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In this essay there will be a discussion on the different definitions of childhood from biological, social, and cultural perspectives. There will be an analysis of how family structures can vary and how the social construction of family and childhood has changed through history. This will involve discussing the complexities of child abuse in the present and the past and how legislation and policies have helped to promote the welfare of children and reduce inequalities in health and social care. A range of approaches and interventions used to support vulnerable children will be analysed with regard to their effectiveness and suggestions for improving the welfare of children using a multi-disciplinary approach will be proposed. 


[bookmark: _Toc60604281]Childhood

There are many different perspectives to consider when defining childhood. Some define it by age, maturity and having not yet reached adulthood. It can be defined by the law, by behaviour, development, or by innocence. Different societies and cultures define it in different ways (Norozi and Moen, 2016, p. 75) Some cultures define childhood ending when they finish school, others believe it is when they marry and leave the family home. Over time and in different places the definition of childhood varies, many researchers have explored the concept of childhood for many years (wright, 2015, p.p. 2-3). 
Some say childhood ranges from birth to adolescence; the time where a child is developing through play at school, growing stronger emotionally, psychologically, and physically (Unicef, 2020). It is at this time that they are dependent on an adult to nurture, safeguard and guide them, whilst teaching them to become independent (UNICEF, 2020). Childhood is a period of time when children grow and develop in a variety of ways. Childhood can be defined biologically or socially (Thompson, 2015) The biological definition refers to the biological development from birth to adolescence before a child reaches adult maturity. The social or legal definition refers to a social structure created by society which states when someone is a child or when someone is now an adult (Wakim and Grewal, 2020). 
This has changed over time in the UK. In the past the age of adulthood was 21 years. Now this is 18 years of age. Adulthood brings a new stage of independence and a different set of legal permissions e.g., purchasing alcohol, being allowed to vote. Being a child offers legal protections that aim to keep vulnerable dependants safe from harm and exploitation.    
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There are many different family structures within society today, there is the most conventional family structure of children living within a family unit with both their birth parents, a mother, and a father caring for them, known as a nuclear family. In some families the children may be the carers for their parents due to them suffering from some form of disability. There are families that consist of stepparents and half siblings, same sex families, adoptive parents, foster carers, children living in children’s homes or living with relatives. There are mixed culture families, extended families, single parent families, community families, church families and Nomadic families that move from place to place. Whilst families vary in their size and make-up, in some form or another, they have always existed across cultures and throughout history.
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The social construction has changed considerably through history. In the past children were treated as ‘little adults’ with few safeguards in place to protect them. Children were put to work at a very young age, putting them in high-risk situations resulting in physical and psychological harm and on occasion death (Thompson, 2015). Today the government does not allow part time employment of children under the age of thirteen years except for working in television, theatre, or modelling, which requires a performance licence. Full time employment is only allowed once they have reached the school leaving age (UK Government, 2020).
Factory Act 1833 and the Mines Act 1842 legislated that child labour under the age of 9 was prohibited, and children between the ages of nine and thirteen had restricted working hour (Griffin, 2014). These acts helped to bring an end to the employment of young children. Whilst such Legislation has contributed to reduced child labour in the UK, it has not been entirely eradicated across the globe (Unicef, 2020). In the past child death and neglect were classed a normal part of life, but today litigation ensures that there would be consequences and it is no longer deemed acceptable. 
The introduction of Children’s Act 1889 which was widely known as the ‘Children’s Charter’, was the first act from the members of parliament for the prevention of cruelty to children. The onus to protect children is now placed on the local authority’s, health care and education department, clinical commissioning group and the police as well as the parents (NSPCC, 2020). This multi-disciplinary approach raises the bar of responsibility for each ‘body’ involved in a child’s life and raises the accountability of parents, schools, and social services in responding to the needs of vulnerable children. Every Child Matters (2004) is incorporated into teaching qualifications to ensure educators have a good understanding of safeguarding children to provide the children with the best care (Tarr et el, 2013, p. 108).
Within the health and social Care sector the rights of children underpin the safeguarding policy. In 1884 the NSPCC was established by Reverend Benjamin Waugh and others who were appalled that there was a law against cruelty to animals but no such law to protect children. After much protesting on their behalf, the Prevention of Cruelty to Children Act 1889 in the UK was passed (Lindon and Webb, 2016, p. 51). Offenders can now be prosecuted for child cruelty since this new legislation came into effect in the 1880’s (NSPCC, 2020).
In the early modern period, the death rate amongst children was extremely high due to disease and accidents. It is suggested that around 30 percent of children died due to diseases before they reached the age of fifteen (Payne, 2020). According to ‘surveys of the coroner’s inquests drowning in wells and bathtubs was the most reported reason for accidental death in children under the age of 5 years’ (Payne, 2020). It is also reported that children were seriously injured due to work-related injuries including being trampled by horses whilst ploughing in the fields (Payne, 2020). In these times most injuries and illnesses were treated at home using home remedies learnt through books that were eventually made accessible to them after many years of only being in the hands of physicians (Payne, 2020). Some worried parents consulted surgeons and they would be treated as little adults and there was no use of anaesthesia instead, they relied on the children passing out due to the immense pain (Payne, 2020).
Act 1989, The Children’s Act 2004, Equality Act 2010, Children and Families Act 2014, The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1992, The Human Rights Act 1998, Keeping Children Safe in Education 2019, working together to safeguard Children 2018, The Children and Social Work Act 2017 and The Education Act 2002 (Johnson, 2020).
The Children’s Act 1989 was introduced to ensure the welfare and developmental needs of children were met appropriately keeping them safe from neglect and abuse, accidental and intentional harm (LSCP, 2020).
UNCRC: United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1992; this is the most absolute declaration of the rights of children that has ever been put together and is ‘the most widely ratified international human rights treaty in history’ (Unicef UK, 2020).
The Human Rights Act 1998 is a UK law that states every person has a right to dignity, respect, right to education, right to life amongst many other rights and prohibitions (Human Rights Act 1998). Children’s rights are on par with adults and therefore protected from exploitation is complicit.
The Education Act 2002 was implemented in response to the UK’s adoption of the Human Rights Act, it introduced the requirements of safeguarding children and Child mortality rates have since declined worldwide. However, the goal for the child mortality rates has not yet been reached and there is still so much more that needs to be done.  Since 1800 to1950 the mortality rate has halved, reducing from 43% down to 22.5%.  Since 1950 the mortality rate declined 5-fold going down to 4.5% in 2015 (Roser, Ritchie and dadonaite, 2019). The main reasons for this decline in child mortality are still unclear it could be due to a change in childbearing patterns, the success of intervention programmes, laws, legislation, and safeguarding policies, it could be due to an improvement in technology and improved healthcare, social and economic development or due to a combination of all of these (Ahmad, Lopez, and Inoue, 2000, p. 1188).
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A significant factor in this decline can be attributed to change in social policy and legislations that safeguards children, young people, and their families; The Children young people from abuse and neglect, setting out the roles and responsibilities of teachers and those responsible for child protection ensuring their safety. Setting out the requirements that anyone who works with children and young people share information or any concerns they may have about a child’s wellbeing and safety (Education Act 2002)
The Children’s Act 2004 is the amended version of The Children’s Act 1989 it reinforces that all persons and establishments that are working with children have an equal responsibility in the safeguarding of children and to assist in their welfare (Children’s Act 2004). This depends on the multi-disciplinary bodies working together with a common goal of child protection. Whilst the responsibility is broadened, communication between the establishments is essential. 
Equality Act 2010 came into effect in October 2010 and protects people from discrimination at work and in the wider community. Making it against the law to discriminate against any persons because of race, sex, religion, sexuality, disability, gender reassignment, being pregnant or on maternity leave. (UK Government, 2020). This specifically provides protection for families who may have alternative or an unconventional make-up.
The Children and social Work Act 2017 is to promote the safeguarding and welfare of children in the care of the local authority, making sure a high level of support is given to children in care and leaving care, ensuring that they have all their needs met appropriately including physical, psychological, and educational and undertaking assessments of their current and future needs for the best outcomes (Children and Social Work Act 2017).
Working Together to safeguard Children 2018 is a statutory guidance that covers the legislative requirements from individual service in a multi-disciplinary approach to safeguard children (UK Government, 2020).
Keeping Children Safe in Education 2019 is a statutory guidance that applies to all schools it sets out the legal requirements on safeguarding children and promoting their welfare (UK Government, 2020). This policy is updated annually to respond to changing needs of children and new threats to their safety that are identified. For example, in 2020 an addition to protect the mental heath of children was included.
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Every time there is an incident of a death or serious injury of a child a local inquiry will follow, if the death or injury is caused by child abuse or is suspected, that is the case this will be reported to the child protection committee or safeguarding board. Some of these reports will become public knowledge if it is deemed to be in the publics interest to do so, this usually occurs when the incident was determined as avoidable and professionals were involved but failed to initiate the protection that was required. Not all reports are made public knowledge. It is due to these kinds of reviews and inquiries that changes in legislations and policies occur (Lindon and Webb, 2016). For example, the death of Victoria Climbie initiated a Lord Lamming’s inquiry which prompted the Children’s Act 2004 to make several key changes to the Child protection framework, changes were also made to the Children and Social Work Act 2017 which amended the 2004 Act in several areas. It brought about the scrapping of the child protection register and was replaced with the child protection plan and creating the ICS; integrated children’s computer system to ensure information was collected more consistently and rigorously (Community Care, 2005). Every Child matters is a UK Government initiative that was launched partly in response to Victoria Climbie’s death (Community Care, 2005).

All the principles, procedures, practices, policies, and legislation are used in Health and Social Care today to protect and promote the welfare of children, young people, and families. However, there are still a lot of failures in the practices and how policies are followed through by professionals that requires ongoing work, training, and supervision in order to raise the bar.
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Recommendations

To raise the bar in safeguarding children, young people, and families, a lot more needs to be done; training for parents and professionals, more communication between organisations working together in the best interest of the child. More time, money, resources and staff employed to ensure the caseload of each professional is not more than they can cope with enabling them to put the time that is needed into each individual case preventing any one from slipping through the gaps, assessments reviews and follow ups are key to a successful outcome. It is imperative that the key values are followed including professional codes of practice, law and policy, reflective practice, ethical and anti-discriminatory practice (Akhtar, 2013). And a multi-disciplinary approach needs to be always followed with regular reviews with all parties in attendance to discuss and evaluate each individual case, following up where necessary.
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Looking at different constructions of childhood from historic times to current times seeing the changes that have been made and the positive impact that it has had by implementing laws, legislations, and policies to safeguard children, young people, and their families, ensuring that their rights were being upheld. Looking at the different definitions of childhood from a biological, social, and cultural perspectives. The positive impact that the laws and legislations have made to safeguard children using a multi-disciplinary approach placing the responsibility of the care and safety of children on a variety of organisations alongside parents and carers. How these are used in health and social care today with positive outcomes and what else needs to be done to better improve the health and social care system to enable the decline in mortality rates to continue.
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