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Introduction
A review of contemporary and historical perceptions of the term family suggests that the definition of families has changed over time. It can be argued that the definition of family differ between various institutions and systems. Gelles (1995) argues that ‘no other institution is as poorly understood as the family’. This essay relies on the definition of Christensen (1964) who defined families as married couples with children. For other times, this definition will not suffice however since this paper looks into historical times and the perception of childhood the writer thought it appropriate for the narrative.
Societies are prone to reproduce themselves in an ideological, biological, and social way. This essay seeks to understand and show how times have influenced the creation of childhood identities. Romeo (2008) argues rather strongly that childhood is not a stage but rather a coherent Social practice, a course of action, it is not an analytical category but an empirical phenomenon. Another writer James et al (1998) explain that most ideologies seek to portray children as passive members of the society and are seen only in relation to adults and their activities.
Secondly this essay will highlight childhood in historic times and how it differs in modern times. The policies enacted on children and families over the past few decades will show how the narrative has changed somewhat for the better.
1.1
What is childhood? Many writers, (Grimes 2000, Holm and Booker 1994,Van 1994) argue that childhood is a difficult construct to define because of its plasticity and not for reasons of definitions based on socio- cultural context of different societies instead it is because social meaning shares  specific chronological characteristics with biological growth as particular rites of passage.
 Kehily (2000) appears to grapple with words describing and defining ‘childhood’, the writer attempts to capture the readers initial imagination and personal reflection on the construct ‘childhood’ before suggesting that childhood is an abstract term used to refer to status ascribed by adults to those who are not yet adults.
Kehily (2009) interestingly suggests that the state of being a child is transitory and how long it lasts is historically and culturally variable. Again the writer suggests that the term child has been used to classify social groups perceived as inferior for instance women, colonised people, and slaves. Whilst the term ‘child’ connotes dependency, inferiority and powerlessness childhood however is distinctly focused on the general state of being a child and suggests the existence of a distinct social group or category.
The definition of childhood varies between cultures, In the Western countries from the moment boys began working they were seen to transition into adults whereas for girls transition to adulthood occurred at marriage or childbirth regardless of age. Furthermore, Aries (1960) suggests that childhood is not biologically given or fundamentally natural rather is a socially and historically constructed. The writer suggests that in the middle ages’ adults were less concerned with the development of children, what obtained was children were seen as little adults.
In other words, Aries (1960) appears to suggest that once a child could survive outside his mother and his nanny he was accepted into the adult society. Woodhead (1995) refers to childhood as a product of human mean making, mediated by cultural knowledge and beliefs which shape cultural practices towards children. Another writer, Borden (1990) appears to suggest that the universal notion of childhood is grounded on a psychological and biological reality.
1.2a Wilkinson and Picket (2009) argue that the United Kingdom is part of an unequal society and that every unequal society affects everyone in them negatively. They also state that parents from lower socio economic backgrounds have lower self esteem and are unable to provide the stimulating and caring environment that their children need when they themselves are poor, unsupported, and stressed.
1.2b A comparison between childhood and families in historic and Present times
A historic narrative shows that each century had its agenda towards defining children and the patterns of family life. Cummingham (2012) suggests that in historic times many children were killed by their parents in their bid to resolve their anxieties, this action affected surviving children profoundly, girls were more likely to suffer than boys. Child abandonment was equally common in those days.
Steadman (1990) maintains that historical views on childhood was reconceptualised in the United Kingdom around the nineteenth century and at the start of the first world war. The writer argues that studies revealed there were grave concerns that the era was marked with ill health and child poverty. Steadman (1990) also maintains that families at the time placed an economic value on their children, at the time as soon as children demonstrated capabilities such as concentration, reason, and strength they took up adult roles including apprenticeship, domestic and carpentry vocations.
Again, Aries (1960) suggests that by the 15th century children mingled effortlessly with adults however the adults were completely indifferent to their wellbeing and development as opposed to the loving relationship that was obvious between parents and their children in the 1960s. Kehily (2010) on the other hand argues that childhood, households and families differ and vary widely according to region and class and speaking of them as if they were universal is misleading since resources and data were scarce at the time and the theories postulated maybe uncertain.
On the other hand Pollock (1987) argues that evidence suggest that puritan parents were seen to be caring, gentle and loving towards their children. The writer further states that the ability to love a child is not historically or socially constructed rather it is a socio-biological function.
Again, the advent of Christianity saw different waves of teaching directed at how parents were to view and raise their children. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, the idea of the child as being inherently evil and needing to be firmly controlled was in conflict with the ‘novel’ idea of the child as pure, free and close to God.Kehily (2010) states that psychohistorians see parent child relations as gradually improving in a progressive way from the era when they were literally of no significance and sacrificed literally.In contemporary times parents are more expressive in showing affection and love to children.The advent of toys, playgrounds and theme parks appear to suggest a paradigm shift.
On the ambivalence surrounding sexuality, Kehily state that the age of consent was twelve, it was common in the early part of the nineteenth century in the United Kingdom to see girls between the ages of ten and fourteen tricked, kidnaped and sold into prostitution at other times poverty pushed young girls into being prostitutes. White middle and upper class girls were protected however. The writer on the hand suggests that historical evidence warns against using current standards to judge previous eras. Pearce and Blekket (2017) state that child protection circles were uncomfortable with the application of term prostitution for children under eighteen years. With a lot of campaigns and lobbying in the United Kingdom, child prostitution is now legally seen as a form of abuse rather than a criminal offence.
 

1.2Policies Enacted in the Emergence of the 19th Century Focused at children and young Families
In the United Kingdom there have been policies promulgated to enhance the work life balance within families with the aim of improving the welfare of the child and the family in general. Kamerman (2000) maintains that maternity policies were passed a century ago to protect the health and physical wellbeing of working women at the time of childbirth.
Policies were enacted with philosophical undertones designed to support childrearing and family work and create an incentive for women to leave the labour force when children are incredibly young. Also the writer states that the policies were promulgated to enable women reconcile work and family life thereby promoting the wellbeing of children while their parents are in the labour force. Again, Kamerman (2000) argues that these enactments have been proven to have a positive impact on children.
Furthermore, the European Union (EU) enacted a policy recently creating paternity, parental and childbearing leave out of concern for the wellbeing of the child. By 1998, a directive mandated a parental leave for three months. Kamerman (2000) argues that job protected leave has become popular in industrialised nations. Parents are seen receiving temporary disability benefits through sickness, social insurance benefit and unemployment benefit. The introduction of social welfare packages was aimed at resolving social and economic inequalities in the country.
In addition, Paul and Duncan (2000) state that the introduction of working tax credit and child tax credit were introduced to give support to families and lone parents and that incentives such as childcare costs are aimed at helping single mothers return to work with less difficulty.
Bradshaw and Miller (1991) maintain that the introduction of income support benefit had competing objectives amongst which were a desire to support the living standards of single parent families on marital breakdown, a recognition of the special needs of families with only one parent, a concern to assist parents in supporting vulnerable children. Bradshaw (1989) however argues that the policies put in place sought to encourage mothers to undertake paid work and reduce dependence on benefits.
Several initiatives and policies came into existence with the Government’s resolve to address the disproportionate access to education in the society. Pugh and Duff (2010) state that in the United Kingdom by 1870 public funded education became mandatory at the age of five, however by the 20th century governments supported the principle of free education but lacked the capacity to fund it .They maintain further that in the 1980s and early 1990s there was a lack of political conviction that young children mattered, children were seen as the responsibility of their parents.
There was however a leap in the right direction with the launch of every child matters (DFES,2003) and the enactment of children Act 2004 was argued to be the most significant development for children in the last thirty years. In addition, the emergence of the paper every child matters saw the materialisation of children centres, extended schools, improved services for young people, better support for parents provided by qualified staff. Esenstardt (2011) argue that local authorities continue to have a duty to ensure children have access to early education. Pugh and Duff (2010) argue that three and four year olds have access to free part time nursery education provision however full day care is mainly provided by private and voluntary bodies.
On health, Racheal (2012) maintains that the social determinants of health include the conditions which people are born, live, work and age as well as the health system. These circumstances are influenced by how money and resources are allocated at global and local levels which are themselves influenced by policy choices. Exworthy et al (2003) argue that health inequalities are the structural and systematic disparities in health status within and between social groups in a population and is intricately linked to social determinants of health.
Powell (2002) maintain that general improvement in health have not benefited all social groups equally and it is less clear how policies can reduce these health inequalities. However, Exworthy et al (2015) argue that the United Kingdom has sought to address health inequalities by setting up the black report in the early 1980s and the second black report in the 1990s.The report made recommendations towards ensuring that high priority should be given to the health of families with children, steps should be taken to reduce inequalities and improve the living standards of poor households.
Evidence of policies and legislations directed at reducing inequalities is seen in the introduction of the ‘alleviation of child poverty. Writers, Brewer and Gregg (2001) argue that the policy was targeted at raising welfare benefit levels and introducing benefits that were aimed at subsidising child childcare and support was provided to low paid workers. The Office of National Statistics (2002) states that as a result of the adaptation of the understated policies there was a fall by 1.3 million in the number of children on the poverty line.  
Again, the Department of Health,1999) states that a large number of the recommendation from the Department of health report 1998 were adopted and significant improvement were measured. The report states that there was improvement in the nutrition provided at school, improved insulation, and heating systems in existing and new housing to a more balanced distribution of resources within the National Health Service. The report also makes mention of the success of policies focused on increasing awareness on breastfeeding and policies which reduce the psychosocial ill health in young women in disadvantaged circumstances particularly those caring for young children.
Sure start program emphasized on early education, parent support for low income families and there were the anti-tobacco policies which provided free nicotine replacement therapy for low income smokers. Racheal (2012) maintains that the positive effect of health policies was seen in the great reduction in childhood death when compared to the twenty first century. This was as a result of the successful immunisation against common childhood diseases that were pandemics in the past.
Finally, Makenbak (2011) argues that findings from the status report from the department of health show that there is less child poverty and narrowing inequalities in education attainment, uptake of flu vaccinations, on the other hand there was increased inequalities between socio economic groups (teenage pregnancies , child road ,accidents, heart diseases, cancer mortality and smoking). On the other hand the writer argues that reducing health inequalities in the United Kingdom continues to be a challenging task. Roberts (2012) highlights the UNICEF (2007) report which states that the wellbeing of children and young people in the United Kingdom was worse than other economically advanced nations.
Conclusion
The narrative on children and families appear to change with time. It is however clear that the perception held of children has improved significantly. The enactment of policies to address inequalities in young families has been commendable however there is still a lot to be desired in the field of social services. It is hoped that more research is conducted on the field and that recommendations are implemented in the hope that the institution called family survives the challenges that is peculiar to contemporary times.
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