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Children, Young People and Families. 
This essay aims to discuss the emergence of childhood, alongside the social construction of childhood. Historical perspectives regarding key elements of childhood and family life will be compared with current perspectives, with consideration of factors in which have influenced these. This essay will also examine education factors available throughout childhood, making comparison between historical perspectives and current implementation, current initiatives that are in place will be considered and evaluated regarding the impact of these on the lives of children, young people, and families. Recognition of current and previous legislations and policies will be included throughout, providing clear insight into the legal alterations throughout history. 

In alliance to the changing ideas regarding childhood throughout history, there are numerous points of discussion that arise. Many changes have been made throughout centuries to the way in which children are viewed, educated, and looked after (Cunningham, 1998). Throughout the United Kingdom there are laws in place to ensure children’s voices are heard, they have full access to education, correct support is available, and that they are kept safe. These laws include The Children Act (1989), this legislation’s essentials highlight allowing children to be healthy, remain safe in their environment, assisting children to succeed alongside helping children to enjoy their life. Alongside this, the Children and Families Act (2014) is in place, ensuring that greater protection is in place for any child which has been classed as vulnerable, including those that may be in foster care or have additional needs, also ensuring that an education and care plan is in place for any child who has been identified as having additional needs. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) defines a child as everyone under 18 years of age, this definition is supported in Wales in aligning with section three of the Social Services and Well-being Act (2014) where is also stated that a child is a person under the age of 18 years old, this legislation highlights in accordance to this act, promotion of wellbeing of those who need care is applied, alongside the local authorities by law having to investigate any suspicion of neglect or abuse, therefore introducing safeguarding. 
Safeguarding is an action that takes place to promote the welfare of children alongside protecting them from harm, NSPCC (2022) state how safeguarding includes protecting children from abuse and malnutrition, preventing harm to children’s development or health factors, ensuring safe and effective care is provided, and ensuring action is implemented to enable best outcomes for the individual. The Welsh Government is responsible for law and policy in place regarding the safeguarding of children and adults within Wales (GOV.UK, 2017). There are numerous different government bodies who are responsible for implementing safeguarding, including teachers and health professionals (Brigden, 2014). However, all organisations that come in to contact with children should have safeguarding procedures and policies in place to ensure that every child has a right to equal protection from harm (Cardiff Council, 2022). Johnson (2019) explains how The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) underpins numerous pieces of legislation that are necessary to the vocations of those who work with children, such as the Children Act (2004) and the Equality Act (2010), The UNCRC examines the importance of treating every child as their own unique person, enabling their needs are met in a specific way to them, allowing a better quality of life. 

Currently, within the United Kingdom, the Education Act (1996) is in place, stating that every parent is to provide secure education to children within compulsory school age, the education must be suitable to their age, ability, and aptitude, taking consideration to any additional learning needs they may have and providing adequate education aligning with this. GOV.UK(2018) explains that education is a human right which is legally guaranteed without any discrimination, however this has not always been the case, the first education act was introduced in 1870, the Education Act (1870) stands as the very first legislation that dealt with education specifically within Britain, however, education was not made compulsory until 1880 when the Education Act (1880) was introduced, introduction of this legislation made school compulsory between ages five and ten. Introducing this legislation aimed to reduce the amount of child labour, though figures show attendance within this age group was falling short at 82 percent, this being due to families not being able to afford to give up the extra income earned by their children (UK Parliament, 2022). During the 18th century, child labour was a common occurrence, with wages being barely able to cover rent and food, therefore many working-class families relied on the income of their children due to there being no social security system in place to protect families from unemployment or poverty (History Crunch, 2022). 

There is a complex history involved in the recognition of childhood through centuries, all societies establish social norms which regulate the environment, and changing welfare policies over the years have created establishment of resources for education, alongside understanding of care in childhood (Pooley, 2022). Aries (1962) explains how until the 17th century the recognition of childhood being a separate phase of life cycle was minimal, highlighting how children were considered small adults, having to work, care for themselves and be involved with mature people, stating that as western society developed so did the way in which childhood was socially constructed. One of the frequently mentioned arguments corresponding to the non-existent recognition of childhood throughout Middle Ages includes the representation of children within medieval artwork, Snell (2019) examines this concept, highlighting that medieval artwork saw children dressed as adults, displaying the idea of how they were perceived, recognising that the lack of representation of children could be portrayed that children were of limited interest within medieval society. However, Newman (2012) insists that education was of existence throughout these times, with its existence being highly influenced by religious factors, with use of Bishops or Monks to educate the children. Although education was not considered a main concern, with access to education being dependant on wealth, and gender, highlighting how women had little to no chance of attaining education unless they came from an upper-class family (Belindalit, 2018).

When discussing childhood, in particular education systems, it is often forgotten how much the notions have changed over the years, Young (2017) explains this, putting forward the information that throughout history children’s lives were very much regimented, as a male, it was generally expected that you would work in a factory or a shop, where as females spent their childhood doing menial chores, in order to stay at home and raise a family, taking care of the house and husband. Inequalities within education were not uncommon throughout history (Lynch, 2016). Lawrence (2020) explains how gender inequality was very prevalent. Social beliefs included that a women’s purpose was to be a good wife and mother, therefore education was not deemed an important factor for women, or accessible due to these traditional beliefs (Lambert, 2022). Currently, the Equality Act (2010) stands in place ensuring each person to be seen as an equal, given equal opportunities and discrimination not to be tolerated. However, before introduction of this act, the Sex Discrimination Act (1975), Race Relations Act (1976) and Disability Discrimination Act (1995) were introduced, allowing this social belief to disperse throughout history, protecting people from discrimination. 

During Victorian Britain thousands of children worked in mines, factories, and workshops, making up 25 percent of Britain’s work force, due to being small in structure, they were used to clean chimneys and go into the mines to hold open ventilators, this dangerous work often resulted in injuries, accidents, or death(The National Archives, 2020). However, in 1842 new laws were introduced to stop children under the age of 10 being able to work in mines (Dorling Kindersley, 2022). Prior to this era, child labour had been happening for centuries, there were no child protection services in place to protect children, therefore children would be out working providing an income for the rest of their family, as opposed to attending school or any other means of education (The Guardian, 2005). Prior to the Education Act (1870) being introduced, receiving education greatly depended on social standing, religion, and finances and although the act was introduced with intention of providing at minimum an elementary education, it did not radically change society or the education system, education was not deemed as important, especially to those who relied on income from their children attending a job (Victorian Era, 2020). Children were required throughout this period to work, do chores at home, and take care of sick relatives, however social attitudes towards children started to change in the middle of the 19th century, allowing childhood to gradually be seen as a distinctive phase of life, these attitude alterations were reflections of the introducing of several social policies that came in to place in relation to work and education, alongside establishments of institutions which were dedicated to child welfare (Thompson, 2020) including The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC, 2021) which was founded in 1889. Eventually, every child within the United Kingdom was introduced to education, allowing children’s lives to be transformed by the late 19th century, with the importance of education recognized and children attending school rather than work, with the protection of the law it was now possible for children to avoid the exploration of their childhood (Mukerji, 2021). 

Implementation of factories acts aligned with the introduction of education policies, with The Factories and Workshop Act (1878)  placing a total ban on the employment of children under 10 years of age, alongside The Education Act (1880) making education compulsory for all children ages 5 to 12 years old, with Local Education Authorities being responsible for this (Moorhouse, 2019). Although education was beginning to become more centralised, it was very different from what is available today, with lack of funding available and lack of health and safety policies, the curriculum was very different as opposed to what is in place today, with corporal punishment being used commonly before 1990 (Sullivan, 2015). In 1902, the Education Act (1902) was introduced, establishing Local Education Authorities with the ability to raise local taxes to fund schools, paying for teachers and maintenance. Schoolsmith (2017) explains how new curriculum was also introduced alongside this act, allowing a broad curriculum for all, going on to raise the leaving age of school to 14 in 1921 in accordance with the Education Act (1921). Within the United Kingdom, the compulsory age to stay in school has steadily increased throughout the years, with it now standing at 16. However, in England after the age of 16 children must now stay in education, or start an apprenticeship (Senate, 2021). These changes were introduced, imposing a legal duty of care to children, with benefits such as equal opportunities alongside providing adequate learning opportunities to improve outcome in lives highlighted by Greenstone (2012) who states that education can be seen as key to career success, alongside moving the economy forward. 

In conclusion, after careful analysis and research on the given topic, it becomes clear of the changes throughout the centuries regarding children and education systems. Due to changing legislations and policies, alongside changes of how children are perceived in society, it is now possible for children to have access to equal learning opportunities. These learning opportunities include a wide range of curriculum, enabling them to enhance their abilities and skills with correct support accessible. Children having to worry about their families relying on them for income is no longer an issue, as access to support is available. It is recognised that children should be protected and looked after and is law to protect every person under the age of 18 years old. It is clear throughout research that the emergence of childhood has developed greatly throughout history, with social construction having impacted on this development. How children are perceived has changed, allowing childhood to be considered as a separate life cycle to adults, with understanding of the need for greater education and access to equal opportunities becoming present. Women’s education is now valued equally to men’s, and regardless of culture, religion, or social status, adequate education is available for every child with correct safeguarding in place to ensure adequate safety and care for every child throughout the process. 
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