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What is Childhood
Introduction
All over the world, many children have and continue to endure situations and circumstances that undermine their chances of reaching their fullest potential in adulthood. A childhood fraught  with abuse, neglect and violence may lead to a future complicated with problems in romantic relationships, making and maintaining friendships  and interaction with authority figures such as police and officers.
The main aim of this report is to produce an overview of historical emergence of  the concepts of childhood  while touching on the social construction of the family. 

Definition of Childhood
The United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF) has defined childhood as a memorable period when children are educated, play around with other children, grow strong with affection and care within a family structure and the community of adults around the immediate family in an environment devoid of fear and violence.. Childhood should not be seen depicted only as period between birth and  when children reach adulthood, but should incorporate the circumstances and surroundings of a child's life, to the quality the childhood period .(unicef.org, 2005).
Childhood has also being defined as the period in which a girl or boy becomes an adult  (William, 2016).
Philippe Aries the author of the book Centuries of Childhood  brought awareness to the different  interpretations of  childhood. The very definition of a child has to be analysed culturally and historically. (Aries, 1962).  Aries argued that  traditionally children have always been  portrayed  as little adults  (Shahar,1990)
According to the Aristotelian conception of childhood " a human child is an immature specimen of the organism type, human, which, by nature, has the potentiality to develop into a mature specimen with the structure, form, and function of a normal or standard adult"(Gould,1977).
what childhood means differs from country to country and community to community.  In the same vein, one's understanding of the a child's needs in order to have a fulfilled life as a child and grow in a healthy fulfilled adult  varies from country to country and culture to culture (Create, 2019).

As explained by Child Rights Education in East  Africa (CREATE), an affiliate platform of Open University, there is no universally accepted idea of what every child needs in order to reach their fullest potential. Neither is there any universally acceptable understanding of the types of environments and the level of protection a child requires in order to reach their highest potential at every specific age. Every society and culture have their own unique way of raising children. Even within cultures, every family will have its own understanding of  what a child needs to experience fulfilled childhood (Create 2019).
Despite the diverse cultural and intellectual perspectives on the definition of childhood and what to expect of children, there has always been a notable extent of accepted understanding that childhood demands a safe space  and room for development (Unicef, 2005) 

It is a fact, every child is distinctive in their own special way, however, there are a number of common characteristics during the period of childhood  which every parent and social work professionals need to be mindful of. 
Although childhood is generally defined by age, age on its own shouldn't used to define who is child, there are other issues that need to be taken into account (James et, al 2012).
Childhood studies can be defined as a collaborative area of study that challenges popular notions of universal notions of childhood which are development centred and questions deep seated social hierarchy in assumptions based on age (Woodhead  2009) 

In the past, the concept of childhood was always seen from a developmental viewpoint  and linked the perception of children being  a young person  on course to become an adult but who at present lacks the universal features and skills  of the adult they will become (Uprichard, 2008).
Social Construction of Childhood

Social construction of childhood can be defined as the appreciation that childhood is not just a natural order but rather society can influence when child should be called a child and when a child becomes an adult.(Norozi and Moen, 2016)
Constructions of constitutes childhood has changed over time, ideologies about the innocence of a child and the protection the child requires  persuasion in diverse cultural perceptions of childhood.(Cook ,2002)
Childhood in the Victorian Era

Childhood for young people in the Victorian era (1830 -1900)  was nothing compared life for children living in the 21st century Britain.
For children with richer parents they led shielded lives and were looked after by governess's and nannies, they however led boring lives due to social norms that required them to be polite and conduct themselves with utmost dignity there was little communication between parent and children. On the other hand, life was far different  for poor  Victorian children who were used for child labour to work in the  coal mines, as chimney sweeps, pick pockets and scavengers to support  their families. Wooden blocks and homemade dolls is what they called toys. Family life was filled with love and togetherness . (Price, 2012).
Conditions of  work for Children in the Victorian Era
Conditions under which children of the Victorian worked were far from acceptable. Despite the passing of legislation  (the Factories Acts) in 1833 which made it illegal for children  9 years old or younger  to work in factories,  many young persons between age 5 to 9 years were used in chimney sweeps where they would emerge from the chimneys covered with soot from the head to their feet. In some cases, they would come out with severely bruised and bleeding legs, arms and elbows only to be dispatched to another chimney.  Many children from deprived homes would work for long hours ( 14 - 18 hours a day) in  under perilous factory conditions. Due to the relatively smaller  frames, they would be ordered squeeze into restricted spaces in , behind, around and under machinery, in some cases while the machines were still fully in operation, as stopping the machines would delay production (Price, 2012). 
What is a Family?

Definition of a family

The word 'family' may have different meanings to different  individuals  and in  modern family structures, families may vary in terms of economic, cultural and social aspects.  A social unit comprising of a parent or parents and their children living together.(oxford dictionary). In a sense this definition may not fit in a contemporary perspective of family as it appears to leave out couples without children  and other modern western  perspectives on what constitutes a family unit (Blessing 2016). Not too long ago, the idea of family in the minds of most people referred to as, a father, a mother and their children (the nuclear  family).  However, in a contemporary western society like the United Kingdom (UK), the notion of family extends beyond any personal feelings one may have. Family now comes in all diverse and may mean different things to different people (Blessing 2016). 
Across cultures the term family may vary from the UK definition of what constitutes a family. As things stand, the legal definition of family in the UK too narrow as it refers to only nuclear family - couples and their children under 18 years who are dependent o on the parents .

In some cultures across the world, various members of the extended family (grandparents, uncles, aunts, nephews and nieces) are also counted within the nuclear unit as they form a crucial support system for the immediate family (Akram,  2018).
Child Protection Legislation in UK

The rights of children in the UK have been protected by a range of legislations, some legislations were purposely passed to protect  the rights and interests of children. There is a range of laws that guarantee the rights of children in the areas of medicine, justice, education and employment.
Since the early 1900s, a wide range of legislation have been passed in the UK to forbid the hiring and exploitation of children in perilous labour.  

The following are a few examples of such legislation (UK Local Government Library, 2015):
a. Employment of Women, Children and Young Persons Act 1920: This law forbids  the hiring of children in any industrial work  including mines and quarries, construction,  manufacturing industry and the transport of passengers or goods. (UK Local Government Library, 2015).
b. The Betting, Gaming and Lotteries Act 1963: This law forbids  the hiring of individuals under the age of 18 years in undertaking any betting transaction or  working in a licensed betting office;

c. The Offices, Shops and Railway Premises Act 1963: this legislation prohibits young persons from cleaning machinery if doing so would endanger their health and well being.
d. Licensing (Occasional Permission) Act 1983:  this law forbids any individual under 18 years of age  from selling or serving alcohol in premises authorized under the Act 
e. The Licensing Act 1996: this legislation forbids the hiring of children to work  in the bar of a licensed premises 
f. The Prevention of Accidents to Children in Agriculture Regulations 1998: this legislation does not permit the travelling of a child on certain categories of vehicle or machine used in agricultural activities. 
Vulnerable Children.
Definition of vulnerable children include children who are unable  to obtain or keep a reasonable level of health or development  and whose health  is likely to be severely impacted in the absence of the appropriate degree of social  care services ( Report of Select Committee on Welsh Affairs).
Forms of vulnerability
The following are forms of vulnerability to be mindful of:

1. Age: Children within the age range 0 - 6 years are always vulnerable

2. Physical disability: Young people with physical impairment rendering them incapable of extricating themselves from menace and those who due to limited physical capability are reliant on others to meet their fundamental needs are vulnerable.

3. Mental disability: Children  with cognitive limitations such as inability to  recognise danger or seek for protection in dangerous situation are vulnerable

4. Proactive: When children have acute behavioural problems so much so that other children find them repulsive and try to avoid them.
5. Powerless  children: those highly reliant on others such that they become prone to intimidation and emotional manipulation.

6. Defenceless: These include children who are unaware of perilous situations and those incapable of defending themselves. The ones who are weak and unable to move are  even more vulnerable.
7. Children in care: Children in the care of Local  Authorities

8. Children with learning difficulties: Children with diminished intellectual ability and others who struggle with every day activities like household chores and socialising.
9. Children with special educational needs: those with disabilities that makes it harder for them to learn like their peers of the same age.
  10.  Young offenders: A young person who has been convicted or   cautioned  for a criminal offence
Interventions for  Vulnerable Children
Vulnerable children are at risk of experiencing behavioural and emotional difficulties, there is therefore the need to have a support system in place in the form of intervention programmes to assess their needs to facilitate their well being.

There is a complex  vulnerability service for children and young persons. This includes the following:

a. collaborative working: where the teams know key partners to ensure effective working.
b. Trauma informed care: where the team has got a deep understanding of trauma to ensure a more effective response

c. Psychologically informed care: were team members receive psychological support.
d. Wrap around care: where adequate is provided for children in order to ensure appropriate community care.

e. Speech and language : Children are supported to improve speech and language skills.

f. Family support: Where family members are asked to support if needed.
Intervention for  particular vulnerable groups
a. Children in care

In the case of children in care "Enhanced foster care" was the main intervention for behavioural  interventions. In the USA a multi faceted intervention methods have been used to support children in care, which include close observation  of children's behaviour and the use of social learning and deportment enforcements.
A UK example is' fostering changes' a 12 week foster carers programme which have been linked with the minimisation in emotional and behavioural  issues.

Behavioural interventions are administered incidentally through caregivers in a planned training programme directed at relationship building and supported by attachment  theory as well as social learning theory (Public Health Suffolk  2017).

b.  Children with learning difficulties
With this group of children "parent involved behavioural modification" was used for their intervention. Parents were given training in how to manage and approach diverse behaviours.

c.  Children with special educational needs (SEN)
 The intervention programme developed  for this group of vulnerable children is a National initiative called ' Achieving for All' which aims to enhance psychosocial outcomes for children in this category through structured academic support with parental inclusion to improve their social and academic outcome (Public Health Suffolk  2017).
d.  Young offenders

Parental involvement  was the most effective intervention for young offenders. In the 10-14 year group simple parenting proved to be a better intervention. For adolescents a more intensive variety of professionals were needed to focus on family and broader  personal issues. To develop social and emotional skills an intensive structured family focused therapy was used to address the factors contributing to their anti social behaviours (Public Health Suffolk  2017).
Conclusion
 Humanity has come  a long way in terms of protecting the interests of children who are the most vulnerable in society. As stated above our ability to conduct  healthy and  thriving relationships with friends and other important partners depends on our having first inculcated those kinds of skills in our family units during the period of childhood. Parental influence and involvement is crucial in mapping out  effective support and intervention systems to improving the outcomes of children growing up in modern family units.
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