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The Concept of Childhood

Introduction
Childhood is a natural state of development; a defining universal attribute that cuts across all societies. Is it not true that every society that has ever existed has some members regarded as children? Some cultures believe that children deserve protection and nurturing whereas others perceive children as independent creatures who can act out of their own volition. Understandably cognizant of the pre-eminent role of parents and society in protecting innocent children, it is important to bring into perspective the fact that the concept of childhood extends beyond the biological attribution to include social categorization based on the beliefs, attitudes, and values (Bourdieu, 2020). This essay highlights the meaning of the social construction of childhood from different historical and cultural perspectives. It suffices a general understanding of the transformation of childhood from the past to the present times. Incorporation of the family as a social construction and the ensuing transformations within the UK family setup will also feature. An examination of factors, which promulgates the changing of the lives of children, and mitigating inequalities from the past to the present times. A discussion of the contemporary interventions in the UK to support vulnerable children and reduce inequalities among children from different socio-economic backgrounds will also suffice. 

What is Childhood?
The concept of childhood is a social construction, which lacks a universal definition (Kehily, 2013, 17). It transforms by cultural and socio-economic factors. However, three main perspectives of childhood stand out in understanding the concept of childhood: legal, social, and biological. 


Legal Perspective 
The various legal definitions of childhood have always transformed alongside the abounding notional age of the majority. The age of the majority varies from one legal authority to another. The United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) stipulates eighteen years as the majority age (Mathew, 2019). A child is a person below the majority age. The rationale behind the majority age in most legal jurisdictions including the UK balances on the beam of parental care and guidance. In England, when a child turns the age of majority, which is eighteen years, he or she is deemed mature enough based on the provisions of the Children Act of 1989 (Roche, 1991). However, albeit the majority consensus across many legal jurisdictions, some argue that the majority age is legislative guesswork and assumptive that children reach maturity at eighteen only.
The obvious impossibility of subjecting each child to maturity test makes the legal stipulations on the age of majority assumptive. For instance, from a UK legal perspective, the term childhood has different meanings depending on the various legal contexts. In the employment context, the education act of 1996, section 558 stipulates that anybody below the compulsory school age is regarded as a child in line with the laws restraining employment of children. According to section 8 of the education act of 1996, the compulsory school age ranges from 5 years to 16 years (Barnett, 1996). Therefore, a child stops being a child for employment when he or she attains sixteen years of age. 
The Children act of 1989 provides that any person below the age of 18 years is a child and is entitled to certain rights and conventional societal privileges. For instance, the right to equality stipulates that the governments must make sure that children are accorded equal opportunities and the bestowment of all rights enshrined in the convention, irrespective of their race, language, sex, religious, social, economic, or ethnic background. The definitions of childhood in the eyes of the law have emerged gradually marked by transformations reflecting the evolving understandings of the span, significance, and meaning of childhood. For instance, the premise of the Medieval English Common law, a child is a person below the age of majority and who is unable to perform adult duties under normal circumstances.

Social Perspective 
The social perspective of childhood is premised on the postulation that childhood is a socially constructed concept (Kehily, 2013). The social construction of the concept of childhood lies inherent in the perception that understanding the concept of childhood is reliant on the people, and the place instead of intrinsic factors such as biological facts. For instance, when referring to childhood, the implication is that the perception that we harbour concerning childhood stems from society. The childhood period, the status of children, and the general perception that children deserve protection from the social ills serve to prove that childhood is a socially constructed concept. In the modern United Kingdom, society dictates the beginning of childhood and its end heralding a period of adulthood. The current age set for adulthood is set at eighteen years (Hilton et al., 2019). However, it is worth noting that there is a lengthy window period marking these transitions from childhood to adulthood. For instance, there is a transition stage of adolescence, which separates childhood and adulthood. For example, at the age of fourteen, children can partake in societal work, at the age of sixteen marks a period of sexual consent and at the age of seventeen, a child is permitted to drive (Zimring, 2013). The taking into cognizance that society determines the beginning and the end of these stages of childhood before graduating to adulthood justifies the contention that childhood is a social construction.
Apart from societal perception, childhood experiences vary from one society to another or from one country to another. When we compare two different states on matters of childhood that shape childhood experiences, an enormous difference exists. For instance, child marriage is common in some countries whereas it is prohibited in England until the age of sixteen. In some countries, there is child prostitution, such as Thailand while in England and Wales it is punishable by law by incarceration on grounds of Sexual exploitation (CPS, 2019). Concisely, the concept of childhood is socially constructed. 

Biological Perspective
From a biological perspective, childhood is a development stage in one’s life, which suffices as a unique precursor to adulthood. A child is a person undergoing growth and development from birth to puberty and adulthood. Biologically, there are three development stages of a child: early, and middle childhood, and adolescence (DelGiudice, 2018). The early childhood stage begins from toddlerhood and ends at the age of seven. At this stage, a child heavily relies on parents for assistance in meeting both physical and emotional needs. It is at this point, that children learn through observation, communication, and experimentation. The child comes under close supervision from adults as they progress towards gaining autonomy. Middle childhood sets in at age seven and ends with puberty beginning from age 12 to 13 (Waters et al., 2022). It heralds the beginning of adolescence. Social and mental development is evident at this stage. Children strengthen and widen their social circles by adding new friends. They also endeavour in attaining new skills that will drive them to independence. Mental health problems such as dyslexia and autism begin to manifest which are not easily noticeable in the early childhood stage. Interventions such as special education and individualized pedagogy begin to take shape at this stage for children living with disabilities. 

The Key Elements of a Family
Family is socially constructed as much as children are. The family institution also influences the experiences of children and their needs. Just like the concept of children, family is a dynamic and transforming concept in the UK. One of the recent transformations marring the family institutions in the UK is the increasing female integration in the workforce hence more mothers are going to work and the rising cases of single parenthood due to the increasing cases of divorces. The UK government has been encouraging women to take up work since the 1970s through the provision of family-friendly policies (Leira, 2020). 
Historical Transformations in the Lives of Children and their Families
The concept of childhood has undergone major historical transformations. The lives of children in the UK have changed through the historical periods. Three main perspectives of childhood exist within the UK historical dimensions: the puritan child, Locke’s ideas, and Rousseau. The puritan child of the 16th and 17th centuries were perceived as evil. Children were believed to be born stubborn. Children came under stern discipline, and they had no chance of exerting their own will (Requena, 2019). Playing with toys was regarded as a privilege and not a normal routine. John Locke produced the theory of Tabula Rasa, which postulates that children come into this world with an empty mind (Heath, 2019). In the argument of John Locke, the environment plays a key role in influencing the mind of a child at an early stage. Concisely, children are not good or bad, but they are a product of the environment and education. Rousseau contended that children if given a space to develop under natural circumstances without the imposition of constraints by the society, will realize their full potential in the realms of education and morality (Rousseau, 1999). He subscribed to the belief that social institutions corrupt children of their goodness.

Changes since Victorian Time to Current Times- Policy and Legislations
The sexual offense act of 2003 aimed at protecting children from sexual abuse. A child who is below 16 years cannot provide consent (Davidson et al., 2008, 13). The introduction of the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1991 ensured that every child has the right to life, non-discrimination, education, and protection from harm and abuse. The introduction of child development and neuroscience as disciplines of study contributed to changing the lives of the children as these disciplines stress the importance of providing good childhood to all the children, good experiences, and a good environment. The impact of sociological factors is now more parents spend more time with their children, Governments spend more money on services related to children, and National Health Service provides free healthcare services. 

Current Interventions to Help Vulnerable Children and Families
A range of approaches and interventions exist to support vulnerable children, young people, and families in tackling social inequalities and promulgating their health and development including universal health coverage and education. One of the aims of General Practice in England is to tackle the issue of health inequalities. Health inequalities are indicators of the rippling effects of socio-economic problems in each society. The role of General Practice is to augment equitable access to general practice services and ensure that clinical practices reduce inequalities among vulnerable groups including children. GPs provide specific interventions to the child’s needs in specific situations such as obesity and cardiovascular diseases. 
Conclusion
The lives of the children have improved over time due to policy interventions and legislation in the UK from the 16th century through Victorian times to the present times. The historical transformations of the concept of childhood in three perspectives: legal, social, and biological have informed the legislative and policy transformations aimed at improving the lives of children and mitigating social inequalities. 

Suggestions and Recommendations for Improving the Lives of the Children
However, albeit the lives of the children have changed and have improved over time due to policy interventions and legislation in the UK, still many children are living in poverty. According to the Rowntree Foundation (2021), 2.8 million children live in poverty hence the need for policy and legislative intervention to introduce free school meals for all primary school children (Harnold et al, 2021, 23). I recommend free school meals for every child on top of Free State education. This is because; having the right food will influence positively the holistic development of a child: physical, emotional, social, and intellectual. Amid all, food suffices as the most basic need, lower in the hierarchy of Maslow, hence the need to meet the need for food first. 
Children brought up by single parents and in troubled marriages registers lower levels of educational attainment, abusive parents increased the chances of mental health problems, and early marriages (Pitkänen et al., 2021, 13). The government should set up specific interventions such as the introduction and implementation of compulsory relationship sex and education in schools aimed at addressing the need for healthy relationships. Government should set up rescue homes and care homes for children with extreme cases of mental health problems arising from troubled marriages. 
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