economic conditions (Holland, 2020). Even though Nigerian children have spoken up in Nigeria about wanting children’s rights, the adults in charge have rejected this idea and therefore have not listened to the child’s voice (UNICEF, 2003). Therefore, it could be said the children around the globe have the same childhood as the 1800s or maybe worse Kazeem (2018), and in some areas around the world it could be said that childhood has improved but maybe not in others due to cultural difference (Cunningham, 1991).

In the UK 2018 statistics on children’s mental health reveal that 2.5% of 5 to 19 year olds had at least one mental health disorder when assessed, and 5% met the criteria for two or more mental health disorders, this compares to 1960 when there was 1% (Foundation, 2016). The effects of childhood mental health continue into adulthood and despite this research into mental health receives only 5.5% of the health research budget, and figures show 52% of children have reported they have self-harmed or attempted suicide (Foundation, 2016). Children stated that ‘they are robbed of their childhood and like a failure and have had a profound effect on their childhood and development’ and lead to poor health (Foundation, 2019). Having poor health in the UK is still happening due to poverty, so children are arguably missing out on opportunities and experiences that others enjoy (Foundation, 2019). Therefore, according to Ward (2017) Article 27 UNCRC would not be upheld by the Welsh Government. Some measures are put in place like Flying Start but that is linked to postcode does not need resulting in children still being in poverty (Ward, 2017).

When looking back at childhood fifty years ago children did not have a worry about what they wore, the coolest new gadget or toy, rather they would play in parks, play with simple things like marbles rolling them on drain hole covers, chalk was popular for hopscotch on the street (Winn, 1983). With regard to traffic safety children moved out of the way when cars came and when the cars drove off, then their games resumed, and children were happy with not much but enjoyed what they had for hours (Winn, 1983). Mothers would send children out of the house to socialise with their friends. Jerry Seinfeld once said, ‘We were like wild dogs." Kids wandered around in packs, looking for stuff to do’ (Winn, 1983). Adults often had no idea of their kid's whereabouts for long stretches of time (Palmer, 2015).

Today technology has initiated childhood, from daily activities, most households have iPad, mobiles, internet, television and other technology components, including games (Palmer, 2015). According to Sue Palmer technology has changed the way children socialise with other children and it has become recognised by researchers that technology has a dark side effect (Palmer, 2015). For example, technology has a huge impact on social and emotional wellbeing, and now has become the norm to have high levels of social media platform use both in children and adults (committee, 2019). As a result parents have less time to commit to their children as life is busy with work other life commitments and have less time to communicate or interact with their children, and parents said in a survey that children were safer in the house than in the neighbourhood with other kids (Society, 2019).

 This lack of social contact could result in children having poor social skills, being isolated, which could ultimately cause poor mental health. According to the Good Child Annual Report 2019 childhood happiness has risen with 219,000 children. In the UK alone 50,000 households and 2400 children were asked if they were happy, their response was ‘no’ with some 180,000 boys stating they were unhappy with social media with the pressure of looking good in pictures had gone up by 7.7% stating that ‘everything has to be perfect’ for girls the figure was 310,000 unhappy with social media which was a 13.8% rise since 2018 (Society, 2020). Having the stress of peers judging their social-media-life has caused them to either fall into mild depression or develop anxiety (Foundation, 2019). Some 280,000 children said ‘bullying is a major aspect of online platforms’ (Society, 2019). It is worth noting that before social media took over childhood, bullying in school was still there but they could feel safe at home, now social media means the bullying can reach them at all hours and children have said, they cannot get away from cyber bullying; some 5 million children are bullied online a year with approximately 18% of youth report self-harming at least once, impacting one in four girls and one in ten boys (Meier, 2019). These alarming statistics are said to contribute to and make suicide the second leading cause of death for individuals between 10-34 years of age (Meier, 2019). Before social media exploded globally, suicide was nearly non-existent in youths (Palmer, 2015). Sue Palmers maintains that rapid technological changes are causing damage psychologically to children and argues that the march of progress does not give childhood a good experience but instead a toxic one (Palmer, 2015). Mental health issues have rapidly exploded and have been on the increase over the last ten years and figures keep on climbing every month, affecting their childhood.

According to the Annual Good Child Report in 2019, over 40,000 households, which equates to 219,000 children: 33% in fear of their future, 42% worry about money, 41% worry about their environment and 29% worry about jobs (Society, 2019). Although there are dark sides to having technology it could be said that there are positives. With the restrictions caused by the COVID 19 pandemic the only way children and adults can speak to their loved ones is through social media. The government maintain that this will help with psychological and mental health while everyone struggles the with change of not being able to go outside to play or have play dates, even adults are using it to help them with their education and progress with their studies (Foundation, 2020). This now seems to be the norm and keeping a lot of people from experiencing psychological damage and social loss. One report stated that the children were playing outside more in the garden rather than being online or playing games on a console, spending more time with their parents and siblings and experiencing some of the experiences of the 1960s and 2020 all in one.

When looking back at childhood in the 1980s and comparing to that of today’s children it would appear that even in that shot time period, there has been big transformations in children’s lives for example, the way they are treated and thought about as it is said that children are no longer seen and not heard. Babies have a better survival rate, currently 1% of babies die per year in the UK (Roser, 2019, as compared to the findings of authors who looked back across history and found that on average 46.2% died before they reached adulthood and 26.9% of new born died which equates to a quarter of babies in the first year of their life and half of children (Roser, 2019). Today children have a high standard of living and health care system in the UK and mortality rates are the best they have been in a long time according to current research.

Additionally, there is better education all round as from 2019 to 2020 the UK spent 89.4 billion on education, 43.9 billion on secondary and 31 billion on pre-primary and primary education (Startisia, 2019). Although major changes have been made since the 1900s there are still children stating that their childhood in school is an unhappy place due to the strict teachers and with their friendships too, 8.99% out of ten children in the Good Child Report stated that school was changing every year but not for the better (Weaver, 2019). In the 1960s children had the cane, belt, whip to punish them if they were not complying with the school rules, as of now practitioners take the restorative practice route (Sosteric, 2012). Due to this the older generation have said that these days children are spoilt brats and cannot be disciplined, and claim that when they were at school they were punished properly, there was none of this talking to each other fuss, and they claim these are the reasons why children are out of control in schools today (Hull, 2018). The schools need to go back in time and use the same strategic methods to gain respect and control of their school and classrooms (Hull, 2018). Today the thought of anyone striking a child with a cane or a belt would seem barbaric even though this was done merely 50 years ago education has benefited some but not all children.                     
 
Childhood has been referred to as the ‘Golden Age’ (Reynolds, 2014)Childhood is a special time of life and its importance and purpose according to UNICEF is so children learn about the basic building blocks of humanity, to have love and encouragement from family, friends’ adults, to play and grow to become confident and strong. Therefore, understanding how to invest in children throughout their childhood UNICEF (1990) is important so it maximise their well-being and future. Jane Pilcher stated that the most important feature of childhood was separateness from adults (Hull, 2018).  Additionally, Stephen Wagg maintained that children were viewed as having a separate age status which is not found in all societies universally because children were socially constructed it would be difficult to have one view of childhood globally (Pilcher, 2014). 

Bruce Benedict (1934) was of the opinion that children in simpler nonindustrial societies were generally treated differently. This means that different cultures interpret childhood differently (Cunningham, 2014). Feminists rejected the march of progress view and argued that men and woman were not equal within a family structure and were totally male dominated and this effect on childhood was much less of a dividing line between the behaviour expected of children and of adults ,due to male dominance (Clark, n.d.).  Societies have stated that childhood was disappearing throughout the globe, and that childhood had not improved.  Neil Postman (1994) stated  ‘childhood is disappearing at a dazzling speed’ and argued that printed words in literacy reading created a massive division between children and adults, printed words create information hierarchy adults who can read making adults dominate (Pilcher, 2014). University Lecturer Diana Gittens took this further by remarking that in  particularly when children and young people are oppressed by adult male power as they have no economic independence at all (Pilcher, 2014).
 Although critics of Postman’s work stated that ‘children can read and write at an early stage allowing to enter the  adult world sooner’. (Cunningham, 2014).In societies across the globe  statistics have risen in children committing adult crimes as they are watching the same TV as adults do, and that Adults have the power to keep knowledge about sex, money, violence, illness and death a  secret this is now less (Cunningham, 1991).

Postman’s study also shows how different types of communication technology can influence the way the child is constructed for example ,Opie criticised Postman’s work stating childhood was not disappearing and in addition his studies have shown strong evidence of continued existence of a separate childhood culture (Murray, 2012).   Furthermore western notions of childhood were being globalised and Opie took the view that childhood was not disappearing but merely spreading throughout the world even though not all were affected by negative trends (Murray, 2012). 
Sociologists say that childhood is difficult to predict for children in the future because childhood is socially constructed, and that changes have gone too far according to Functionalists and the  New Right ,and children are in need of adult guidance (Fischer, 2016). Melanie Phillips in her book ‘ Innocent Of Childhood’  was undermined due to two things, namely liberal ideas giving more rights and power to children and that children have too much choice for example how long they play games, what to eat and when to go to bed. Children should be socialised to have respect for parental authority (Oswell, 2012).  

Sue Palmer in her publication ‘Toxic childhood’  states that media and peer groups have become more influential than parents and that that children do not have the emotional maturity to cope anymore an opinion which is supported by statistics of instances of mental health issues in children including suicide (Palmer, 2015).  Critics of Palmer’s work State that the features of ‘Toxic Childhood’ are only representative of the poor for example social class and therefore not about all childhoods (Conley, 2017). Agreeing with Palmer, Margo and Dixon (2006) stated that childhood has an issue with obesity and tooth decay and that as a result of junk food diets obesity rates were increasing in numbers of people with Special Educational Needs.  In addition, they noted depression was resulting from increasing pressure on children to succeed in their education (Mihaela, 2017).

The evolution globally that some features of current lifestyles are not toxic can be considered in terms of mobile phones which have led to increased communication. UNICEF points to countries such as France and Spain for a better diet and for other countries to benefit from this for better nutrition and to combat obesity (UNICEF, 2016. Hokkian James (1993) identified that many children found their childhood reconstructive and oppressive and most wanted to grow up as soon as possible and not want to be children anymore and subsequently considered whether or not childhood had ever been innocent? . It was the work of Jean-Jacques Rousseau who said that children were innately innocent and become corrupt through the experience of the world, but pressures of modern life caused children to lose their innocence at age 12 years. Marie Winn in a magazine article in January 25th, 1981 stated that ‘It is a change in our conception of childhood itself. We have seen, in an amazingly short span of time, a transformation of society's most fundamental attitudes toward children’ (Clark, n.d.).

To conclude the UNCRC maintain that it is important to protect the innocence of childhood by listening to the views of the child that has already lead to scholars to explore and allow children to reflect on their own experience of childhood (UNCRC, 2018). Childhood is an ever-changing social phenomenon which holds both fascination and concern around the globe. There are a wide variety of types of childhoods that exist across the world. If attempts are made to standardise the use of childhood, then this would surely affect cultural differences which would be impractical .Childhood is neither natural nor universal and it would be very closely linked to the cultural process and social circumstances in different cultures.
Despite these cultural differences it is important they surly must be a consensus   of protection afforded to children and young people, which is what the UNCRC is trying to achieve, and this should not infringe on cultural differences . child protection should be at the hear of everything but perhaps unfortunately this may not be achieved globally. Globally everyone should work towards ending child poverty and the lifelong consequences would benefit everyone. Millions of children would thrive ,be able to be healthy spend their nights in a safer environment, and parents could earn enough to provide and care for their children. Mental health would decrease in children and adults and therefore have a profound effect on the whole household.
These are such complex issues that even with political will they are a challenge for all . but it is  heartening all, but ten countries worldwide have signed up to the UNCRC to make changes to improve people’s lives. Children now more than ever need protection and support, from the threats to families and communities that are on horizon because of the global pandemic. potentially children living in slum communities will suffer the most. children in more developed countries will stay connected to family, friends and education through the use of technology. the views of what  childhood is  has changed through history due the work of theorists and psychologist, who have encouraged a way in which some societies has seen the evolving state of childhood, due to this many children have benefited from protective legislation and a understanding on how  child develops throughout their childhood. But this differs county to country depending on cultural difference. Additional despite political, economic, civil and culture every child should have and enjoy their rights to thrive in their childhood and become the best they can be.
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