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Modern Childhoods:
Contemporary Theories
and Children’s Lives

Tim Waller

,?’ Key chapter objectives
« To review recent literature and research underpinning the study of early
childhood

To outline the main features of contemporary childhoods and children’s lives
identified by the literature

To critically examine the role of child development in our understanding of
children’s lives

To consider a range of perspectives on early childhoods

To develop and discuss five key tenets of modern theory about early childhoods

hapter is viewed as complementary to Chapter 1 and has been kept as a whole

j the version published in the previous (2009) edition of this book, but updated

ler appropriate. As well as including new theories, this chapter includes further

sion of some of the concepts that are evident in Chapter 1. However, whereas

er 1 has a focus on the historical views of childhood, how these views have

cloped over time and their impact on contemporary childhood, this chapter has
on modern childhoods.
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many different and varied childhoods. There are local variations and global forms,
depending on class, ‘race’, gender, geography, time, etc. (see Penn, 2005, 2008, for a
detailed discussion of alternative childhoods). Until recently, most of the published
research and writing about children, childhood and child development have focused
on individual development as a natural progress towards adulthood. This natural pro-
gress is conceived as the same for all children regardless of class, gender or ‘race’ (see
MacNaughton, 2003: 73). Much of this considerable body of work, written from the
perspective of psychology and developmental psychology, has promoted what
Walkerdine (2004: 107) suggests is an ‘essential childhood’. This is a traditional,
Western, developmental view of the child, which is used to categorise all children

throughout the world (Dahlberg, 1985; Walkerdine, 1993). Penn (2005) cites Rose
(1989), who makes the point that a ‘normal’ child is a:

curious mix of statistical averages and historically specific value judgements. The most
striking aspect of the ‘normal’ child is how abnormal he or she is, since there is no such

person in reality and never has Been. The advantage of defining normality is that it is a

device that enables those in control or in charge to define, classify and treat those who
do not seem to fit in. (Penn, 2005: 7)

Over 95 per cent of this literature originates from the USA (Fawcett, 2000) and much
of it has been written by men, or from a male perspective. Walkerdine (1993: 451)
argues that so-called ‘scientific’ psychological ‘truths’ about child development ‘have to
be understood in terms of the historical circumstances in which the knowledge was
generated’. For Walkerdine, therefore, this knowledge has been generated in a patri-
archal society and the story of child development is one that has been dominated by
a male view. She argues strongly that relying on psychology to explain child develop-
ment ‘universalizes the masculine and European’ (1993: 452).

Recently, due to the growing influence of a new sociclogy of childhood, cultural
and anthropological studies, an alternative view which argues that childhood is an
adult construction that changes over time and place has been put forward (see, for
example, Gittins, 2004; James et al., 1998, Mayall, 2002; Prout and James, 1997). For
MacNaughton (2003), the development of the child is not a fact but a cultural con-
struction. When we describe a child’s development, we are describing our cultural
understandings and biases, not what exists in fact (Dahlberg et al., 2007).

As Penn (2005: 97) reminds us, ‘the situation of most of the world’s children is very
-(;l_ifferent from those we study in North America and Europe’. The circumstances of the
80 per cent of the children who live in other parts of the world are significantly

‘ifferent in terms of wealth, health and culture (see Penn, 2005: 98-108):

- 1in 6 children is severely hungry
1 in 7 has no health care at all
1in S has no safe water and 1 in 3 has no toilet or sanitation facilities at home

.Ver 640 million children live in dwellings with mud floors or extreme overcrowding
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Table 2.1 ‘Half people’

Column 2 - Men

Column 1 - Women
Knowing

Ignorant
Inexperienced Experienced
Volatile Stable
Foolish Wise
Dependent Protective
Unreliable Reliable
Weak Strong
Immature Mature
Irrational Rational
Incompetent Competent

Source: Alderson (2005: 129). Reproduced with kind permission of the Open University Press
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Central to developments in policy and services for children is 2 growing acknowledge-
ment of the legitimacy and value of children’s participation in research and decision-

making processes. Increasingly, however, there are reservations ahout whether children’s

participation actually results in worthwhile changes and benefits for the children involved

(Badham, 2004; Tisdall et al., 2004). Hill (2006), for example, discusses the problematic
nature of the ‘participation agenda’, identifying the multiple and sometimes conflicting
views of the purposes of children’s participation. As Sinclair (2004) asserts, while in prin-

ciple children’s views should always have an impact, it is questionable whether children’s

views have persistently been allowed © influence the direction of research, policy and
services. Hill (2000) argucs that adults’ views, including the underestimation of children’s

capacities and a desire to protect their position of power over children, are significant
barriers to participation. A critical factor, therefore, is the possibility that adults have used
and 4nstitutionalised’ the participation process 1o keep and exert control over children
(Francis and Lorenzo, 2002; Moss and Petrie, 2002; Prout, 2003). As Clark and Statham

(2005) point out, most ‘participatory’ research still has an adult agenda.
Notions of ‘agency’ are also contested by Jans (2004), Kjorholt (2002) and Vanden-
-De

broeck and Bouverne-De Bie (2000), for example. vandenbroeck and Bouverne

Bie (2006) analyse the construction of the participating child at both micro and macro

levels. They argue that participatory research and practice may actually be exclusion-
ary because, if children are constructed as a separate but homogeneous category, their
age, gender, ethnic or cultural dimensions orf inequalities are masked. vandenbroeck
and Bouverne-De Bie propose reconsidering children’s agency with further emphasis

on context (i.e. agency has differing forms in different contexts). A key challenge in
promoting children’s participation therefore is how to ensure children have the space

to articulate their views and perspectives beyond the constraints of adult Views, inter-
pretation and agenda (see also Chapter 4).

MacNaughton (2004: 46) suggests that ‘children make their own meanings, but not
under conditions of their own choosing™ MacNaughton (p- 47) identifies four ‘condi-

tions of power that impact on children:

The power of pre-existing cultural imagery and cultural meanings.

1.

2. The power of expectations.

3. The power of positions.

4. The power of the marketplace.

MacNaughton argues that children enter a pre-existing world in which each of these

conditions of power is already accom
dren’s entertainment and toy industry to show how global capital produces
sial culture through which children construct their meanings. However, a5 Riley (2007)

points out, children are powerful consumers
childhood that is focused around clothes, toys,

(see Marsh, 2005).

the mate=

books, and electronic and digital medl'
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' » e to their own lives and a community of practice. This process also involved the development of a range of
ks to understand the definitions and me?.nxng children % " 4 act upon their WO dd. resources such as tools, documents, routines, vocabulary and symbols that store the
e s children’s competence and capacity to understan accumulated knowledge of the community (Wenger, 1998).

recognise Rogoff (1990) proposed the concept of guided participation to explain the way that

nin family, commu“ity and culture children learn as they participate in, and are guided by, the values and practices of

Children'’s participatio
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to society and their right for agency, Of, as Ratner (2000) asserts, the democratic circum-
stances under which the child can show the potentiality of agency. However, 2 number
of conceptual tensions in these powerful ideas have recently been identified. Uprichard
(2008), for example, suggests that the arguments around the child as ‘being’ and ‘becom-
ing’ are problematic. She recommends an alternative concept of the child underpinned
by the temporality of the two terms. gues that the fact that children

Uprichard (2008) ar
are not always children but are Mmoving towards adulthood creates a temporality.
Further, as Bae (2009) and Ratner (2000) contend, th

ere is an overemphasis On the
notion of the autonomous child and the other aspect of ‘the child in need’ is under-
estimated. Thus Uprichard (2008) and Corsaro (2011) state that the new sociology of
childhood, in an effort to define the child as socially constructed individually,
neglects the great contribution of the development of the child through interaction
in sociocultural processes. Here, as Smith (2007) states, is the contribution of socio-
cultural theory — discerning how children are supported in the co-construction of
activities (Rogoff, 2003). The role of the adult is to sustain and encourage 2 child’s
interest to ‘help focus on the goal, draw attention to critical features of the task, and
reduce the complexity of the task. But there has to be social engagement before
children can learn and gradually take on more responsibility’ (Smith, 2007: 154).

As Waller and Bitou (201 1) argue, a key challenge in promoting children’s participa-
tion is how to ensure that children have the space to articulate their views and per-
spectives beyond the constraints of adult Views, interpretations and agendas. There
remain reservations about whether children’s participation actually results in worth-

while changes and benefits for the children involved (Hill, 2000), the danger that
participation has become institutionalised and also the possibility that participatory
research and practice may actually be exclusionary (vandenbroeck and Bouverne-De
Bie, 2000).

d childhood

We are still learning about children an

volving cultural contexts, as argued

ticipants in dynamic and e
about children and childhood. In

If children are active par

above, it follows that we will always be learning

addition, changes in technology and new methods of investigation and research can

also generate NEW areas of knowledge and understanding. One aspect of young chil-
er the past fifteen years is

dren’s progress that has received considerable attention oV

brain development. Following recent advances in computer technology, leading
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early
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n do not have certain experiences during these
critical periods, they will forever miss the opportunity to benefit from the experi-
ence, and that the most effective educational interventions need to be timed with
these periods (Goswami, 2004). For this reasomn, some Writers (such as Brierley,
1994, Sylwester, 1995) advocate ‘hothousing’ — for example, starting to teach music
to children under 3, because the brain is sO receptive to learning early on (see

Blakemore, 2000).
It is now argued tha
development of synapses

The argument is that if childre

t while there are optimal ‘windows of opportunity’ for the
in the first three years, the brain is extremely flexible

(CERI, 2007). An individual's capacities are therefore not fixed at birth, or in the first
three years of life (Bransford et al,, 2000). Blakemore and Frith (2005) assert that
research on plasticity suggests that the prain is well equipped for lifelong learning
and adaptation to the environment, and that there is no biological necessity to rush
and start formal teaching earlier and earlier. As a result, OECD contends that there
are no ‘critical periods’ when learning must take place, but there are ‘sensitive peri-

ods’ when an individual is particularly primed to engage in specific learning activi-

ties (CERI, 2007). Further, it is increasingly recognised that efficient learning does

not take place when the learner is experiencing fear or inappropriate Stress (Gos-
wami, 2004), and the technology used in neuroscience has helped to demonstrate
the effect that inappropriate Sress has on both physiological and cognitive function-

ing. For Blakemore and Frith (2005), the main implication of the current research
findings on sensitive periods is that it is important to identify and, if possible, treat
children’s sensory problems (such as visual and hearing difficulties), because the
findings suggest that early sensory deprivation can have lasting consequences. How-
ever, they also suggest that

even after sensory deprivation, it is possible for recovery
and learning still to take place.

There is, therefore, much further research to be done in the field of neuroscience,

and into how this research may suppott our understanding of young children’s lives.

There is some continued scepticism in early childhood about the limited currency of

biomedical explanations of learning. Wilson (2002), for example, discusses how neuro-
scientific research has provided the impetus for the introduction of early intervention
programmes targeting groups who are considered to he ‘at risk’. She argues that ‘the
factors impacting on childhood outcomes are complex and cannot pe reduced solely

hild health and welfare

to biomedical explanations. A more effective way tO tackle ¢
ulti-dimensional approach and include the eliminationt

problems would involve a m

of poverty and the scrutiny of all public policy’ (2002: 191). In addition, the Teach-
ing and Learning Research Project (TLRP) (2007: 10) also argue that ‘contrary to
much popular belief, there is nO convincing neuroscientific case for starting formal
education as early as possible’. The TLRP also contends that because research pased

on the fMRI (neuroimaging) is often not appropriat
the literature in this field tells us more about the a

developing child.

dult brain than about that of @

e for studies of young children, .
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world’s main development challenges:

Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education
G .

oal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women
Goal 4: Reduce child mortality
Goal 5: Improve maternal health
Goal 6:

6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

G ; ;

0al 7: Ensure environmental sustainability

Goal 8:
al 8: Develop a Global Partnership for Development

The MDGs a

y re d ;

. v;;:V;ldfrom the actions and targets contained in the Millenni
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s of state and
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1 g the UN Millenniu it i
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or membership of an indigenous group; children caught up in armed conflict or
affected by HIV/AIDS; and children who lack a formal identity, who suffer child pro-
tection abuses or who are not treated as children. The report focused on the actions
that those responsible for their wellbeing must take to safeguard and include them.
The State of the World’s Children 2007 (UNICEF, 2007a) investigated the discrimination
and disempowerment WOmen face throughout their lives = and outlined action that
should be taken to eliminate gender discrimination and empower women and girls.
The State of the World’s Children 2008: Child Survival (UNICEE, 2008a) examined the
global realities of maternal and child survival and the prospects for meeting the
health-related Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) for children and mothers in
each of the five main sub-regions of Africa. Consequently, in 2008 UNICEF was moved
to publish the inaugural edition of The State of Africas Children (UNICEF, 2008b),
which identified the urgent need for large-scale investment in health care for Africa to
help prevent the deaths of 5 million children every year. This was further emphasised
in 2009, when The State of the World’s Children (UNICEF, 20094) focused on Africa and
Asia, identifed the importance of maternal and newborn health in achieving the targets
set, and the need for antenatal care and skilled attendants during birth and in the
period after birth.

A Special Edition of The State of the world’s Children wWas produced in 2010, with
a focus on children’s rights and providing updates across all eight of the targets set
(UNICEF, 2010). Since that special edition, further reports have identified the need
to ensure adolescents have access to opportunities to enable them to have fulfilling
lives, without fear of abuse or exploitation, and the need to ensure urban children,
who represent almost half of all children, have their needs identified and met. T he
2013 report of The State of the World's Children identified the importance of recog:
nising what disabled children can do, rather than what they cannot achieve
(UNICEEF, 2013).

UNICEF maintains that meeting the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the
broader aims of the Millennium Declaration would transform the lives of millions of
children who would be spared illness and premature death, escape extreme poverty
and malnutrition, gain access to safe water and decent sanitation facilities and com-

plete primary schooling.
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Questions for reflection and discussion

H .
ow do children shape their own development?
. How does change occur? -

How do children bec i
ome so different fro
How can you find out? e

e W
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