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The Historical and Present time Concept of Childhood and how Policy and Legislation has Changed in the Social Construction of Childhood 
This essay will focus on the historical concept of childhood and the present-day definition of childhood which is the period from birth (early childhood) to adolescence (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020) and how law and policies were introduced to protect children from harm.  By discussing a range of factors which has influenced the change in the social structure of childhood and families from the historical to present time.  According to Aries (1960) “the major difference between contemporary childhood and childhood in earlier periods is the lack of recognition of the concept of childhood.”  He goes on to say, “the idea of childhood was non-existent back in the medieval period.”  The way we view childhood has changed over the centuries and this is due to the fact as time passed, our understanding of the concept of childhood has changed and children are now noticed as human beings who also need their own rights as adults.  The essay will further discuss the benefits of such factors that have improved the lives of children and families in the health and social care service and finally identify different ways of improving and supporting vulnerable children and families in present time. Many developments in policy and legislation have been introduced and updated by the government in the recent years to protect children by giving them rights, however children rights are still violated in some places around the world. 
In the ancient Greek and Roman times childhood were seen completely different to how we see them now, infant mortality was so high that babies were not given names after birth and babies of female gender had no right of life and were left to die, even at present some countries still have this culture of aborting babies (female) who are seen as a burden to the family where as a baby (male) is seen as a provider.  This cultural behaviour is still seen in India where in just over one decade 6 million female babies have been aborted this practice is mainly widespread amongst the wealthier and educated Indian families who can afford prenatal tests (Boseley, 2011).  In ancient Roman times girls stayed at home with their mothers and helped with household chores and were given the responsibility to take care of their younger siblings.  Youngs boys after the age of seven were encouraged to socialise with mens so that they can learn to become craftsmen, farmers or soldiers, however boys from wealthier families went to school to learn how to read and wright and also encouraged to play music or become athletes. 
Childhood only lasted for a very short period in ancient Roman times, boys could marry from the age of 14 and girls from 12 years on onward.  Marriages at time was arranged by their fathers and wealthier families arranged marriages to benefit their businesses or to gain political power.  Moving on to middle ages, children at that era were treated like miniature adults, who would wear adult clothing and undertake grownup activities.  Mortality rate was also high in children between age 3 and 4 due to malnutrition and poor weaning.  The recognition of childhood began in the seventeenth century, when products for children were created such as toys, clothing and books (McDowall, 2013).  It is evident that society at that time were recognising the difference between children and adults, even though childhood became more noticeable in the 17th century, the views of children in the British society was still not positive, children were viewed as evil, full of sins and needed firm discipline.
In the start of the industrial revolution in England there was little legislation in protecting the condition of workers in the mills, industrial plants and mines.  Many factories and mills across Britain employed children younger than 10 years, as child labour was cheap and children had no rights to argue and forced them work longer hours in poor condition with low wages (Humphries, 2010).  Child labour was common in the industrial revolution, children lived and worked in horrible condition, cities and towns were overcrowded due to migration of farmers who moved to the city with their families, looking for work in devolved factories.   By early 1800s the exploitation of children was being noticed by society and the Factory Act 1833 was passed by the parliament to restrict the hours children worked and the Act also required children to receive part time education under the age of 13 (McDowall, 2013).  The Factory Act 1833 was the beginning of recognition of child exploitation and the problem caused by child labour.    Moving on to the Victorian era (1837-1901) the population in Britain increased rapidly, life for children in the Victorian times was nothing like childhood at present and the difference between rich and poor was more apparent by the starting of the social class system.  Even the law in Victorian England moved into a class pattern, upper and middle class had more say in matters than the lower class.  Children in higher class had more privileges and were taken care of by nannies or governesses whereas lower class families were so poor they needed their children to work for the family the survive. 

The social reformers in the mid-19th century were the ones that shone a light to the appalling condition in which so many children lived and worked in.  Due to the fact children had no power over their own lives, it was obvious that the state would have to step in to protect them.  The work of reformers Charles Booth and Sebohm Rowntree is which lead the parliament to introduce The Children Act 1908 (GOV.UK, 2001).  This Act was created to protect the poorest of children in Victorian England who were given little or no consideration in society.  
As time passed The Children Act was also amended to help protect children, in 1948 the Act was amended following the death of 13 year old Dennis O’ Neill in 1945, who was beaten to death by his foster parents, which lead the government to create a children’s committee by allocating a children’s care officer in each local authority to monitor the foster care provision in Great Britain (Batty, 2003).  If strict measures were implemented and followed when placing a child in foster care, such tragic would have been avoided.  It is sad that laws are only created after something has occurred, but anything is better than nothing being done at all.  Many committees were formed by the government to coordinate provision in local authorities one of which is the Area Child Protection Committees (ACPCs) 1974 was created in England and Wales to conduct the necessary needs for safeguarding children who are risk.   
The Children Act 1989 was amended in 2004 after the death of Victoria Climbie in 2000.  Lord Laming introduced new regulation and guidance to improve the safeguard system in England, which lead to The Children Act 2004 (Laming, 2003).  The Children and Families Act 2014 was introduced to promote better care and support for young people and families, by creating a system of support which starts from birth to 25.  This Act also focuses on the disability and the special educational needs of vulnerable young people.
The social construction of childhood and families has changed significantly over the centuries, the concept of childhood in different eras has shaped the way we think of childhood at present and many still argue that children’s rights are still violated due to cultural and social differences in society.  


The Health and Social Care Act 2012 was introduced to reduce inequalities between people of England and ensure the safety and quality of service that is provided in the health service. Vulnerable families and vulnerable children suffer a lot of inequalities from society in general.  However, even with laws in place there are still discrimination against gender, age, race and caste.  Social discrimination takes place when people are treated unequally based on the social cast and not given equal opportunities.  Discriminatory tradition and social caste have been there throughout history till present, the only difference is now, we have the right to question when we are mistreated.  Children also suffer inequalities, according to Putnam (2017) Public Professor at Harvard University “Children from poorer families or from less advantageous social positions have lower successful school outcomes and have higher dropout rates, proving that succeeding in life is not only a question of how hard you try, but rather how lucky you were. If you were born in a rich family, attended good schools or were simply born in a developed country, you will not be able to compete on an equal footing with those born in poverty and marginalization”. The professor goes on to say “theoretically, in the kind of society we live in, anyone can achieve any social position; nevertheless, the weight of social origin is still a determinant factor in a person’s life development, especially when it concerns kids”.
Policy and legislation impact the workload of those who work in the health service and in the local authority, who have the right to intervene in cases relating to children who are at risk.    









The conclusion to this essay is that, the idea of childhood has changed over the centuries is due to the development of our understanding of the concept of childhood.   As laws are now placed, to protect children from being mistreated.  Lack of knowledge in recognising the difference between childhood and the adult world was the main problem throughout history.  Children at present occupy a completely different status than in the early centuries and are now protected by law created to support their wellbeing.  Many Acts of law has been introduced and amended over the years the main aim of these laws are to protect children and provide guide lines for services users such as, children’s homes, voluntary homes, community homes, voluntary organisations and providing provision to fostering, adoption and child minding.  Many amendments were also made to change Acts, following cases of abuse that has resulted in child death over the years, it is unfortunate for some children that, the lack of communication and care between all service providers and carers has cost them their lives.  Health and social care service for children and families can only improve, if all service providers work together in a joint strategy.   Information that is processed in an orderly manner between all parties involved helps to fill in the communication gap that causes a child to be neglected mistakenly due to mishandling of information.  Throughout history policies and legislation has been amended and improved to protect and minimise the risk children face in society.  Children are vulnerable human beings that need support, love and guidance and this can only be accomplished when we give them their rights and as individuals, we need to understand the importance of childhood.
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