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The Social Construction of Childhood 


[bookmark: _Toc40901315]Introduction
This paper looks at the development of the social construction of childhood, taking into account the lives of young people and family life. We can see from the hardships of the poor families in the second half of the 1800s and how best they tried to construct a way of living for their families and people in their communities. If we fast forward some 170 years to the present we can see things have changed for the better overall but poverty has not been diminished, but the wealth of the rich has increased significantly. The financial help, to those less financially fortunate, from the state is crucial to many families' survival as it offers a ‘safety net’ and can bridge some of the difficulties people face. This service offers help to anyone in need regardless of class status, ethnicity, or any other socially defining qualities.

[bookmark: _Toc40901316]Definitions of Childhood Historical and Present
[bookmark: _Toc40901317]Historical
Defining childhood in the late 1800s would depend on whether you were very poor, working poor, middle class, or upper class. The very poor children would define their childhood as a time of dire misery with no hope of a future, whereas the working poor children would define childhood as an unsafe harsh, and uncaring existence with little chance of gaining an education. However, middle-class children would define it as a chance to learn and play. Moreover, upper-class children would define their childhood as a wonderful time to play and have fun learning how to navigate a successful life. It would have been very difficult to put an age range for very poor and poor children as they did not have much of a childhood due to needing to work at such a young age, oftentimes they could be age 5 going into the factories. Whereas both the middle and upper classes could consider the age range from birth to about 21.
[bookmark: _Toc40901318]Present
In society today childhood has more of a sophisticated definition, it is a range from birth to 17 years of age, and can be said to be a time of learning and growing mentally, physically and spiritually with the freedom to express themselves, to make friends, to love, to have their basic needs met and to have a strong sense of self. 


[bookmark: _Toc40901319]Key Elements of Family Life in Historical and Present Times
[bookmark: _Toc40901320]Historical
Key elements of family life would have to be broken down into the classes, as the divide was fairly stark. In the latter half of the 1800s the very poor children did not have much of family life as most were orphans and lived in workhouses, therefore, no real element of family, but for the working poor family life was a chaotic time where children work side by side with their parents and other family members were probably more tightly bound with trust and faith as they relied on each other so much more to work and help provide food for the table. Where, on the other hand, middle-class families had a major turn around in the late 1800s due to the industrial revolution where they had plenty to eat and plenty of money to spend. They had a comfortable existence, living in new terrace houses and was more stable, they were also exposed to more education and apprenticeships, (Bellaigue, 2019). However, upper-class children and their families would have the privilege of private education or lessons from a governess in their palatial home where they were being catered for by servants who were usually from the middle-classes and the working poor community. Key elements such as eating together, communicating having a strong family belief in religion would be paramount. The heads of the household would hold a major position in the industry, therefore, making them men of high power and influence, (University of California Press, 2004).
Typical of the times the tradition was that men where the head of the household and that applied to a rich man's home or a poor man’s home. 
[bookmark: _Toc40901321]Present
In today's society, for the family to function as a unit you need to have respect for each other, as having a lack of this in a family can bring about problems. As parents, you need to teach your children boundaries as this is a skill that can be used outside of the home and used as the basis for the rest of their life. Along with respect, your household should be able to communicate efficiently so that harmony and not dysfunction will prevail. Young children and adolescents need to be praised and encourage to do well as they navigate their way through learning albeit at home or school, by verbalising how well they do would spur them to want to achieve more as it makes them feel good and proud. Another key factor is to have periods of fun and entertainment as a family as this can help to build the bond for a happy relationship.

[bookmark: _Toc40901322]The Social Construction of Childhood from Historical to Present Time
[bookmark: _Toc40901323]Historical
[bookmark: _GoBack]True social construction started to take effect in the mid-1800s with a noticeable shift occurring with Shaftesbury's 1833 factory Act, it focused on restricting the hour's poor children worked in the factories and this was a key turning point to view children as people who needed protection and legal rights to secure better working conditions, also at this time the Act established 2 hours of education at elementary school for working children under 13 years old. Although the act was well-meaning it was not enforced regularly so the same poor conditions continued, (Parliament, 2019). 
The well-intended rights of the children working in the factories was a turning point, however, they did not benefit financially in the time of the industrial revolution. The middle classes were put in charge of the workers and as productivity increased and the industry was becoming more popular the middle classes had all the benefits. As the gained more money they were able to move to newly built terrace houses and was able to afford many luxuries such as theatres trips, libraries visits and brief holidays by the sea and slowly that increase in wealth helped to define the social construction of childhood and the families in that time.
[bookmark: _Toc40901324]Present
Society help shapes the construction of childhood everyone plays a part good or bad, the main aim is to ensure children are treated fairly. In today's society, the rights of children are protected by legislation such as the Children’s Act 1989, it was a long-awaited legal document found in parliament that would be enforced with more confidence compared to the Factory Act of 1833. This 1989 Act looked at the general welfare of children, it also gave a guide of the responsibilities of the parents towards the child with the classification of what the term entailed. It gave quite a broad legal framework that supports the child's rights under most circumstances along with instructions for families, (Legislation Gov, 2011a). When we compare the 1989 Act to the amended Child Act of 2004 it puts more emphasis on care and properly maps out the responsibility of local authorities, police, and multidisciplinary agencies. This safeguarding aspect of the Act would be better enforced in protecting the children, (Foster, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc40901325]Changes in the Lives of Children and their Family
[bookmark: _Toc40901326]Historical
Although the change was very slow, there were some important aspects to improve upon their lives. The rich thought it better to educate the poor and through a series of charities and churches, they created the ragged schools where the poor children and some adults were taught basic education. This, however, was mostly to benefit the rich as they owned the machines in their factories. It was in their best interest that the poor should be able to read the instructions so that they could carry out the work supervised by the middle classes. On a positive note, the educated poor man and woman were then free to seek other employment now they could read and write, slowly creating a better home for their families 
[bookmark: _Toc40901327]Present
The Human Rights Act 1998 came into effect as a direct result to improve everyday people's lives but also to improve lives and learning experiences for children, young people, and families who presented with a learning disability. It was noted that these groups of people were being left behind educationally, some being deemed as uneducable, but under this law, they had the same rights, opportunities, and choices as those who were able-bodied. The protection under this law also secured this group of people from physical and mental harm and from living in substandard accommodation and any other types of neglect, (Debenham, 2020). Changes seen in the lives of so many families were in the introduction of the state benefits back in 1948 and then followed by, child benefit, disability benefit, income support, unemployment benefit, housing benefit, and council tax support. It was a way to better children and their families lives. 
The laws of the land set out to protect people in every aspect of their lives, we have the right to have a decent home, the right to an education, the right to be cared for properly and right to be free of any forms of abuse and neglect, (The National Archives, 2019). There are so many changes in the lives of family and children as the term ‘family’ can now mean so many things, the traditional two-parent household has dwindled and we now see more single-parent households where one parent does the sole care of the children, same-sex couples raising a family with full marital rights is no now in existence and inter-racial families of all kind.

[bookmark: _Toc40901328]Reducing Inequalities for Children, Young People and Families
The main factors that can determine the inequalities is where your family fit in on the socio-economical spectrum, your rights will be protected under the Equality Act 2010, (Legislation Gov, 2011). However, before you can address these inequalities, you must first understand what issues they could be facing. What makes a family vulnerable could be that they live in poverty, or the breakdown of the parent’s relationships, being raised in a single-parent household, a parent suffering from illness and the child becomes the carer, unemployment or some form of drug or alcohol abuse, it could also be a child being abuse or neglected, daily threat violence, social isolation or discrimination of your race, sexuality or gender. With most families, you will find they may go through some form of vulnerability at some stage of their family life, (Raising Children Network, 2018). The knock-on effects of instability could result in poor behaviour from the child or young person that may stay with them for many years and which may affect their education and could also affect their mental health and well-being. The best way to help relieve some of these pressures on a family is to offer them effective help.

[bookmark: _Toc40901329]Supporting Vulnerable Children, Young People, and Families 
The type of support is helping the whole family with sorting out the problem, by using multi-agencies to assist in the resolution of the difficulty. Multi agencies can approach the situation on an individual basis or as a family unit. Due to problems being multi-faceted the multi-agency with their collective expertise should have a positive outcome. An example would be if a child is being neglected due to the parent's lack of education and therefore lack of understands, the agencies can step in to support the child with special educational needs support but be able to give parenting classes to the parent’s explaining the importance of education. With the right course of action, this form of collaborative working can quickly help families tackle the issue and take control of their lives. This type of system works well, however, the only recommendation for improvement would be to help the family take more autonomy of their situation.

[bookmark: _Toc40901330]Conclusion 
In conclusion, you can see how we have come a long way from historical times in so many aspects but what is noticeable is the class structure is still in place albeit more remote in appearance. However, regarding the working class and unemployed the help from the government is meant to reassure us that today's society is a better one where everyone is entitled to assistance. This paper highlights the freedom to live how you please but within the legal framework but to map out a path that can make happy children and happy adults. We are also secure in the knowledge that legislations are in place to protect our rights and the assurance of knowing there are multi agencies in place for a time of need. No family should be left behind in today’s model of the social construction of childhood.
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