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Respecting Children and Young People’s Rights in Wales

The global recognition of children's and young people's rights has led to significant efforts to protect and promote these rights. A cornerstone of these efforts is the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), adopted in 1989. This landmark agreement outlines the essential rights of children and young people, including their right to education, healthcare, and protection from harm. The UNCRC serves as a vital framework for ensuring that the well-being and development of children are prioritized worldwide (UNICEF, 2025). International organizations such as UNICEF play a crucial role in advocating for these rights, providing expert assistance, and supporting governments in implementing policies that ensure the well-being and development of children (UNICEF, 2019b). These efforts underscore the urgency of safeguarding children's rights to create a better future for all.

Children's and young people's rights are particularly crucial in educational settings as they ensure that all students have access to quality education, free from discrimination and inequality. Respecting and promoting these rights can lead to better educational outcomes by providing a supportive and inclusive environment where all learners can thrive (Steps4Kids, 2025). Education empowers individuals with knowledge and skills, fostering their overall development and well-being (UNICEF, 2024). By upholding these rights, educational institutions can help reduce poverty and inequality, promote social justice, and enable children and young people to reach their full potential (Theirworld, n.d.).

 A rights-based approach in education integrates human rights principles into all aspects of educational policy and practice. This approach is guided by key principles such as non-discrimination and equality, ensuring that all children have access to quality education regardless of their background. Accountability and transparency are crucial, as they require educational authorities to be responsible for upholding children's rights and to operate openly. Participation and empowerment emphasize the active involvement of children and young people in decision-making processes that affect their education, fostering a sense of ownership and agency (INEE, 2010). By adopting a rights-based approach, educational institutions can create inclusive environments that support the holistic development of all learners (UNICEF, 2007).

The purpose of this assignment is to evaluate children and young people's rights programs and explore how these initiatives enhance learners' understanding of a rights-based approach within educational contexts. By examining relevant legislation, policy, and practice, this assignment will highlight the significance of these programs in promoting children's rights and fostering inclusive educational environments. It will also identify potential barriers and challenges that may hinder the effective implementation of a rights-based approach, such as the lack of genuine consideration of children's voices, practical and logistical issues, and contextual challenges. The assignment will discuss key legislation, including the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and Welsh Government policies, while exploring policies and practices that support children's rights. Through this examination, the assignment aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of both the importance and the challenges of implementing a rights-based approach in education.

Human rights theory provides a foundational framework for understanding children and young people's rights. This theory is based on the principles outlined in key international documents such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the UNCRC. These documents assert that all individuals, including children, are entitled to fundamental rights and freedoms without discrimination (UNICEF, 2019a). The UNCRC emphasizes the unique needs and rights of children, recognizing their vulnerability and the necessity for special protection and care (UNICEF, 2024). Human rights theory underscores the importance of dignity, equality, and respect for all individuals, which are essential in promoting and safeguarding children's rights in various contexts (UNICEF, 2019a).

Jean Piaget's theory of cognitive development explains how children progress through stages of intellectual growth, from sensorimotor to formal operational stages (Barrouillet, 2015). This helps educators tailor their teaching to children's developmental needs. Lev Vygotsky's sociocultural theory emphasizes the role of social interaction and cultural context in development, highlighting the "zone of proximal development," where appropriate support helps children reach their potential (Clabaugh, 2010). John Dewey advocated for experiential learning, where students engage actively and learn through real-life experiences, fostering critical thinking and problem-solving skills (Miettinen, 2010).

Incorporating Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, and Dewey’s experiential learning into a rights-based approach to education highlights the importance of adapting educational strategies to children's evolving developmental needs. Piaget’s stages of cognitive development emphasize that children’s capacity for understanding and participation grows over time, supporting the UNCRC’s right to participation (Article 12). Younger children may express basic preferences, while older children can take part in more complex decision-making, illustrating the importance of adjusting educational practices based on cognitive maturity.

Vygotsky’s focus on social interaction underscores the need for a collaborative learning environment, where children’s rights to express opinions and be heard can be fully realized. His Zone of Proximal Development shows that children thrive when supported by knowledgeable others, reinforcing the idea that educational environments should not only respect but actively encourage children’s participation in their learning. Dewey’s emphasis on experiential learning further complements this by advocating for education that is not just about knowledge acquisition but about empowering children to engage with real-world issues. A rights-based approach that fosters active participation ensures that children’s voices are integral to the educational process, thereby developing their sense of agency. Together, these theories underscore the necessity of an education system that is responsive to children’s developmental stages, cultural contexts, and active participation in decision-making, thus creating an inclusive and rights-respecting educational environment. This approach fosters a more holistic development of children, empowering them with both knowledge and the tools to actively shape their educational experiences and futures (Pardjono, 2002).

The UNCRC is a comprehensive international treaty that outlines the rights of children and young people under the age of 18. It was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1989 and has been ratified by almost every country in the world. The UNCRC includes several key articles related to education, emphasizing the importance of inclusive, quality education that respects and promotes children's rights. Article 28 guarantees the right to free and compulsory primary education and encourages accessible secondary education for all children. Article 29 focuses on the goals of education, aiming to develop the child's personality, talents, and abilities to their fullest potential. Article 2 ensures non-discrimination in education, advocating for equal access to educational opportunities for all children. Article 3 states that the best interests of the child must be a primary consideration in all actions concerning children. Together, these articles highlight the need for an educational system that guarantees access, fosters holistic development, and upholds the rights of every child (UNICEF, n.d.).

The Welsh Government has been proactive in promoting children's rights, formally adopting the UNCRC as the basis for policymaking related to children and young people in 2004. Key legislation includes the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, which places a duty on Welsh Ministers to have due regard to the UNCRC when developing or reviewing legislation and policy. This measure ensures that children's rights are considered in all governmental decisions and actions. Additionally, the Children's Rights Impact Assessment (CRIA) was developed to support compliance with this duty, helping to evaluate the impact of policies on children's rights (Welsh Government, 2022). The Welsh Government's commitment to children's rights is reflected in various initiatives and plans, such as the Children and Young People's Plan, which outlines actions to support the well-being and development of children in Wales (Welsh Government, 2024).

A case study by Johnson (2010) focused on excluded youth across the UK, managed from a non-governmental setting, aimed to address educational and social exclusion faced by marginalized young people. The program provided opportunities for meaningful activities and decision-making processes, illustrating the application of children's and young people's rights. It ensured access to educational opportunities, aligning with UNCRC principles, by offering alternative pathways and support to continue education despite exclusion from mainstream schools. The program emphasized involving young people in decision-making, promoting their right to participation and empowerment as stated in Article 12 of the UNCRC. It also addressed social exclusion and discrimination, ensuring equal access to opportunities for all young people, in line with Article 2 of the UNCRC. Comprehensive support services, including educational resources, mental health support, and community engagement activities, were provided, reflecting the holistic approach of the UNCRC to support children's overall well-being and development.

The evaluation of this UK case study analysed perspectives from various groups, including young people, researchers, mentors, staff, managers, and decision-makers. Key positive findings included improved educational outcomes, increased self-confidence, and enhanced social skills among participants. The active involvement of young people in the evaluation process was seen as a significant step towards promoting their rights and ensuring their voices were heard. However, challenges such as limited resources, logistical issues, and the need for more trained personnel were identified. Addressing these challenges is crucial for the successful implementation of similar initiatives in the future (Johnson, 2010).

The case study by Johnson (2010) provides valuable insights into the practical application of children's and young people's rights. The program aimed to address educational and social exclusion by providing marginalized young people with opportunities to engage in meaningful activities and decision-making processes. It successfully aligned with several articles of the UNCRC, including the right to education (Article 28), the right to express views freely (Article 12), and non-discrimination (Article 2). Positive outcomes included improved educational achievements, increased self-confidence, and enhanced social skills among the participants. The active involvement of young people in the evaluation process was a significant success, promoting their rights and ensuring their voices were heard. However, the program faced challenges such as limited resources, logistical issues, and the need for more trained personnel. Addressing these challenges is crucial for the successful implementation of similar initiatives in the future. Overall, this case study demonstrates how rights-based approaches can be effectively implemented in practice, providing a model for supporting marginalized young people and upholding their rights in educational settings.

The Welsh Government (2023) discusses how human rights are a cross-cutting theme in the Curriculum for Wales. In 2021, the Senedd passed The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021. Section 64 places a duty on schools, settings, and providers of Education Other Than at School, including Pupil Referral Units, to promote knowledge and understanding of Part 1 of the UNCRC and the UNCRPD to people who provide teaching and learning in their settings. The Curriculum for Wales can be a starting point for making human rights real in everyday life. When adults who provide learning to children know about and understand children’s rights, they are better able to teach about them. This makes children more able to know what their rights are and how to claim them. Adults who better understand children’s rights can ensure children’s experiences of rights in school are better too, for example, in pastoral support or in feeling heard and valued as a learner.

The Welsh Government (2023) believes that no child should be prevented from claiming their rights due to discrimination. They define equality as ensuring every child has an equal opportunity to be healthy, safe, and reach their full potential, regardless of their home life, ability, race, or gender. Non-discrimination, a right under the UNCRC (Article 2), requires adults to understand and address the barriers children face, including age-related discrimination. The Welsh Government promotes equality and tackles discrimination through clear policies and plans, ensuring staff are knowledgeable about the Equality Act 2010 and the needs of different child groups. This approach helps make better decisions and provides appropriate information to children based on their needs.

To promote equality and non-discrimination, the Welsh Government has developed guidance so adults working with children must listen to children who do not have equal chances to be heard, such as the Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales 2021 and School Uniform and Appearance Guidance 2022. They have developed plans that promote equality and tackle discrimination against groups of children, including working with groups of children who have experienced poverty to develop a new draft Child Poverty Strategy for consultation, the Anti-racist Wales Action Plan 2022, and a plan to make Wales the most LGBTQ+ friendly nation in Europe. They have funded a 24/7 Wales Hate Support Centre to help victims of hate crime, including specific support for children and young people. They have piloted giving Baby Bundles to families with new babies, which include rights-based information to support new parents. They have set up Childcare hubs for children of key workers and vulnerable children during Covid-19 and set aside £225m to secure free school meals for children across Wales by 2024. They have put children’s rights at the centre of their systems and approaches to support mental health and wellbeing (NEST) and expanded the Flying Start program to reach around 2,500 more children aged 0 to 4 in every local authority in Wales, with plans to extend this in 2023-24 (Welsh Government, 2023).

This case study demonstrates a comprehensive approach to promoting children's rights in educational settings. By ensuring that educators understand and teach the principles of the UNCRC and UNCRPD, the policy aims to make human rights a tangible part of everyday life for students. Successes include improved awareness and understanding of children's rights among educators, leading to better pastoral support and a more inclusive learning environment. Initiatives such as the Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales 2021 and the Anti-racist Wales Action Plan 2022 have been instrumental in promoting equality and tackling discrimination. However, challenges remain, including the need for ongoing training for educators, addressing socio-economic disparities, and ensuring adequate resources and infrastructure to support these initiatives. Despite these obstacles, the Welsh Government's commitment to embedding children's rights in education provides a valuable framework for fostering equality and non-discrimination in schools (Welsh Government, 2023).

McCafferty and García (2023) talk about implementing policies and practices related to children and young people's rights and how they can encounter several significant barriers and issues. One major challenge is the lack of serious consideration given to children's voices in decision-making processes. Despite the mandates of the UNCRC, which emphasize the importance of involving children in decisions that affect them, there remains a persistent gap between policy and practice. This often results in tokenistic participation, where children's input is sought but not genuinely considered or acted upon. This undermines the principles of meaningful participation and empowerment that are central to children's rights. The dynamics of relationships between children and adults also play a crucial role in the success of children's participation in rights-based initiatives. Trust and mutual respect are essential for meaningful participation. However, power imbalances and a lack of training for adults on how to engage effectively with children can hinder the implementation of these rights. Adults may not always recognize the value of children's contributions or may feel uncomfortable relinquishing control, which can stifle genuine participation.

McCafferty and García (2023) express the contextual challenges further complicate the implementation of children's rights. Cultural norms, socio-economic conditions, and institutional settings can either facilitate or impede the realization of these rights. In some cultures, children are not traditionally seen as active participants in decision-making, which can be a significant barrier to implementing rights-based approaches. Additionally, socio-economic disparities can limit access to resources and opportunities, exacerbating inequalities and hindering the fulfilment of children's rights. Practical and logistical issues also pose significant obstacles. Limited resources, inadequate infrastructure, and logistical constraints can impede the effective implementation of children's rights policies. Ensuring that there are sufficient funds, trained personnel, and appropriate facilities is essential for the successful realization of these rights. Without these resources, even the most well-intentioned policies can fall short of their goals.

Conceptual and theoretical gaps present another layer of complexity. The lack of a clear and consistent framework for understanding and implementing children's rights can lead to inconsistencies in practice. This can make it difficult to develop effective policies and practices that genuinely reflect the principles of the UNCRC. A coherent theoretical foundation is necessary to guide the implementation of children's rights and ensure that they are upheld in a meaningful and consistent manner. Addressing these barriers requires a multifaceted approach. Raising awareness about children's rights and the importance of their participation is crucial. Building the capacity of adults to engage effectively with children and fostering supportive relationships based on trust and respect are also essential steps. Additionally, ensuring that children's voices are genuinely considered in decision-making processes is vital for the successful implementation of rights-based policies and practices. By tackling these challenges, we can work towards creating environments where all children can thrive and enjoy their rights fully (McCafferty and García, 2023).

Promoting and protecting children and young people's rights in educational contexts can be effectively achieved through several key strategies. Participatory approaches empower students by involving them in decision-making processes related to their education and welfare (Križ and Petersen, 2023). Comprehensive training and awareness programs for educators and staff enhance their ability to recognize and respond to potential risks, ensuring they understand legal frameworks and best practices for safeguarding. Creating safe and inclusive environments within schools, through anti-bullying policies and promoting diversity, ensures all students feel respected and supported. Collaboration with external agencies, such as child protection services and community organizations, provides a holistic approach to safeguarding, extending support beyond the educational setting. Additionally, utilizing data and technology to monitor and identify at-risk students allows for early intervention, ensuring prompt reporting and addressing of issues. These strategies collectively contribute to the effective promotion and protection of children and young people's rights in educational contexts (Cross and Barnes, 2015).

In conclusion, the implementation of a rights-based approach to education is critical to ensuring that children and young people receive an inclusive and equitable education. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) provides a comprehensive framework for safeguarding children’s rights, and its principles underpin educational policies globally (UNICEF, 2024). Adopting a rights-based approach to education, which emphasizes participation, non-discrimination, and the right to quality education, is key to fostering a learning environment that nurtures the development of all students (Steps4Kids, 2025). By promoting principles of accountability, transparency, and empowerment, schools can create spaces that support students’ well-being, thereby allowing them to thrive (Križ & Petersen, 2023). However, as highlighted by McCafferty and García (2023), significant barriers such as logistical constraints, cultural challenges, and tokenistic participation continue to hinder the realization of these rights. Overcoming these barriers is essential for ensuring that children’s rights are meaningfully implemented. The theoretical contributions of Piaget, Vygotsky, and Dewey further reinforce the importance of adapting educational practices to the developmental needs of children. These theories highlight the need for an education system that supports cognitive, social, and emotional growth by actively involving children in the learning process (Pardjono, 2002). Ultimately, promoting children’s rights in education requires a multi-dimensional approach, involving not only legislation and policies but also the active participation of children in decision-making processes that affect them, as emphasized by the UNCRC and supported by current educational practices (Cross & Barnes, 2015). By addressing implementation challenges and adhering to a rights-based framework, we can ensure that all children and young people can reach their full potential in an inclusive and equitable educational environment.
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