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A Study of Childhood Development including the Construction of Families within Society and History 
The study of children’s development within a sociological and historical context has transformed significantly throughout time. Through studies based on childhood, it has evolved that challenging issues which children face in childhood could be reasons why they continue to face poverty and inequality within society and continue throughout adulthood (Wyness, 2012). What a child goes through in their childhood, is mostly from what an adult puts them through. Infact, according to Cunningham, the true history of childhood can be classified through a history created by the treatment of the adult. As well as a child being the main creators of their own lives in their own worlds (Cunningham, 2012). 
This essay will examine the social construction of childhood by looking at the emergence of childhood’s historical changes over evolving time until the present. The family’s social construction and their changes within the UK will also be discussed. As well as factors which have helped change and improve children’s lives by reducing social inequalities from historical times until today. To conclude, the current policies, legislation, and interventions in the UK will be analysed to help determine the best way to support vulnerable children from deprived backgrounds and reduce inequalities between advantaged and disadvantaged children. 
Childhood is the early phase of human life across all societies (Parcel, 2013). Everyone has experienced the journey of childhood, through once being a child. This is the time when a person’s cognitive development evolves, memories, behaviours and knowledge are all gained throughout this period of life (Norozi and Moen, 2016). This can be either a positive experience or a negative one, regardless of how a person’s childhood is, it certainly determines a person’s behaviours and attitude within adulthood. 
A child is legally defined by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Children’s Act 1989, as anyone under the age of 18. The National Commission for Protection of Child’s Rights categorises the age group 0-18 as a child (Legislation.gov.uk, 2022). The term 'everyone under 18' refers to biological children between birth and puberty (approximately age 13) and a social policy definition of children who are vulnerable and in need of protection (Kehily, 2013). A child can be defined through many different contexts through time, such as someone still developing their speech (Norozi and Moen, 2016). Or even being categorised as someone with an incapable mind and body (James and James, 2008). 
Until the mid-twentieth century psychologists were the main researchers studying child development through studying their behaviours as child psychologist Jean Piaget did. Since then, sociologists started to look at child development through a sociological context of development as it was recognised that society and family time was a crucial factor in a child’s development. When childhood is referred to as being socially constructed, we understand that childhood is not a natural process it is society that decide when a child is still considered a child and develop into an adult (Norozi and Moen, 2016). Research shows us that childhood truly is a stage in life that is socially constructed with variations in conceptions of it both historically and culturally. According to this definition, children play a significant role in their socialisation, however, there is no universally agreed definition of childhood (Parcel, 2013). Especially as every child's experience of childhood is unique through different influences they experience through culture, and socio-economic aspects within their family (Kehily, 2013).
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Globally each country has their own society and cultures, which vary significantly, and this shows how children’s childhood experiences are different in comparison to one another. Cross-Cultural research of global cultures gives us an understanding of the comparison between cultures within the social construction of childhood (Barone, 2015). According to western society, it is the norm to refer to their child from the fetal stage as a child, therefore the existence of childhood starts before birth. The cultural norm within western society is for parents to nurture their child by singing, reading and talking to the fetus. When the child is born, they also continue to nurture their child, through a hands-on approach and provide them with educational toys and books, take them to playgroups and parks to interact with other babies and sing nursery rhymes together in mother and baby groups. Parents in the west are also very protective of their children. However, in comparison to other societies, other cultures may let their children find their own way from a very young age. 
In Nigeria, by the age of three, children are left to mix with their peers alone outdoors and learn to help with work and play mostly unsupervised, parents believe this helps promote independence and build resilience by even being included in the domestic economy from this young age. In Malaysia, a tribal group of hunters (Semai) who live in the jungle, state they don’t teach their children how to look after themselves, the adults only help themselves, and the children learn to fend for themselves as well through imitating the adults. In Tonga, toddlers are left to sweep the floors and cut the grass with large machetes (Barone, 2015). In the western society, according to the Children’s Act 1989, if parents were to leave their children to their own teachings, the children would be thought of as neglected children and the parents would likely have to be provided with support from social services to learn how to safeguard their children (Legislation.gov.uk, 2022). 
Data shows approximately 200,000 children in West and Central Africa are trafficked annually for sexual exploitation. Nigeria has the highest population of 140 million in Sub-Saharan Africa and has become the central destination for the crime of human trafficking. It is ranked the seventh poorest country in the world, so poverty is at its high. Children are not only being sent to other countries for trafficking, but it is recognised that it is also being done internally as well for child marriages, domestic labour, work on plantations and sexual exploitation. Young boys are being trafficked for begging and for work on farms (Olateru-Olagbegi and Ikpeme, n.d.). According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO) there are 15 million child workers in Nigeria (Decker, 2020).


On the contrary, it is an illegal offence to exploit children through trafficking or enslave them within the UK. This law also protects children from being sexually exploited online and ensures this crime is punishable with a custodial sentence if broken by an offender (NSPCC, 2021). 
The Nigerian government provide compulsory education for free from the age of six to fourteen (Isokpan and Durojaye, 2018). However, as there is so much poverty parents prefer and expect their children to earn to help provide for the family.
In Nigeria, The Child Rights Act was implemented in 2003, stating the minimum age for marriage was 18. Only 23 states out of 36 follow this law, consequently, child marriage is common from as young as 12 years old (Girls Not Brides, 2013). In comparison with the UK, child marriage is illegal and not practised until 16 and must be with parental consent up until 18 (GOV.UK, 2022b). 
This comparison of cross-cultural research defines what appears to be a normal childhood in some countries around the world, would be deemed as abnormal and unsafe within the western society. There are significant cultural differences within different societies, also social construction proves to play a big factor in a child's life and every child's experience across the world is different for each family.
A family is a social construction within itself, as it is made from a social group, which is formed by kinship or marriage. Family should be a haven where everyone feels connected to one another and feel a sense of security within each other by providing each other with emotional, social and economic security.  The family unit is responsible for their children’s health and wellbeing and is the platform where the child can learn values and ethics through a good nurturing culture within the home (UKEssays, 2018). Family is another influencing factor towards the build-up of a child’s; life experiences, needs and social construction. 
The key characteristics of social construction within family life are how the family are built depending on their race, ethnicity, genders, habitats, education, careers and even lifestyles. These differences show how each family’s characteristics determine the social construction of the family and what makes each family unique (Pearce, 2020). Over time the family develops and changes in many ways and there are many contributing factors to this. 
In 2021 the UK data showed there were 19.3 million families (Sharfman and Cobb, 2022). The traditional family structure has become very diverse in the UK, through inter-racial, mixed religious beliefs and same-sex relationships. Family structures also develop as couples cohabit and grow by having children. The traditional family structure has changed as mothers have equal rights in the UK to work, so they may choose to pursue their careers and not be stay at home mums. The typical nuclear family structure can also change due to parents separating or divorcing one another so parents can become lone parents. In 2021, there were 3 million lone parent families (Sharfman and Cobb, 2022). With an increase in stressful factors to fit into society, divorce has risen significantly as today it is widely accepted since the Divorce Reform Act (1969) was introduced (Legislation.gov.uk, 2011). In 2020, there were 103,592 divorces approved in England and Wales (Sharfman and Cobb, 2022). Parents can go through bad phases and suffer from mental health issues, or turn to substance abuse, which could lead to the family becoming dysfunctional and change the family structure. According to the Children’s Act 1989, children could temporarily or permanently go into foster care, depending on the level of harm the child could have been projected to, or as a family, they may need support from social services.  
Through the study of the history of childhood it is interesting and extremely important to see how it has evolved over time. Unfortunately, from the earliest time to the present there appears to be a history of abusive behaviours towards children through the unimaginable acts of infanticide, abandonment, neglect, purposeful starving, beatings, solitary confinement, swaddling etc. (DeMause, 2006). There are key features of different perspectives of childhood according to social constructionism. These are based on paradigms of childhood being constructed differently within different societies due to diverse cultures over history. 
Three key elements were conceptualised by historical philosophers. 1. In the 16th and 17th Centuries, children were seen as wild and evil according to the view of the Christians. Infanticide was practised widely at this time since more children were being born that people could afford, especially girls as they were the ones who would one day produce more babies, and therefore they were thought of as evil from birth. As peasant women also had no choice but to work in fields, they always felt that children were a burden and would constantly discipline and silence them. Children were also put to work at a young age and treated as slaves (DeMause, 2006). 2. John Locke (1632-1704) was one of the most influential persons of the 17th century in England as his ideas are applied today by ensuring all children have the rights to be educated, not be punished, but rewarded for their good actions, he introduced change to the perception of children. Locke identified children as neither evil nor good and initiated the idea they could be formed by their surroundings and develop through being educated (Drew, 2019). 3. In the 18th Century, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) introduced children (ages 0-12) as gifts from God and as blessed creatures. He portrayed children as innocent and good until being exposed into the adult world, where their minds became corrupted (Kehily, 2013).

Another famously influential family and childhood historian, Philippe Ariès (1962), put forward the paradigm that children were only biologically cared for until they were able to look after themselves and after were treated no differently to adults, especially as there was no recognition of the term ‘adolescents’, in fact, Ariès disputed there was no existence of childhood during the Middle Ages (10th-13th Century) (Retford, 2016). According to Oliver and Pitt (2011) American Sociologist, DeMause (1974), agreed with Ariès paradigm of childhood history, the further back you investigate, the worse and lower the standards of childcare were. He relayed that there were periods of infanticide, abandonment and ambivalence towards children (Oliver and Pitt, 2011). Thomas Carlyle, an influential historian of the nineteenth century recognised that history was derived from famous men, but rarely any recognition of children, this also proves Ariès perception of the non-existence of children.

Before the Fourth Century Romans were allowed to kill and sell their children, often practised if their child was born disabled, often unwell, a girl or illegitimate. Infanticide was so common, that they buried their children in their own gardens, or ruthlessly threw them in the sewers if women didn’t want the child. During the Roman Era, children weren’t even considered human beings before they could walk or talk and weren’t named until after the first week. 28% of children passed away before the age of 12 months, therefore parents found it hard to form bonds with their children with the fear that they may not survive (Hays, 2019). In the Fifth Century, under the rule of Constantine laws were passed where children were prohibited to be sold to families who could help them survive. According to Castro (2013), Romans had a lot of love for their children, however, they believed they were born soft and needed to be moulded into strong adults by disciplining the children through corporate punishment, bathing the young in cold water (Castro, 2013). Romans considered girls to reach the age of marriage by 12 and were considered their mothers companion before that, learning to sew, spin and weave. The boys were considered their father's companions who accompanied and learnt the trade of the father, like farming. All Romans were soldiers, so they trained their sons to use weapons, wrestle, box, swim, and horse ride (Hays, 2019). 
During the Industrial Revolution (1760-1830) poor children, as young as four had to work in factories, under dangerous conditions for exceptionally long hours to be able to support their families. Over 50% working in the factories were under the age of fourteen. It was preferred for children to work as they worked for little pay, and some worked for no pay but given accommodation and food. Also, as children were small, they could fit in little spaces like chimneys and coal mines. Many children lost limbs or fingers while working in factories, the mines and sweeping chimneys and developed lung conditions due to poor ventilation (Ducksters, 2022). 
Child Labour dramatically increased during the industrial revolution; this was recognised as a problem during Victorian times when they were forced to make a change to tackle the issue of child labour (Griffin, 2014). Laws were passed (The Factory Act-1833 and The Mines Act-1842), and child labour finally became illegal, therefore this is the main legislation which enormously changed children’s lives for the better. Children under 9 were no longer allowed to work and 9-13year-olds could only work limited hours. This legislation brought the industrial districts into line with the rest of the country, it was a significant improvement for child welfare and prohibited systematic employment of young children, however, working conditions for children remained extremely poor and abusive. Towards the end of Victorian times, The Factory Act 1878 was updated by prohibiting raising the age to work to 10 and stipulated this to be applied to all trades. This was supported by the first ever Education Act having been introduced in 1870 to be updated in 1880, establishing compulsory schooling in Britain up to ten years of age and the school leaving age was raised to 12. Therefore, the Victorian Era marked a significant turnaround to start improving child welfare (Griffin, 2014). Nowadays, child labour is illegal in the UK, as children must be a minimum age of 16 to be able to work full-time and 13 to work part-time. Legislation is updated regularly and according to the Education Act 2011, every child and young adult has a legal right to an education or training up to the age of 18 and monitoring measures are in place to ensure all children are attending school regularly (GOV.UK, 2022a). Education has contributed to change the lives of children as it develops their minds in a healthy manner, through enhancing their social interaction, increasing their self-esteem, self-confidence and providing them with a life of empowering equal opportunities to successful lives by learning in a diverse way. 
All current relevant legislation, including The United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child 1992 (UNCRC, 1991) ensures children’s lives have improved as they have the right to an education, to feel protected, live free from any forms of violence, exploitation and abuse (UNICEF, 2016). In the UK, the use of alcohol has increased among teenagers and is harmful to their healthy development. It is illicit to have sex with a child under the age of 16 and classed as sexual abuse, due to a child not having the mental capacity to give consent. To ensure further protection legislation was enacted to safeguard children (Johnson, 2019).


	Current Legislation to Protect and Safeguard Children in the UK

	The Children Act 1989

	The Children and Social Work Act 2017

	Keeping Children Safe in Education 2019

	Working Together to Safeguard Children 2018

	The Education Act 2002

	The United Nations convention on the Rights of the Child 1992

	The Equality Act 2010

	The Children and Families Act 2014

	The Human Rights Act 1998


(Johnson, 2019)
Children's development has become a subject of study, highlighting the importance of a good childhood for all children and the effects of adverse experiences on their future development. Neuroscience has shown that negative experiences in a child's first five years can damage his or her brain, therefore it can be used to understand problematic factors that could contribute to child development (Lynch, 2019). The fields of child development and neuroscience have helped change the lives of children since they emphasise the importance of providing a productive childhood for all children, along with good experiences and a positive environment. It is apparent the sociological factors are important for healthy brain development; parents have realised the importance of quality time with their children, the government invests a lot of money for children’s services which help support children improve their lives and invests in the NHS to provide free healthcare for all, which contributes to improving children’s health.  
Urie Bronfenbrenner introduced an ecological theory for human development in the 1970s. This theory was portrayed using a sociological approach by describing the environmental influences on children’s growth and development. It was made up of different systems, each one showing what was going on for the child according to the system and how each system interacts with one another. 1. The ‘Child’ is the core of the Microsystem, which consists of factors within the child’s immediate environment, such as family members and events occurring in the home. 2 The Mesosystem is connected to the Microsystem, connecting the child and their relationship between the family members, teachers and peers. 3. The Exosystem is made up of factors out of the child’s immediate environment, such as health services, neighbours and surrounding people in the outside environment, extended family. 4. The Macrosystem is derived of the outside economic factors, such as local council services, legislation policies, cultural values (University of Strathclyde, n.d.).
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Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is a five-tier pyramid that represents an extremely motivational theory which influences social services to support families and children. The lower tiers of each individuals needs in the hierarchy must be met until the following tier’s needs and the top tier of self-actualisation are achieved. These models are extremely important and beneficial for services to help support families and strengthen them. They help families develop economically, educationally stimulate, ensure social protection and strengthen bonds within the community (Oliveira et al., 2021).  
Vulnerability and negative experiences during childhood can leave long lasting effects on children’s health and well-being into their adulthood. Therefore, early recognition to implement supportive interventions are vital. Public Health England introduced an initiative called “No Child Left Behind” to improve outcomes of better health and well-being by supporting vulnerable children through public health services (Public Health England, 2020). 
It is vital that according to Maslow, if a child’s hierarchy tiers of basic physiological needs (food and clothing), is met, everything else falls into place: safety, love and feeling of self-belonging, self-esteem feelings of accomplishment and self-actualisation of reaching full potential are met. It appears, the government have also implemented good strategies to ensure a child’s basic needs are fulfilled through universal services which are helping combat social inequalities among children. These current interventions are the implementation of free school meals to all children from Reception to Year 2, and those who are entitled as vulnerable thereafter. This not only promotes equality, as no child should go hungry but helps promote a community feel that everyone is eating together and the same meals. It also ensures all children are getting a healthy, nutritious meal. With these basic needs being met, Maslow’s theory is implemented as it helps the child concentrate at school and ensure their emotional self-esteem needs are achieved as they feel equal to others, which also helps them socially interact with others by building relationships. Overall, this helps the child to achieve self-actualisation. 
Lives of children have certainly improved over time, however, according to the Rowntree Foundation (2021) there are unfortunately 2.8 million children in the UK still living in poverty (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2021). With the cost of living increasing, and unemployment rising, the government need to urgently restructure their strategies to ensure children have a nutritious evening meal and healthy breakfast too. Some families are given monetary benefits however, it may not be able to be spent on a healthy meal to feed the whole family as it may need to be utilised in other ways, like to pay bills or purchase clothes, nappies, etc. If the government physically send meals home from school, especially as a lot of the school lunches are thrown away, no child will go hungry.
In conclusion, it appears adults have high expectations of children and aren’t perceived as unique individuals, as they are often forced by society to behave and act in a specific manner, which hinders and influences a child’s development. Today social workers and healthcare professionals have a duty towards children to support them, therefore it is their responsibility to understand and familiarise themselves with children’s perceptions to help them develop positively.
It is vital social workers, healthcare professionals and parents all ensure a child grows up in a strong ethical culture within the family home so they can grow up into physically, mentally and strong individual members of society and continue to spread this ethos within their future family.
It is apparent that it isn’t children who have evolved over time, it is people’s paradigms that have developed over history through their cultural contexts. Therefore, the concept of childhood has developed and changed immensely over times, and emerged to how childhood is perceived today through the study of the past.
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