The history of a child’s right to be heard

The Geneva Declaration of the Rights of the Child, adopted in 1924 by the League of Nations, failed to include a child’s right to be heard and/or to participate. It was mainly focussed on “material, moral and spiritual development; special help when hungry, sick, disabled or orphaned; first call on relief when in distress; freedom from economic exploitation; and an upbringing that instils a sense of social responsibility” (Unicef, n.d., p1). This did not change even when the UN General Assembly adopted the 1959 Declaration, where there was no mention of a child’s right to have their views considered or to freedom of expression, only the addition of “rights such as freedom from discrimination and the rights to a name and nationality” and “children’s rights to education, health care and special protection” (Unicef, n.d., p1).
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It wasn’t until the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) that the provision was included “that introduced a right of all children capable of forming a view to be heard and to be taken seriously” (Save the Children, 2011, p1). Unfortunately, this presented a challenge to many countries where it was not their culture to listen to children. It was also difficult for their governments to understand how they could recognise that children needed to be thought of as citizens, active contributors and participants in regard to their own lives and of their wider community. To this day many governments lack understanding “as to what it means to listen to children, and how to introduce the necessary measures to fulfil that responsibility” (Save the Children, 2011, p1).

Maybe this is because of the out-dated view that “Children in our society are not accustomed to having their views taken into account in their everyday lives at home and at school. We do not live in a culture which supports participation by children” (Schofield and Thoburn, 1996, p.62) whilst “Some decision-makers may never believe that children have the capability to contribute to planning and evaluating interventions and services” (Johnson, 2017, p120). 




UNCRC article 12

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is made up of 54 articles “that cover all aspects of a child’s life and set out the civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights that all children everywhere are entitled to” (Unicef UK, 2019, online). Articles one to forty one are in regard to “how children and young people should be treated so they are safe, healthy and happy” and articles forty two to fifty four “are all about how Governments and adults should work together to make sure children and young people can access and enjoy these rights” (Welsh Government, 2015, p3).
Regardless of ethnicity, gender, language, religion, ability or any other status a child has rights and adults and governments are responsible for working together to ensure children are free to enjoy those rights. Whilst no article is more important than another there are four specific articles that are referred to as the ‘General Principles’. They are given special emphasis and play a fundamental role is fulfilling all of the other rights whilst assisting with the interpretation of them. 
· Non-discrimination (article 2) - All the rights guaranteed by the UNCRC must be available to all children without discrimination of any kind.

· Best interest of the child (article 3) - The best interests of the child must be a primary consideration in all actions concerning children.

· Right to life, survival and development (article 60) - Every child has the right to life, survival and development.

· Right to be heard (article 12) - Every child has the right to be involved in making decisions, planning and reviewing any action that might affect them.
	(Welsh Government, 2015, p4).
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Additionally, all articles are covered by three main themes.

· Participation. Based on the view that all children and young people are able to actively contribute to their society.
· Provision. The basic rights for all children and young people to be able to survive and develop. 
· Protection. Ensuring that children and young people are not exploited at work, suffer no form of abuse, discrimination or mistreatment.

Therefore, as article 12 is considered one of the general principles and participation is on of the main themes it is essential that it is given due regard in schools. One of the most successful ways of demonstrating a child’s right to participate and be heard in school is by ensuring their school council promotes “representative mechanisms for listening to and acting  on learners’ concerns, and involving them in the planning and management of their learning environment” (Welsh Government, 2011, p5).
Models of participation

The very first ‘Ladder of Participation’ is credited to Arnstein whish was published in 1969. However the principle model regarding children’s participation didn’t emerge until 1992. Hart pointed out that “Schools, as an integral part of the community, should be an obvious venue for fostering young people’s understanding and experience of democratic participation” (1992, p37) and that confidence and competence in being directly involved has to be practiced. He advocated “gradually increasing opportunities for children to participate” otherwise we risk children growing up devoid of the skills required to be responsive and participating young adults.
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Treseder (1997) reworked Hart’s model by disagreeing that participation has a progressive hierarchy or particular sequence and that children’s involvement in participation should not be limited. He relied on Hodgeson’s five conditions of youth participation and empowerment, which offers degrees of participation, as continuous cycle rather than Hart’s ladder analogy.
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The next offering regarding children and young people was from Shier (2001, p116) who developed a pathway. Through an ordered sequence of fifteen questions it was designed to be “a usable tool for individuals, teams and organisations” that could be used as “an action plan to enhance children’s participation in all kinds of organisations working with children”. 

        [image: ]

There are numerous other models, especially concerning young people, such as Unicef’s strategic approach, Jans and de Backer’s triangle, Driskell’s dimensions and Davies’ matrix. However it is almost always Hart’s ladder that is used to direct services despite it receiving much criticism over the years concerning missing rungs or rungs being in the incorrect order. Hart even addressed these concerns by stating “The ladder was simply offered as a schema to help bring a critical perspective to a subject that at that time altogether lacked one. There was no intention for it to serve as any kind of comprehensive evaluative tool” (Hart, 2008, p21). He corrected the use of a ladder as a metaphor for following a sequence rather than its intended objective as being seen as “the degree to which adults and institutions afford or enable children to participate” (Hart, 2008, p23). Whilst in tackling the most contested point of rungs seven (young people lead and initiate action) and eight (young people and adults share decision making) being in the wrong order, he argued that “children’s potentials as citizens needs to be recognised to the fullest and, to that end, children ought to be able to participate at times at their highest possible level” (Hart, 2008, p24).

Possibly Hart’s conclusion that his ladder has served its purpose and that there are “better ways to talk about how children can climb into meaningful, and shall we say fruitful, ways of working with others” (Hart, 2008, p29) has helped the Welsh Government develop its Children and Young People’s National Participation Standards? Underpinned by the three pillars of the UNCRC of Protection, Provision and Participation it includes seven standards that are intended to “help organisations and individuals make sure the process, quality and experience of all work involving the participation of children and young people” (Children in Wales, n.d., online). Supported by the Welsh Government, and developed with support from youth forum workers, Young Wales and consultations with young people they were refreshed in 2016 and are underpinned not just by the UNCRC but also by the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. They are intended to act as a guide that will promote “the best and most meaningful ways of listening and responding to the voices of children and young people, in line with Article 12 of the UNCRC” (Welsh Government, 2017a, online) and organisations are recommended to use them to self assess, measure and improve the quality of the process of children and young people’s participation. 
Increasing pupil voice
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Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that “Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child” (UNICEF UK, 1990, p5).
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Whilst the Welsh Government produced the national, adult and child friendly, definition of participation as “Participation means that it is my right to be involved in making decisions, planning and reviewing any action that might affect me. Having a voice, having a choice” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2011, p8).  

And Wales was the first country in the United Kingdom to embed the principles of the UNCRC into legislation. In response to ensuring that children were given the opportunity to be heard at school the Welsh Government brought about legislation stating that all maintained schools in Wales were required to set up school councils. This would give pupils the chance to “discuss and make representations on matters relating to the school or other issues of concern to them” (National Assembly for Wales, 2005, p1). And in 2007 they launched the National Children and Young People Participation Standards for Wales, which aimed to promote their participation in making decisions that affect them. 

Estyn have published reports on participation in primary schools (Estyn, 2007), school councils in secondary schools (Estyn, 2008) and inspecting participation (Estyn, 2009) in ensuring whole-school approaches to pupil participation, to monitor what extent it is embedded into school life and its wider community and to assist with schools when reviewing their self-evaluation procedures.
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Following on from the Welsh Governments “Successful Futures’ report (Donaldson, 2015) a strong feature of the new curriculum is meaningful and purposeful pupil participation through its four key purposes. 

Why give children a voice?

Despite the widely held views that children are not able to contribute to decision making there is growing evidence that proves that when children are able to express their views, are listened to and are allowed to participate, there are benefits for the child, their family, community, school, state and democracy.

Personal development is improved through self-esteem, social skills and respect. Confidence improves, aspirations grow and competence is developed. And these skills grow the more that children participate, which in turn makes their contribution stronger. 

No one has a better understanding about children’s lives, their concerns and needs, ideas and views than the children themselves. Involving children ensures that programmes, policies and legislation designed for children are effective and informed. When children’s perspectives are included then decision-making is more sustainable and relevant. 
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In situations of violence, abuse, threat, injustice or discrimination it is vital that children have the ability to be heard. When children can speak about what has or is happening to them then help can be offered, adults can act to support and protect them. If children are always dependant on adults to speak for them then the truth may never be heard. 

[image: ]When children are able to participate in matters of concern to them, through clubs, groups, committees or councils, they gain confidence, self-belief and how to negotiate. They learn to recognise that they can make a positive difference, improve community development and resolve conflict. Tolerance and respect for others is built throughout childhood and embedded for life.

If children engage in issues of concern in their local community it strengthens their capability in holding others to account. In order for Governments to be challenged democratically it is fundamental that children are fully aware of their rights, have been taught the skills of participation and have confidence in their standing.  


Reasons to deny children’s participation

Regardless of the UNCRC affirming that children have a right to participate there are a number of reasons why it can be seen as a negative. 

As children develop their levels of competence changes. Very young children are unlikely to be able to make meaningful decisions however with suitable support and sufficient information, and through ways of communicating that are age and developmentally appropriate, they should be able to contribute to important issues. 
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Children’s responsibility must be developed before they can expect to have their right’s met. When they learn that everyone around them has an equal right to them, and that they must respect that, only then can they be granted their rights.

Despite article 12 providing children with the right to participate it is not enforce an obligation. Even very young children can be involved in decision making, such as friendships and what toys to play with. Having these opportunities is vital in ensuring that children are masters of their own childhoods.

There are concerns that if children demand their rights then adults can be disrespected. But when adults listen to children they are teaching them the importance of respecting others. Family life can be improved by everyone learning understanding, how to resolve conflict and finding solutions together.

Unless adult participation is witnessed then children fail to see the significance. Children need to be exposed to good role models and with increased confidence and capabilities they too can become capable of realising that they are able to contribute to meaningful change. 
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UNICEF’s Rights Respecting Schools

Using the UNCRC as a guide, Unicef work with over 1.6 million pupils at almost 5000 schools across the United Kingdom in supporting them to become fully rights respecting. Their Rights Respecting Schools awards embeds the values of creating “safe and inspiring places to learn, where children are respected, their talents are nurtured and they are able to thrive” (Unicef Rights Respecting Schools, 2019a, online). 
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Their goal is that by surrounding children with these values they will have “the best chance to lead happy, healthy lives and to be responsible, active citizens” (Unicef Rights Respecting Schools, 2019a, online). They provide training, lesson plans and guidance before undertaking assessment towards achieving bronze, silver and gold accreditation. 

The bronze award shows a school is rights committed, the silver award that a school is rights aware whilst the gold award is for rights respecting. Each part of the journey however, is not just about fulfilling particular criteria, it is about a school having the commitment and resources in order to be able to embed a child rights approach throughout school life. And it needs that commitment from its whole school community, the pupils, parents, staff and governors especially considering that it takes approximately four years to reach the highest stage.
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In research that measured the impact of the awards Unicef found that children feel:

· Safe in school.
· Respected by and enjoy supportive relationships with the adults who care for them.
· Engaged within their education, their local community and the global agenda. (Unicef Rights Respecting Schools, 2019b, online).
Through the assessment process Unicef were able to gather and record the perspectives of children, young people, staff and parents, in order to gain a clear understanding of the impact of the awards on their school and local community. They also drew on inspection reports in order to have an objective opinion on how overall school performance is impacted on. 
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The four key areas that are impacted on by a school becoming rights respecting are:

· Children are happier and healthier. Respect, dignity and non-discrimination are promoted leading to self-esteem and well-being increasing. When a child recognises their rights they understand how they and others ought to be treated and this strengthens their sense of self-worth. 

· Children feel safe. By providing children with effective communication skills they are able to challenge how they and others are treated and express themselves with confidence. They become empowered to access information that supports them in making informed choices regarding their health, learning and well-being.

· Children have better relationships. Children at rights respecting schools are regarded as equals, both by the adults and by their peers. There is value and mutual respect giving to others opinions and when the children are involved in how the award is put into practise they learn to take responsibility for making decisions, their learning and well-being.

· Children become active and involved in school life and the wider world. Based on equality and respect, they develop a moral framework that helps them grow up to be responsible and engaged members of society. By using their knowledge of the principles and rights of the UNCRC they are able to have perspective in moral circumstances that aids the formation of rights respecting resolutions (Unicef Rights Respecting Schools, 2019c, online).

This demonstrates that becoming a Rights Respecting School has an extreme influence on children and on their school as a whole. By introducing and reinforcing the principles and values of the UNCRC the whole school community benefits. Children are able to make informed decisions and grow into empowered, active and confident members of their community. 

School councils and pupil participation at its best

Findings from Estyn (2016) found that in schools where the following characteristics are evident then pupil participation is strong:

· An integral part of a schools vision and ethos regards pupil participation and building positive relationships.
· Pupils, staff and governors have clear and defined roles and responsibilities in capturing the views of all pupils across a wide variety of issues.
· There are a wide range of opportunities for children to participate that encourages the development of skills required to become active citizens.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The development of skills, understanding and knowledge required ensuring that children’s voices are heard and in decision making are expanded through staff and pupil training and continuous development (Estyn, 2016, p4).

[image: ]The guide goes on to discuss a variety of actions that schools across Wales are taking in order to develop pupil participation and suggests that the most effective way for all schools to benefit is through sharing best practice, either locally or at regional and national school improvement conferences. 
These include:

Pupil voice groups with job descriptions and application forms
Suggestion boxes
Involvement in evaluating the quality of teaching and learning
Lesson observations with staff
Involvement in evaluating the school development plan
Contribution to policy development
Pupil prospectus for prospective new pupils
Attending governing body meetings
Campaigns to raise awareness of bullying
Leading assemblies
Developing information leaflets
Reviewing consistency of marking, assessment and target setting
Discussions regarding standards of well-being
Whole school surveys
Gathering views on school uniforms
School council item included in every governing body meeting
New staff interviews
Agreed budget available for resources
Discussion regarding school environment
Discussions regarding quality of school canteen
Whole day school evaluation
Member of staff responsible for co-ordinating pupil voice
Pupil curriculum leaders
Assisting in the development of schemes of work and topics of study
Initiatives to develop importance of attendance
Involvement in analysis of attendance data
Development of attendance action plan
Making presentations to governing body
Feeding back findings of campaigns to parents
Obviously, a lot will depend on the age and quantity of pupils at a school, the staff numbers and their roles and structure, the importance placed on the vision and ethos, opportunities to participate and training and development of any particular school. However when the reported outcomes of pupil participation are valued then it becomes clear that every school needs to find their way in improving the experience for its pupils. 
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Some of the stated outcomes for children include:

Highly motivated
Have a greater responsibility for their own behaviour and learning
Place a better value on themselves, others and their environment
Have a greater sense of belonging
Improved school attendance
Sustained concentration
Improved pupil outcomes
Improved pupil well-being
Reduced instances of bullying
Improved behaviour
Strong relationships between pupils and staff
Reduced school exclusions
Feel listened to
Gained personal, social and organisation skills
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What can governors do to support a school be more rights aware?

All governors should have an awareness of the content and principles of the UNCRC. In order to remain consistent with the principles, school policies should be revisited regularly. Cooperation across the whole school and with external services can assist in the application of the principles required to ensure a strong approach. This will lead to practices that ensure that the best interest of the child is given the utmost consideration (Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2017). 

The governing body would benefit from having a designated governor for pupil participation. They would be responsible for a number of elements including:

· Persuading the governing body to underpin the way they work with pupils regarding involvement in decision-making by adopting the National Children and Young People’s Participation Standards for Wales.
· Ensuring the governing body develops a whole-school approach to pupil participation and understands the benefits it will bring.
· Including pupil participation as a regular item on meeting agendas allowing for council representatives to share their views, ideas and recent work.
· Attending regular school council meetings to ensure active links and to encourage good communication systems.
· Including pupils in the planning, reviewing and evaluating of school policies and procedures as appropriate.
· Promoting a whole-school approach to senior leaders, staff, parents and carers.
· Encouraging the celebration of pupils who contribute to improving their environment and learning. (Welsh Government, 2011, p15).

However, it is imperative that not just the designated governor has regular contact with the school council. All governors should take an active role in encouraging participation. During learning walks, book scrutiny etc. there are opportunities to speak to pupils and ask appropriate questions such as:
· Do you feel listened to at school?
· Do you know who your school council representative is?
· Can you name anything the school council had done for you in the past year?
· Would you like to be involved in making decisions in school?
· What might stop you from doing this?
· What would encourage you to take part? (Welsh Government, 2011, p31).

The governing body must also be mindful that any communication with pupils needs to be fully inclusive especially considering that school councils tend to include the more engaged and confident of pupils. Marginalised pupils, such as looked after children or of ethnic minority, must have their views acknowledged too in order that they are not left feeling unrepresented and therefore become disengaged. The ultimate decision-making process must be available to all pupils in order for them to truly feel involved and included in their school community.
Developing a children’s charter 

According to Unicef the creating of a child rights-based charter would aim to “support a positive learning environment for children and young people whether this be in the classroom, across the whole school, playground or specific to departments or other areas in the school context” (Unicef, 2018, p1) whilst making the UNCRC more relevant. It would provide children with the opportunity to learn about specific articles that are particularly relevant whilst at school and help to create and build common values and relationships towards creating a whole school ethos.

However, before developing a charter it is essential that the pupils, all members of staff and the board of governors are fully aware of which of the children’s rights are most relevant at their school. The first steps should be:

· Becoming acquainted with the articles.
· Becoming familiar with the UNCRC principles of non-discrimination, in the best interest of the child, the right to life, survival and development and the right to be heard.
· Becoming aware of the nature of rights, that they are universal, inherent, inalienable, unconditional and indivisible.
· Understand that children are rights holders whilst adults are duty bearers.
· Becoming clear on myths and misconceptions about what are not rights (Unicef, 2018, p2).
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Only when these steps are realised can a school begin to successfully implement a charter. The advice in a primary school setting, even then, is to begin with a class, playground or dining hall charter rather than a whole school charter. Over several sessions, and including pupils, staff and possibly parents, the following should be considered:

· Promoting a child-led dialogue about what they consider to be the most relevant articles.
· Using an agreed strategy to decide on the articles that will be included in the charter such as a voting system.
· Whilst encouraging the children to use language that is understandable to them, be sure that the meaning of the rights is not lost. Including the article numbers can help with this.
· Have clear actions for both rights holders and duty bearers. 
· When creating a physical representation of their charter children should be responsible for what it looks like. If possible, all who are in agreement of upholding it should sign it (Unicef, 2018, p2-3).
          [image: ]
     
Despite one school’s charter looking different to another’s they should have similar content regarding suitable descriptions of the rights, the actions required in order for children to respect theirs and others rights and the actions required for adults as duty bearers in ensuring that children’s rights are respected and upheld. Further significant aspects to take into consideration are:

· Despite choosing only to include some of the rights in a charter “there is no right in the Convention that is more important than any other”.
· The process of creating charter must be inclusive and participatory.
· Where and how the charter is displayed should be agreed between the children and staff.
· Adults who work with children should reinforce the benefits of rights-respecting behaviour and language through modelling.
· Development of a charter reinforces the fact that adults are responsible for ensuring children’s rights are realised and respected (Glowscotland, 2017, online).
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Next steps
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As governor with responsibility for safeguarding and well-being I am proposing a number of next steps. We have began to make progress by involving the school council in interviewing new staff applicants and by supporting the development of Bullying, Behaviour and Equal Opportunities policies by the school council. However, we have only begun to scratch the surface.

In order to become fully inclusive in promoting participation we now need to:

· Look at whether the process of becoming a member of the school council is truly fair. Is everyone given the same opportunity?
· Evaluate our current strengths and weaknesses using models of participation and the National Participation Standards as guidance.
· Ensure that all pupils, staff, governors and parents are aware of the UNCRC, its intentions and why we are required to implement it at school.
· Begin the process of developing a children’s rights charter, deciding on whether to limit this to just one class or across the whole school.
· Identify any training opportunities for pupils, staff, governors and parents that would assist us with becoming a more right’s aware school.
· Consider whether we have the time and commitment to begin the process of becoming a Unicef Rights Respecting School.
· Strengthen the links and communication between the school council and the governing body.
· Look at how we can involve children more in regard to evaluating school processes such as the school development plan, teaching, learning, marking, assessment, target-setting, schemes of work and topics of study.

It will not be an easy or quick process, but it gives us something to strive for. We must continue to “recognises the potential of children to enrich decision-making processes, to share perspectives and to participate as citizens and facilitators of change” (Welsh Government, 2017b, p2).
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