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The respect for children and young people's rights in education is vital for playing the role in shaping their development, well-being, and future opportunities. Education is not only a fundamental right in international frameworks, but it also serves as a platform to uphold other rights, such as equality, freedom of expression, and protection from discrimination. This essay will explore how children’s rights are respected in Education, the theoretical frameworks, legal and policy context, case studies, barriers and issues faced, and effective strategies to implement in education. 
A working definition of a child can be drawn from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which defines a child as “any person under the age of 18, unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier”. This definition emphasises that children are individuals who require special care, protection, and developmental support to realise their rights and achieve their full potential.
Understanding children’s rights is highly important and can be informed by different theoretical frameworks, which could be legal, social and developmental perspectives.
A Rights-based Framework is grounded in conventions like the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), recognised by the Uk in 1991. It helps to emphasises children’s rights to protection, safeguarding children from harm, provision, ensuring access to resources like education and healthcare, and participation, ensuing their voices are heard in matters that affects them. (Cambridge University, 2012)
Developmental theories such as Jean Piaget’s and Lev Vygotsky’s aid that children’s cognitive and social development is understood. Jean Piaget’s stages of cognitive development inform education policies in the UK. For example, his theory encourages teaching approaches that are tailored to a child’s cognitive abilities. Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory also plays a role, highlighting how social interactions and cultural tools shape learning. This idea is reflected in collaborative learning environments encouraged in Uk schools. In education and care, these theories help guide practices to ensure children’s developmental needs are met. (Care Learning, 2025)
The social justice framework approach focuses on addressing equality and ensuring that all children, regardless of their background, have access to opportunities and protection.  This corresponds with UK legislations like the Children Act 1989, which sets out the principles that the welfare of the child is paramount, ensuring decisions are made with their best interest in mind. (NSPCC, 2025)
Legal frameworks such as the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) through the Human Rights Act 1998 has strengthened the legal basis for children’s rights. This enables that children’s rights are protected under domestic laws. (Cambridge University, 2012) The Equality Act 2010 further strengthens this by prohibiting discrimination based on age, disability, gender, race and other characteristics, ensuring children’s rights are upheld across various spheres. (Equality Act, 2010)
These theoretical frameworks collectively determine policies and practices in the UK, unsung a holistic approach to understand and uphold children rights. 
The legal and policy context for respecting young people’s and children’s rights in education is shaped by a combination of national legislations and educational policies.
The Children act 1989 establishes that the welfare of the child is paramount, influencing decisions in education. Child Centred Decision-making is implemented in schools and local authorities, to prioritise the welfare of the child in decisions. For example, allocating resources for vulnerable students or addressing safeguarding concerns.
The Education Act 1996 outlines the rights to education and the responsibilities of local authorities and schools in providing it. The Education and Inspections Act 2006 emphasises the importance of promoting equality and tackling discrimination in schools. It also sets out parents’ responsibilities for ensuring their child receives appropriate education. 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is a fundamental foundation of children’s rights globally, emphasising the right to education (Article 28) and the importance of making education accessible, inclusive and of quality. It also highlights children’s rights to non-discrimination, freedom of expression, and protection in educational settings. 
Government Policies such as Pupil Premium Funding was introduced to support disadvantaged children, ensuring they receive additional resources and opportunities to succeed in their education. Another Government Police is the Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) Policy. This police puts in place that schools are required to provide inclusive education and reasonable accommodation for children with SEN or disabilities. This ensures that the children who have SEN or disabilities don’t feel unheard or less advantaged than other children.
In terms of respecting children’s rights in education, Ofsted places significant emphasis on safeguarding and pupil welfare, ensuring all schools creat safe environments that promote equality and inclusion. They inspect schools’ compliance with legal duties under frameworks like the Equality Act 2010 and UNCRC principles.
Ofsted has examined promising practices in supporting children with special educational needs (SEN). For example, schools that successfully implement personalised learning plans and involve children in decisions about their education demonstrate respect for their rights to participation and tailored support. Key strategies used include flexible teaching methods, collaboration with parents and the use of evidence-based interventions. 
Treehouse Nursery serves as an example of respecting children’s rights. As a rights respecting schools by UNICEF UK, the nursery emphasises listening to children’s voices, even at a very young age. By involving children in decision-making processes through steering groups, the nursery reinforces the ides that they are active rights-holders. Instead of implementing rules, they use charters, ensuring that rights and responsibilities are integrated into daily practices. This case demonstrates how early years settings can successfully embed children’s rights into their culture, promoting respect and inclusivity. 
Comberton Village College, another rights respecting school, highlights how rights-based approaches can address safeguarding concerns. The school used the UNCRC framework to tackle child-on-child abuse and harassment, fostering a culture where students feel safe and respected. By linking safeguarding practices to children’s rights, the school ensured open discussions about safety and respect, aligning with Article 3 of the UNCRC, which prioritises the best interest of the children. This case study underlines the importance of embedding rights into polices to create protective and nurturing environments. (Girling, J. 2022)
Ofsted case reviews often highlight schools that have effectively addressed safeguarding challenges to uphold children’s rights. For example, schools that identify and support children experiencing neglect demonstrate the application of Article 19, which ensures protection form harm and abuse. By implementing targeted interventions, proving inn emotional support, and collaborating with social services, these schools uphold their duty to protect vulnerable children while maintaining their right to education. 
Schools recognised for their Rights Respecting Schools Award (RRSA) by UNICEF UK, such as Eastbury Community School and Knowetop Primary School, have integrated children’s rights into their everyday operations. Eastbury focuses on Article 3 (best interest of the child) by prioritising safeguarding, while Knowetop promotes Article 12 by actively involving children in decision-making. These schools illustrate how rights-based education empowers pupils and creates inclusive learning environments that respect their dignity and agency. 
Ofsted’s inspections not only evaluate educational outcomes but also assess how well schools support children’s rights to safety, participation, and inclusion, schools that excel in these areas are often highlighted as examples of best practice, demonstrating the positive impact of aligning educational polices with UNCRC principles. By holding schools accountable and providing recommendations for improvement, Ofsted ensures that children’s rights remain a priority in education. 
Implementing respect for children’s rights in education faces various barriers and challenges. Despite government policies such as Pupil Premium funding, children from disadvantaged backgrounds still face obstacles in accessing quality education. Poverty affects attendance access to resources and participation in extracurricular activities. Cooper K. And Stewart, K. (2017) argue in their paper Does Money Affect Children’s Outcomes? That economic deprivation significantly impacts children’s educational achievements and their right to equitable education.
Some safeguarding failures such as bullying, including online harassment, continues to cause challenges in schools, undermining children’s rights to a safe educational environment. Smith, P.K, Cowie, H. And Blades, R. (2014) provides and analysis of safeguarding policies and the persistence of bullying issues in education. Also, schools struggling to respect children’s rights could be down to budget cuts that reduce staff members, mental health support, and facilities. Ball, S.J. (2013) outlines the impacts of austerity measures on educational resources and rights.
Teachers and school staff may lack awareness and training therefore they may not be fully aware of the principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) or how to integrate them into daily school practices. Limited professional development opportunities can leave educators underprepared to promote children’s rights effectively.
They may also come across curriculum pressures. The focus on academic attainment, standardised testing, and meeting performance targets often overshadows efforts to foster a rights-respecting culture in schools. Balancing these priorities with the promotion of children’s voices and participation can be challenging. 
Schools may face difficulties creating meaningful opportunities for children to express their views and participate in decision making processes, as required by Article 12 of the UNCRC. Time constraints and competing priorities often mean children’s voices are overlooked. 
Inspection and Accountability pressures. For example, Ofsted inspections often place greater emphasis on academic outcomes rather than fostering a rights-respecting environment. This emphasis can lead to schools to not prioritise initiatives aimed at respecting children’s rights, especially is such efforts are not explicitly evaluated during inspections. 
Implementing respect for children’s rights in schools requires thoughtful strategies that align with legal frameworks, polices and the principles of the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). 
An effective strategy is implementing the Rights Respecting Schools framework. Schools can adopt the Rights Respecting Schools Award (RRSA) developed by UNICEF UK, which integrates children’s rights into school policies, curriculum, and daily practices. This framework empowers children to understand and exercise their rights while fostering a culture of respect and inclusivity. 
Having a rights-respecting classroom charter enables to involve students and helps them to understand their rights and responsibilities. This process ensures children understand their rights and see their relevance in everyday interactions. How to implement this would be to, begin the school year with collaborative sessions where students discuss key rights and how they should be upheld in the classroom, linking these to positive behaviour expectations. (UNICEF, 2019) 
Having a right centred curriculum would mean to design lessons and projects that incorporate children’s rights into subjects. For example, literature lessons could analyze themes of fairness and justice, while citizenship classes could explore the UNCRC and global examples of children fighting for their rights. To implement this effectively, use age-appropriate materials, such as role-playing where students debate real world issues affecting children’s rights globally, to encourage critical thinking. (Lundy, L. 2007)
Encouraging pupil voice by creating opportunities for children to express their views on decisions that affect them is another effective strategy. Whether through school cousins, suggestions boxes, or group discussions, empowering students to have their say reinforces respect for their opinions. How to implement this would be to develop a feedback system in the classroom where children regularly evaluate lessons, classroom policies or teaching methods. (Fielding, M. 2004)
Promoting inclusive practices. For example, respecting diversity and promoting inclusion by ensuring all students, regardless of ability, background, or identity, feel valued and represented in learning materials and activities. Implementing this would be to provide different instructions tailored to individual learning needs and use materials that celebrate cultural diversity. (Norwich, B. 2014)
Building a safe and supportive environment. Safeguarding children’s physical and emotional well-being is vital. Implement anti-bullying strategies and establish a zero-tolerance approach to discrimination, harassment or violence. To implement this into schools, regularly having workshops or assemblies addressing bullying, mental health and respectful behaviour, helps train students as peer mediators to resolve minor conflicts. 
Teachers play a crucial role in demonstrating respect by actively listening to students, fostering empathy, and ensuring fair treatment in all classroom interactions. Modelling rights-respecting behaviours sets the tone for reflecting classroom culture. Teachers should incorporate fairness and respect into discipline practices, moving away from punitive methods to restorative approaches where students reflect on their actions and learn from them. (Roffey, S. 2012)
In conclusion, respecting children’s rights in education is essential for creating environments where young learners can thrive academically, socially and emotionally. By integrating principles from the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) into educational policies and practices, schools can foster inclusivity, safety and empowerment for all students. From ensuing access to quality education and safeguarding children against discrimination to actively listening to their voices in decision making, the application of rights-based approaches serves as a fountain for equitable and transformative education. 
Through frameworks such as the Rights Respecting Schools Awards and the oversight provided by Ofsted, many schools have demonstrated effective strategies to uphold childrens rights. Case studies like Treehouse Nursery and Comberton village College showcase how embedding rights into daily practices not only benefits individual students but also contributes to a culture of respect and dignity within educational communities. However, challenges such as funding constrains, safeguarding gaps, and inconsistent implementation must be addressed to ensure universal respect for children’s rights across the education system.
Ultimately, respecting children’s rights in education is more than a legal obligation, it is a moral imperative to support their growth, well-being, and potential to shape a better future. By continuing to prioritise these rights, educators, policy makers and advocates can empower every child to access opportunities that uphold their dignity and inspire their aspirations.  
Reference List
Ball, S.J. (2013). Education and economic policies I the UK. London: Routledge. 
Care Learning, n.d. Explain how theories of development and frameworks to support development influence current practices. Available at: https://carelearning.org.uk/qualifications/level-3-cypw/cyp-core-31/2-3-explain-how-theories-of-development-and-frameworks-to-support-development-influence-current-practice/ (Accessed: 24 March 2025)
Children act 1989, c. 41. Available at: https://www.legistlation.gov.uk/ukpga/1989/41/contents (Accessed: 24 March 2025).
Cooper, K. And Stewart, K. (2017). Does money affect children’s outcomes? Childhood poverty and it’s consequences. London: Policy Press. 
Fielding, M. (2004). Transformative approaches to student voice: Theoretical underpinnings, recalcitrant realities. British Educational Research Journal, 30(2), pp.295–311.
Fortin, J. (2009) children’s rights and the developing law. 3rd ed. Cambridge University Press. Available at: https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/childrens-rights-and-the-developing-law/theoretical-perspectives/8D68F85883B630B2183B6B332984DBC7
Girling, J. (2022). Tackling child-on child abuse: a case study. SecEd
Legislation.gov.uk, n.d. Equality Act 2010. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents	 (Accessed: 24 March 2025) 
Lundy, L. (2007). “Voice” is not enough: Conceptualising Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. British Educational Research Journal, 33(6), pp.927-942.
Norwich, B. (2014). SEND Policy, Equity, and challenges of Implementation in England. British Journal of special Education, 41(2), pp.121–139.
NSPCC, n.d. Children and the law. Available at: https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/child-protection-system/children-the-law (Accessed: 24 March 2025)
Roffey, S. (2012). Pupil wellbeing—Teacher wellbeing: Two sides of the same coin? Educational and Child Psychology, 29(4), pp.8–17.
Smith, P.K., Cowie, H. And Blades, R. (2014). Understanding bullying and protecting children in schools. London: Routledge. 
UNICEF UK (2019). Rights Respecting Schools Award: A Guide for Schools. Available at:  https://www.unicef.org.uk/rights-respecting-schools/ (Accessed: 24 March 2025).
UNICEF UK. (2019). The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child: A summary of the articles. Available at: https://www.unicef.org.uk (Accessed: 24 March 2025).
UNICEF UK, n.d. Young children’s voices are heard at Treehouse Nursery. Available at: https://www.unicef.org.uk/rights-respecting-schools/resources/teaching-resources/best-practice-case-studies/young-childrens-voices-are-heard-at-treehouse-nursery/ (Accessed: 27 March 2025).

