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Respecting Rights and Supporting Inclusion


“Human rights are the basic rights and freedoms that belong to every person in the world, from birth until death. They apply regardless of where you are from, what you believe or how you choose to live your life.” (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2019) 
In the United Kingdom (UK), our human rights are protected by the Human Rights Act of 1998 and these basic rights are based on shared values like equality, respect, fairness, dignity and independence. These basic rights are defined and protected by law and can never be taken away although they can sometimes be restricted. Anyone who is in the UK for any reason, is protected by the act and immigration status. 
According to the Equality and Human Rights Commission (2018), in 1953, a treaty was signed by the members of the European Council to ensure the rights of their own citizens and others, within their borders. Further on from this, in 1998, a new Human Rights Act meant that people from the UK no longer had to take complaints to the European Court in Strasbourg. Then finally in 2010, the Equality Act amalgamated 116 different pieces of legislation and created a streamlined framework to advance equality for everyone.
According to the Welsh Government (2015) the United Nations Convention for the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), has fifty-four articles, forty-one of which are rights on how children and young people should be treated to enable them to feel safe, healthy, happy and enabled to reach their full potential. The other thirteen articles are rights on how adults and governments should work together, to ensure that children and young people access the first forty-one articles.
UNICEF’s (2023a) twenty-five-year experience in the UK has led to the creation of the Child Friendly Cities & Communities Child Rights-Based Approach (CRBA). The CRBA is made up from seven principles; best interests, life and development, non-discrimination and participation, which are general principles of the UNCRC and dignity, interdependence and indivisibility, and transparency and accountability, which are general Human Rights principles. 
The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2022), Rocio Cifuentes MBE, has welcomed the Welsh Government’s commitment to reforming the education system and to improving the lives of children and young people. Curriculum reform presents Wales with an opportunity to address the gaps that include some of the elements that reflect human rights, values and principles. However, enabling children to learn about their rights is not mandatory. Recent curriculum reform has presented Wales with the ideal opportunity to place children’s rights at the heart of the curriculum. High standards of practice and pedagogy in the systems that we put in place, regarding human rights and values, in our relationships, will enable children to be the best they can be. This has led the Commissioner to suggest that human rights should form the underpinning basis of the new curriculum. 
Reworking the National Curriculum, revising the Professional Teaching and Leadership Standards and transforming the Additional Learning Needs system, all emphasise Wales’ commitment to improving the lives of children and young people. The National Curriculum is undergoing an important period of transformation and it is an ideal opportunity to include human rights values and principles at the core. This dynamic period of change will move Wales away from the more traditional model of education where children are encouraged to learn and regurgitate facts, whereas the new innovative model will encourage children to develop and apply knowledge and skills in the real world. Hopefully this new knowledge and skills will enable young people living in poverty, to be more aspirational and hopeful about their future, confident in the knowledge that they have the requisite skills to enable them to have a brighter future.
When exploring the barriers to education it is worthwhile to note Maslow’s (2013) Hierarchy of Needs. Maslow bases his theory on a pyramidical model which states that needs lower down on the hierarchy must be satisfied before needs higher up can be met. From the bottom of the hierarchy upwards the needs are physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem and self-actualization.
There are many defining factors relating to child poverty. According to The Children’s Society (2023), child poverty is when a child is raised with limited or no access to the basic needs to survive which include, food, clean clothes and shelter. The causes of poverty can be identified by examining statistics gathered over the years by Poverty and Social Exclusion (2023). For example, 71% of children come from households where the income of parents is low; the Welsh Government (2022a) defines child poverty as when a child comes from a household earning 60% or less than the average UK home. Since 2006, there has been a 60% rise in the number of people moving repeatedly between work and unemployment. The increasing high cost of living and an inadequate Benefits system is also a huge contributary factor and it is interesting to note that Wales has the worst child poverty figures in the UK, with over half the children living in low-income households, worried that their parents find it hard to pay for basic needs. It is also worrying to note that a quarter of parents living in low-income households’ report having to skip meals as there is nothing left in the household budget to cut back on. 
Poor home conditions can also have an adverse effect, with children growing up in poor housing conditions having a 25% higher risk of severe ill-health and disability during childhood and early adulthood. Many low-income households live in rented accommodation and may be at the mercy of unscrupulous landlords and tenancy agreements. Inadequate housing conditions can include damp, draughty, unhygienic and poorly ventilated homes. These homes may be in need of repair, have poor sanitation and can be cold or lacking heat. Children living in these conditions are four times more likely to suffer mental health and behavioural problems. All these factors contribute to depriving children of their basic human needs and rights.
Included in the rights of a child is a need to provide education, as every child has the right to an education to enable them to reach their full potential. Article 28 of UNICEF’s (2023b) UNCRC states that every child has the right to an education. Primary education must be free and different subjects must be available to every child in secondary education. Discipline in schools must respect children’s dignity and their rights, regardless of their race, gender, disability or background. 
Although a child has rights, as defined in the UNICEF (2023a) (2023b) articles, there are many factors that could influence a child’s access to these rights, with poverty being one of the main contributing factors to limiting a child’s access to receiving a rich and meaningful education. 
Living in poor households can make children feel unequal to others, as poverty has a significant impact on the educational experience and attainment of many children growing up in the UK. This could, in turn, lead to an educational disadvantage, with the Education Act of 1998, defining disadvantage as children and young people being deprived of the ability to derive appropriate benefit from education in schools. 
An interesting fact to note as stated by Larson (2007), is that poverty even affects babies in the womb as mothers who are malnourished can lead to babies being miscarried, born early, underweight and with a higher risk of disease. According to statistics from the Welsh Government (2022b), babies born with a low birth weight (under 2,500g) has not improved significantly. According to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023), in 2020/21, 13.4 million people were living in poverty, of these, 3.9 million were children, which equates to over a quarter of children in the UK living in poverty. 
According to the Welsh Governments (2015) ‘Child Poverty Strategy for Wales’, for the figures between 2010 and 2013, approximately 200,000 children in Wales live in poverty that is nearly one in three, however, the latest publication of figures for 2017 - 2020 indicates that very little progress, if any, has been made to reduce child poverty.
At its extremes, poverty can negatively affect how the body and mind develop and can alter the fundamental architecture of the brain. Children who experience poverty have an increased likelihood for numerous chronic illnesses and for shortened life expectancy. Developmental science has improved tremendously in recent years and poverty for children is not simply a matter of getting by with less of the essentials of life, as suggested by Luby, Constantino and Barch (2022). When compared with their more fortunate, more secure peers, children growing up in poverty fall behind early in their lives. From a very young age gaps are evident in key aspects of learning, social and emotional development and knowledge. If left unattended, these early gaps become progressively more evident. Positive early development inevitably leads to further enhanced development so, poor children often lag behind their peers on entry to preschool. This underachievement tends to progress as the child journeys through its school career.
Improving educational outcomes for children and families that live in poverty has commanded a major emphasis from the Welsh Government. It is important that families receive support as early as possible, so that children grow up in homes where they can be healthy, and where they can learn and gain all the skills needed to enable them to reach their full potential. The Welsh Government has put in strategies which hopefully, will reduce child poverty in the years to come; strategies such as ‘Building a Brighter Future: Early Years and Childcare Plan’ which supports all children form birth to seven years old. ‘Parenting in Wales: Guidance on Engagement and Support’ where organisations know the best ways to support parents and ‘Grants for Schools’ to help pupils who face poverty and ‘Free School Meals’ which give children healthy meals to enable them to function at their best, to name but a few.
Children and young people who grow up in poverty, living in poor quality housing or are homeless or do not have enough safe space to play outside, may also face more mental health and physical problems. Strategies under this umbrella include, ‘Early Years NHS Services’ to give every child a healthy start. ‘Fairer Health Outcomes for All’ makes sure that everyone has access to the best health support possible and no one faces disadvantage because of poverty. The outcome of these strategies can be measured by the percentage of babies born with a low birth weight and the percentage of children in low-income households who fail to reach the appropriate developmental social and health milestones. 
The Welsh government also has a big responsibility in ensuring that Wales is in a strong financial position and that there is enough meaningful work and opportunities to get people out of poverty and in to work.
Living in a low-income household can demotivate a child in to feeling unequal to other children, thus making them less confident, less hopeful and doubting their ability to get the job they want or are capable of achieving. Children who live in poverty are affected on a daily basis by their lack of experiences, compared with children where poverty is not an issue. Poverty can have an immediate effect on children’s lives, as they can experience hunger, insecurity, instability and illness. Children who suffer food deprivation can not be expected to achieve what they are capable of socially, emotionally or academically. Poverty creates a huge strain on families and can have a negative impact on a child’s ability to learn. 
It is suggested by Poverty in Early Childhood (2018) that young children who experience poverty in their first years of life, are approximately thirty percent less likely to perform well, compared to children who do not experience poverty until later in life. Being malnourished and having poor nutrition can adversely affect a child’s cognitive abilities as well as their level of concentration which can set them back hugely, when it comes to learning and developing new skills and concepts.
According to Child Poverty Action Group (2023), living in poverty can affect a child’s mental health. A stressful situation in the home can be caused by money worries, as parents may argue more or lose their temper more easily because of anxiety and depression. It is a difficult environment to grow up in and young children often find it difficult to understand why they have less than other children. Young children and young people often find the situation difficult to understand and will respond to a stressful situation with negative behaviour and can also experience difficulty forming positive relationships. Older children will often take on the financial worries of their parents and feel in some way, responsible for the situation over which they have no control. Young people are often recruited into gangs, as criminals can take advantage of this situation.
Being from a poor background should not disadvantage a child and there should be no stigma attached to receiving help from various organisations such as Social Services, Health Visitors, General Practitioners, Citizens Advice Bureau and Food Banks. Parents should be encouraged to approach their child’s school if financial help is required on issues such as school uniforms and school trips / visits etc. 
There has been dramatic change in recent years in how developmental science understands the effects of child poverty. Luby, Constantino and Barch (2022) suggest that poverty for children, is not simply a matter of coping with less of the essentials of life. Poverty, at its extremes, can negatively affect how the body and mind develop and can actually alter the fundamental development of the brain. Starting in early infancy gaps are evident in key aspects of learning, knowledge and social and emotional development. The gap widens as the child progresses through early childhood. Professionals and policy makers need to consider the period from birth to five years and need to include interventions to address the developmental needs of at-risk children nought to three years. The Welsh Governments (2012) Flying Start policy is being implemented to address this. 
Another factor that should be considered when exploring the barriers to education is Bronfenbrenner’s main theory, which is one of the most accepted explanations regarding the influence of social environments on human development. This theory argues that the environment a person grows up in, affects every facet of life. This theory can be evidenced by the National Education Union (2021) statistic that states that “Children accessing Free School Meals are 28% less likely to leave school with 5 A*-C GCSE grades than their wealthier peers”. 
Whilst the Welsh Government (2022c) are to be commended for their introduction and implementation of the ‘Universal Primary Free School Meals by 2024’, this begs the question as to whether this will create some type of equality. Social Change UK (2023) have discussed the differences between equality and equity leading to liberation and found it wanting, leading to an understanding that equality will not end in liberation thus meaning that equality will not end poverty. Perhaps government legislation should aim for equity rather than equality? 
It is important that school and home form strong positive relationships as an awareness of the context that children are in at home, can provide us with explanations for the way children may act in different situations. For example, a child who frequently bullies other children in school; this may be indication that he or she is a victim of bullying in the home. Another example may be a child who is lied to at home will inevitably think that lying is acceptable.
It is important that the child is surrounded by positive agencies such as school, home and medical practitioners and if needed Social Services, as there is much evidence to suggest that when one of these agencies fail, the child or young person is at risk. For example, the case regarding Kaylea Titford as found in the North Wales Live (2023) article, a case in point where the different agencies were unaware of circumstances regarding the welfare of the young person.
In conclusion, improving education for all is the national goal which, hopefully, will contribute to the wicked problem of eradicating child poverty. Ensuring the rights of the child are in the centre of this challenge with access to and acquisition of the knowledge, experiences and skills that are needed by our young people, for employment, lifelong learning and active citizenship, are essential. The new curriculum for Wales guidance is a concise plan of what is important in delivering a broad and balanced education, where each individual achieves his/her full potential. The four purposes outlined in the Welsh government guidance are a shared aspiration for every child and young person. Implementing the new curriculum will hopefully enable our learners to be ambitious, capable, enterprising, creative contributors. Our young people will be ethically informed citizens and healthy confident individuals with high expectations and hopefully, armed with these talents, the issue of child poverty will decline hugely.
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