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Introduction
The Curriculum for Wales is a transformative framework designed to reshape education in Wales, focusing on a learner-centred and purpose-driven approach. It is a key part of the Welsh Government’s Education in Wales: Our National Mission, aligning with the government’s vision for education (Welsh Government, 2023). The curriculum is centred around four core purposes: developing learners who are ambitious, capable individuals; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2020b). These purposes are supported by a holistic learning approach that incorporates six broad Areas of Learning and Experience, along with cross-cutting competencies in literacy, numeracy, and digital competency.
A key aspect of the Curriculum for Wales is its integration of human rights education, reflecting a societal commitment to equity, inclusion, and well-being (Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2024). This approach promotes the understanding, experience, and advocacy of human rights, empowering both children and adults to know and apply their rights in the educational context (Murphy et al., 2024).
The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 embeds human rights education into the national curriculum, mandating the promotion of children’s rights, especially those outlined in the UNCRC and the UNCRPD (Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2025). These principles are integrated into key learning areas such as Humanities, Health and Well-being, and Relationships and Sexuality Education, ensuring that learners develop as informed, ethical citizens who value equity and respect (Welsh Government, 2020b).
This assignment critically examines the integration of human rights education in the Curriculum for Wales, exploring its historical context, enablers, barriers, and impact on contemporary perceptions of children and young people.

Historical Context
Human rights have always been essential to the pursuit of justice and social unity, with the 20th century marking a key moment when these rights were formally established. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), adopted in 1948, established a framework of dignity, equality, and justice that applies universally (United Nations, 1948). Alongside this, key international agreements like the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR, 1950) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1990) have shaped global educational practices, including those in Wales (UNICEF, 2022).
Human rights principles are universal, indivisible, and interdependent, promoting dignity and equality. In education, these principles underpin a rights-based approach that prioritises non-discrimination, participation, and holistic learner development (UNICEF, 2007). The Human Rights Act 1998 incorporated the ECHR into UK law, mandating respect for freedoms of thought, expression, and protection from discrimination. This laid the foundation for inclusive practices in Welsh education.
The adoption of the UNCRC in 1990 was a transformational milestone, recognising children's entitlement to protection, participation, and education (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2018). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD, 2006) further ensured inclusive education for disabled learners (UNICEF, 2017). These conventions have heavily influenced Welsh education policy, including the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021, embedding human rights education in the national curriculum (Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2024).
After devolution, Wales became the first UK nation to appoint a Children’s Commissioner in 2001, setting its commitment to championing children’s rights (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2022). The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 further embedded the UNCRC into Welsh law, ensuring that children’s rights are central to policymaking (Welsh Government, 2022). The Foundation Phase curriculum, introduced in 2008 for children aged 3-7, exemplified Wales' child-centred approach, which diverged from the more formal models used in the rest of the UK (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2022). Evaluations of the Foundation Phase indicated positive outcomes, especially for disadvantaged children, further establishing a model for inclusive, rights-based early education.
International initiatives, such as the UN Decade of Human Rights Education (1995-2004) and the Council of Europe Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education (2010), have encouraged global schools to integrate Human Rights Education (HRE) into curricula (Council of Europe, 2014). HRE comprises three dimensions:
1. Learning about human rights – Understanding their scope and safeguards.
2. Learning through human rights – Ensuring education reflects human rights values like participation and freedom of thought.
3. Learning for human rights – Developing skills to apply these principles in daily life.
In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales integrates these dimensions by embedding rights-based education throughout all Areas of Learning and Experience. This approach aligns with the four core purposes of the curriculum: to develop ambitious learners, ethical citizens, creative contributors, and healthy individuals (Welsh Government, 2020). The Education Reform Act 1988, which established the National Curriculum in the UK, aimed to standardise education and promote equal access to quality education. Over time, this framework evolved, incorporating international conventions like the UNCRC and UNCRPD and domestic legislation such as the Equality Act 2010 to address systemic barriers and prioritise equity, diversity, and well-being (Children's Commissioner for Wales, n.d.).
The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 builds upon this legacy, embedding human rights into education to create an inclusive, participatory, and empowering environment. By incorporating the UNCRC and UNCRPD, the Welsh Government has aligned education with societal goals of equity, inclusion, and active citizenship, reinforcing its leadership in human rights-based education (Welsh Government, 2020a).

Current Policy Context
Wales has seen a significant transformation in education, particularly through the introduction of the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021. This Act marks a major step in embedding human rights into education by incorporating Human Rights Education as a cross-cutting theme, aligned with broader societal goals of equity, inclusion, and active citizenship (Welsh Government, 2020c).
At the core of the Curriculum for Wales is a child-centred approach, which focuses on fostering ambitious, ethical, and creative learners (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2022). This framework empowers children to understand and exercise their rights, preparing them for active participation in society. Human rights principles are embedded across various Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs), such as:
· Humanities, which encourages the exploration of ethical issues and societal values through a rights-based lens. 
· Health and Well-being, which promotes emotional and mental health, aligned with Article 24 of the UNCRC, detailing the child’s right to health and well-being. 
· Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE), fostering bodily autonomy, respect, and inclusion, in line with the participatory principles of the UNCRC and UNCRPD (Welsh Government, 2020b).
The “children-first” participatory approach of the CfW integrates the principles of the UNCRC, ensuring that teaching practices are rights-informed, rights-aware, and rights-based (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2022). Section 64 of the Act mandates that all educational providers promote knowledge and understanding of the UNCRC and UNCRPD, reinforcing a rights-based ethos across schools and other educational settings funded by local authorities (Welsh Government, 2020c).
Recent legislative developments, including the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Bill and the ALN Code for Wales, reflect the Welsh Government’s commitment to addressing the needs of children with disabilities and additional learning needs (ALN). These measures prioritise inclusive practices and the active participation of children in decisions affecting their education, consistent with the principles of the UNCRC and UNCRPD (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2022).
The Welsh Government’s commitment to equity and inclusion is further demonstrated by the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015), which prioritises long-term, inclusive thinking. This aligns with the CfW, ensuring that education policies are sustainable and rights-based (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2022). The Foundation Phase curriculum, updated in 2015, emphasised inclusive, play-based learning for children aged 3–7. Evaluations by Siraj and Kingston (2014) and the Welsh Government (2015) revealed mixed results regarding its impact on reducing attainment gaps but showed positive outcomes for disadvantaged children, reinforcing the success of a rights-based, child-centred early education model (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2022).
Integrating rights into the curriculum supports broader societal goals:
· Equity: By addressing systemic barriers and promoting equal opportunities, the CfW aligns with the Equality Act 2010, aiming to eliminate marginalisation of disadvantaged and disabled learners.
· Inclusion: By encouraging children to express their views and contribute to curriculum design, the CfW fosters an environment that values diversity.
· Active Citizenship: By nurturing informed, ethical citizens, the CfW promotes education for sustainable development and global citizenship.
The integration of the UNCRC and UNCRPD into the curriculum demonstrates Wales’ commitment to an education system that meets legal obligations while fostering respect, inclusion, and empowerment. By prioritising rights-based, child-centred approaches, the CfW aims to transform the educational landscape and contribute to a more equitable society (Children's Commissioner for Wales, n.d.).
Despite its strong foundation, the practical application of the CfW faces challenges. The curriculum’s emphasis on teacher autonomy allows educators to adapt to local needs, but this flexibility can lead to inconsistencies in implementing rights-based education. Some educators are confident teaching human rights, while others struggle with implementing them due to a lack of professional development and resources (Stewart, MacDonald, & Waters-Davies, 2024). This reveals a gap between policy goals and classroom realities.
Additionally, teacher autonomy creates tension with the need for a unified approach. While the flexibility allows for tailored teaching, it can cause fragmentation in the implementation of rights-based practices, especially where schools lack resources or expertise. This highlights the conflict between flexibility and cohesion in rights-based education.
Resource constraints and funding disparities further exacerbate existing inequalities. Schools in disadvantaged areas struggle to provide necessary teacher training and consistent access to rights-based education, particularly for students with ALN or from marginalised communities. This undermines the potential of the CfW to ensure equitable access to education (Wales UNCRC Monitoring Group, 2022).

Enablers of Policy Implementation
The implementation of children’s rights within education in Wales is supported by various enablers, creating a strong foundation for progress. A fundamental enabler is the Welsh Government’s robust policy commitment to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). As highlighted by Stewart, MacDonald, and Waters-Davies (2024), the Curriculum for Wales integrates children’s rights, ensuring that children are not only educated but also empowered to understand, experience, and advocate for their rights. This alignment with the UNCRC lays a foundation for equality, inclusion, and active citizenship—core principles of the CfW. Indeed, human rights education offers teachers a clear framework, guiding them towards best practices in fostering rights-based education.
The Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) strengthens this framework by providing sustainable, rights-based policymaking (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2022). The Act prioritises long-term thinking and inclusivity, complementing the principles of children’s rights and supporting their integration into education (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2015).
Initiatives like The Right Way framework and the Rights Respecting Schools Award (RRSA) have been pivotal in advancing children’s rights, particularly within primary schools (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2022). These initiatives foster a rights-based ethos within schools, ensuring that children’s voices are heard, and their rights are embedded in daily practices.
A key enabler of the CfW is its emphasis on teacher autonomy. According to Davies et al. (2024), this flexibility allows educators to adapt their teaching methods to meet students’ specific needs. This adaptability is essential for the successful implementation of the CfW, ensuring that teachers can tailor their practice to local contexts.
Finally, the integration of the UNCRC and the UNCRPD into the Curriculum for Wales across various Areas of Learning and Experience promotes a holistic approach to education (Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2025). This interdisciplinary focus strengthens the overall implementation of rights-based education, fostering collaboration among educators and making the system more inclusive.
Together, these enablers demonstrate Wales’s commitment to embedding children’s rights in education. By leveraging these strengths, Wales continues to move towards a more inclusive, rights-informed education system for all children.

Barriers to Policy Implementation
Despite the progress made, several barriers hinder the full implementation of children’s rights in education in Wales. A significant challenge is the fragmentation of early years educational provision. Stewart, MacDonald, and Waters-Davies (2024) highlight the existence of multiple guidance frameworks, such as the Curriculum for Wales, the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings, and the Early Childhood Play, Learning, and Care guidance. This lack of coherence, especially for 3–4-year-olds, results in inconsistent quality and delivery of education across different settings, undermining the goal of universal access to high-quality, rights-based education (Stewart, MacDonald, and Waters-Davies, 2024).
Challenges in fully implementing children’s rights are also prominent for students with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and in secondary and special schools. Initiatives like the Rights Respecting Schools Award have had limited success in these settings, particularly for children with complex needs (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2024). Although policies exist to promote inclusivity, financial constraints on local authorities and childcare providers hinder the ability to consistently deliver high-quality education across the sector (Stewart, MacDonald, & Waters-Davies, 2024). These financial pressures exacerbate the inconsistency of service provision, further undermining Wales’s commitment to children’s rights.
A critical gap exists between policy aspirations and the reality in classrooms. Stewart, MacDonald, and Waters-Davies (2024) note that while many educators are confident in teaching about rights, they often struggle with teaching through or for rights. The lack of tailored professional development and inadequate learning opportunities leaves educators ill-prepared to effectively integrate the principles of the UNCRC into their practice. Furthermore, the reliance on whole-school approaches, as opposed to more individualised practices, limits the potential for fully embedding rights-based education into teaching pedagogy (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2024).
To overcome these barriers, further training is essential. Practitioners require more training in rights-based education to ensure that children’s voices and needs are central in the learning process (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2024). However, without sufficient funding for training and adequate resources, educators struggle to meet the ambitious goals of the CfW.
Additional barriers include the lack of clarity and coherence during the implementation of Welsh education reforms. Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2024 identify the complexities of the curriculum and the competing demands on teachers’ time as major obstacles in translating policy into practice. The tension between teacher autonomy and the need for a cohesive, unified approach has led to inconsistent implementation across schools. This gap in policy implementation results in a lack of support for teachers, further contributing to the difficulties faced in embedding rights-based education.
Growing inequality in educational provision is another pressing barrier. The fragmentation of early years education, combined with uneven resource allocation across regions, means that vulnerable learners, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, face significant barriers in accessing the same quality of education. This systemic inequality undermines Wales’s broader educational goals of equity and inclusion (Murphy & Waters-Davies, 2024).
Although Wales has made considerable progress in embedding children’s rights into policy, substantial barriers remain. The fragmentation of early years provision, insufficient funding, lack of professional support, and inconsistent policy delivery create significant challenges in achieving a truly inclusive, rights-based education system. Addressing these barriers requires clear guidance, adequate funding, and ongoing professional development for educators to ensure that the ambitious goals of the curriculum are fully realised.
While the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) and initiatives such as the Rights Respecting Schools Award represent strong enablers for embedding children’s rights, economic constraints continue to pose a significant barrier (Children's Commissioner for Wales, n.d.). In disadvantaged areas, limited funding hampers the ability of schools to provide necessary training and resources for rights-based education. This lack of resources results in the inconsistent application of the CfW principles, with some schools unable to implement the curriculum effectively.
Moreover, inadequate teacher training remains a critical barrier. Despite the flexibility offered by the CfW, many educators feel unprepared to teach human rights education effectively. Stewart, MacDonald, and Waters-Davies (2024) highlight that while teachers may understand the principles of children’s rights, they often feel less confident applying these principles in practice. Without comprehensive training programs and ongoing professional development, the implementation of rights-based education continues to be undermined.
Cultural resistance to rights-based approaches presents an additional challenge. In some schools, particularly those with more traditional, authoritarian educational cultures, teacher autonomy and learner voice initiatives may be seen as a threat to established practices. This resistance can hinder the integration of rights-based education, limiting the effectiveness of policies that aim to empower children and promote their active participation in decision-making.
Finally, the tension between autonomy and cohesion in the policy landscape contributes to the challenges faced in implementing rights-based education. While the CfW encourages teacher flexibility, this can lead to inconsistencies in the application of rights-based practices across schools. Some schools may prioritise human rights education, while others may struggle to balance it with national assessments or internal curriculum demands. This lack of standardisation undermines the overall effectiveness of the policy, leading to unequal access to rights-based education for students across Wales. 

Contemporary Views and Practice
Contemporary perspectives increasingly view children as active contributors to society, capable of influencing decisions and shaping the environments around them. The report, Contemporary Perspectives of the Child in Action: An Investigation into Children’s Connectedness with, and Contribution to, the World Around Them by Christine Robinson, Dee O'Connor, Helen Wildy, and Gerardine Neylon, explores how educators implement learning outcome two of the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF). This outcome focuses on children being connected to and contributing to their world. The qualitative research, conducted in Western Australian childcare centres, used observational data to assess educator practices, emphasising contemporary views on children’s active roles in learning.
The research findings revealed three key themes: children’s right to agency, children’s right to choose, and children’s right to belong. These themes were illustrated through vignettes constructed from the voice of the child. The results highlighted how educators’ practices aligned with the EYLF’s emphasis on children’s active participation in their own learning.
Children's Right to Agency emerged as a prominent theme. The EYLF advocates for children’s agency, where children actively construct their understanding and take part in decisions that affect them, including learning. This contemporary perspective shifts from the historical view of the ‘universal child,’ instead recognising the child as capable and autonomous. This autonomy fosters a more meaningful and successful learning environment, where children can actively contribute to their world (Robinson et al.).
In Wales, this shift is particularly evident in the integration of human rights principles, such as those outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which reframe children not as passive recipients of care and education, but as active agents. The Curriculum for Wales exemplifies this transformation by embedding children’s rights into its structure, empowering learners to understand and exercise these rights meaningfully (Welsh Government, 2020b).
Globally, perceptions of children vary, influenced by cultural, socio-economic, and political factors. Some regions adhere to traditional hierarchical structures, focusing more on dependency and protection than on participation and autonomy. Countries with robust human rights frameworks, such as the Nordic nations, align closely with Wales in their commitment to child-centred approaches that prioritise empowerment, participation, and equality (Alminde and Warming, 2024).
The global implementation of international conventions like the UNCRC has significantly advanced the recognition of children's rights. While many countries have ratified the UNCRC, its practical application remains inconsistent due to economic disparities, cultural attitudes, and political will (Byrne and Lundy). These variations influence how children are perceived and supported, shaping their roles and opportunities in society.
In Wales, recognising children as active participants in their education has profoundly influenced both educational practices and professional approaches (Welsh Parliament). The CfW embraces a participatory ethos that encourages children to engage in shaping their learning experiences and contributing to their communities. This approach ensures that children’s voices are valued, their autonomy is respected, and their individual needs are met, especially for disadvantaged and marginalised learners (Children's Commissioner for Wales, n.d.).
Several examples from Welsh schools, as outlined in THE RIGHT 
WAY: A Children’s Human Rights Approach to Education in Wales (n.d)
demonstrate how rights-based education plays a crucial role in empowering children:
Schools often implement structures such as student councils and forums, which allow children to collaborate with teachers to shape school policies, organise activities, and address issues like bullying and environmental sustainability. These initiatives not only honour children’s right to participation but also nurture critical thinking, leadership, and communication skills, essential for personal development and active citizenship.
In some schools, students are involved in co-creating aspects of the curriculum, enabling them to explore topics of personal and collective relevance. This aligns with the CfW’s focus on tailoring education to individual and community needs, further highlighting the importance of children’s contributions in shaping their educational experience.
Rights-based education is instrumental in addressing inequalities and promoting inclusion in Wales. Some key initiatives include:
· Support for Learners with Additional Needs (ALN): The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 promotes a person-centred planning approach. This involves creating Individual Development Plans (IDPs) in collaboration with children and families to ensure tailored, rights-informed support to overcome learning barriers (Jones, 2024).
· Promoting Diversity and Inclusion: The Humanities Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE) integrates lessons on equality, social justice, and global citizenship. These lessons foster empathy, fairness, and respect for diversity, which are core aspects of rights-based education (Welsh Government, 2020b)
· Inclusive Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE): The CfW’s RSE curriculum promotes respect for diversity, bodily autonomy, and healthy relationships, grounded in the UNCRC principles. This curriculum helps combat discrimination and equips learners with the skills to navigate social and emotional challenges effectively.
Despite these positive practices, globally, the integration of children’s rights into education is not always prioritised. In some contexts, the focus remains on compliance rather than participation, which undermines the transformative potential of rights-based education. In these settings, practitioners face systemic barriers, resource constraints, and cultural resistance. Addressing these challenges requires policy reform, creativity, and advocacy to effectively implement rights-based approaches.
For educators in Wales, ensuring the complete integration of children’s rights into the CfW is an ongoing challenge. While the curriculum lays a strong foundation, practitioners must continue to create environments where children’s voices are authentically heard, their rights respected, and their agency nurtured. Although the CfW has made significant strides in promoting a rights-based approach, further efforts are required to ensure its full implementation across all schools.
One example highlighted by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales is a primary school in Newport, where children's rights are embedded in the school's values and ethos, and the UNCRC is integrated across the curriculum. Every week, the school introduces a specific UNCRC article through a ‘Mindful Monday’ initiative. This theme is explored across the school, ensuring that children understand their rights and their relevance to daily learning. Weekly assemblies reinforce these rights, linking them with school activities. Pupil voice groups play a crucial role, helping to shape the curriculum and providing feedback on teaching using a Red, Amber, Green (RAG) system. The school’s commitment to children’s rights is further reflected in its policies related to wellbeing and engagement. As the Deputy Head Teacher explains, “When your school commits to children’s rights, it transforms everything... it transforms relationships in the school.” This statement highlights the impact of rights-based education in fostering an inclusive and respectful school environment, where children’s needs are respected, and their voices are heard. Indeed, the school’s involvement in the Children’s Commissioner’s Ambassador Scheme allows rights ambassadors to take leadership roles in promoting safety and wellbeing. These students deliver assemblies and presentations to the school governors, ensuring that children actively engage with their rights. This empowerment helps students understand and exercise their rights while contributing to the school community (Children's Commissioner for Wales, n.d.).
Similarly, in a special school in Bridgend, staff and students have successfully embedded children’s rights into the curriculum where each Area of Learning and Experience is linked to specific UNCRC articles, ensuring rights-based learning is central to all activities. The inclusion of the Children’s Commissioner’s ten accessible lessons further enhances students’ understanding of their rights. A Deputy Head from this school explains, “Children’s rights have focused us on how we can enable children to have a voice. We’re constantly striving to listen to them in the way they need, and it’s helped us understand our role in amplifying their voice and ensuring they have choices.” This approach fosters a supportive learning environment where students’ individual needs are met, and they are empowered to express themselves both inside and outside the classroom. The Deputy Head also notes, “It’s powerful for our children to know they have rights. This knowledge extends beyond school life; it’s about giving them the skills to express if they don’t feel listened to.” This connection between children’s rights and broader life skills highlights the transformative power of a rights-based education, equipping students with the tools they need to advocate for themselves in all areas of life (Children's Commissioner for Wales, n.d.).

Conclusion
The integration of human rights education in Wales has transformed perceptions of children, recognising them as active participants in their education and society. By embedding rights-based principles into the Curriculum for Wales, Wales has set a benchmark for addressing inequalities and promoting inclusion. While societal and professional responses have largely embraced this progressive approach, the challenge in its implementation highlights the need for continued advocacy, adequate resources, and ongoing collaboration.
Ultimately, prioritising children’s rights not only enhances individual learning experiences but also contributes to the creation of a more equitable and inclusive society.
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