Respecting Children and Young People’s Rights in Wales
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Children and Young People’s rights are a huge topic of conversation in education, increasing the recognition of the need to create environments where learners are not only receiving education, but also have their intrinsic rights acknowledged and upheld. All individuals in the educational field deserve to not only know what a ‘right’ is but also realise them through education. Donnelly, J (2013) discuses that having a right does not automatically guarantee that it will be respected or upheld in practice. This is one of the many reasons why the implementation of a ‘rights-based approach’ to education is needed; this is “a conceptual framework for the process of human development that is normatively based on international human rights standards and operationally directed to promoting and protecting human rights” (United Nations, no date). This approach aims to foster environments where students are active participants in their learning and access to education that respects their individuality. 
This essay explores how children and young people’s rights programmes are applied in various educational settings and how these initiatives develop learners understanding of a rights-based approach. Specifically delving into relevant theoretical frameworks, legal and policy contexts, and real-world case studies. By doing this, the essay will identify barriers faced by educators and policymakers when implementing these rights in practice, as well as explore effective strategies for promoting children’s rights in educational contexts and how this effects children and young people’s understanding of their rights. To fully understand the complexity of children and young people’s rights in Wales, various key terms will be explored, some of which include, ‘rights-based schools’, ‘safeguarding’, and ‘anti-bullying’. Various relevant working definitions will be explored throughout the essay, to fully understand and grasp the complexity of children and young people’s rights in Wales. 
To understand how children and young people’s rights are applied in education, it is vital to explore the theoretical frameworks that influence decision making and understanding. According to Luft et al (2022) theoretical frameworks are important in data collection and are pinnacle to understanding children and young people’s rights in Wales. Central to understanding this are the Human Rights Theory and Child Development Theories, both of which provide valuable insights into how children’s rights should be respected and promoted within education. 
The Human Rights Theory provides a universal framework that ensures all individuals are entitled to fundamental rights. The Council of Europe (2025) discusses that “different human rights are intrinsically connected and cannot be viewed in isolation from each other”. This theory works to underpin understanding of all individuals’ rights, regardless of age or other characteristics. For children and young people specifically, this framework emphasises the importance of ensuring their participation, protection, and provision of rights in all areas of life, including education. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) underscores children’s rights in education. According to Unicef (2022) “the convention is universal and apply to every child”. Article 28 affirms that education is a fundamental right and outlines several key aspects of how the right to education should be protected and fulfilled. According to Article 28, education should be available without discrimination; all individuals must have the opportunity to attend school. It also emphasises that education must be accessible; should be financially and physically accessible to all children. 
In addition to human rights theory, child development theories play a crucial role in understanding how children’s cognitive, emotional, and social development shapes their ability to understand and engage with their rights. Jean Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory, for example suggested that “when young infants experience an event, they process new information by balancing assimilation and accommodation” (Malik and Marwaha, 2023, para.2). As a child matures, their capacity for abstract thought and moral reasoning increases, this theory highlights the importance of adjusting educational content to the developmental stage of the learner. Piaget’s stages of development illustrate children’s ability to understand the concept of rights at different ages, subsequently, influencing how educators should communicate and engage with students on their rights. Piaget’s theory aligns with the UNCRC on the Rights of the Child Article 12, which asserts that “the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard”. Applying Piaget’s theory, educators can create environments that respect children’s rights and foster their cognitive development, ensuring their voices are valued, and their rights maintained.  Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory emphasises the role of socialisation in learning. According to Vygotsky, “cognitive abilities, such as reasoning and communication, emerge through meaningful engagement in a socially and culturally enriched environment” (Main, 2022). This theory highlights the necessity of creating supportive environments where children’s voices are heard and respected. Using Vygotsky theory and advocating for the social and cultural dimensions of learning, an inclusive and rights-oriented environment is fostered. By examining these theories, educators can gain a more balanced understanding of the role that children’s rights play in education and how they should shape learning. 
Legislation and policy are of the upmost importance in the protection and promotion of children and young people’s rights. These frameworks aim to ensure that children are not only aware of their rights but that they are also able to exercise them in educational settings. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), adopted in 1989, “is an important, legally binding agreement signed by 196 countries which outlines the fundamental rights of every child, regardless of their race, religion or abilities” (Unicef 2022); it serves as a framework that outlines the rights of all children. Although the UK does not legally have to implement the ideas presented in this policy, it is a guidance for educational settings, to foster a rights-based approach in schools. Article 28 of the UNCRC emphasises the importance of education for all, ensuring that “educational information and guidance is available and accessible to all children”. Article 12 highlights the importance of enabling children “the right to express their views freely”. These principles of the UNCRC provide the basis of protecting and promoting children’s rights in education in Wales and the UK.
The Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 also plays a crucial role in ensuring children’s rights in education and aims to improve the “social, economic, environmental and cultural wellbeing of Wales” (GOV, 2015) . This Act ensures that all policies and frameworks are used to benefit future generations.
The Welsh Government Children and Young Peoples framework is designed to support children “who are growing up, living and working in Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), and promote the well-being and rights of children and young people in Wales. This framework is grounded in the UNCRC and ensures that children’s voices are heard and encourages schools and other educational settings to support students and uphold their rights so they can “overcome barriers and fulfil their potential” (Welsh Government, 2022). This framework highlights the importance of fostering an understanding of rights-based approaches within educational contexts. 
In summary, the legalisation and policies surrounding children rights in education are complex and need educators across Wales to work in co-production to ensure the best fir their students. 
It is essential to understand how effectively educational settings apply theoretical and legal frameworks to the implementation of children’s rights in education and how they are used in practice. Case studies provide valuable, practical insights to how children’s rights are upheld and applied in a variety of educational settings, and the different barriers and successes that are faced.  For example, ESTYN (2024) discusses a school in Wales in which effectively “addresses the unique needs of its community”, in turn, fostering an environment where students are encouraged to “overcoming barriers”.  This school realised many issues within their setting that were “affecting the progress and wellbeing of pupils” and subsequently, created a “bespoke curriculum” in which addresses the pupils needs and emphasises the importance of their students knowing and understanding their rights. By tailoring the curriculum to meet the needs of individual pupils, the school demonstrates an active commitment to upholding children’s rights and creates an environment where children are encouraged to participate. The creation of a bespoke curriculum aligns with Article 12 of the UNCRC which emphasises the importance of allowing children to express their individual ideas and opinions (Children and Young Peoples Commissioner Scotland). This school applied a rights-based approach school in line with the UNCRC to help accommodate students’ needs and focused on student participation (Article 12) and do the upmost to foster an environment where every student feels respected, valued, and included. 
It is important to evaluate the effectiveness of a rights-based approach in both primary and secondary education. A Primary School in Wales, discussed by ESTYN (2018) is described as “a welcoming community, where all pupils have access to every aspect of school life”. Throughout this school report, Article 12 of the UNCRC is acknowledged and understood. The school implements aspects of relevant policy that aligns with their belief of genuine engagement. 
Both case studies apply a rights-based approach to education in ways that are appropriate for their setting. For example, in the Primary school, school ambassadors are selected to “help inform the headteacher of pupils views on a range of issues” ensuring that pupils voices are heard and understood. Whereas the High school ensures that students rights are understood by understanding what barriers the school has faced with their pupils in the past and creating a curriculum in which benefits further development in these areas. 
There may be many issues that can faced when implementing policies and legislative frameworks in relation to children and young people’s rights. UNICEF (no date) highlights that “education is a key social and cultural right”; when children’s rights are not fully implemented or respected, children and young people are likely to feel marginalised.  
One of the barriers that may be faced when implementing children’s rights in education is the lack of awareness and understanding in educational settings (teachers, parents, and students). Many parents, for example, are unaware of the importance of children’s rights in education and are not fully aware of weight rights specific policies, such as the UNCRC, have on their child. Another huge issue is that the implementing of polices and practices that respect children’s rights can take up a lot of resources. Strategies such as anti-bullying programs, mental health support and staff training may use resources that not every school has access to, resources is a huge barrier to achieving a rights-based approach in schools as all the things stated above, are essential to ensuring children’s rights are effectively upheld.
Another barrier is the resistance to changes associated with the implementation of rights-based policies and practices. “One of the typical responses towards change in school organisations is resistance and many of the problems related to change concerns the forces resisting it while maintaining of the equilibrium in schools” (Yilmaz and Kilicoglu, 2013), this suggests that behaviours towards change are typically varied and when schools implement a new idea, the primary challenge is resistance. The unwillingness to shift from traditional ‘comfortable’ educational practices to adopting new frameworks come as a challenge to many. 
Another challenge to implementing this change is the inconsistency in policy implementation. It takes a lot of effort and desire for national and local policies to be embedded in education. The practical application of policies and legislation is much more difficult than it existing on paper. Also, the way in which these frameworks are applied in schools vary, which can lead to disparities in how children’s rights are protected and respected, thus, creating differences in the benefit of these policies. 
Also, a big challenge to implementing a rights-based approach is the overburdened education system. Because of the huge pressure that is placed on the education system, it is very difficult to fully ensure students rights are respected in everyday school life.
In summary, the implementation of children’s rights in education can face numerous barriers such as a lack of awareness. By addressing these barriers, an environment where children and young people’s rights are upheld can be created.  
Although there are many barriers when trying to implement a rights-based approach in education, there are also various effective strategies that are used across Wales and the world for promoting and protecting children and young people’s rights in educational contexts. The goal of a rights-based approach is to “empower people to know and claim their rights” (Scottish Human Rights Commission, no date), one of the effective strategies that are used to achieve this include implementing a Rights-Respecting School Framework. This is a widely known framework which guides schools in integrating principles of the UNCRC into their teaching and ethos. This bespoke framework awards Rights Respecting schools on four things “wellbeing, participation, relationships and self-esteem” (Unicef, no date). Unicef highlights some of the impacts this strategy has had on various schools who have “progressed through the award”, some of which include children “know about their rights, feel valued, and can exercise their rights”, three thing which are of high importance when implementing a rights-based approach, this data itself illustrates the benefit of the execution of this strategy. By adopting this strategy, schools become an environment where children rights are respected, promoted, and upheld. One issue of this strategy is that educators may start to see the reward as sort of a “token-economy”, Hackenberg (2009) describes a token as “an object or symbol that is exchanged for goods or services”. If an educator sees they will get praise for gaining these rewards, it is likely that they will forgot about the original cause of the framework.
Another effective strategy that aligns with Article 12 of the UNCRC is the promotion of student voices and participation. A rights-based approach emphasises the importance of student voice and their rights to express their views and opinions. Article 12, as discussed previously, states that “children should be supported to give their views in a way that is best for them” (Children & Young Peoples Commissioner Scotland), one strategy which enshrines this framework is school councils. According to the Department of Education (no date), a school council is “a formal group of pupils within a school who are elected by their peers to represent them and their views”, they provide a comfortable environment for students to voice their concerns and offer any ideas for school improvement. School councils are part of a rights-based approach as they involve students to participate in decision-making in their own education and makes them not only aware of their right to have their voice heard and understood, but also, take an active role in the development of the school. This however, could cause issues pf limited representation; if school council do not fully represent the diversity of the school, children’s rights may not be adequately considered.
Another, seemingly easy, strategy to held protect children and young people’s rights is by carrying out anti-bullying and child protection policies in schools. Protecting and safeguarding children from harm ensures the safety of students and creates an environment without violence and discrimination. Tes (2024) describes safeguarding as “a vital aspect of any school setting”, students should be able to live their school life without fear, safeguarding makes that possible. Anto-bullying policies can be part of safeguarding in school and provide a zero-tolerance approach to bullying and harassment.  Anti-Bullying Alliance illustrates the importance of a “whole-school approach to anti-bullying”, this means the entire school (internal and external) are educated on bullying and “confronting the issue of bullying”. This strategy aligns with Article 19 of the UNCRC which states that children have the right to be protected from all forms of violence. Therefore, developing an anti-bullying policy is direct at addressing this right as it aims to protect students from harm that may be caused by bullying. This anti-bullying strategy ensures a safe space amongst children in school and adopts a rights-based approach. 
In summary, there are many effective strategies used amongst schools in Wales that promote and protect children’s rights in education. By adopting frameworks like Rights-Respecting Schools and Anti-Bullying Policies, schools can advance in a way that empowers students who are not only aware of their rights, but also able to exercise them in a meaningful way.
In conclusion, this essay has explored various aspects of children and young people’s rights in Wales, specifically in education, particularly focusing on policy and legislation and how they impact learners understanding of their own rights in school and wider. Throughout this essay, it is clear to see that children’s rights are not only crucial for educational purposes, but also for personal development and overall wellbeing. The legal framework of the UNCRC provide the guideline for educators in Wales to promoting a rights-based approach in their own schools, ensuring that children’s voices are heard and met. However, there is still a lot to do towards fully embracing rights-based schools, as discussed, the challenges and barriers can hinder effective implementation. Ultimately, while huge changes have and are still being made in educational reform, it is crucial that children and young peoples voices are heard and continue to be active participants of their education, empowering them to exercise their rights in a meaningful way.
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