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                               Social construction of childhood

This essay discusses childhood as a social construction. Various factors that have influenced the perception of the term "childhood" throughout history and to the present day are highlighted. The changes that affected the lives of children and the reduction of inequality among children in that period and the reasons that influenced the improvement of children's lives are discussed. It also discusses current interventions in the United Kingdom (UK) to help vulnerable children and interventions to reduce inequalities between children. 
A child is very difficult to define. There are different definitions of a child. A child is a boy or girl from the time of birth until he or she is an adult; or a son or daughter of any age (Cambridge Dictionary, 2022). We can define a child from different perspectives. The biological perspective says that a child is a human being from birth to puberty when visible changes occur in the physical body; chronological perspective by age; a legal perspective, according to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), defines a child as any person under the age of 18; from a social perspective, a child is considered a vulnerable being who is dependent on adult help, needs education and needs to be protected. Just as there is no universal definition for a child, there is no universal definition for childhood. Childhood can be defined as the experience of being a child. Childhood is an important time of life because a child's experiences through childhood shape the brain, form the child's future personality as an adult, emotional and cognitive abilities, behaviour and healthy habits, self-regulation skills. A child’s interaction with the environment as well as its environment can prevent or encourage the development of self-regulation skills. Adults can empower children in their developmental process during childhood (Beststart.org, 2022).
 Childhood is socially constructed - society determines when a child is treated as a child and when as an adult (Norozi & Moen, 2016). Experience of being a child is inherent in all human beings but is different in different countries of the world, within different regions of one country, within different parts of the same city, village, street, neighbourhood and family. It is influenced by specific, various factors: cultural, political, economic and personal factors in that country. While 9-year-olds are required to work in Yemen (video, 2022) because of economic and social factors in that country, in the United Kingdom, this is considered child exploitation and is prohibited by law. In the UK a child can start working at the minimum age of 16 but only a part-time job while, a full-time job can start working at the age of 18 (Child employment, 2022). In the 1990s in Croatia, and today in Ukraine, children are experiencing a different childhood due to the war in those countries, and this is an example of the influence of the political factor. 
Different childhood experiences manifest from family to family because of personal and family cultural factors. A child, who grows up in a family where a parent or family member has some vulnerability and needs help, has a different childhood experience than one who grows up in a healthy family. Nowadays, in the UK, 700 000 children are called ¨young carers¨. One of them said: ¨I don't feel like a child. I feel I am just small body¨ (Youtube.com., n.y). It is important to listen to what the children say. They very early, in addition to their primary responsibilities (education), take care of a vulnerable family member. Children have the right to have a happy childhood, and adults and Government should allow them to do so as much as they can. Some research shows that children who have the role of “young caregiver” are not sufficiently supported in school and school obligations (only one in ten is supported), have a higher risk of peer abuse and find it difficult to make friends with peers who do not understand their situation. This role certainly affects the well-being of these children, the quality of participation in education, and social activities (Department for Education, 2017). If the family belongs to a higher social class, the child will experience a different childhood than a child growing up in a lower social class. Even within the same family, siblings (children) may experience different childhood experiences depending on their relationship with their parents. In my opinion, family is the most influential factor in the childhood experience. Nowadays, the term family does not only include the "nuclear family" - father, mother and children. The family is changing with great diversity in family form within and between countries. Since we have different forms of families (mixed or reconstituted families, single parents, same-sex parents, ethnically different parents) new family policies are also needed to adapt and help a particular type of family. Policymakers need to recognize that the evidence on which they currently base policy is now out of date. (University of Bath, 2013). 
Childhood as a social construction is observed not only through the children's environment, but also through different periods in history. What was expected of children and how family and society treated children changed throughout each historical period. In ancient Greek and Roman times, children were checked immediately after birth. If there was any physical imperfection or mental problem, the child was thrown off a cliff (especially female children). The high infant mortality rate is a specificity of that time. The girls stayed with their mother at home and the boys were sent for education. The dark side of childhood is a characteristic of Antiquity and the Middle Ages. Children were considered evil, especially disabled children. At this time, the high mortality rate of 3-4-year-old children was caused by dysentery or malnutrition. The childhood experience of the Industrial Revolution was very difficult. Children were employed in factories, mines, and mills, worked in difficult conditions, long shifts, punished and paid minimally (especially in East London). Children were maximally exploited and treated as slaves. They were often injured and even died at work (Youtube.com., n.y.). They were not protected by any laws, left to the will of adults. In the Victorian age, children continued to live the same except that richer children could be educated while poorer ones still had to work hard. Education was not available to every child. Late Victorian times brought big changes in the life of children. Society began to develop an awareness of children’s needs and their contribution to society. It was a time when famous psychologists such as Jean Piaget (cognitive development theory), Eric Erickson (psychosocial development theory) and Sigmund Freud (psychosexual development theory) began to influence society’s awareness of the importance of childhood experience in human development. With their theories, they put strong pressure on the role of society and even parents in a child's development.  
The first changes for the welfare of children were made with the first legislation Factories Act 1833. To reduce poverty and protect children, children under the age of 9 are prohibited from working, children aged 9-13 may not work more than 9 hours a day and children aged 13-18 may not work more than 12 hours a day. Night work for children is prohibited. Employers must have a certificate of the age of the children. Inspectors are being introduced to control the implementation of this legislation (The National Archive, 2021). Currently, in the UK, children are allowed to work full time from the age of 16 (GOV.UK., 2021). The legislation that most positively affected the lives of children was legislation, about compulsory education for all children 5-11 years old, introduced by Education Act 1880. Nowadays in the UK, all children must attend school to be educated until they are 16 years old and until 18 years be in training compulsory (GOV.UK, 2021). By introducing compulsory education at school, children are "taken off the road", protected from hard work, and given a safe place to gain knowledge and develop their skills (UNICEF, 2016). Their well-being had been improved. Finally, the twentieth century became a Child Centred century. Children were protected from harm and dangerous activity by legislation; medicalisation of birth and early childcare; rights of the child; parents can spend more time with children; child welfare policies were introduced. Rights which children got under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989 include are the right to be heard, the right to an identity and dignity, the right to not be exploited or discriminated against, the right to an education, protection from harm and abuse and ensure healthy development (Save the Children, 2021). Two years later the UK signed that legislation. The introduction of laws that protect children from abuse and injury, such as banning alcohol for children under 18 and sexual consent under the age of 16, has also improved the quality of life of children. Alcohol consumption in adolescence adversely affects a child’s healthy development and causes social problems (NHS, 2021). This law protects children under the age of 16 from sexual abuse. It is considered that a child younger than that age cannot give consent, so sex with a child under 16 is illegal (Childline, 2021).
 Attaching importance to child development and introducing child development as a new discipline in science, was the beginning of an overall social orientation towards ensuring a healthy childhood for all children. At the same time, emphasises the importance of negative childhood experiences on the future development of the child. Evidence of neuroscience has contributed enormously to this change in society. Neuroscience has provided evidence of childhood brain damage caused by negative experiences in early childhood, up to the fifth year of life. (First things first, 2022). Child development and neuroscience have contributed to improving the quality of life of children because they emphasize the importance of positive childhood experiences for all children, the importance of environmental influences and good experiences. This has had a positive impact on sociological factors because now parents spend more quality time with their children and consciously encourage their healthy development by encouraging a healthy lifestyle from early childhood, the government allocates more money for children and their psycho-physical development, all children have the right to free health care, the medicalization of childbirth and child care, high expenditures for children, child care policies were introduced. Different theories have been put forward about the influence of different factors on a child's development. They also contributed to improving the quality of life of children by clarifying the impacts of these factors on child development. Some of the theories are Bronfenbrenner's ecological theory and Maslow’s theory of hierarchy of needs. Bronfenbrenner's ecological theory emphasizes that children’s development takes place not only in the family but also in that external factors influence their development. External factors divide it into 5 different systems. The microsystem is a child. The mesosystem is the family, the school, the nursery, the playground, the teachers and the relationships between them. Exosystem includes extended family, friends, neighbourhood, and health services. Macrosystem includes laws, policies and traditional community values. All of these systems and the interactions between them affect a child’s development (The Psychology Notes Headquarters, 2022). Maslow's theory of the hierarchy of needs emphasizes the necessity of satisfying certain needs in a hierarchical order on the way to achieving the full potential of the human. It is first necessary to meet basic physiological needs such as food, water, clothing; then safety needs such as safe housing and healthy relationships; then the love and belonging needs, ie creating friendships and love relationships; esteem needs that include self-esteem and respect for others; and only then is the self-actualization of the person possible (Mc Leod, 2007). These theories affect services related to family and children.
There are different types of intervention services and approaches to help children and different families. Not all services are for all children. Services that exist for children are divided. There is ¨The four-tier model of service¨ which is followed by the welfare system for assessment and care plans (Scie, 2022). Universal services (tier 1) are services that are available to all children, young people and their families. They are easy to access directly without the need for any assessment. This includes access to health and education institutions, and social welfare institutions. Targeted services (tier 2) are services intended for children who need additional help because universal service does not meet their needs. The service is specially organized for the special needs of children and access to this type of intervention requires the recommendation of experts such as general practitioners, social workers, children's schools, etc (Lambeth Council, 2022). It includes services for support for teenage parents, parenting programs, and free school meals. Special services (tier 3 and 4) is a service intended only for some, children and young people with a need for more intensive help, ie with high, complex or acute needs. In these services, the social service often conducts an assessment of the child's needs and several agencies are involved in helping the child in need according to Children Act 2004 and Children Act 1989. Includes mental health services for children and adolescents, child protection services, children in need, and children with special needs (SEN). Special service is divided into tiers 3 and 4. Tier 3 includes a situation when a child is in need but the family can still be kept together which is one of the most important requirements of the Children Act 1989, while in tier 4 the child is excluded from the family mostly due to physical or sexual abuse. Although these services are important for children's development, some targeted services should be universal and accessible to all children. As an example, school meals should be provided to all children because a healthy, orderly and regular diet of children affects all levels of their development. Maintains the physical development and physical health of the child, intellectual development that takes place in school when children need to concentrate on monitoring classes, problem solving and memory use (brain function development), emotional development that includes the development of positive feelings and self-esteem and social development positive relationships with others. According to Maslow's theory of hierarchical needs, for a child to develop his maximum potential, his physiological needs should be met, and food is part of those needs.
Although the lives of children and families and the impact of society on childhood have changed throughout history and significant progress has been made, up to 5 million children (3 in 10 children) in the UK are expected to live in poverty this year (Children Society, 2022). Higher cost of living, low amount of universal credit, Covid 19 pandemic has increased the number of families living in poverty in the UK, and it affects education in different ways (Inews, 2022). In my opinion, the government should, in the future, implement measures to combat child poverty, provide breakfast for all children, help working mothers take care of their children during the school holidays and, generally, invest more in the well-being of children. Finally, according to UNICEF's definition of child welfare, the true measure of a nation's reputation is how well it cares for its children (UNICEF, 2007). 
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