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Discuss how a ‘Rights-Based Approach’ is Embedded within Education Contexts in Wales through Legislation and Policy 

[bookmark: _Int_7ohekbwX]This essay will explore how a rights-based approach is embedded within educational contexts in Wales, with focus on key legislation and policies such as the United Nations Convention on the Right of the Child and Welsh Government frameworks. I will be researching and understanding relevant theoretical perspectives, considering how these rights are applied in practice in educational settings, as well as potential barriers that could affect the implementation of these rights.
The issue of children and young people’s rights has become a major focus in the field of education where a strong commitment to promoting and protecting children and young people’s rights can be seen through various pieces of legislation and policies. According to Scottish Human Rights Commission (2020), a rights-based approach “is about empowering people to know and claim their rights and increasing the ability and accountability of individuals and institutions who are responsible for respecting, protecting and fulfilling rights.” Children have additional rights to adults as they may need extra protection. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) highlights the fundamental rights of all children across the world to have access to education and to be heard which is broken into 54 different parts. (UNICEF, 2022) 
[bookmark: _Int_UzfnwtB1]Children’s rights are just as important as adults. They should be able to have a say on their own life. In an educational setting, through children’s rights, they are able to express their thoughts and feelings to ensure they are getting a high standard of education. Whilst a child is in school, they are not only learning basic mathematics and language skills, but also life skills. Having children’s rights allows all children to have access to the same level of learning as each other. It also gives children a voice and participation in their individual education. (CYPCS, 2021)
Theoretical frameworks provide an essential foundation for understanding how a rights-based approach is applied within educational contexts. One of the key theories that support this approach is the Human Rights Theory. This theory states that all people are born with rights that cannot be taken away. (Toli, 2022) This idea is shown in the UNCRC, which says that children have the right to education, to be safe, and to have their opinions listened to. In education, this means children should be treated fairly, included in learning and respected as individuals. (Save the Children, 2011)
[bookmark: _Int_UvkQ51tC]Child development theories also support a rights-based approach. Jean Piaget believed that children learn best when they are actively exploring and interacting with the world around them. (Cherry, 2023) This shows that children should be involved in their own learning, rather than being sat down and spoken information to, that children won't necessarily learn anything. Lev Vygotsky also highlighted the importance of social interaction, explaining that children learn through talking, working with others, and being supported by adults. These ideas support the importance of giving children a voice in education and allowing them to take part in decisions. (McLeod, 2025) 
A rights-based approach in education is often explained through three main parts. They are provision, protection, and participation. Provision means making sure children have access to education and the resources they need. Protection means keeping children safe from harm, bullying, and unfair treatment. Participation means giving children the chance to share their opinions and be involved in decisions about their learning. These principles help create a fair and supportive learning environment for each child. (Bardy, 2019)
These theories show that children should be seen as active participants in education, not passive learners. This means classrooms should encourage discussion, group work, and pupil involvement. When children feel listened to and included, they are often more confident and engaged in their learning.
However, there are some challenges when applying these ideas in educational settings. Schools often have strict curriculums and time pressures which can make it harder to give children full participation. Some children may also struggle to express their views, especially if they lack confidence or have additional needs. In some cases, children may be asked for their opinions, but they are not always taken seriously, which can make participation feel meaningless. (Lansdown and Vaghri, 2022)
The legal and policy context is very important in ensuring that a rights-based approach is included within education in Wales. The most important framework used is the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. This worldwide agreement outlines the rights that all children are entitled to and is a key foundation for education systems. Each of the 54 articles outlines a different right a child has. (UNICEF, 2016a)
[bookmark: _Int_479KRrIn]Article 12 of the UNCRC states “Every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously. This right applies at all times, for example during immigration proceedings, housing decisions or the child’s day-to-day home life.” This article is in place to ensure that children have a say on themselves and their education. They have the right to express how they feel without it being ignored. 
Article 28 states “Every child has the right to an education. Primary education must be free, and different forms of secondary education must be available to every child. Discipline in schools must respect children’s dignity and their rights. Richer countries must help poorer countries achieve this.” This right makes sure that children have access to a free education, which is safe and inclusive. We can see this embedded into the education system in Wales as it is compulsory for children up to the age of 16 to be in full-time, free education. (GOV.UK, 2024)
[bookmark: _Int_fi9zea82][bookmark: _Int_nNRBFiVQ][bookmark: _Int_wrWmOO2g]Article 29 states “Education must develop every child’s personality, talents and abilities to the full. It must encourage the child’s respect for human rights, as well as respect for their parents, their own and other cultures, and the environment.” This article outlines how education isn’t just about academics, it is also about developing the child as a whole, supporting them into becoming respectful, responsible individuals. When these three articles are put in place together, it shows that education should not just focus on academic success, but also on wellbeing, inclusion, and respect for children’s voices. (Nations, 2024)
In Wales, these rights are further strengthened by the Right of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011. This law requires the Welsh Government to consider the UNCRC when making decisions that affect children and young people. (Croke, 2025) This is significant because it makes children’s rights part of legal decision-making, rather than just guidance. The legislation shows that Wales is committed to embedding children’s rights into policy and practice within education. 
The Curriculum for Wales is designed to support the holistic development of learners and not just their academic results. It aims to help learners grow emotionally, socially, and physically, as well as academically. This is shown through its four purposes, which include helping children become ethical, informed citizens, and healthy, confident individuals. (research.senedd.wales, 2019) The curriculum links closely to the UNCRC, particularly Article 29. The curriculum encourages schools to create learning environments where children are active participants, have opportunities to express their views, and feel included in their education. In addition to this, the New Curriculum includes a strong focus on health and wellbeing, helping children build confidence and look after their mental and physical health. (Department for Education, 2025)
The Welsh Government also promotes various rights-based agendas to support children’s rights in practice. For example, schools are encouraged to adopt approaches that focus on pupil voice, equality, and inclusion. These initiatives aim to ensure that children not only learn about their rights but also experience them in everyday school life. This includes promoting fairness, respecting diversity, and supporting all learners, including those with additional learning needs. (GOV.WALES, 2025) 
In addition to this, the Welsh Government encourages schools to create a positive and inclusive school culture where children feel safe, respected, and valued. This can be seen through anti-bullying policies, wellbeing support, and safeguarding procedures, which all help to protect children and ensure their rights are upheld. Schools are also encouraged to involve pupils in decision-making processes, such as through school councils or feedback systems, allowing children to have a real say in matters that affect them.
In practice, these laws and policies can be seen in many schools. For instance, pupils being able to share their own opinions and be involved in decision-making. Teachers may use group discussions, feedback activities, or collaborative learning to encourage active participation. Schools also promote inclusion by providing support for children with different needs and backgrounds, ensure equal opportunities for all learners. These examples show how a rights-based approach can be applied in real education settings and help create a more supportive and inclusive environment. 
Case studies are often useful for showing how a right-based approach works in real educational settings. The Rights Respecting Schools Award is an initiative by UNICEF that encourages schools to place children’s rights at the center of school life, ensuring pupils are respected, empowered and able to thrive academically, socially and emotionally. The award promotes a culture where children learn about their rights, practice them, and see them respected in all relationships within the school community. (Tjs.org.uk, 2025) This award has been recognised to improve wellbeing, increase children’s ability to learn and lessen bullying. 
[bookmark: _Int_V9mrCjP4]As well as this, many schools have pupil councils where children can share their opinion about school rules, learning and activities and gives them a chance to feed back to the staff about how they can improve them to support the children’s wellbeing and learning. This links closely to Article 12 of the UNCRC, as children are being given the right to express their thoughts and opinions. 
In primary settings, rights are applied through classroom discussions, displays about children’s rights, and encouraging respectful relationships between staff and pupils. Children are taught about their rights and responsibilities, which helps them understand fairness and equality. Schools may also focus on inclusion by supporting children with ALN and ensuring all pupils feel valued. (Anna Freud, 2020)
By having pupil councils, it can be effective because it increases children’s confidence, engagement, and understanding of their rights. Pupils often feel more respected and involved in their education. However, there are some limitations. In some cases, pupil voice may not always lead to real change, meaning participation can sometimes feel pointless. Also, younger children may need more support to fully understand and express their views. Despite this, the approach still reflects key legislation such as the UNCRC and supports the aims of the Curriculum for Wales, which encourages active, ethical learners.
[bookmark: _Int_d0TCOtb0]In further education, pupils are given a lot more independence. Colleges and universities often promote inclusion policies and learner participation with student unions, feedback systems and representation groups. These allow students to have a say in decisions about their courses, teaching and learning environment. (www.honorsociety.org, 2023) In these settings, rights are applied by giving learners more responsibilities and encouraging them to take part in decision-making processes. Articles 12 and 28 of the UNCRC link to this as it focuses on having access to an education. Colleges and universities also aim to support equality by providing services for students with additional learning needs, financial support, and wellbeing services. 
This can be effective because older students are typically more confident in expressing their views, and colleges and universities are more likely to act on feedback to improve services. However, they are more likely to be faced with challenges around this as not all students choose to participate as it's not compulsory, or they may feel their opinions are not fully valued. 
Although there are strong policies supporting children’s rights in education, there are several barriers that can make it difficult to fully implement a rights-based approach. One major barrier is the lack of staff training. Some teachers and educators may not fully understand children’s rights or how to apply them in practice. This can lead to inconsistent approaches across different schools and classrooms. (Barrett, 2023) By having a lack of staff training, there could be miscommunication between staff about how to support the children and recognise what they may need to support their learning.
[bookmark: _Int_LfBJ09dT]Another key issue is limited resources and funding. Schools and colleges often face budget constraints, which can affect staffing, support services, and learning materials. This can make it harder to provide equal opportunities for all learners, especially those with additional needs. (Broberg and Sano, 2017) Reduced funding can lead to larger class sizes and less specialist staff, meaning that not all children will get the most out of their education as they don’t have the extra support and focus, they need to help them.
Cultural and social inequalities can also create barriers. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds, or children with additional learning needs, may find it harder to access the same opportunities as others. They may also feel less confident in expressing their views, which can limit their participation. This challenges the idea of equality within a rights-based approach. (Farquharson, McNally and Tahir, 2024) In many cases, factors such as poverty, language barriers, and cultural differences can affect how comfortable children feel in educational settings. For example, pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds or those who speak English or Welsh as an additional language may struggle to fully engage in classroom discussions or school decision-making processes. This can mean that their voices are underrepresented, despite the emphasis on participation within the Curriculum for Wales.
To overcome these barriers, a range of strategies can be used to promote and protect children’s rights in education. One key strategy is the UNICEF Rights Respecting Schools Award. This programme supports schools in embedding children’s rights into their policies, teaching, and school culture. It encourages schools to create environments where children feel respected, safe, and involved in decision-making. (UNICEF, 2016b) This strategy can be effective because it provides a clear framework for schools to follow. It also raises awareness among both staff and students about children’s rights. However, its success depends on how well schools commit to the programme, and some schools may only apply it at a basic level.
[bookmark: _Int_SFKyb57O]Teacher training and awareness is another important strategy. When teachers understand children’s rights and how to apply them, they are more likely to create inclusive and supportive classrooms. Training can help staff feel more confident in promoting participation and equality. However, this requires time and funding, which may not always be available. (Else, 2018) Inclusive policies and safeguarding practices are also essential. Schools and colleges should have clear policies in place to protect children from harm and ensure equal opportunities for all learners. This includes support for those with additional learning needs and measures to prevent discrimination. These policies help to support the principles of protection and provision within a rights-based approach.
[bookmark: _Int_Xf5I9dVS]In conclusion, this essay has explored how a rights-based approach is embedded within educational contexts in Wales through key legislation, policy and practice. It has shown that children and young people’s rights are strongly supported by frameworks such as the UNCRC and the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, which ensure that children are recognised as individuals with their own rights, including the right to education, participation, and protection. These frameworks provide a strong legal foundation and demonstrate a clear commitment within Wales to embedding children’s rights into education.
The essay has also highlighted the importance of theoretical perspectives, such as human rights theory and child development theories, in supporting a rights-based approach. These theories emphasise that children should be seen as active participants in their learning, rather than passive learners, and that education should support their overall development. This is reflected in policies such as the Curriculum for Wales, which promotes inclusion, wellbeing, and pupil voice.
[bookmark: _Int_zsfpMA6A][bookmark: _Int_EoH9r3gn]Through the use of case studies, it is clear that many schools and further education settings are making positive efforts to apply children’s rights in practice. Initiatives such as pupil councils and the UNICEF Rights Respecting Schools Award demonstrate how participation, equality, and inclusion can be encouraged within educational environments. These approaches can improve confidence, engagement, and wellbeing among learners.
Overall, while Wales has made strong progress in embedding a rights-based approach within education, there is still more work to be done to ensure it is fully realised in practice. Continued focus on staff training, resources, and meaningful participation is essential to ensure that children’s rights are not only recognised, but consistently respected and applied in all educational contexts.
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