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This essay examines the meaning of childhood as a social construct. It presents an overview of how the meaning of childhood changed throughout the years. It also describes the socially constructed family, and the changes experienced within the UK families. 
This work also discusses the factors, which have contributed in improving the lives of children, from historical to present times. In the final part, it debates of the interventions which take place, to support children in need and reduce inequalities among children from privileged and unprivileged background.

Childhood is defined through different perspectives. Legally, according to United Nation Convention on the Rights of the child, the child is everyone under 18 years old (NSPCC, 2021). However, it varies for different countries by purpose, as in some countries the legal age to join the military service is 18, but this age group cannot purchase alcohol products. Biologically, the child is placed between birth and adolescence or puberty around the age of 13 (Biology LibreTexts, 2018).  And lastly, according to social policy, the term child is related to vulnerability; from birth to adulthood every child is vulnerable and needs protection (Kehily, 2013). 
Childhood is a period of human development, and it is determined by numbers of factors; socio-economical, cultural, environmental and, most importantly, the family as the most influential. There’s not a universal definition for the term child. Childhood is a social construct, which means that it is not a natural process, but rather society decides when a child becomes an adult, through social relationships, education, media, health system defines the concept of childhood. This varies internationally and cannot be generalised (Ali Narozi and Moen, 2016).
In different societies childhood is a different experience. Many examples can be used to compare different social approach towards childhood and the term child. 

In Yemen, according to data from 2014, 54% of citizens live below the poverty line, compared to the UK where that number is 15% (www.mylifeelsewhere.com, n.d.), the socio-economic situation leads to poor condition of children. Poverty, violence and danger is their daily experience, hence a quarter of the children, mostly girls, are not educated and their establishment is unhealthy, with lack of hygiene. Children in Yemen are constantly at risk of being targeted by armed groups. Furthermore, the labour of children as young as 5 years old is common. 23% of children between 5 and 14 years has been forced to work and experiencing different forms of abuse, sexual exploitation and slavery. This affects their mental and physical health, security and development. Children in Yemen are also subjected to child trafficking, sometimes by their own families. It is also acknowledged that young girls have been forced to child marriage, 30% of them at the age below 18. They are expected to have children, which very often leads to early death because of complications during labour. In Yemen, nearly 80% of births are not registered, hence these children don’t have identity, which makes them hidden from public eye (Humanium, 2011). In the video ‘Yemen’s Child Labour’, the TRT (Turkish Public Broadcast Service) shows that 1.6 million Yemeni children are in child labour, and over 2 million are out of education (TRT, 2017).

To compare, children in the United Kingdom are protected by many regulations, like United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) or European Convention on Human Rights (1950). UN Conventions set basic standard rights for every child, which are: right to survive, grow, participate and fulfil their potential. There’s a standard for education, health care, laws and social services. Children also have the right to speak about the decisions which affect them. European Convention on Human Rights treats children the same way as adults, as equal members of society. They have right to life, education, to be kept safe from torture and cruel treatment, the right to respect for privacy and family life and the objective trial (NSPCC, 2021). Children are obligated to go to school and their attendance is monitored until the age of 16. They are also expected to continue with education or training unit the age of 18 (GOV.UK., 2021). Education in the UK is free to all the children, regardless to their background and social status (HMC Projects, 2012), while in Yemen the socio-economic situation doesn’t allow children to access basic learning. Children in the UK can work part-time from the age of 13, and can only work full time when they finish education. They can only work in safe environment, when the job is not affecting their health or education (NSPCC, 2021).
These examples show, that the society plays the most important role in seeing childhood as a concept. Children in Yemen are exposed to different factors which they see as normal to them, while UK children are expect to present different behaviour. Thus, biologically and legally they are still defined as children in both compared countries. 

Childhood is also influenced by the family environment. Family is the fundamental social unit of many human societies, and consists of individuals united by different forms of intimate ties (dictionary.apa.org, n.d.). Children are a part of the family life, and different families have a different impact on the children. Family is responsible for the child’s wellbeing, physical and mental health. Thus, this definition of the family is not general. The concept has been changed through the years, and it’s always influenced by different factors: religion, culture, and social aspects. In Christian countries, the nuclear family is the common model where both parents are present. However, in the UK this model is not that usual. Family diversity is present widely in the UK, with presence of single parents or same sex couples, bringing up children. Divorce is socially accepted and recognised by law, since Divorce Reform Act (1969) was emplaced, and many children live in care; being a part of foster families or living with extended family or being adopted (Staff, 2017). Their experience is strictly influenced by people close to them, not necessarily parents, but all adults involved in the care process. The experience of childhood evolved throughout the years as gender equality developed, and women now do not stay at home, but are often the breadwinner for the rest of the family members or contribute equally in the cost of living. This impacts the children, as the model of the family has changed and they have been looked after by all the family members.

The concept of childhood has changed throughout history. Sadly, there are records of normalised child abuse in the past, which continues now in some parts of the world, and is socially accepted. The Christian world view from 16-17th century, where sexual relations were tabu, stigmatised new-born children as evil, putting them through exorcisms to free them from it. The life expectancy was around 30 years, so peasant women usually had many children which were put into child labour at early age, working at fields and being treated as slaves. Different practices were used to discipline children and making them stronger; with whipping and dunking in freezing water as an example (deMause, 1995).
British philosopher John Locke (1632-1704) brought new ideas about children development. He presented the idea that young children are the most vulnerable to moral influence and bad health, thus the most open to experience and understanding. He could see the role of parents in child development. Children shouldn’t be physically punished and rewarded with prizes, while education should be delivered according to their temperaments, at home, as children lose their individuality at school. Children are not bad or good, they are just the result of education and environment (Gianoutsos, 2006).
In 18th century, Rousseau, presented the concept of innocent child who is easily tempted and influenced. He believed that children are born pure, until they interact with adult or environment which causes negative effect on their development (Lang, 2020).

During ancient Rome and Greece, children who were born disabled or not perfect according to the applicable standard were killed, even though mortality rate among children was very high. Greco-Roman people recognised children as not fully formed people. Children had potential which depended on their social status and gender (Childhood in the Greco-Roman World, 2022). According to current UK law, children shouldn’t be discriminated, and any abuse, harm or neglect on disabled children, because of their condition is prosecuted, treated as a Disability Harm Crime, and accordingly sentenced. Killing children because of their disability or gender is punished with life imprisonment (Cps.gov.uk, 2020).

The concept of childhood as a stage in human development was not recognised until the 15th century (Team, 2015). During the Industrial Revolution (1760-1830), more demanding roles for child labour were developed. They started work as early as at age of 4-5, providing food for themselves with the little money they earned. Child labour was not seen as unusual during those times; contrarily, it was seen as good for them. Yet, during often dangerous factory or coal mines jobs, children were put at high risk of injuries or death, as they were small in size and could fit under machines and tight spaces (Wright, 2015). According to Statista, one third of the children died during childhood in 1980, compared to 2020, when only 4 out of 1000 children born alive died (Statista, n.d.). Changes for the better were introduced in 1844, when children had to spend half of their working time at school, however, it was not until the early 20th century, when child labour stopped in the UK (Victorian Britain, n.d.)
Phillipe Aries was the most influential childhood historian after the second world war. He tracked the concept of childhood, from the end of Middle Ages to present society, seeing it as child-centred. He argued that in Middle Age the concept of childhood didn’t exist, and there was no difference between children and adults according to how art described them, the practiced laws, and child labour placing children evenly with adults, thus today childhood requires efforts and resources (Routledge& CRC Press, n.d.).  
The idea of childhood is constantly changing, and has many interpretations. Zhao (2011) noticed that childhood “is a reflection of the specific social, political and cultural purposes of the unique time and space” where children grow to adulthood (Zhao, 2010).
Gender discrimination has been prevalent throughout the ages, with boys from advantaged backgrounds being more valued than girls. They could get education, socialise with other men, learn the trade, while girls stayed at home and were prepared to be a future wife and mother (Wright, 2015, p 35-36).  Nowadays, gender equality is a fundamental human right. Girls are learning, can apply for different roles and serve in public services and army forces (United Nation, 2021).

The legislations and policies implemented in the UK, and also sociological factors, since Victorian times, had the biggest impact on child development. For example, the United Nations Convention on the Right of the Child (UNRC, 1991) had a significant impact on child education, work regulation, and health and safety. In relation to the child labour, ‘Factory Act’ (1833) stopped child labour for minors under 9 years old, and reduced work hours for older children. Working children also had the right to go to school for at least two hours every day (UK Parliament, 2019). Things didn’t change straight away; it took many more years and modifications for improvement to be observed. Currently children can only work full time when they over 16 years old according to UK government. When they reach 18, all employments rules and rights apply (GOV.UK, n.d.). UNICEF (2016), also contributed with legislation protecting children from abuse exploitation and harm and a right to be in education. Every child has the right to education, health and protection and societies pays a part in expanding opportunities children have in life (The State of the World's Children 2016, 2022). In 1880, the Elementary Education Act made school attendance compulsory between the age of 5 and 10 (UK Parliament, 2019). Currently, all children in the UK must be in education until the age of 16 and in training until 18. Education always improves the life of the children, leading to longer and healthier life, being tied to future income by creating more opportunities (Virginia Commonwealth University, 2015). The United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) placed children as individuals with their own rights. Every person under 18 is considered a child, and childhood should be protected. It is the time to grow, play, learn and develop. English law protects children under 18 from drinking alcohol (GOV.UK, 2011).  According to the NHS, drinking at young age can put the child’s health at risk, increasing involvement in violence and suicidal thoughts or depression (nhs.uk, 2018). Sexual activity at an early age can also affect wellbeing and development and put them at risk of abuse and child exploitation. Therefore, in the UK the legal age of consent to sex is 16. The Sexual Offences Act 2003 describes the sexual activities which are illegal in the UK (Legislation.gov.uk, 2012). It states that children under the age of 16 are not able to make decisions about sexual behaviours. They can easily be bribed, manipulated or used. The age of the child is the main factor which leads to understanding the risk of consent and possible outcomes from early sexual initiation. Every sexual activity between adult and a child under 16 is treated as child sexual abuse and treated as a criminal offence (westmidlands.procedures.org.uk, n.d.).

Child development has grown as a discipline of studies. It promotes providing a good childhood to children, and spotting the negative experiences impacting their development. Neuroscience gathers data about the damage of child’s brain caused by negative childhood experiences, and provides the accurate evidence.  Both disciplines contribute to improve the life of children and highlight the importance of work on offering good childhood through providing good environment and experiences.

It is also noticeable that parents spend more time with their children, while looking after them financially (The Economist, 2017). Healthcare in the UK is fully funded and the rate of children mortality is incredibly low compared to 19th century (Statista, n.d.).  Government provides the money for healthcare and the research, and also developing facilities and services related to children.
As a part of multiagency work to protect and safeguard the children, in 20th century, Social Services were established and developed to protect the children wellbeing and welfare (People’s History of the NHS, n.d.).
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory affirms that the child development is influenced by many different factors outside the family. The school, teachers, playground are the closest to the child’s microsystem. There are also wider factors that play a role, like community, healthcare, law and policy makers, religion or culture (Paquette and Ryan, 2001).
Maslow Theory of hierarchy of needs is a different important concept, supporting children and family services. It states that basic physiological needs of food, water, shelter etc, have to be satisfied before the safety, love and belonging, esteem and self-actualization. That means families can’t function properly in extreme poverty and children can’t develop (McLeod, 2007).

In the UK, currently there are many services supporting vulnerable children and families.
Universal services are for everyone in the UK, delivered by a range of different providers including education and healthcare. GP’s, health visitors, nurses, but also leisure centres and parks are the examples of universal services available without the referral for everyone (Admin, n.d.)
Targeted services offer help to specific groups of children, and can be accessed through universal service providers. These are children centres, which provides help to the families and children individually, or which have special needs and need common assessment. Government policy Every Child Matters (2003), states that targeted support should be provided within universal settings when possible. The examples of targeted services are free school meals or uniform provided by local authorities to children from low income families (find.redbridge.gov.uk, n.d.).
Specialist services are delivered to families and children facing adversity, that involves families with drug or alcohol abuse, parental mental health, involved with justice system. These complex needs require referral and involvement of multiagency work like child protection or mental health services (scie.org.uk, 2012).

All these services are very important. In many cases they help children to get access to basic physiological needs like school meals or clothes. Specialist services allow professionals to provide assessed, tailored support. Social services across the UK work with families and children who need protection and are facing adversity. Their interventions within the community lead to supporting better development of children in supported families, which will benefit in their future. They are also tackling and targeting inequalities among vulnerable families and children. Government provides benefits for low-income families like Universal Credit and additional funds for people with health problems and their carers, so they can afford to pay for basic needs (GOV.UK, n.d.).
‘Working Together to Safeguard Children’ (2018), outlines how agencies work with children and families should protect them from harm. This requires a team of practitioners working together and getting to know children and families in need (Leeds.gov.uk,2021).
Reducing health and social care inequalities among the UK population is the main government target. There are many methods to help vulnerable children and families to improve their status and help adversity. Providing benefit support to lone parents can improve children development and general wellbeing of all the family members. Free school meals provided for disadvantaged children is the way to support their development and promote equality among school children, where all can eat together. There’s a need for screening adverse childhood experiences, to meet the needs and put intervention in place.
The protective factors from local governments and services can make children less susceptible to vulnerable circumstances. These factors involve: improved housing, family support and safety. Supporting parenting from the pregnancy improves parenting skills and establishing healthy habits, thus promotion of mental health by engaging in community and local activities has a big impact on children, young people and family’s wellbeing (PHE, 2020).
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