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 achievement has easily measurable outcomes,
eenjoyment is a much trickier concept,
as Special Children found out

ew reports have produced as

much soul searching as UNICEF’s

on child wellbeing in rich
countries (Child Poverty in Perspective:
An overview of child well-being in rich
countries, Innocenti Report Card 7, 2007).
A comprehensive assessment of the
quality of childhood in 21 industrialised
nations, it ranked the UK bottom.

Researchers measured and compared
the lives of children under six different
headings: material wellbeing; health
and safety; education; peer and family
relationships; behaviours and risks; and
young people’s own subjective sense of
wellbeing. Several indicators were used
to assess each dimension. In the case of
educational wellbeing, for example, where
the UK was ranked 17th, these included
school achievement in literacy, maths
and science at 15; the percentage of 15
to 19 year olds remaining in education;
the percentage of the same age group
not in education, employment or training
(so-called NEETSs); and the percentage of
15 year olds expecting to find low-skilled
work. The last of these was assessed by
asking young people in each country,
‘What kind of job do you expect to have
when you are about 30 years old?’

To measure young people’s subjective
sense of wellbeing their views were sought
on a range of topics, including how much
they liked school. They could choose one

of four possible answers: ‘I like it a lot, ‘I
like it a bit), ‘I don’t like it very much’, or

‘I don’t like it at all’. Countries were then
ranked on the basis of the percentage of
respondents who answered ‘I like it a lot’.

The roots of unhappiness

When news broke of the UK’s low ranking

the response was swift. Ministers insisted

that the data on which the report was

based was out of date. But the sense

that UK children were less happy than

their contemporaries in other advanced

economies or than in earlier times

hung in the air. The growing sense of

unease spawned a series of populist

analyses - of which Sue Palmer’s Toxic

Childhood is perhaps the best known

- as well as further research. In 2009,

the Children’s Society published the

findings of a two-year national inquiry

(A Good Childhood: Searching for values

in a competitive age, Richard Layard and

Judy Dunn, Penguin), which claimed

that excessive individualism in society

was spawning a range of problems

for children. These included ‘high

family break-up, teenage unkindness,

commercial pressures towards premature

sexualisation, unprincipled advertising,

too much competition in education

and acceptance of income inequality.
More recently, the final report of the

Cambridge Primary Review (Children,

their World, their Education, edited by
Robin Alexander, Routledge) included
both a lengthy list of the positive changes
to children’s lives in recent years and a

shorter one listing some of these concerns.

At the top of the latter was, ‘A widespread
belief, especially among parents, that
childhood has become more stressful and
troublesome and that children were less
happy and carefree than they were when
young. Others included consumerism,
parental pressure to succeed, gun and
knife crime, drugs, the internet, erosion
of respect and family breakdown.

Government response

None of this was good news for
government ministers. Following the
death of Victoria Climbié in 2000 the
government had launched an ambitious
programme of service reform under the
banner of Every Child Matters (ECM).
‘Enjoying and achieving’ is among ECM'’s
five key outcomes. This coupling was
elaborated on in the Children’s Plan
published in December 2007. One of its
five principles is that ‘children and young
people need to enjoy their childhood

as well as grow up prepared for adult
life’. To achieve this, the Plan pledged
significant investment to address social
factors seen as undermining children’s
readiness to learn. These included
halving child poverty by 2010 and
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