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        Introduction

        What does it mean to be a child in today’s world? Studying childhood involves a consideration of the discourses that shape
          our ideas of what childhood is as well as looking at the reality of children’s lives. Media representations, children’s status
          in the home, educational provision, healthcare and education have a bearing on of the experience of childhood and how we think
          about children’s needs. Further understanding can be gleaned by focusing on children themselves. Children’s cultural worlds
          provide insights into how children make sense of the context of their lives; how modern lifestyles and technologies can be
          accommodated by children through play and peer relations. A feature of contemporary minority-world childhood is the commonly
          held notion that childhood is in crisis. The following sections explore this idea through activities and textual commentary.
        

        This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course E212 Childhood.
        

      

    

  
    
      
        Learning outcomes

        After studying this course, you should be able to:

        
          	explore the concept of childhood and some of the ways minority-world childhood is characterised as ‘in crisis’

        

        
          	develop ideas on how childhood may be constructed

        

        
          	develop an awareness of the ways in which the notion of crisis may have practical consequences for children’s lives, identities
            and experiences.
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Whose childhood is in crisis?

        A key development in understanding modern childhood lies in the relationship between the minority and majority worlds. The
          experience of growing up in the West emerges as less than ideal, despite levels of affluence and the provision of education
          and health services. Since the beginning of the twenty-first century media commentary and public discourses on childhood have
          spoken of childhood as in ‘crisis’. The idea that childhood is currently in crisis appears to be everywhere. A UNICEF report (2007) on the well-being of children and young people in 21 industrialised countries ranked the UK at the bottom of the table
          in their assessment of child well-being and the USA second from bottom. The report focused on six areas: material well-being;
          health and safety; educational well-being; family and peer relationships; behaviours and risks; and young people’s own perceptions
          of well-being. The report placed the Netherlands at the top of the table, followed by Sweden, Denmark and Finland. The report
          offers an economic account of the findings, powerfully suggesting that, whatever the level of national wealth, children who
          grow up in poverty are more vulnerable and their experiences of childhood more difficult.
        

        This free course explores these ideas as a starting point for the study of childhood. You will consider the concept of childhood
          and the ways in which the notion of crisis may shape how children in the minority world are seen. You will also be introduced
          to some of the different ways in which the idea of childhood in crisis is constructed and reproduced. The activities ask you
          to use these insights to develop your own ideas on how childhood may be constructed.
        

        The following activity invites you to think about the idea that childhood is in crisis and to develop ways of explaining the
          prevalence of this idea.
        

        
          
            Activity: Podcast: Is childhood in crisis?

          

          
            Allow about 40 minutes

            Podcast: Is childhood in crisis?Address the following questions after watching the podcast above:

              
                	How can the idea of childhood in crisis be explained?

                	Is the idea of childhood in crisis a media creation?

              

            

            View discussion - Activity: Podcast: Is childhood in crisis?

          

        

        
          Making sense of the concept of childhood

          Outlining the features that may contribute to the idea that childhood is in crisis can be aided by documenting how the experience
            of being a child may have changed over time. Personal reflection may provide some insight into changes across generations,
            highlighting some of the differences and points of continuity between childhoods past and present. Remembering childhood commonly
            calls to mind benignly romantic fantasies of play and adventure, the polite and deliciously well-ordered escapades of The Famous Five or a looser version of magical freedom that bespeaks how things ought to be. A general assumption that childhood is not what
            it used to be and that this, in itself, signals catastrophe appears to saturate our social worlds. It is a cliché of adulthood
            that childhood remains the ‘best days of your life’. In this sense, nostalgia and loss appear as familiar features in conversations
            that reflect upon childhood. In the following activity you are encouraged to use your own childhood experience as a resource
            to reflect upon childhoods past and present.
          

          
            
              Activity: Using personal experience

            

            
              Allow about 40 minutes

              
                Reflecting on your own childhood, consider and make a note of some of the ways you spent your leisure time.

                
                  	Roughly how much leisure time did you have a) during school term time and b) during school holidays?

                  	Were you free to do whatever you wanted? What did you do? Did it involve siblings, friends or adults?

                  	How do your think your use of leisure time compares with that of children today? How would you describe and account for the
                    main points of difference?
                  

                

              

              View discussion - Activity: Using personal experience

            

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Childhood then and now

        Noticeably absent from my childhood was the whole idea of adult organised, extra-curricular activities and supervised play.
          Going to school was enough and I walked there on my own as soon as I started infant school. A couple of years later my younger
          sister came with me and it was my job to see she arrived safely. Children I know get ferried to school by their parents and
          many of them follow a packed programme of after-school activities, again enabled by parents. As a local and very personal
          snapshot, the differences I observe suggest that children today may have less unsupervised time and parents have more responsibility
          to organise and facilitate children’s out of school activities.
        

        
          
            Activity: Childhood in the adult imagination

          

          
            Allow about 1 hour

            
              Read the commentary below and then answer the following questions:

              
                	What should childhood be like?

                	Who is responsible for the protection of children?

              

              Concern over children and the protection of childhood has been a persistent refrain in recent government documents, legislative
                approaches and official reports in the UK. Every Child Matters (2004), the government Green Paper prompted by the death of Victoria Climbié in London four years earlier, opened up a dialogue
                aimed at improving services that focused on the needs of children, young people and families. At the heart of this initiative
                was the desire to promote ‘joined-up services’ to prevent the abuse, neglect and premature death of children through ill-treatment.
                In consultation with children and young people, Every Child Matters summarised their needs as requiring help and support to: be healthy; stay safe; enjoy and achieve; make a positive contribution;
                achieve economic well-being. These five aims formed the basis of the Children Act (2004), legislation focused upon developing
                more effective and accessible services for children and young people. A further outcome of the consultation process was the
                recognition that children need to be represented at a national level and their voices need to be heard. In March 2005 the
                UK government appointed Professor Al Aynsley-Green as England’s first Children’s Commissioner. The Commissioner’s main responsibility
                is to promote awareness of the views and interests of children. Children themselves indicated that they are concerned about
                bullying, personal safety and the pressure of educational work. The Commissioner has a brief to work independently of government
                in ways that complement the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.
              

              A further voice to join the chorus of childhood in crisis came from The Children’s Society, a UK based charity who published the findings of their Good Childhood Inquiry in 2009 (Layard and Dunn, 2009).  The inquiry aimed to examine society’s understanding of childhood for the twenty-first
                century in order to improve relationships with children. One part of the study included an independent survey commissioned
                to explore adult perspectives on children and childhood (The Children’s Society, 2007). Key findings of the survey critically
                comment on the place of play and the role of consumption in children’s lives. Despite the recognition that having friends
                and being able to spend time with them was regarded as central to a good childhood, forty-three per cent of 1148 adults said
                that children should not be allowed out with friends until they were 14. Wanting children to have their freedom appears to
                be equally matched by the fear of letting them move freely outside the home without adult supervision. A pessimistic picture
                also emerges in relation to consumerism and material culture. Of the 1255 people surveyed, nine out of ten felt that children
                are more materialistic now than in previous generations and that advertising at Christmas puts pressure on parents to spend
                more than they can afford. In a culture where the children’s market is estimated to be worth £30bn a year, Bob Reitemeier,
                Chief Executive of The Children’s Society, called for adults to take stock, ‘Unless we question our own behaviour we risk
                creating a generation who are left unfulfilled through chasing unattainable lifestyles’ (BBC News 24, 2008). A majority of
                the sample also agreed that children’s television and computer time should be restricted, and that violent video games make
                children more violent. Other contributors to the childhood debate include the Primary Review’s Community Soundings (2007),
                an independent inquiry into the condition and future of primary education in England. Summarising the findings of 87 regionally
                based witness sessions, authors Alexander and Hargreaves note:
              

              
                we were frequently told children are under intense and perhaps excessive pressure from the policy-driven demands of their
                  schools and the commercially-driven values of the wider society; that family life and community are breaking down; that there
                  is a pervasive loss of respect and empathy both within and between generations; that life outside the school gates is increasingly
                  insecure and dangerous; that the wider world is changing, radpidly and in ways which it is not always easy to comprehend …
                

                (Alexander and Hargreaves, 2007, p. 1)

              

            

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Conclusion

        In responding to the question posed at the start of this free course we anticipated many of the themes significant to understanding
          modern childhoods. Recognising the distinctiveness of children’s cultural worlds points to the importance of exploring the
          everyday activities of young children and teenagers. How children and young people in the twenty-first century encounter and
          creatively adapt to a range of cultural phenomena in an increasingly mediated, commercialised and globalised world helps to
          build a framework for investigating wider questions about childhood, including the power relationships between adults and
          children, and the influence of gender and inequality. Understanding childhood involves looking at the agency of children,
          as well as the obstacles that many children face which make childhood both a local experience and a global concern.
        

      

    

  
    
      
        Keep on learning
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        Activity: Podcast: Is childhood in crisis?

        Discussion

        The idea that childhood is in crisis can be found across a range of sources – news and media; cultural commentaries; policy-orientated
          reports; policy documents – in ways that are resonant with individual and collective memory. Your own experiences of childhood
          will influence the way you relate to these sources and will affect your responses to the themes raised here. We encourage
          you to think of yourself, your biography and feelings as a resource for developing your ideas. Childhood in crisis can be
          understood from different perspectives – historical, cultural studies and sociological. The commercialisation of pregnancy,
          birth and parenting can be seen as a minority-world phenomenon. However, we should be wary of thinking about the minority
          world and the majority world as distinctly different and separate from each other; there is a relationship between all geographic locations, forged through processes of globalisation.
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        Activity: Using personal experience

        Discussion

        Growing up in a small Spa town in the English Midlands in the 1960s, my memory of childhood is temporally marked by the feeling
          of having acres of leisure time. Time seemed to stretch out before me as an endless and unbounded dimension that I struggled
          to make sense of. Homework was never insisted upon, there were no structured activities and I was allowed to play outside
          from an early age, about four or five. Filling time was a freewheeling and haphazard affair. I can recall playing with siblings,
          friends and other children I met in the fields across the road from where I lived and in the local park. Adult intervention
          was unknown. During summer holidays my five siblings and I were encouraged/told to vacate the house as soon as possible for
          as long as possible, only to return for a snack to keep us going. Moving in and out of different friendship groups, we made
          dens on the riverbank, created alternative homes and knew all the local characters including the older ‘bad’ boys, one of
          whom was famously arrested by the police before our very eyes while in the middle of a game of rounders. Our favourite spot
          was the ‘broken brook’ where a group of us built a raft that looked good but was a miserable failure on the water. We laughed
          at our efforts to keep afloat on it before falling in brought events to an inevitably wet and muddy conclusion. Before I’m
          overcome with the joy of remembering, I should say that this was far removed from The Famous Five or literary accounts of feral middle-class fun that defined who you were forever, as in the filmic Stand by Me mode. There were no lashings of lemonade, no character-making incidents and no big adventures. Just a bunch of working-class
          kids with time on their hands. It was largely unspectacular but, in retrospect, not without its excitement and dangers. What
          parent today would let their children play unsupervised for hours by a river? And if they did what would they be called by
          the tabloid press? Other childhood memories recall a couple of family holidays spent with relatives in Ireland. Staying on
          farms in rural Mayo – the bit without electricity, gas or running water – us children could do whatever we liked from morning
          until night, free from the usual structures applied at home. We didn’t even have to wash. We could ride the pig, collect eggs,
          cut up peat and fetch water from the well all before breakfast. In contrast with what I observe of children in my circle of
          family and friends, I had a great deal of freedom and some responsibility for household chores and the care of younger siblings.
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