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Introduction: 

This essay will demonstrate the development of the social constitution of childhood  from historical times to current times, how their lives change and the impact on their families, furthermore we will also discuss the support offered to this vulnerable children and their approach.






































































I. Definitions of childhood
 
Definitions of childhood stand out as dynamic through time, evolving in accordance to a society’s economic development. There is currently no universal definition of childhood. The distinctive ages that establish sexual consent, access to employment, admission in the armed forces, the issuance of a driving licence, or criminal conviction and prosecution indicate that childhood is defined depending on context. Law defines childhood through permission, but also the presence of parents or carers and the responsibilities attributed to them (Plastow, 2018) The UNICEF indicates school entry as the upper limit to early childhood development. The Convention on the Rights of the Child also endorses an age-based criterium in defining childhood. The appropriate acknowledgement of childhood descends not from affection, but from the awareness of distinctive needs. (Thane, 1981, p.3)
 
Mid-nineteen century social critic and reformist Henry Mayhew argues that adult duties such as work deprives one of their childhood, as highlighting in heir bearing, speech, preoccupations and views on life. Advocating for a carefree life for children, Mayhew describes his encounter of a Watercress Girl as eloquent to the impact of material hardship over their development. (Kehily, 2004) Mayhew’s observations are still relevant to our days.

2.Key elements of family life and childhood.
 
The demarcation of needs according to age
 
Childhood can be regarded as a deployment of ages that reflects a progression of abilities. Covering the first 18-24 months of life, infancy highlights the formation of interests, attitudes, and abilities. Emerging at the end of infancy and lasting up until the age of 5 or 6, early childhood describes the acquisition of hygiene, clothing, autonomy in feeding, as well as first acts of socialisation and the acquaintance to the idea off homework. As one steps into childhood, goals converge towards acquiring and manifesting self-control. Childhood is succeeded by adolescence which describes the transition towards adulthood. (Roostin, 2018)
 
Autonomy and engagement in family life
 
Historically, autonomy was forced on children as soon as they confirmed self-management abilities that did not imply their mother’s constant attendance. (Thane, 1981 p.3) Such attendance may have been hindered by the high child mortality which reduced or reprimed the empathy of parents (Kosher et al, 2016, p.9). In modern times, Hart (1992) has distinguish a scale of participation in regards to the children’s involvement in decisions concerning them. Non-participation is manifested through manipulation as an illusory engagement, and, depending on distance, decoration and tokenism. Concurring on five degrees, participation is conditioned by priorly informing children of a decision. Consequently, according to Hart, the basic form of participation occurs when assigning children on a matter. Intermediary degrees of participation accommodate an admission of the child’s input, going from consultation to having adult-initiated decisions shared with them. The last two forms of participation are the most inclussive going from decisions that initiated and directed by children to those that are shared with adults.
 
3.The historical development of the social construction of childhood
 
Philippe Ariès is credited as the first scholar to survey transhistorical shifts in the understanding of childhood as a distinctive life period advancing particular needs. Ariès’ research signals how medieval Europe lacked an acknowledgement of childhood which was rather assimilated as a state of helplessness and dependency. Children were initiated the same activities, conversation and clothing as adults, with no contemplation over their individualities, as shaped by age. The artistic depiction of children implied a scale manipulation within the portrayal of adults.It is only towards the 13th century and most visibly, throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,that Ariès detects the earliest demarcation of childhood from infancy and adulthood. Though peculiarities of the age were not yet recognised, children began being regarded through the filter of affection and amusement. The epoch also accommodated distinctive clothing for children. Eloquent for this fracture stands the fact that adult participation in games became less approved of, with the exception of brief breaks accepted as ‘leisure’. (Thane, 1981, p.3)
As the individuality of children started preoccupying philosophers, their nature would be first associated to innocence under John Locke’s tabula rasa discourse (Thane, 1981, p.3) John Locke claimed that is is only by breeding knowledge on a blank mind that one can grow into a into rational human being. The thesis of innocence was prolonged by Rousseau in his argument against the evil influence of society as an eviroment for the acquisition of knowledge. First expressed in Emile(1762), Rousseau’s beliefs can be connected to the Romanticperspective of virtue that becomes vitiated by a corrupt environment. (Kehily, 2004)
 
Gender roles
 
Boys benefited of a more benevolent regard over childhood, than girls who were expected to take in homemaker duties as soon as they reached the age of 14. It is only the girl’s social background that could have lengthened her childhood year beyond this age. (Thane, 1981, 4)
 
Inheritance
 
As a reminiscence of the patria potestas institution in Roman law, lineage and wealth were affirmed as the first filters for self-positioning towards one’s own children, as boys were firemost regarded as inheritors, and girls as progenitors. Such perception also influenced the parents’ view over their children’s rights to property, including that acquired through their own efforts. The Anglo-Saxon law system endorsed a child’s subordination to their parent in areas of consented marriage and sale of children. Furthermore, prior to the Custody of infants Act (1839), a child’s guardianship was automatically reserved to their father. Inheritance become the first argument invoked as basis for the child’s rights. A11th century child enjoyed the prerogative of sueing their guardians if their inheritance was anyhow mismanaged. Though flawed in the defense area, such procedure right couldbe exercised whilst still a minor. (Thane 1981, p.5-6)
 
Education
 
Training was first advanced as a responsibility towards children, under the discipline-oriented Reformist precepts. The Calvinist dogma justified such duty argueing the child’s tendency to sin. However, it is only by the 18th century that the upper classes extended the child’s formal education towards their teen years. The growing importance of training, as well as the mutuations in social roles that also concerned children were attributed to the emergence of capitalism. In the UK, education was first described by law under the Revised Code of 1862 which made grants for educating the poor available under the condition of test results. In 1880 formal education was imposed for working class children to the age of 12 or 13. If extended towards the working classes, voting rights became feasible exclusively in the prospect of an educated electorate. (Thane, 1981, 4)
 
Labour
 
Historically, the age a child’s involvement in lucrative activities would be first considered went as far as four or five (Kosher et al, 2016, p.9) Fighting abilities demonstrated while bearing an armour confirmed a knight’s son’s ‘full age’, whereas land working signaled the same maturity for the peasantry. Each activity affirmed its own customs as reference for competence. The Elizabethan Poor Law dictated work or apprenticeship for any minor between 5-15 whose families did not have the means to support. The parents were not granted any prerogative to consent fot such measure. Correspondingly, army officers aged 14 were far from uncommon, even amongst the seventeenth century’s upper classes. Industrialization influenced an illusory material independence under the cost of hazardous conditionsfound both in terms of environment, as well as in treatment. Challenged by prevailing lower wages, child labour was only regulated in regards to working hours and conditions. In was not the activity’s peculiarites, but the child’s status which stood at the core of such chain of regulations which had its first enactment in 1802. (Thane, 1981, p.8)
 
Child protection
 
The safeguarding of children from ill-treatments can be traced to the Infant Life Protection Act 1872. Cruelty to children was first established as a criminal offense in 1889, though the child could not hold any legal claim against the offender. (Thane, 1981, p.8) Contemporary times see the notion of ‘harm’ extended towards the exposure as witness to acts of domestic violence, as highlighted in the the Adoption and Children Act 2002. (NSPCC factsheet, 2012)
 
Criminal responsibility
 
Criminal responsibility for children was first expressed under Edward III. A child under seven could not be convicted of a felony, whereas being presumed of attaining full knowledge of their acts between 7 and 14. Parallely, the age of majority evolved from 10 in the sixth century to 21 in the 11th century. Criminal responsibility implied that children were submitted to the exact same sanctions as adults, from the detention regime to their eligibility for capital punishment. Humanitarians such as Mary Carpenter hold the merit for a reconsideration of the punitive system under the Childrens Act 1908. Established at 10 under the 1963 Children and Young Persons Act, the age for criminal responsibility has been maintained up until the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 which withdrew the pressumptive capacity for criminal intent for children aged 10-13. 
 
4.Developments in policy and legislation
 
Having its roots in charity and humanitarian efforts, social work emerged as a profession in the 19th century as a response to the increasing challenges brought to family life by industrialisation, poverty, and poor sanitation. The exposure of family life, and, consequently, of children to social issues reaching delinquence, would only add up to the concern. In its earliest affirmation, social work combined an active support to policy lobbying. (Kosher et al, 2016)
As patron to an East London orphanage, Dr Thomas John Barnardo stood out as a firm believer in the possibility of redemption of disadvantaged youth, reaffirming the need for safeguarding a child’s physical, emotional and mental healthwhile striving towards a sense of affiliation to their home, school and community. (Kehily, 2004)
Her immense contribution as founder of the Save the Children Fund in England recommends Eglantyne Jebb as a pioneer for children’s rights in the UK. In 1923 she authored the Declaration of the Rights of the Child, which, elevated in the Declaration of Geneva one year later, stipulated  5 statements regarding what children should receive from society. (Kosher et al, 2016)
A ‘happy childhood’ became a right bestowed by the Declaration of the Rights of the Child adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1959. (p.9) The chater paved the way to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which, adopted in 1989 and enforced in 1990 englobed principles which appealed to protection, provision and participation under a non-discriminatory prioritisation of the child’s interests (p.16)
Child protection is covered in the UK by various pieces of legislation, whether dedicated or intersectional. The first statute issued on this matter, the Children and Young Persons Act 1933established offenses within the acts conducted towards children. Starting from the 1930es, foster care has been prioritised to institutional care (Thane, 1981, p.13)
Beyond the paramountcy principle under which decisions related to a child’s upbringing should prioritise his or her welfare, the Children Act 1989 set a clear demarcation of parental responsibility towards both children, as well as their property. The act also established court and authorities role and engagement, while advancing a definition of the concept of harm.
Up until the issuance of the Children and Young Persons Act 1933, the status of children has been regulated in matters of national security (1911), provision of meals (1906), medical examination as an administrative provision (1907), mental deficiency (1913), maternity and child welfare (1918), adoption (1926), marriage (1929). Children rights were parallelly addressed in civil rights such as race relations (1969), voting age (1969), or the revolutionary world premieres marked through the recognition of the rights of disabled people (1970), as well as through the first ever implementation of maternity leave (1975). Children welfare has been further supported through the Disability Discrimination Act (1995). Closer to our times, children rights have also been stipulated in statutes related to immigration. Child protection transpires from various statues, which, preponderantly encompassed in criminal law, sanction sex offences, female mutilation, domestic violence, serious organised crime, or forced marriage. Nevertheless, the safeguarding of children is acknowledged within the Human Rights Act 1998.
Contemporary concerns connect the welfare of children to security in a digital world. The effect of technology on children was first addressed in 1984 through the British Board of Film Classification which also covered video games. Digital footprint could be considered rooted in the Computer Misuse Act (1990). However, it was only in 2008 that risks transpiring of the digital world would receive an institutional framework through the UK Council for Internet Safety (UKCIS). child internet safety would be further addressed within the Byron Review (British Academy, 2019). 
Another eloquent example to the paramount importance to children wellbeing is the Play Strategy. First implemented in England, the framework extended children wellbeing towards urban planning.
 
5.Factors that have contributed to the reduction of inequalities in health and social care service provision for children, young people and families. 
 
Contemporary times saw inequalities between children reduced under the influence of three major pipelines: the welfare state, the national security system and schemes such as the NHS (British Academy, 2019). However, notable progress has been registered when universal benefits was been complemented by credit schemes catering families in economic distress. The implementation of such policies has been facilitated by inter-agency cooperation, which stood at the core of revision made by the Children Act 2004 to the Children Act 1989. Such amendments revolved around the institutional partnership between local authorities and other stakeholders, establishing both roles and responsibilities. Assessment was endorsed under the Children Act 2004 through the  Local Safeguarding Children Board (LSCB) an independent structure granted authority in policy, reporting, data exchange and serious case reviews. The necessity of having an inter-institutional joint effort for safeguarding children has been first acknowledged in 1991 through the Guidance on interagency cooperation. Wales was the first country to establish a Commissioner for Children and Young People as a State body exclusively dedicated to their safeguarding in 2001. Inter-agency cooperation currently supported under the  the Children and Social Work Act 2017 having Working Together to Safeguard Children (2018) as guidance. (Foster, 2020)
 
6.Approaches highlighted in policy development: effectiveness and recommendations
 
Debates focus on whether policies should prioritise nurturance right or the child’s prerogative to self-determination. Such alternatives that raises a binary between the child’s need for protection and a certain degree of autonomy which should be appropriately granted to them. Consequently, policies have been established either in a protective or liberal spirit. (Kosher et al, 2016, p.16) Though preferable, the main arguments against the protective approach revolve around a minimised consideration for children’s ability to decide for themselves, as they are strictly regarded through their vulnerability. Liberal policies are nonetheless contested as extreme, being grounded on the premises of an assumed segregation from adults.
UNICEF’s Strategic Plan for 2018-2021 highlights a gradual approach to contexts that are meant to accommodate policies. Both efficiency and effectiveness become easier to monitor when adapted from states of emergency to conditions of high capacity. However, the decentralised implementation advanced by the UK safeguarding apparatus is only recommended by the UNICEF in the latter scenario.
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