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Reviews

			Leaton Gray and Phippen provide the arguments and analysis that will help adults make discerned choices in supporting children’s digital lives – a resource that is so precious in the confusing territory of children’s media use. From issues such as online safety, through sexting to artificial intelligence, the authors cover the challenges and possibilities of children’s lives in the digital era. They do not shy away from controversial topics and frankly portray ongoing research debates within the framework of four different models of childhood. Drawing on rigorous research and lively vignettes, this highly accessible book will appeal to all parents and caregivers interested in the complex issues of digital childhoods.
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			The world has changed dramatically for children in the last few decades. Parents and carers are often struggling to work out the best way to respond – is the digital world a threat to their child, or an opportunity? How should they balance allowing their child to explore freely with safety? This thought-provoking book should help them make the best decisions.
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Foreword

			The pace of societal change has exposed a gap between parents and their children. Many parents are perplexed by the challenges of relating to their children’s digital universe. Authorities and the mainstream media have often reacted with moral panic or endorsed technological and legal solutions like filtering and child monitoring, the latter of which often approaches intrusive surveillance, all in the interests of children’s safety.

			To deal with this, the authors have taken a common-sense and appropriately sceptical analysis to the myths that swirl around the question of young people’s digital and physical safety. For example, they show that a child is more likely to be injured on the road, around the house or on a backyard trampoline than be groomed and kidnapped through online activity.

			This is a book that also provides a clear guide to the occasionally complex world of digital technologies. Biometrics, encryption, ciphertext and sexting, all are explained and their relevance to young people analysed. The authors raise a number of critical questions about the lives of young people and their relationship with digital technologies such as games, social media and tracking devices. Just as important are the questions raised about the potential dangers of society relying far too much on technology, rather than fostering relationships in which people work together or innovate or socialise. The key question for them is about the quality of conversations between parents and their kids, not prohibition or surveillance.

			As a former Education Minister in Australia and the now the Chair of the international Biometrics Institute, I was astonished at the degree to which, in some countries, young people are measured, assessed and reported on throughout their school lives. Much of this is done using digital technologies and the authors are correct in asserting that the reporting and oversight regimes can have a number of deleterious effects. Out go human observation and connection, in come standardised tests, the (often cheap or sub-standard) biometrics to control library borrowing or school lunches, artificial intelligence which can monitor student inattention, and the gathering of personal data that can be misinterpreted or abused in later life.

			Leaton Gray and Phippen are not Luddites, but they have sent up a warning flare as even the pet-shop parrot is trying to sell technology as the ultimate determinant of how we and our children should live and stay safe.

			Terry Aulich is a former Senator and State Education Minister in Australia. He is Chair of the international Biometrics Institute’s Privacy Expert Group.

		

	
		
			

Prologue

			Our book may look familiar to some readers. This is because in 2017, we published another book, Invisibly Blighted: The digital erosion of childhood, which was aimed at an academic audience, addressing some of the key aspects of the digital age that were influencing the lives of children at the time (the title was derived from the Henry James horror novella The Turn of the Screw. We felt a connection as the novella explores the ambiguity of childhood innocence in a way that we felt reflected the confusion surrounding children and the internet today). We were subsequently invited by John Catt Publishers to create a popular version for a wider audience, which we have been delighted to do. The time span of four years is a long time in the digital world and has allowed us to update the subject matter extensively. It has also given us the opportunity to express ourselves in a more personal and immediate way than is usually possible within the rest of our academic lives, and has allowed us to lay out some of the complexities of the digital childhoods debate in a way that we hope will help and support those involved with the care and nurturing of children.

			This book is designed to be read in a few sittings and inform readers about the latest debates surrounding controversial issues such as online safety, computer gaming, sexting, surveillance and monitoring, biometrics and artificial intelligence as they relate to children’s lives in 2021. We have tried to make it particularly parent-friendly, because it seems to us that our fellow parents are pulled very many ways at the moment in relation to children’s upbringing. Sometimes it seems that whatever they try to do is right and wrong at the same time. We have tried to provide material here that will allow parents to feel they are making more considered decisions about their children’s digital lives, with greater understanding, and we’ve provided research referencing, so that readers can judge the quality of the information provided and follow new leads that might be of interest.

			Before we launch into the main body of the book, however, we’d like to start with a short quiz, and we’ll offer a similar quiz at the end of the book so readers can reflect on whether their views have altered.

			
Quiz

			
					How would you mostly define children?
	Smaller versions of adults

	Vulnerable beings

	Innocents, a blank slate

	Creatures requiring civilising

	A lifestyle choice





					How risky is it to be a child?
	Things are getting more dangerous for children compared to 1950.

	Things are getting safer for children compared to 1950.





					Which of these represents the biggest risk for children at the moment?
	Online witchcraft sites

	Video gaming

	Being attacked or abducted by strangers

	Obesity

	Online pornography

	Drugs

	Radicalisation

	Personal data being stolen

	Covid-19

	Cars

	Back garden trampolines





					Which is the most dangerous internet phenomenon?
	Blue Whale Challenge

	
Momo Challenge

	Slenderman

	Doki Doki Literature Club





					Which has the biggest impact on children’s wellbeing?
	Eating breakfast regularly

	Limiting screen time





			

		

	
		
			
Chapter 1 
What is childhood anyway?
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			Sandra in her grandparents’ garden

			On the windowsill in Sandra’s study at home there is a framed black and white photograph of her as a toddler in about 1970, pottering around contentedly in her grandparents’ garden near Munich. She is wearing a little cotton dress and lace-up boots, smiling enigmatically to herself, pushing a miniature wheelbarrow across the grass. This is one of a series of photographs taken of Sandra over a couple of summers, where she was engaged earnestly in various everyday tasks. One striking thing about the series is that although there we can see a lot of small versions of adult equipment in evidence, toys feature relatively infrequently, even though her grandmother had made sure there were various fluffy animals, dolls, jumping jacks and toy bricks in the nursery (Sandra was the oldest grandchild on both sides and hence did quite well on the toy front, with many of the same playthings still doing duty for her own children). Another striking thing is that Sandra can remember many of the photographs being taken, and the thoughts going through her head at the time. Laying down memories so early and retaining them decades later is a little unusual, and there is a large body of published research literature on the whys and wherefores of how this might happen, and whether it is linked to early speech development, which is beyond the scope of what we are planning for this book. But for Sandra, there’s the odd sensation of watching a film in her head of the event happening, while at the same time recalling the internal monologue that was going on at the same time. So what was she thinking?

			At the age of two and a half, the toddler Sandra clearly saw herself as a prototype adult. She knew she was physically smaller than the people in her family (her brother would only arrive a couple of years later) but she saw herself as an apprentice version of these adults in her life, and remembers feeling driven to copy the things that she saw them doing. The wheelbarrow moment is quite vivid. On the one hand, Sandra knew that the wheelbarrow was completely empty, that much was obvious to her. On the other hand she could imagine the rich cornucopia of potential that might be sitting in the same wheelbarrow, if she were only an adult. The adult world was one of possibility and completeness, something to strive towards. Pottering about the garden happily as her grandmother planted out sweet peas meant she could be accepted as part of that world – one of the team.

			What Sandra didn’t know, of course, was that educationalists such as Maria Montessori (1870-1952) and Friedrich Fröbel (1782-1852) fully understood this ‘apprenticeship’ aspect of being a child, and indeed set up educational programmes to help the process along. Fröbel developed not only the concept of the kindergarten (children’s garden) as a place of learning, but also a system of ‘gifts’ for children, such as woollen shapes and small bricks suited to chubby little fingers, aimed at helping them along a path of progression from a vague to a more definite understanding of the world (for example, building small models according to Fröbel’s instruction sheets).
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			Fröbel’s ‘gifts’ (Source: Wikimedia Commons) – these would have been given in stages to a small child, with instructions on the best manner of using them

			Montessori, on the other hand, devised classroom routines for her pupils that were grounded in gently and systematically absorbing the knowledge and classification systems common to adult life, with coloured bricks and rods to line up and stack, and little trays along low shelves, with small-scale cleaning, mixing and chopping activities laid out ready for mastery by the young children attending her institute. This represented their initiation into the mysterious ways of grown-ups. Typically in a Montessori nursery children will spend a fair bit of time each day carefully getting out activities from low, child-friendly shelves, laying them out on the floor, doing each of the activities in a structured way, and putting them away again. Perhaps they will sniff little wooden containers to match scents in pairs. Maybe next they will stack pink cubes carefully in order, building a big tower. Later, they might polish a miniature brass teapot with a tiny cloth. Meanwhile, the nursery staff will observe which activities the child is choosing, keep a careful record to ensure they are engaging with a broad range of activities, and gently guide the child through the learning process with a characteristically light touch. As Maria Montessori said, ‘Play is children’s work’.
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			Montessori cylinders (Source: Wikimedia Commons) – these are shown carefully ordered and stacked in an approved manner that corresponds with the intention of the Montessori programme

			Despite significant attempts to relate to our young, we don’t always appreciate fully how children are seeing the world at any particular time, even though most of us try very hard to do so. Our problems probably lie in the fact that we take the concept of childhood for granted. After all, we’ve all been children at one time or another, so it’s something that seems normal and natural to us. We even make the assumption that everyone else shares our idea of what it means to be a child.

			The research paints a different picture, however. What if we were to suggest that there may be as many views of childhood as there are people? Admittedly some of these views might overlap, but the whole definition is fraught with confusion and contradiction. In this chapter we will explain several different ways of looking at childhood, as a concept, that we have come across during the course of our research. This will hopefully give you a sense of how difficult it is for politicians, businesses and the like to pin down exactly what we all mean by ‘childhood’ when they are trying to come up with sensible policies and products to benefit society.

			
Defining childhood

			Any talk of childhood in national and international political policy documents is usually twinned with some sort of statement about ‘youth being the future’, as though adults represent the past. There is also a lot of worry about what it means to be a child, and how children fit into society generally. UNESCO made the first major attempt to stimulate discussion and policy development on the world stage in 1979 with its International Year of the Child. This was a development of the Declaration of the Rights of the Child from 1924 and later revised in 1959. It triggered a major debate on the subject, including a surprising theory that the whole idea of childhood was a recent invention and that historically it simply hadn’t existed as an entity in its own right.1

			If we look at the matter forensically, we find there are four different categories of childhood that are possible, each varying in the way childhood is seen philosophically, and in its relationship with society as a whole. The four categories are childhood as a biological phenomenon, childhood as a developmental process, childhood as a moral state and childhood as a consumerist opportunity.

			Looking at childhood this way provides a useful way of framing different viewpoints, so we will explore them in more detail in the next section. This will also act as an introduction to the book as a whole.

			
Childhood as a biological phenomenon

			Even though we might see childhood as a biological process of some kind, our view of how this plays out in real life reflects our particular vantage point as adults. Invariably children are frequently seen as physically smaller and weaker than adults. Children are seen as needing coddling in some way, and protecting from harm. If you have ever turned on the television during the day and seen advertisements aimed at anxious parents at home looking after young children, you will have seen that they are often for things like branded kitchen disinfectant or special kinds of nappies and creams that are supposed to protect little bottoms more than their commercial rivals. These advertisements are manipulating the natural inclination of parents to have an enhanced concern for the biological aspects of childhood. More seriously, an emphasis on protecting children as vulnerable beings also underpins many other late 20th and early 21st century social trends. For example, it goes some way towards explaining the arguments of some anti-vaccination groups. In fact, vaccination is a particularly interesting case study of biological childhood (as perceived by parents) coming into direct conflict with government policy and the desire to serve and/or control a population, so we will take a moment to discuss it here. It also tells us a great deal about how the human body always exists within a wider social context.

			The anti-vaccination movement is nothing new. There have been arguments against vaccination (rapidly made compulsory by government) since the time of Edward Jenner and the introduction of the smallpox vaccine. In England in the 19th century, this was a citizens’ protest movement loosely linked to demands for the extension of the vote to ordinary working men, the women’s suffrage movement, and resistance to outrages such as women being legally required to submit to spot checks for venereal disease (thanks to the UK’s Contagious Diseases Acts of the 1860s).2 By the 1880s, the protest movement was in full force, with the city of Leicester being at the centre. A local paper at the time reported an impressive anti-vaccination march that took place in March 1885 of around 20,000 protestors accompanied by a brass band, and carrying banners, an effigy of Jenner, and a child’s coffin. By 1898 the UK’s Vaccination Act meant that parents were allowed to be ‘conscientious objectors’ and their children could be exempt from vaccination programmes without their parents being fined or sent to prison for non-compliance. Around that time, smallpox outbreaks in the United States led to increased compulsory vaccination there, and alongside this, associated protests. In both the US and the UK, the idea that the state could tell people to put something perceived as potentially harmful into children’s bodies caused considerable concern, even though statistically it could be seen quite easily that the practice led to reduced fatality rates. The problem was that these statistics represented population-level information apparently remote from the family situation. On the other hand, parents looking at individual children quite naturally felt an overwhelming desire to protect their offspring from any immediate harm, their anxieties compounded by the thought of putting something alien into their children physically. Hence they felt compelled to resist, especially when it was the hand of the state intervening into private family life.

			Over the next century there was to be periodic concern as to whether vaccination led to neurological damage, and at various stages different vaccines were reviewed and assessed to establish whether this was the case, particularly in the light of the Andrew Wakefield measles, mumps and rubella (MMR) vaccine controversy of 1998.3 Publicly available vaccines have been found to be extremely low risk, but the function of this chapter is not to review the data, present a case, and take sides in the debate (so please don’t write in to lobby us). It is to highlight the way childhood can be seen as a biological state, with children seen as needing protection, in this case from the hand of the state (or micro-organisms as in TV advertisements, or latterly perhaps, the pharmaceutical industry). This is in the face of statistical data that indicate conclusively a child is statistically less likely to die or to suffer neurological damage if you have him or her vaccinated, plus they are less likely to pass a potentially fatal disease on to others. Strictly scientific logic does not always prevail when parents are worried about their own children being potentially harmed on their watch, a matter we will come back to again and again throughout the book, but most significantly in chapter 2, which asks how risky it is to be a child.

			In chapter 4, we look at another aspect of biological childhood where we discuss issues such as websex and sexting. We chose these topics because we wanted to explain some of the ways that adolescence muddies the water of what we think of as childhood, once it gets involved with sex. We also take a special look at the social media platforms that enable children to participate in this kind of online activity, and we explore how far this is purely developmental as opposed to rooted in bullying. Our position on this is that there are times a parent needs to be worried about sex and the internet, but it is not a foregone conclusion that your offspring are in the process of being wholly corrupted just because the matter has appeared on the family or school radar. Any panic may in fact be unwarranted, and you might be amazed how genuinely thoughtful your children may be, as we have seen again and again in our research focus groups with teenagers. We have concluded that it is the quality of the conversation you are able to have with your children which will determine whether any damage is taking place. Sticking adult heads in the sand over such matters, or engaging in authoritarian control tactics, are both approaches that serve young people badly. Instead, young people tell us that parents need to have intelligent debates with their children about the role of technology in their lives. We have been warned.

			
Childhood as a developmental process

			In this understanding of childhood, the idea that childhood is an evolutionary state is key. It is widely known that children gradually display behaviours that have helped humans as a species to survive, such as walking and speech, and that these usually appear in a fairly predictable order, known as Gesell’s Maturational Theory, from the work of Arnold Gesell (1880-1961) at the Yale Clinic of Child Development, during the first half of the 20th century.4 More recently, the importance of a particular time frame for child development has been explored, first by psychologists such as Jean Piaget (1896-1980)5, and then in the work of developmental psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner (1917-2005), who labelled this phenomenon ‘ecological systems theory’. Bronfenbrenner saw the development of the child as being located within the social world, both at the level of the home6 and also within the wider environment. His work went a long way to influencing the provision of rehabilitative education for disabled children in particular.

			For the purposes of this book, therefore, the ‘developmental process’ category focuses on childhood as a kind of ‘work in progress’, along the lines of Sandra pottering about with her wheelbarrow. Children are busy engaged in the process of growing up, either because someone has set out a series of activities aimed at helping them to do this (the writings of classic education authors such as Locke, Rousseau, Piaget, Montessori and Fröbel deal with this quite extensively) or simply because the child has decided to initiate the process for him or herself. Right in the middle of this version of childhood we see a debate about whether children are effectively a ‘blank slate’ upon which learning could be written (as described by the philosopher John Locke in 16907), or ‘natural beings’ who needed civilising (as Jean-Jacques Rousseau put it in 17628). It’s probably a mixture of both (Steven Pinker explained an evolutionary basis for this in terms of psychology in 20029) with children looking around them for tacit instructions on how to grow into adults, while also learning the codes of conduct expected of them in different societies. The 19th century educationalist G. Stanley Hall described this psychological struggle of children between the known and the not-yet-known very well in one of his early books in 1893:

			‘…the linguistic imperfections of children are far more often shown in combining words than in naming the concrete things they know or do not know. To name an object is a passion with them, for it is to put their own mark upon it, to appropriate it.’10

			Stanley Hall’s explanation reminds us of Conrad, one of Sandra’s children at the age of two, who spent some time in the back garden looking in amazement at a hot-air balloon in the sky while trying to work out what the new, marvellous object was. ‘SKY!’ he said, pointing. Then ‘SKYBALL!’ he announced. Then suddenly noticing that there was a little basket with people in underneath it, the item was re-described. ‘SKYBALLCAR!’ Satisfied, Conrad looked to nearby adults for approval. To his mind, and admittedly to theirs as well, he had described the hot-air balloon perfectly. 

			Incidentally, while praise when children make an effort to speak and label things is important, research tells us that, for most children, more input or correction from parents doesn’t necessarily mean better progress. Researchers invariably find that it is a question of finding a sensible middle ground with parents, or teachers, being interested enough in what’s going on, and imparting enough information, leaving enough space for children to experiment for themselves to good effect. In this way, perfectly good terminology developed by children enters the family vernacular. We all have words and phrases unique to our own families that have come about in this way, and we should enjoy them. The correct terms can find their way in gently as time goes on.

			Loosely linked to this developmental concept of childhood, in chapter 2 we talk about risk, and in chapter 6 we look at how biometrics are used in schools to measure and track children as they go through their daily routines. Both of these issues are interesting to explore because they tell us a great deal about where children’s development comes into conflict with the desire of wider society to control them. This has the effect of removing some of their developmental opportunities as their social (and sometimes geographical) space for exploration and experimentation effectively shrinks.

			
Childhood as a moral state

			The epicentre of state control is the application of law, but how it relates to children depends on where they live. This is because the age of criminal responsibility varies in different countries, ranging from eight in Scotland to 12 in the Netherlands and Canada. Before this age, children are not seen as being able to take legal responsibility for their own actions, and are therefore deemed innocent of consequences. We often see young children as being innocent in this way, a position that is often rooted in religious doctrine (you only have to think of the putti baby angels, apparently devoid of original sin, adorning Raphael’s Sistine Madonna, to see this mentality at work).

			For a darker view, however, it’s worth taking a look at the 1955 book Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov with its controversial handling of paedophilia and sexualised childhood, quite remote from the contemporary awareness of harm such practices can cause. There we have an altogether different kind of moral mindset in relation to childhood, one which displays a child as sexually active, and in doing so shows scant regard for the moral rights of children.11 This is not a position many people would feel at all comfortable with.

			It’s easy to be outraged about child abuse, as it strikes at the heart of what it means to be a child within our society, as well as an adult. Previous generations focused on violent ‘baby battering’ in a similar way, and it is important we care about all of these things if we are to meet our obligations properly in raising the next generation. Yet if we are to respect children properly, it follows that we must also pay attention to less obvious ways of harming them that take place. Their digital privacy rights are a larger part of this than we might realise. All too often children are seen as subservient to the demands of the state when it comes to schooling, welfare support and healthcare. Since the growth of the personal computer, and associated database packages, they have increasingly been audited and tracked minutely across digital systems, whether they like it or not, and any number of grounds are invoked for this, most usually something to do with safeguarding their wellbeing along the lines of ‘you can’t be too careful’. Oddly enough, we are finding in our research that excessive tracking is leading to a form of hyperconnected childhood in which there is no escape from scrutiny, contributing to new anxieties about children’s lives and happiness. We discuss this important development in more detail in chapter 5.

			
Childhood as a consumerist opportunity

			Children and their parents are often marketed to intensively before birth. In the UK, the Bounty Pack offered to mothers at their first antenatal appointment or on the postnatal ward in hospitals contains several little cards containing requests for names, addresses and expected dates of delivery, with marketeers keen to invite parents to buy their products or invest in their financial packages. The mothers-to-be are reeled in with the promise of try-before-you-buy samples of goods such as sensitive washing powder, nappy cream and premium disposable nappies. Recipients of the packs (which is almost every mother in the UK) may later find their personal data has been sold to other private companies, who are also keen to target young families (although technically they can opt out from this). The families portrayed in the packs may these days be racially diverse, but they all fit into a bright, shiny aspirational model of family life which relies on commercially produced and heavily marketed and branded goods in order to stay afloat.

			This marketing offensive continues as the child grows. If you want to understand how consumerism impacts on everyday life for children, just walk into a large chain toyshop. With dolls dressed in pink and construction sets packaged in blue, it’s clear to even the youngest children where the gender divide lies in terms of cultural expectations of them. Many academics and social commentators who grew up in households that embraced unisex dungarees and gender-neutral Lego in the late 1960s to early 1980s are particularly sensitised to this type of change, and they have described this process – with some professional horror – as ‘pinkification’. In this way toys both reflect and exaggerate different social divisions within society. It is the same in many large clothing stores, with a solitary row of grungy sports-style clothes aimed at young boys acting as a foil to the half dozen or so rows of massively varied and colourful outfits aimed at little girls. The subliminal message here is that boys play outside and need robust clothing to withstand the onslaught of everyday life, whereas girls need to think more about looking nice and varying their outfits. What happens as a consequence of this kind of commercial practice is that a heavily marketised model of childhood gradually replaces the real thing, which a lot of authors and thinkers have argued is having the effect of disempowering children and removing some of their choices in life. The pressure for parents – and children – to respond to consumerism and spend is also having harmful effects on children’s wider engagement with society, with children increasingly being defined in terms of their family’s consumption. Home-knitted sweaters are apparently out; glittery nail polish is apparently in.

			
Children in the digital age

			We have carefully unpicked four different models of childhood, so it’s possible to see how views vary, and where some of the main fault lines might be. It’s clear even the word ‘childhood’ means many different things to different people. This is no doubt why policies dealing with children can end up appearing to look so confused. Yet one thing stands out for us, and that is that we think the most difficult area for children, and the most fragile fault line, is between children and consumerism. It certainly dominates public debate frequently enough. Increased disposable income combined with the mass production of consumer goods has led to something of a social free-for-all in which children have to try to find an identity in a complex world with vested interests – that can be very confusing. For example, we saw a beautiful wooden garden playhouse aimed at children up to the age of 11 recently, which was being marketed at junior-aged girls so they could escape out of the house with their tablet computers. This is in stark contrast to the previously perceived function of a playhouse, to allow young children to ‘play house’ with tea sets and miniature brooms and so on. The new function, involving trading contact with people in the family home for isolated engagement with an online environment, seems to be emblematic of the mixed messages many children receive about their role in society, as well as the developmental options open to them. Would we feel the same if the girls were being encouraged to escape into the playhouse with a book? Probably not, because we are academics and by definition somewhat bookish ourselves. But we could justify this by saying that a book encourages a rich internal life and dialogue that sets children up for a world of intellectual adventure, whereas interacting with a tablet computer runs the risk of encouraging inattention and passive entertainment consumption in its place. Therefore, it’s a complicated problem, and one that demands conscious reflection from adults (in other words, encourage balance in children’s lives rather than letting them spend too much time focusing on just one activity, even if it is Minecraft and they are attempting to build an entire virtual model of Mount Olympus with their friends, as one of Sandra’s children did recently).

			
Schooling and childhood

			While most of children’s lives will be spent at home with their families, a significant proportion is spent at school in most cases. We see conflicting classifications of childhood causing difficulties here as well. One example of troubled classification is the gendered presence of school uniforms and their overtones of medieval sumptuary laws (controlling who was allowed to wear certain things at certain times depending on their status or rank, which now manifests itself in rules like boys not being allowed to wear skirts and girls not being allowed to wear trousers). Other examples of classification conflict include complaints that children are turning up to start school with poorly developed speech (regardless of the actual age of children and whether English is their first language), confusion as to whether UK school pupils over the age of 18 require police checks in order to participate in certain residential activities (they don’t), and careers organisations selling university applicant data to third parties for profit regardless of data protection laws. In all of these, the social identity of the child or young person is complex and reflects the priorities and concerns of adults around him or her, but it doesn’t always sit very comfortably.

			This carries over into education management systems. In the modern world, children are mere data points on large-scale interconnected landscapes of measurement. Do they have free school meals (a UK measure of deprivation)? What is their native tongue? Do they have any special educational needs? What is their address? Have they broken any rules lately? Their identities are broken down into fragmented models from which policymakers try to derive meaning, with a view to improving the system or attracting additional funding. In this way, childhood becomes a kind of commodity with which education systems can trade. The more affluent the background of the pupil, the higher status they are to the school, as statistically the school’s path to a good external inspection or good examination results becomes easier. Deprived pupils, on the other hand, are sometimes seen in policy documents as having defective childhoods in some way (what sociologists might call uncharitably a ‘spoiled identity’ in technical terms), allegedly making life harder for their teachers. Yet deprived pupils frequently attract a higher level of financial resource from government. Schools in countries where choice exists therefore have a balancing act ahead of them. They need to position themselves in marketing terms according to the position where they feel they can maximise outputs and gain most respect, even if it sometimes means focusing on a subset of the local community at the expense of fringe cases. So here we see that, even in a system explicitly set up to cater for the needs of children, childhood identities are confused and blurred by a range of adult concerns as institutions navigate a complicated social path.

			In this way childhood is always changing, as the adults around it change. The digital revolution has played a significant role here. Children find themselves in a new social space where existing identities brush up against new ones, where old forms of danger and discrimination sit side by side with revelatory concerns as new technologies emerge. We need to explore how this is happening if we want to create wholesome and rewarding childhoods for 21st century children. The next chapter starts this process, by taking an overview of risk in the lives of children, and giving a steer as to how worried we should be (hint: not very).

			

			
				
					Note 1: These theories have been hotly debated. See the archived Radio 4 series The Invention of Childhood presented by Michael Morpurgo, with related book by Hugh Cunningham (2006).

				

				
					Note 2: See Nadja Durbach’s painstakingly researched book Bodily matters: The anti-vaccination movement in England, 1853–1907 (London, Duke University Press) for an extensive account of the movement.

				

				
					Note 3: Wakefield, A. J. et al. (1998) ‘Ileal-lymphoid-nodular hyperplasia, non-specific colitis, and pervasive developmental disorder in children.’ The Lancet, 351(9103) 28 February: pp. 637-641. This paper is now formally retracted, and an explanation why can be found here: www.bmj.com/content/342/bmj.c7452.full.print

				

				
					Note 4: See Gesell, A. (1927) ‘The measurement and prediction of mental growth.’ Psychological Review, 34(5) Sep: pp. 385-390 and Gesell, A. (1929) ‘Maturation and infant behaviour pattern.’ Psychological Review, 36(4) Jul: pp. 307-319.

				

				
					Note 5: Jean Piaget was a prolific author, but see Piaget, J. and Inhelder, B. (1958) The growth of logical thinking from childhood to adolescence. New York: Basic Books.

				

				
					Note 6: For an overview of some of this research, see Bronfenbrenner, U. (1986) ‘Ecology of the family as a context for human development: Research perspectives.’ Developmental Psychology, 22(6): pp. 723-742.

				

				
					Note 7: See Locke, J. (1689) An essay concerning human understanding, Book II, Chapter 1, 2.

				

				
					Note 8: See Rousseau, J. J. (1762) Emile, or on education. Translated by A. Bloom. New York: Basic Books (1979).

				

				
					Note 9: See Pinker, S. (2002) The blank slate: The modern denial of human nature. Harmondsworth: Penguin.

				

				
					Note 10: Stanley Hall, G. (1893) The contents of children’s minds on entering school. New York and Chicago: E. L. Kellogg & co. p. 32.

				

				
					Note 11: For example ‘Lolita, light of my life, fire of my loins. My sin, my soul. Lo-lee-ta: the tip of the tongue taking a trip of three steps down the palate to tap, at three, on the teeth. Lo. Lee. Ta. She was Lo, plain Lo, in the morning, standing four feet ten in one sock. She was Lola in slacks. She was Dolly at school. She was Dolores on the dotted line. But in my arms she was always Lolita.’ From Nabokov, V. (1955) Lolita. Paris: Olympia Press, Ch 1.
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