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This essay will discuss the effects of the digital age and how it has developed and changed the lives of children I will lay the essay out to observes how childhood has been perceived over time and discuss how some of the modern day advancements of technology have affected, good and bad, the lives of children in today’s society. Childhood has been viewed significantly differently over the centuries. Only in more recent years has childhood been seen as a stage of development with children being given rights and legislation for their protection (MacBlain, Dunn and Luke, 2017). This essay will look at ‘childhood’ and how it has evolved over time to the childhoods recognized today and how the digital age has shaped them. The essay will look at the ‘global village’ and the changes that technology has brought with it to the younger generation. It is no surprise that with the rapid increase of technological devices in homes that they have had an impact on children’s lives within the last twenty years especially. The impact has been positive and negative. Some would say more negative if for example they are a victim of cyberbullying. The essay will also discuss relevant theory that relates to the different experiences a child may encounter. Policies and legislation are also a factor under constant review in terms of child development and safety, some of which will also be mentioned throughout. As ‘childhood’ has a large and diverse meaning factoring in different cultures it will be difficult to address all aspects in relation to what it means but hopefully through the element of ‘digital childhood’’ a common approach can be recognized.
Main body  
The idea of what childhood is and its meaning has been a subject of discussion and discourse for many centuries. Even in modern society childhood is still a highly contested field and is still debated in many sociological areas. In 2011 at the European Sociological Association (ESA) one of the messages delivered to participants was that childhood is only a preparatory stage for adulthood (Alanen, 2014). Aries (1962 cited in MacBlain, Dunn and Luke, 2017, p.4) through his research also stated that children were viewed as ‘adults-in-waiting’. Aries was a French historian who researched medieval history and through his findings concluded that in medieval times ‘childhood did not exist’ (Clarke, ?). Through the study of medieval artwork, it depicted children with adult bodies and faces and dressed in adult clothes. Aries also said that it is from the seventeenth century when our modern view of childhood began to emerge, where children were more emotionally tied with parents as they represented joy in their parent’s lives, also being seen as fragile with a need to be safeguarded. Agreeing with Aries, Lawrence Stone’s (1977) research viewed relationships between family members as emotionally detached as did Shorter (1976) and De Mause (1976). All agreeing that childhood and ‘mothering’ was a modern invention due to infant mortality rates with industrialization bringing about a child centred view.  Aries shared a view with Stone, Shorter and De Mause, the ‘Sentiments approach’, where the way people felt about children was a key change with modernity. Pollock (1983) and Sahar (1992) argue that the ‘sentiment view’ does not portray childhood correctly and real accounts of actual relationships should be looked at and parents did invest emotional and material resources into their children.  
The nature of childhood through many eyes is seen to be a social institution. La Fontaine (1979, cited in James and Prout, 2015) says, ‘the immaturity of children is a biological fact of life but the ways in which this immaturity is understood and made meaningful are a fact of culture’. In the western world child development is a dominant way of thinking using children’s activities such as, play, interactions and language to signify developmental progress and to connect biological processes with social development (James and Prout, 2015). These markers in development are used to determine or pre-empt how a child may act in the adult world. Based on the French educational psychologist Piaget’s theory of child development these processes emphasize the idea that children lose irrationality of play and replace ‘primitive’ ideas with rational thought. Piaget’s concept of pre-determined stages leads to the child achieving ‘logical competence’ and this then marks becoming an adult or at least resulting in adult rationality.  The concept delivered by Piaget, in keeping with the nineteenth century Western view is largely scientific in that the child is a specimen and largely primitive before sophisticated cognitive development occurs. Developmentalism has a strong focus on a child’s education and psychology as well as biomedical and bio-psychosocial aspects of development. Age, weight, height and developmental milestones regarding motor skills and language for example are all looked at through the study of physical observations which see children as objects (Cregan and Cuthbert, 2014). This is reiterated in medicine with paediatricians and health workers and is a cornerstone of curriculum framework in education. As well as this, developmental assumptions are contained in legislation regarding the welfare of children. From the 1920’s childhood was understood in a different context from previous years and in a way that was unfamiliar to the majority of people at the time. This was because of the way children were treated throughout the nineteenth century, it generated a reform which eventually resulted in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) (UNCRC) (Cregan and Cuthbert, 2014). The UNCRC is the root of contemporary constructions of childhood and how we view children as a unique form of human being However, Western popular culture has attempted to universalize a version of childhood that has rooted itself in modern family values through the concept of Disneyland. During the twentieth century Boyden (cited in James and Prout, 2015, p.3) explains how a ‘specifically European’ concept of childhood was exported to the Third World which reflected white urban middle-class values. This served to undermine and demonise the working class and many childhood activities in non-european countries. The universalizing of ‘childhood’ through mass media has meant that specific cultural and social choices are hidden by a phenomenon creating an idealized ‘world’ view of childhood by the Global North. 
One way in which the Global North’s perceptions of childhood are projected and embedded into society is through the UNCRC. When the UNCRC was constructed it was and still is an important legally-binding agreement setting out children’s rights. It is however, based very much on developmental norms and western expectations of how a child’s life trajectory may be (Save the children, 2020). The enhancement of individual rights is based on political and philosophical foundations that are significantly different with those of the Global South (Cregan and Cuthbert, 2014). This can be observed through the African alternative to the UNCRC, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) (1990). Much like many nations in the Global South the ACRWC emphasizes an access to rights which is balanced out by their obligation to respect their parents, elders and their superiors. Showing respect is an integral part of the ‘African cultural values’ that the ACRWC reiterates in its document. The ACRWC is not pushed onto other parts of the world it is designed for African children. Lewis (1998 Cited in Cregan and Cuthbert, 2014. P.71) argues that the UNCRC ‘imposes a standard of care and advancement of children which is largely alien to many cultures’, specifically the Global South.
As the dominant set of rights for over a decade the UNCRC does little to accommodate the developing issue of children’s well-being which in modern day society is an increasing concern. One factor that is recurring and has a profound effect on the children of today is technology. It is well and truly the ‘digital age’ 
Childhood in 2020 is significantly different to childhood even thirty years ago through the rapidly evolving technological era that we now live in. There are children today who have never heard of a VHS or a CD for example. Objects that were prominent only twenty years ago. The way the digital world as changed so quickly has had a prominent effect on global culture and everyday lives for individuals and families. ‘Technology is now such an important part of children’s everyday lives that a learning environment without it would be completely out of touch with their own realities’ (Berson and Berson, 2010, p.2). Since the television became a constant presence in children’s homes technology has developed at a rapid pace through the introduction of tablets, computers, laptop’s, the internet, Playstations, X-Box’s, email, mobile phones, social networking, satellite TV, DVD players, iPods and smartphones. The children of today have an overload of stimulus that was not available only twenty-five years ago (Palmer, 2015). The effects of this phenomenon have been linked to behaviour, well-being, medical diagnosis’, bullying including cyber-bullying and illiteracy. 
Marshall McLuhan, a Canadian born in 1911 who died in 1980 was seen as the ‘oracle of the electronic age’ for his insight into future technologies and how they may impact the world on a global scale using the term ‘Global Village’. A visionary of his time who fore sore an ever-changing world where terror is encompassed in an oral society and ‘everything affects everything all the time’. McLuhan also said that when people get closer more often, they become more savage and impatient with each other (Knippa, 2016). There is a valid message that the constant connectedness of modern lives has brought about a cultural change that is not always harmonious especially in the lives of children. There are many aspects of digital childhoods and navigating the ‘electronic village’ that are to be understood. The remainder of the essay will mention some elements that are seen to be a modern and global norm, even when to some they should not be. 
 Cyberbullying is one aspect of the global village that is difficult to escape. How do children evade the constant torment if they are a victim of bullying? If they have a phone or are connected to social media then many children may potentially be exposed to a constant tirade of abuse and emotional torment. Statistics from the Anti-bullying alliance.org (2019) show that out of 5535 children aged eleven to fifteen in England, 17.9% were victims of cyber-bullying which had occurred within the last two months of the survey being held. It determined that cyber-bullying was not separate from traditional face to face bullying it was an extra avenue of how it could be inflicted. A clear example is shown here of the danger of being so ‘connected’ that our lives are penetrable twenty-four hours a day. A child’s phone is their reality now as more and more people use these devices as well as social networking to stay social. Cyberbullying according to Purdy and McGuckin (2015, cited in, MacBlain Dunn and Luke, 2017) highlight how existing legislation can be outdated and can cause issues for schools and homes as to who should be dealing with any cyberbullying that arises. As well as the harmful words that can be sent via the internet or social media for example there is also the vast number of images, some of which compromising that can be sent potentially globally. It would be to extensive to go through all the policies and laws throughout the globe but in England and Wales the laws for bullying and cyberbullying are as Purdy and McGuckin (2015) say, outdated. The relevant legislation in place are the Protection from Harassment Act 1997 which covers threatening behaviour or harassment, including online and offline stalking; The Malicious Communications Act 1988 which states it is an offence to send a communication with the intention of causing stress or anxiety; The Communications Act 2003 where under section 27 states it is an offence to send an electronic message that is grossly offensive or of an indecent, obscene or menacing character ; The Public Order Act 1986 and the Education and Inspections Act 2006 (EIA 2006) this act provides for staff and teachers to confiscate items from pupils, such as mobile phones (In brief, 2016). This is the law but it does little to prevent what is now called ‘trolling’ in many cases where people are targeted online and abused even when they do not know an individual personally. Punishments may arise but there are relentless ways in which bullies can access others. One current example of this which had nationwide coverage and is relevant to modern-day society is the documentary of a famous girl group member Jesi Nelson, her experience of being bullied online and abused simply because of the way she looked in comparison to others was poignant to the digital world we live in. Many young people spend not only a significant mount of time online for reasons such as education and socialising but also time comparing themselves to others, including famous people and models, many of which have been photo shopped or image enhanced. So, to see a celebrity who to most would seem to have no issues because of their lifestyle and financial status be attacked so frequently because of their looks and weight can seem shocking to many. The Guardian (2019) reported that the popstar was told she did not deserve to live and uncovered the cruel nature of online cyberbullying. This highlights the challenges of the digital age. As well as cyberbullying children can be exposed to child pornography, sexting, cybersurveillance and even grooming (MacBlain, Dunn and Luke, 2017). There are however ways in which parents can supervise their children’s online activity and monitor their interactions with others. Setting time limits is useful to allow children to interact with other family members as well as outlining potential risks to children. parents may also use content filters to prevent harmful content seeping through, this is not always a guaranteed method though (MacBlain, Luke and Dunn, 2017). The way in which children’s rights are affected by this means that the UNCRC cannot always apply here in reality.  In terms of the electronic village children are not protected from extreme violence in many cases and it was only in 2002 that sexual grooming became a criminal offence in the UK (Palmer, 2015). The media was a large catalyst as to why sexual grooming became an offence.
The well-being of children across the globe can be influenced through technology, including the media which is constantly accessible. This is not necessarily a bad thing however it does mean children know a vast amount of issues if they did not already. The idea that a child is playing outside happily with their friends and then their phone alerts them of a disaster or murder and creates an instant panic is a moral dilemma for some. As a parent, the notion that a child is being informed murder or rape before they are old enough to comprehend it may be hard to bear. The news givers in these situations have a duty to report the facts but they are not always the truth. A study of 13,871 children aged nine to twelve based in Antwerp and Belgium, aimed to investigate the relationship between psychological well-being and digital media. It showed that children who had an average of three hours a day screen time showed little effect of negative impact on their psychological well-being it was the children who were using their devices for over nine hours a day that showed a negative impact (Bruggeman et al, 2019). A similar study on children aged two to five delivered similar results (Przybylski and Weinstein, 2019). A good term to bring in here is ‘digital native’. This refers to a generation that have been born into a world full of technology and do not know a world that existed without it unlike their parents or grandparents for example. The benefits of the electronic village should not go unnoticed as the number of ways to connect with friends, search current issues and be an inquisitive citizen are vast, children are able to empathise with others on a global scale and that is a valuable tool. To interject to the current day and the global pandemic that has spread through the world, the coronavirus. Initiating a nearly nationwide lockdown, something that is never seen in peacetime breeds gratitude for the digital age that is now upon us. How would children stay in touch with friends, schools with students, employers with employees and family with loved ones. The world has never been so connected. Current guidelines suggest a minimum amount of two screen time a day to allow other engagements and exercise (Guardian, 2020). The environment in a lockdown would completely change life as most people know it, a confined space for a large amount of the day enforcing a whole new or altered routine to daily life. Urie Brofenbrenner 1917-2005 a well-known Russian psychologist introduced his ecological theory in 1979. It is known as a ‘systems theory’. The theory shows a child’s development based on a system of relationships that involve the environment impacting on the child as well as the child impacting on their environment. The five systems that impact a child’s development within the theory are the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, the macrosystem and the chronosystem. To show how this may relate to a contemporary child living in the global village and to understand the ‘digital native’ the child needs to be understood from the microsystem, where the immediate influences on a child begin. This includes parents, siblings, family members, nursery practitioners maybe friends and healthcare professionals (Conkbayir and Pascal, 2014). The way the people in the child’s life communicate will affect them as well as how the child acts, this in turn will impact them. Values and cultural differences will vary from child to child across the globe. The mesosystem involves other key people who look out for the welfare of the child, and the hope is that it is a positive and encouraging environment that helps develop a child emotionally and intellectually as well as socially, it includes active participation. The exosystem are the people and places that a child does not interact with directly. This does not mean however they do not affect their well-being. Some of the exosystem may be, work settings, extended family or the mass media. For example, a parent working long hours may directly affect a child even though they do not have contact with the work setting. Whereas twenty years ago, the more common practice for some in their time of boredom or unhappiness was to engage in activities that involved the outdoors or group activities. The evolution of technology at a rapid rate has changed the way children and people interact or navigate their environments (Gray and MacBlain, 2012). As mentioned above, the system of a child in 2020 is largely different from the nineteenth century. The exosystem of a child then would have been work, family, friends and neighbours with imags of children contained to family photo albums or family living rooms. The exosystem now is the entire world if desired. It appears to be a negative in many instances but technology has enhanced lives as long as the correct guidelines appropriate to environment are adhered to. Allowing the parent of the contemporary child to have a sense of control when it may seem hard at times (Berson and Berson, 2010). The positive influence on education from technology cannot be overlooked. To use the current pandemic again as an example, children have been doing Physical education from their homes via live streaming as well as accessing learning resources online. Something which would have been impossible fifty years ago. (tes, 2020). However, just because the availability is there does not mean it can be enforced. 
Conclusion
The idea of childhood as a field of study is everchanging. Historically and the way children were perceived is a matter of culture, values and norms but also because of society as a whole. The view that childhood means a person to be cared for and loved intently in the global north without obligation until they achieve a developmental milestone is a view not fully shared in the global south. Children are still expected to provide for families and treat elders with respect, not a view fully upheld in the UNCRC. The idea of Brofenbrenner’s systems theory is a way to reflect on and analyse experiences and factors that impact children’s lives. What may seem apparent is that childhood has been created by adults, even the rights have been the cumulation of what adults deem appropriate. Adults decide on how a child should exist. When a child uses their mobile phone or social media app or even their gaming console, they are either allowed to do so by their adult guardians or the apps have been made by an adult. The way a child dresses or what they eat is all controlled by an adult. It is the responsibility then in current society to always find new ways to enhance how technology can benefit the lives of children. when behaviours of children adapt to their microsystem and so forth, parents and society are obligated to assist. 
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