In this essay, I will be discussing children and young people’s rights in education. I will also discuss how these rights promote fairness, wellbeing, and participation and why this is important for children and young people. Furthermore, I will also be discussing different theories and legislation around children and young people's rights, along with case studies and the barriers and solutions to a rights-based approach in education. When discussing children’s rights, I am speaking about the basic rights that all children have, and a rights-based approach is how different educational contexts put these rights at the centre of decisions impacting children and young people to make sure they are protected, listened to and supported.
[bookmark: _Int_Xf4XBrqj][bookmark: _Int_HRcrXQoh]This approach is becoming more important in modern education because schools are expected to support not only academic development, but also emotional wellbeing, inclusion, and equality. This means children’s rights are now a key part of everyday practice rather than something separate. It also reflects a wider shift in education policy towards seeing children as active participants rather than passive learners. This change of their mindset and way towards learning has greatly changed the expectations placed on schools significantly over recent years. In the past, education often focused mainly on academic achievement and behaviour management, whereas now there is increasing recognition that children learn best when they feel safe, respected, and valued. A rights-based approach helps to create these conditions by promoting respect for children's voices, encouraging participation, and ensuring equality of opportunity. This shift also aligns with broader social changes that emphasise inclusion, diversity, and the wellbeing of children and young people.
Everybody, including children and young people, have basic human rights that are based on dignity, equality, and fairness. According to UNICEF UK (n.d.), the United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child (UNCRC) is an international agreement which “outlines the fundamental rights of every child, regardless of their race, religion or abilities.". Within it, there are 54 articles which cover all the aspects of a child’s life and set out their “civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights” (United Nations, 1989). It aims to make sure that adults and governments work together so that young people can exercise all their rights. These articles include rights such as the right to a thorough education, the right to be protected from harm, the right to express opinions, and the right to play and relax.
[bookmark: _Int_WOBKiLTO]The UNCRC is particularly important in education because many of its articles directly relate to school experiences. An example of this is how Article 28 focuses on children's rights to have a good education, which is detrimental to the child’s knowledge and their future. Furthermore, Article 12 emphasises the right for children to express their views in matters affecting them, an extremely vital aspect of a child’s upbringing in schools, helping them feel safe and able to ask for help. Another example is that Article 29 highlights that education should develop children’s personalities, talents, and abilities to their fullest potential, allowing them to be their truest selves, while feeling safe and proud to do so in a trustworthy environment. Fundamentally, these articles show that education is not only about academic success. Education and schools significantly aide children with their personal development and well-being. It is a safe place for children to come to, however they feel at home, to express themselves, to make friends, to seek guidance from teachers and to learn, giving them support that they also may not feel at home. Schools, therefore, have a responsibility to provide these environments that support these wider outcomes, which is why a rights-based approach is er outcomes, which is why a rights-based approach is an extremely vital and relevant strategy in educational settings.
These rights are important in education because they influence how schools are expected to behave and what they are responsible for providing. For example, schools are not just expected to teach academic content, but also to make sure children feel safe, included, and able to express themselves. This means education is not only about achievement but also about wellbeing and personal development, which links directly to the idea of a rights-based approach. It also means that children are encouraged to see themselves as individuals with a voice, rather than just learners who follow instructions. When children feel that their opinions matter, they are more likely to engage in learning and develop confidence. This can additionally improve relationships between students and teachers, as communication becomes more open and respectful.
Similarly, there are also quite a few theorists that educational contexts follow to make sure that young people’s rights are being respected. One of these being Piaget’s theory of cognitive development (Piaget, 1952). Piaget's theory discusses the idea that children develop in stages as they grow up. These stages include the sensorimotor stage which is where children learn through their movement and senses, preoperational stage where they begin using language and imagination but still maintain an egocentric thinking, concrete operational stage where children begin to think more logically about real situations and understand cause and effect, and formal operational stage where young people develop their thinking to become more abstract and are able to consider more hypothetical ideas. Each stage describes how children’s thinking becomes more complex over time. For example, younger children might not be able to fully understand their more abstract rights, such as Article 38 of the UNCRC which says that “Governments must not allow children under the age of 15 to take part in war or join the armed forces. Governments must do everything they can to protect and care for children affected by war and armed conflicts.”
[bookmark: _Int_evCvksxy][bookmark: _Int_NUajZhST]This shows that education regarding children’s rights must be age appropriate in order for the children to understand their rights properly. It also suggests that children need to be introduced to rights gradually, starting with simple ideas like fairness, sharing, and safety before moving onto more complex legal or political rights. For example, younger children might learn about the right to be safe through classroom rules, while older students might discuss freedom of expression and equality in more depth. This is useful because it helps teachers to adapt their lessons so that children can fully understand what their rights mean in real situations. However, it can also be argued that some teachers might limit their learning about children’s rights and underestimate the children’s abilities, especially if they assume younger children cannot understand more complex ideas. This could potentially lead to children being excluded from discussions that they are capable of engaging with, which goes against the idea of participation rights.
Vygotsky’s theory of social development supports a rights-based approach as he emphasised the importance of including young people in interactions discussing young people (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky suggested that learning happens through social interaction with caregivers or peers. He also highlighted the importance of communication and collaboration between adults and children. His concept of the Zone of Proximal Development explains that children learn best when they are supported by someone more knowledgeable, such as a teacher or peer, which fits well with participatory approaches to education.
[bookmark: _Int_xZO6jua0]This theory is used in educational contexts by supporting young people’s participation rights and including them in choices that they make. This is mostly seen with student bodies and youth voice programs within schools. This promotes fairness and participation as the young people are able to voice their opinions on the choices the school might make so that they can improve the quality of education for all young people. It also helps children feel more confident in expressing themselves because they are given regular opportunities to speak and be listened to in structured ways. Over time, this can also help develop communication skills and confidence, which are important for later life beyond school. Additionally, collaborative learning activities, such as group discussions and peer mentoring, reflect Vygotsky’s ideas and support children’s rights by encouraging active participation.
Erikson’s psychosocial theory also supports a rights-based approach in education because he believed that social and emotional development was important for young people as it helps to shape their development and identity (Erikson, 1963). For example, the stage of industry vs inferiority can suggest that young people want to feel capable in their abilities. This is used within educational contexts by giving all young people the right to education and the right to feel valued and supported. This is done by encouraging young people to participate in conversations about their education and what can be done to support them. They also make sure to recognise young people’s achievements to raise their confidence, so they will continue to improve and strive for success.
[bookmark: _Int_Px0lUIuC][bookmark: _Int_d4bDn5Tr]In the stage of identity vs role confusion, young people are able to explore who they are and begin to develop their personal identity. Their rights allow them to express their view and their right to individuality. In education, this is achieved through programs such as student voice and respecting all young people’s opinions and diversity. It is also about celebrating all young people's cultures, religions, genders, and sexualities to make them feel safe and supported through their identity journey. If children are able to develop in supportive environments with a good awareness of what their rights are, they will be able to build their identity and develop confidently. However, Erikson’s theory can also be criticised for the stages being too fixed, and how not all children develop in the same way or at the same rate, which means it may not always reflect real classroom experiences accurately.
[bookmark: _Int_6SJdQTHN]In Wales, the Rights of Children and Young Persons Measure 2011 makes it clear that the UNCRC is part of Welsh law (Welsh Government, 2011) and that all educational contexts and councils must consider children’s rights in decisions. This is important because it means children’s rights are not just guidance, but something that must be taken into account when planning policies and services. It also places responsibility on public bodies to actively consider children’s wellbeing and participation, rather than treating it as optional. This legislation also requires Welsh ministers to have due regard to the UNCRC, meaning they must think about children’s rights when making decisions that affect young people.
[bookmark: _Int_FdZjKVsI]In schools, they must promote children’s rights in practice by creating safe, supportive environments where children feel secure and able to learn. There is also the Curriculum for Wales, developed by the Welsh Government, which focuses on a holistic, child-centred approach to education and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2022). It encourages schools to think about the whole child, not just academic achievement, and supports learners to become ethical and informed citizens who understand their rights and responsibilities. The curriculum also includes four purposes which aim to develop ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals. These aims clearly reflect a rights-based approach to education.
From this, it can be said that Wales has shown a strong commitment to children’s rights. However, the impact of this depends heavily on how well schools apply these policies in practice, and whether staff fully understand how to embed rights into everyday teaching. It can also vary depending on training opportunities, funding, leadership within schools and how much emphasis is placed on rights compared to academic performance.
A rights-based approach can be seen in different educational settings, especially in schools where children’s rights are part of everyday learning. In many primary schools, pupil voice is encouraged through school councils and class discussions, giving children the chance to share their opinions and be involved in decisions. This links to Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), which focuses on the child’s right to be heard. Schools may ask pupils about playground improvements, school rules, or learning activities. This helps children feel that they are part of the school community.
In Wales, schools such as Bishopston Comprehensive have worked to include children’s rights within their school ethos, with pupils involved in linking rights to school rules and values (UNICEF UK, n.d.). This helps to create a more respectful and inclusive environment where children feel valued and included in school life. It also helps build a sense of responsibility, as children begin to understand how their actions connect to wider rights and expectations. However, these approaches do not always have the same impact in every school. Sometimes, students can share their views, but this does not always lead to real changes, which can reduce engagement over time and make children feel that participation is only symbolic rather than meaningful.
There are also several barriers that can affect how well a rights-based approach is put into practice. One of the key issues is that not all staff are fully trained or confident in using this approach, which can lead to differences between schools. Limited time and resources can also be a problem, especially when schools are under pressure to focus on academic results and performance targets. Teachers may feel that they do not have enough time to incorporate discussions about rights into their lessons.
Another challenge is the imbalance of power between adults and children, as adults still make most of the decisions. This can mean that children’s views are not always taken seriously or fully acted upon. In some cases, children may not even be aware of their rights, which makes it harder for them to use them in practice or speak up when something is wrong. These challenges show that there is often a gap between what policies like the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) say should happen and what actually happens in real educational settings, which is something that continues to be an issue in practice.
[bookmark: _Int_gasUAouC][bookmark: _Int_s44SoL38]There are several strategies that can help improve how children’s rights are promoted in education. One of the most important is teaching children about their rights, so they understand them and feel more confident speaking up. When children are aware of their rights, they are more likely to participate in decisions and take an active role in their learning. Encouraging pupil voice through discussions, school councils and feedback is also important, especially when schools actually act on what students say rather than just collecting opinions.
Staff training is another key strategy, as it helps teachers understand how to apply a rights-based approach in their everyday work and ensures a more consistent approach across schools. Creating an inclusive environment is also important, where all learners feel respected and supported, regardless of their background or ability. A whole-school approach can also make a difference, where children’s rights are included in all aspects of school life, including policies, teaching, and relationships. Organisations such as UNICEF UK (n.d.) promote this type of approach, encouraging schools to embed rights into their overall ethos rather than treating them as a separate topic.
[bookmark: _Int_nkxTx3o5]However, while these strategies can be effective, they do not always work perfectly. For example, encouraging pupil voice can help students feel more confident and involved, but only if they feel like they are actually being listened to and that their opinions matter. Staff training can improve practice and understanding, but it depends on schools having enough time, funding, and resources to provide it properly. This shows that while there are clear ways to support children’s rights in education, it takes ongoing effort and commitment to make sure these strategies lead to real and lasting improvements, rather than just being ideas on paper.
[bookmark: _Int_dmtTLCi1]In conclusion, children and young people’s rights are an important part of education, helping to promote fairness, inclusion, and participation. Theories help explain why these rights matter and how children develop, while laws and policies provide a framework for how they should be applied in practice. Although there are good examples of rights-based approaches in education, there are also challenges that can affect how well they work in reality. Strategies such as promoting pupil voice, improving staff training, and creating inclusive environments can help address these issues, but they need to be applied consistently across all settings. Overall, a rights-based approach can improve educational experiences for children and young people by making them feel valued, included, and heard, but it requires ongoing commitment to make sure these principles are fully embedded in everyday practice.
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