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This essay is about childhood. The meaning of social construction of childhood will be discussed.  Childhood as a stage of human has undergone changes. These changes: from historical to present times would be summarised. Like childhood, family in UK has been viewed as a social constructed concept. It has changed over times; These changes would be explored. 

Factors like legislation and policy, sociological factors and emergence of child development and neuroscience have contributed in changing the lives of children and reducing inequalities form historical to current times: How these factors improved the lives of children would be discussed. 

Finally, current interventions in the UK to support vulnerable children would be highlighted and discussed. How these interventions can reduce inequalities between children from advantaged and disadvantaged background would be discussed before the conclusion. 
According to Isobel Coleman, “It is hard to define who is a child, and that definition has changed overtime.” (Who is a child?, 2014). A child could be defined from different perspectives. Dictionary.com biologically defined a child from the view of any child conceived by a specified parent whose genes the child is carrying (Dictionary.com, 2021). In terms of social policy, a child is seen from the basis of consent, guidance, health authority, etc.  Legally, UNCRC defined a child as "every human being below the age of eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier" (Nspcc, 2021). All human beings go through the experience of being a child. Childhood is the last stage of psychological stages of human development. There was no emphasise on childhood prior to 20th century. Childhood then was a just a mere transition to adulthood. It was in 20th century childhood attracted any interest. 

According to cultural norms and expectations, there is variation in definition of childhood. As adults, we think and see every child as same. The thought that children have various and diverse families was impossible, so they were never viewed as unique individuals. As a health and social care practitioner, there is need to understand that the experience of the family and of the children are completely different and that childhood is social construct concept. They are diverse and have their individual unique experience. We need as well to develop a familiarity with experiences of children, so that we can question our own perceptions about ‘the children we care for.

In order to understand the different experiences, it is important to consider the variety of perspectives of childhood. Social construction of childhood sees childhood as something not of biological range from birth to 18; but a concept that changes based on social characteristics of the society where the child lives. In nutshell what defines a child are: Cultural background, time, social class, gender and ethnicity (Craig, 2020). Internationally the experience of childhood varies according to countries. In UK children are allowed to take up employment only when they are 18 years: they must be in compulsory education till they are 16. But in Yemen, children are forced into working sustain their family; education is unthinkable (IRIN, 2007).

Although Article 34 of UNCRC states that children should be protected from sexual exploitation. While UK treats prostitutes under 18 years as victims of sexual abuse. In a case study in Thailand children are forced into prostitution to earn a living for their families. While child marriage is punishable by law in UK; in Cameroun it is acceptable.   

Just as like childhood, family as well influences the experiences and needs of children. It is essential that a health and social care practitioner recognise family as a social constructed concept. Every family is unique.  Therefore, there is no particular definition that fits every family even where they live near each other. Family keeps evolving every day. Religion, sociological and cultural factors are the determinants of the shape of families. In mid1960 men were acting as breadwinners of the families. They go to work while women stay at home to look after children. Due to changes in law, more rights were given to women. They started having children outside wedlock. Divorce is made easy, access to university education become available to them and, may decide to be single.

From religious point of view traditional family according to Catholic used to be nuclear family. It comprised of father, mother and children. These days in UK family is diverse. The different types of family include same sex; single parents, adopted children, children in foster care, grandparents, aunts etc.  Obviously, this impacts on life of children 

Historically, the life of children in Europe and UK have always changed. Children have been viewed from different perspectives. The three main perspectives they were viewed from are: 
· The view that children are evil was associated with Christians. This was in the duration of 16th and 17th centuries (Puritan)
· Locke's ideas. This was between 1632-1704. The opinion was that children are not good or bad but product of education and environment.
· Rousseau:   Children are good until they are corrupt by adults. 

In comparison with lives of children currently, children live during the Greek and Roman times, medieval times was almost not recognised. According to Philippe Aries, the concept of childhood was non-existent in medieval times. Then, children were viewed as mini adults. In the duration of Greek and Roman times it was suggested that children were held as well in little regard. Childhood was mere seen as a period of waiting to grow up. Adolescence we know now was not existing (Garrison, 2021). Greeks then, only select children they thought were fit to be raised and others (often female) were abandoned to die. 

During industrial revolution, adults continued to dominate children. They were mostly treated harshly in the name of discipline and punishment. Child labour was rife; certain works like tying of threads, repairing, cleaning and tidying up of waste were assigned to them because they are small and nimble. The lots of children changed during Victorian times. upper and middle class children led a protected live. Compulsory education as well as health policy and legislation were introduced and child labour was restricted.

Since Victorian times lives of children have improved tremendously. The contributing factors include changes in legislation and policy, sociological factors and emergence of child development and neuroscience.
In terms of policy and legislation, the factor is further divided into four sub factors. There are: 1833 Factories Act, 1880 Education Act, Legislation that protects children from harm and United Nations Conventions on Rights of the Child (savethechildren, 2011).

The 1833 Factory Act championed by Leeds Member of Parliament, Sandler restricted child labour. Prior to the act children were working long hours in textile Factories (National Archives, n.d.). Amongst other things the act stated that working before the age of nine prohibited; that no child should work at night; that 9 - 13 year olds should not work more than 9 hours a day, etc. Currently, the law has been updated: children can only be in full-time employment from 16 years old. UNCRC, 2016 articles 19 and 28 support this legislation (savethechildren, 2011). The articles protect children from harm, abuse and exploitation and supports children education. 

Following the recommendation by Royal Commission Factory Acts in 1876 that education should be made compulsory, school attendance by 5-10 years old was made compulsory by 1880 Education Act. Currently in UK children must be in compulsory education till the age of 16 and must be in training till the age of 18. Compulsory education is beneficial in terms of being good citizen, getting a better job and ability to differentiate between good and bad. 

Legislation that protects children from harm and abuse: This specifically targets sexual and alcohol abuse in children. Legally children under 16 years do not have capacity to consent to sexual intercourse (Currie, 2021).  This legislation protects children against it. It protects against negative impacts of alcohol consumption. According NHS, alcohol, due to its impact children development could be harmed.

The United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC 1991) enormously contributed positively in changing the lives of children: it ensures that the right to life, education, non-discrimination, protection from harm and abuse and healthy development of every child is taken care of.

Child development and neuroscience as contributing factors to improving the lives of children. According to nottingham.ac.uk child development can be defined as "the process by which a child changes over time" (nottingham.ac.uk, n.d.). It refers to "physical, emotional cognitive and social growth that occurs throughout a child and young person's life. Child development as a discipline brought to light the importance of children having a good childhood and highlighted how children's future could be affected by childhood negative experiences (Kelihy, 2013). Neuroscience is the study that "focuses on the brain and its impact on behaviour and how people think. (Brazier, 2018). Both child development and neuroscience stressed the significance of providing good childhood in terms of experiences, good environment, early intervention, spotting early sign of trouble by contributing to changes in lives of children. 

The study of child development and neuroscience has impacted on sociological factors as more parents spend more time with the children from 4 minutes before to 35 minutes. Children are now provided with a stimulating environment to develop. Government currently spends up to £100 bn per annum on education for children. Children are provided with free health care by NHS. 

There are a number of child development theories that has influenced services for children. Two of the notable ones are Bronfenbrenner's ecological theory and Maslow order of needs. 

Bronfenbrenner ecological theory influences services for children through his theory. He believed that a child's development is influenced by everything in its surrounding environment. This surroundings environment is divided into five different systems called the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem. 
The microsystem is the child. The mesosystem is comprised of the family, teachers, nursery, etc and the relationship between them. Exosystem is made up of health services, parent's workplace, extended family, mass media while macrosystem examples are shared cultural values, beliefs, customs and laws. Chronosystem includes transitions and events that occurs overtime during life for example change of government.

The implication of this theory for child development according to (Ryan, 2001) is, "we must look not only at the child and her immediate environment, but also at the interaction of the larger environment as well. 

Just like Bronfenbrenner ecological theory, Maslow theory exact influence on services for children. According to Maslow before human beings attain self-actualization which is fifth stage, they must go through four other stages below in sequence.  Stage one is physiological needs which includes air, food, water or toilet. The moment these things are handy we strive for next stage: safety needs. This is about feeling safe and need of stability in one's life. The third stage is need of love and belongness: the want to be seen as connected, included and making friends. Esteem is next stage to self-actualization. At this stage human beings yearn for recognition, self-confidence and respect from peers. Self-actualization is about attaining one's full potential. It deals with being creative, spontaneity and problem solving. That sense of well-being and satisfaction is grounded. To apply Maslow theory to child development, according to (Futurelearn.com, 2021), "for a child to be successful in school they need to be well fed, sleeping well, feeling safe at home, and have confidence in themselves. In this regard, teachers are respected and disruptions avoided.

United Kingdom is welfare state. In a welfare, health and well-being of its citizens who are lacking financially or in social need are protected by means of pension, grant and other benefits. Child welfare specifically are enhanced through policies of child benefit, universal credit, free school meal, etc.

The lunch meal given to children in UK primary schools sponsored by the government is called free school meals. It is generally free for school students up to year three before entitlement to it is subjected to eligibility criteria. Free school meal is important as they are prepared according to high nutritional standards that guarantee children to at least two of their five portions of fruit and vegetables a day. Background of some of the children exposes them to unhealthy diet that culminates to health inequalities. Free school meal is been helping to correct this imbalance. (Sustain, 2021).

Universal credit, introduced in 2013 is a monthly payment made to people on low income, out of work or can not work to subsidise their living cost. Universal credit is structured "to ensure you will better off in work." It ensures that those working but on low income are not disadvantaged in contradiction to old system by only gradually decreasing universal credit when take home pay increases. (asset.publishing, 2013). 

While universal credit is modelled to bring many financial interventions in one fold, child benefit is not affected. Child benefit is a policy where money is paid to parents or those whose responsibility it is to bring up a child that is under 16 years of age or under 20 but on approved education and training (gov.uk, n.d.). There is no limit to the number of children that can be claimed for. The controversy surrounding this policy is that parent who earns over just £50000.00 per annum is not eligible but a couple who both earn £49000.00 totalling £98000.00 are qualified.
  
Among interventions to better the life of young people is ‘Working Together to Safeguard Children A guide to inter-agency working to safeguard and promote the welfare of children’ (BASW, 2018). Where situation arose and there is referral about a family and with children who are in need, the local should converge a multi-agency to protect the children from abuse and vulnerability. The partners (multi-agency) include Police, NHS, Children Services, Housing, Education Authority, Youth Offending team and Rehabilitation Offices.
Presently, in UK there are a number of interventions available to help children and different families. The interventions based on services are divided into three and they are: universal, targeted and specific services. Universal services are services families can access needless of any additional support or resources. The agencies providing services under universal support are include GPS, School nurses, health and education, health visitors. Targeted services: There is eligibility criteria to access these services. They are provided for young people who may need additional support to access services. It could a child needing a speech therapist.

Specific Services:  These services are given based on assessment carried out. The recipients are young people with complex needs that needed more than universal and targeted services. The young people needing the service are assessed as highly risk of vulnerability. 

Conclusion

It is almost impossible not to see, feel or have not been touched by the effects of UK government welfare policies. Free school meal is not just about feeding children. Nutrition standard is always considered. It has set a pattern in terms of healthy eating. Universal credit is structured to encourage those hitherto will not work or they would lose their benefits to be employment. Universal services like health and education have improved health and well-being of young people. Despite all these achievements, according to (Iboro.ac.uk, 2021) , "they were 4.3 million children living in poverty in the UK in 2019-20. In an article titled, "How does education affect poverty? It can help end it," Olivia Giovetti wrote, "Not every person without an education is living in extreme poverty. But most of those living in extreme poverty do lack a basic education." (Giovetti, 2020). To tackle high rate of drop-outs, basic needs (shelter, food and safety) of these children should be provided to enable them to achieve their full potential educationally. This is supported by Maslow theory that states for a person to achieve self-actualization, the basic needs should be fulfilled first.  
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