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This essay will explore and investigate children, their lives, and families from the late Victorian era to the present day, in the United Kingdom (UK). It aims to outline social construction, societies views on children and particularly on how children’s health and disabilities have changed from social aspects, to laws and legislations put into place to protect the rights of the child and how society now views children in the present. It will briefly overview childrens education and youth justice. The historical time frame the research and information explored in this essay is from the late 1800’s to early 1900’s and compared to recent research and publications. 
To start by defining a child, one view on a child from Sharma (2019) believes, a child is defined solely scientifically of a developing human under the age of 18, the age between infancy and puberty, while the convention of the rights of the child (1989) explain a child is defined as someone vulnerable who needs care and nurture, while the United Nations Children Fund (2020) summarises there is no universal agreement on the word child, a child is someone who should be protected and have their rights advocated. 
The term childhood is also as controversial with many different views and beliefs on childhood, such as Wynes (2019) maintains it as a social and cultural phenomenon, only constructed as the children as smaller in size and not fully developed. This is a view strongly disagreed by Jenks (2005), who views childhood is natural rather than social, and no childhoods are experienced the same, even within siblings, due to personality, genetics, culture and environment. Another outlook on childhood is Nelson (2017) who disagrees that childhood can be defined or measured, as it is ever changing with new research and evidence being explored by psychologists so frequently. Statham (2012) supports this by reflecting with the considerable amount of work going into children’s well being in the United Kingdom, the term childhood is different in every individual, Pout (2003) calls this an emergent paradigm, which is best to describe changes and transitions which occur through scientific development and changes in society, that contribute to the knowledge of a topic. 
These views on child and childhood are in great contrast to how the Victorians perceived children and their definition, with the historical society having either a low or little regard for children’s needs to play and develop and expecting them to behave like adults (Jordan, 1987). Sacks (2010) shows that the Victorians had no concept on childhood and expected them to work and provide as an adult would. With wealthier families who may not need the children to work and provide for the family, they would hire nannies and wet nurses and would not form the maternal bonds we see today, with treating their children as more of an inconvenience than the way society now loves and cherishes their children (Sheetz-Nguyen, 2012).
During the Victorian ages, the family construct was typically made up from the nuclear family, which Tradmor (2017) describes of mother, father, and children in the home, Kilmek (2020) shows that this family set up would usually have the father and sons working, while the mother and/or older daughters caring for the home and all the family’s needs. In comparison to today’s society, it is clear to see there is wider diversity in present family set up (Larossa, 2002). Newman and Cornell (2015) give some examples of diverse family life as being single parents, unmarried cohabitation, same sex parents, children in local authority care and surrogate pregnancies.
During the Victorian ages, Turner (2012) describes a lack of awareness around children’s health and wellbeing, particularly identifiable for those with disabilities, children’s mortality rate was around 33% due to lack of healthcare and understanding of medical conditions (Woods, Watterson and Woodward, 1989). Generally, children from impoverished backgrounds would have been worst affected from lack of nutrition, basic needs like shelter and warmth and hygiene issues and facing dangerous conditions in the work place (Wilson, 2008). 
Children who were orphaned during this era would find themselves either on the streets, where Pearce (2009) explains there was a high likelihood of them becoming child prostitutes or involved in criminal activities to survive these harsh conditions, children who would be arrested for these offences would have been tried as adults, Gilfillan (2014) expands that children would be locked up or even executed for the pettiest of crimes, including theft and misdemeanours. Parsole (2017) believes significant changes to the youth justice system started taking shape during 1925 when the first juvenile court took place in Liverpool, which laid the foundation for the youth justice and criminal act 1999.
Children who were brought in from the streets were sent to live in workhouses, also there were children who were born into these institutions and put to work as young as the age of four (Hutchinson, 2016). Workhouses are defined by Higginbottom (2012) as a public institute where hard labour was carried out in exchange for lodging and inadequate nutrition. Honeyman (2016) describes the working conditions for children in these institutes as awful, with very long working hours and typically using dangerous materials and machinery.
 Children who were disabled in these establishment, faced major hardship and lack of care, as during this era all disabilities were treated the same, regardless whether they had mental or physical disabilities, King (2015) describes the lives of disabled children in workhouses as being shut away in rooms, to be cared for by disabled adults who lacked capacity to provide adequate care, often resulting in premature and preventable deaths with these children. 
During 1902, reform for disabled children started taking shape under the work of Mary Dendy, who Carter, James, and King (2019) describe as a pioneer of the treatment of disabled children. Dendy from North Wales opened the first residential schools for what they labelled feeble minded children, these schools were known as Sandlebridge and Southwell workhouse (Cruishank, 1976). Digby and Wright (2002) promote though that even though Dendy was a pioneer for better treatment and education for disabled children, there was also a dark undertone of experimentation taking place, where the children would be sterilised in the hopes of eradicating disabilities, known as the Mental Deficiency Act 1913 (Lapoge and Dendy, 1920). Under this act, it was common for children to be removed from parents care to be sent to these establishments, where the parents would not know where their children were or that they had been sterilised (Goodman, 2005). 
Platt (2005) believes that during the 1800’s is when child protection laws started being enforced, with Kirby (2013) expanding the first major law brought in to protect children when in 1833 they were banned from working in textile factories, where due to their smaller size would be sent into dangerous machinery for repairs and maintenance. Then in 1842 children were banned from working underground in environments such as coal mines, as it was being recognised, they were suffering psychological harm (Wada and Sakaguwawa 1990). This may have been the first recognition of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE’s) determined by Zon and Lightman (2019) as traumatic events normally occurring under the age of 18 that impact mental and physical health during later life, and can be the cause of mental health illnesses, addiction and abusive behaviours and patterns.
Historic England (2012) explains that within education, the main disabilities who would have a higher chance in the earlier 1800’s of gaining an education was the deaf, blind, and epileptic children, with schools such as the London society for teaching the blind to read established in 1838. Children’s education started to reform with the Foster’s Education Act of 1870 (Jackson, 1997). Sylvester (1974) describes this act as being highly significant, especially in Wales as for the first time the local authority was funding education accessible for all children from every background between the ages of 5-12 years to have equal opportunity for education, something that only more affluent families had previously been able to afford. 
Comparing education for children with disabilities from the 1800’s to the present, there has been a lot of progression, with the Additional Learning Needs programme (ALN) aimed at supporting children and young people with framework to integrate these learners in mainstream schools and collaborate between the local authority and parents to create a personal plan to assist them in education, regardless of the severity of their conditions and statements (Lindsay, Dockrell and Wedell, 2020). These plans are known as Individual Development Plan’s (IDP) which is a document for the teachers to set individual targets and record their progression, this ensures that the IDP is tailored to the child (Snap Cymru, 2022). 
James (2007) promotes recognition of acts such as this all contributed to the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) that is enforced in present times. GOV Wales (2022)  explains that the Welsh government has adapted the core values of the UNCRC into 7 core beliefs, which Play Wales (2019) defines as having a flying start in life with growth and development, access to learning, education and social skills, freedom from abuse, victimisation and exploitation, access to leisure and play, treated with respect and having their voice heard, safe home environment and support of their well being and to not be disadvantaged by inequalities.
Presently in Wales there is support available for vulnerable and disabled children under the social services well being act of 2014, which aims to support and improve the care for both children and parents (Mendoza, 2014), organisations such as Action for children, who provide essential relief with mental and physical support (Action for Children, 2022). There are also charities for example the National Autistic Society, who ensure families have everything in place for the child’s welfare and carer needs (NAS, 2022). While government assistance promotes support with finances, childcare, mobility aid, home adaptions and education (GOV, 2019). 
Alongside disability support, in present times a child’s healthcare starts preconception with advice and support for addictions, prescriptions such as folic acid and treatments for conditions such as polycystic ovary syndrome (Balen and Dugdale, 2019), something that Knott (2020) explains didn’t exist or was very premature during Victorian times. During pregnancy there is consistent healthcare given, which is accessible to everyone, with healthcare screening, midwife appointments and advice, this is accessible through the National Health Service and enables the right of all children to have a flying start in life (NHS, 2020). This care then leads on to postnatal care with routine health visitor checks, immunisations, support for mum and dad, also social service intervention when needed, this postnatal care is carried out typically for 8 weeks after birth, unless ongoing healthcare intervention is needed (NICE, 2021). 
Recommendations to further improve the lives of children with disabilities in Wales are promoted by The improving lives programme 2017, which GOV Wales (2022) published that it focuses on enhancing awareness and support for parents who also have learning disabilities to reduce inequalities and ACE’s, making sure families in social housing are located close to their support networks such as friends and family, increasing specialist services and making sure they are reaching their full potential in education. Social Care Wales advocates that a focus on the care of disabled children whether they are at home or in residential care is a necessary area for improvement and they have all the physical adaptions needed in place along with mental support (Social Care Wales, 2022). While the NHS maintains the biggest recommendation is financial support for these facilities, they explain financial increase is critical to healthcare training, for the professionals to recognise the need for early intervention and referrals to the specialists, and to ensure there are facilities not just for physical health but also the mental health issues many children with learning disabilities face (Welsh Assembly, 2011). 
To conclude, it is evident there has been adequate improvements in the health and wellbeing of disabled children from the 1800’s to present times, and how society treats and views these individuals, with GOV (2022) reporting a large increase in the awareness and needs for children’s mental health, particularly those with extra learning needs, although they recognise there is still research and further resources need to improve inequalities in the United Kingdom. Dallas and Jones (2020) express concerns that many charities and organisations have been impacted with financial ad resource loss, due to the Covid 19 pandemic, though Shankland (2020) remains positive that due to the awareness today in society of these children’s needs, their welfare will only improve. 
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