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Introduction 

The proposals outlined in the consultation document represent a welcome and timely 

initiative in an area of children’s* rights that has received limited policy and professional 

attention.  

This response is based on research on children's rights in primary and secondary education 

and other child welfare settings undertaken over the recent past within Sussex University 

CIRCY and the School of Education and Social Work.  This includes  

 a three year evaluation of the UNICEF Rights Respecting Schools Award initiative 

(Sebba et al., 2010),  

 explorations of rights-based understandings and approaches within primary school, 

social care and health settings (Boushel, 2014, Webb, in press),  

 an OCC-funded review of good practice in relation to reducing inequalities in school 

exclusion (Gazeley et al., 2013),  

 and work on children’s rights in relation to wellbeing discourses (Kirby, current, 

Boushel, 2012), confidentiality and information sharing within school settings (Fuller, 

current), children’s participation (Kirby and Gibbs, 2006) (Kirby and Gibbs, 2006), 

youth inclusion, positive youth development and youth mentoring (Nolas 2011a, 

2011b, 2013; Rana current) and safeguarding practices in secondary schools (Lefevre 

et al., 2013). 

It is not completely clear whether the proposals circulated represent a draft document 

which it is anticipated will form the basis for a set of final proposals, or a plan for a more 

detailed piece of work, outlining a series of areas for ongoing consideration. We suggest 

that both approaches are important. The current high profile of rights issues and the need 

to reflect children's rights and interests in this debate calls for the speedy development of 

these proposals. However, promotion of children's rights within the education system is at a 

relatively early stage of development. Moreover, the developing, fluid and contextual 

nature of rights needs recognition. It is suggested therefore that these proposals, along with 

other developments in this field, form the basis of a longer-term and more detailed enquiry 

and ongoing discussion with all the stakeholders involved. 
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1.Do you agree with these proposals? 

The proposals provide a helpful outline of some of the elements of a rights-promoting 

education system, particularly in relation to school-based structures and practices. 

However, we have three major concerns about them as they stand: the evidence on which 

they are based has important limitations; they do not fully capture the complexity of the 

issues and challenges involved; and the conceptualization of children in the proposal 

emphasizes their need for protection but does not sufficiently acknowledge, or seek to 

celebrate, the ways in which children already practice their citizenship.  

 

In relation to the evidence, nothing is cited which explores with children their views about 

their rights to, in and within education, as opposed to ‘their views of their education’. In 

addition, as is acknowledged, no references are made to other research in this area from 

campaigning and/or academic perspectives. 

The policy context receives little attention. The education ‘system’ is mentioned but the 

focus is on schools (e.g. last paragraph of ‘Introduction’ section). Education policy, school-

related aspects of the education system and professional education all need to be 

addressed if a rights-based approach to education is to be situated within its political and 

cultural context. This includes acknowledgement of the roles and rights of all parties 

involved – children, parents/carers, professionals and the state. It also includes attention to 

‘difference' and an acknowledgement of the potential for some groups of children - and 

parents - to be marginalised in rights discourses, policies and practices. The development of 

a common rights framework and language within and between sectors and settings is a key 

part of this task (Boushel, 2014). 

A central and ongoing challenge is the potential conflict between governments’ wider 

national objectives for children’s education, children’s best interests, and children and 

parent’s views. At a policy level these conflicts are reflected in relation to, for example, the 

age at which compulsory school attendance starts and finishes, in curriculum content, in 

children’s lack of formal representation in decisions about their access to education and in 

the weak controls around differences in school's exclusion practices (Gazeley et al., 2013). 

Within school settings, they are reflected in professionals’ rights-related behaviours and 

attitudes towards children and children and parents’ participation in decision-making (Sebba 

et al., 2010). Within the proposals presented they are illustrated by, for example, the rather 

exclusively future-oriented perspective on education evident in the sections on the aims of 

education, on citizenship education and on ‘non-academic skills’.  

A further reservation in relation to school-based rights practices is the limited attention 

given to the role of headteachers and other education professionals in providing 



 

3 | P a g e  
 

information about, leading and modeling rights-based approaches and behaviours in their 

relationships and interactions with children and their families. These issues are highlighted 

by the UNICEF RRS evaluation and related research (Sebba et al., 2010, Webb, in press, 

Howe and Covell, 2010) and in research on reducing inequalities in exclusion(Gazeley et al., 

2013). The importance attached to professional and continuing professional education and 

training in supporting rights-based understandings, skills and behaviours is evidenced in the 

recent re-framing of teachers’ professional requirements to replace the promotion of 

equality and children's rights (GTCE, 2009) by requirements to show ‘tolerance of and 

respect for the rights of others’ and not to ‘undermin(e) fundamental British values’ (DfE, 

2012). Expectations of rights-based approaches in professional education and standards 

need to be included in the proposals.  

Finally, the view presented of education and childhood is limited to the institution of the 

school. The proposals make no reference to education as a practice that takes place in a 

range of informal spaces beyond school gates (community events, after-school clubs and 

classes, youth groups, play groups and the like). Whilst a broader perspective may present 

challenges in construction and implementation, we would argue that from the outset it is 

worth engaging with practices in different childhood spaces, both to aid consistency and to 

take advantage of the potential learning to be gained. The benefits of such an approach are 

illustrated by, for example, the uneven and partial progress made on the abolition of 

physical punishment arising from the piecemeal policy approach taken in this area and, on 

the other hand, the established practices in some settings (e.g. youth work) which espouse 

and practice working with children in a way that resonates strongly with, and predates, the 

UNCRC (Nolas, 2013).  In addition, the proposals also conceptualise children as non-citizens 

by failing to provide space to acknowledge the ways in which children might already practice 

citizenship beyond the school as well as within can be known (e.g. young carers, volunteers, 

school council members) (Nolas, ongoing). 

 

2. Are there any that you do not feel are appropriate? 

Overall, the proposals are appropriate. However, the lack of clarity in distinguishing 

between and attending to both policy-and practice related contexts means that the 

document as currently phrased runs the risk of failing to recognize political and policy-

making responsibilities in this area. As a consequence, the opportunities, limitations and 

restrictions in developing school-based education rights are insufficiently acknowledged. On 

occasion, as mentioned above, there is an inappropriate emphasis on future benefits for 

children, to the exclusion of their diverse, lived experiences within school.  

 

 



 

4 | P a g e  
 

3. Are there any which should be added? 

We suggest that the differences and overlap between policy and practice- oriented 

proposals need clear identification and development.  

At a policy level the proposals should seek to ensure that education policy:- 

 is consistently rights-based and situated within the UNCRC framework. 

 supports the development of a common ‘rights language’ based on the UNCRC to 

enhance understandings and development of children's rights and encourage debate 

and discussion of rights-in-practice. 

 takes account of social stratification in the resources and other supports available to 

schools. 

 supports access to education by ensuring that additional, appropriate, full-time 

educational, psychological and social support is provided for any child who needs it. 

This includes requirements that schools are supported by local authorities in working 

together to minimize disadvantage and maximize creative solutions for children in 

such situations (Gazeley et al., 2013).  

 supports and encourages school curricula and educational experiences that have 

included children’s participation in their development and are ‘rich and fulfilling’ in 

themselves (as stated earlier in the proposals). 

 includes in curriculum requirements that schools provide children with knowledge 

and understanding of the UNCRC and of universal rights and responsibilities. This 

includes knowledge about the environment and its sustainability and other 

local/global issues such as access to resources, governance etc. 

 includes requirements that schools provide children with the opportunities and 

encouragement necessary to ‘play a full and positive role’ in relation to the decisions 

taken about their schools, communities and wider society.  

 Includes requirements that parents, children and young people are provided with 

information about the UNCRC and with opportunities to contribute to rights-based 

policies and developments within the school and in school-home relationships. This 

includes opportunities to contribute to curriculum choice and design and to staff 

appointments and to feedback on teaching and learning, the school environment 

and other aspects of school life.  

 ensures that teacher education and continuing professional development and the 

education of other school-based staff includes and assesses knowledge and 

understanding of the UNCRC and its implications for practice. This includes a focus 
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on relationship development between all those in the school community as key to 

the implementation of rights-based approaches.  

 Includes and engages with other learning spaces where practices are already 

resonating with children’s rights/UNCRC principles and learns from these.  

 

At a school level the proposals should seek to ensure that in their approach to the 

curriculum and within schools: - 

 the role of the school leadership team in encouraging and role-modelling rights-

based practices and relationships is acknowledged, highlighted and supported within 

senior staff continuing professional development. 

 there is an expectation that all staff model rights-based approaches and behaviours 

in their relationships and interactions with children, parents and others.  

 the impact of structural inequalities on the lives and chances of individual children is 

appreciated and steps taken to address such inequalities. 

 opportunities are provided for children to engage with and comment of curriculum 

development and teaching and learning quality and styles and that professional 

resistance and/or institutional barriers to this process are acknowledged and 

addressed (Rudduck and McIntyre, 2007).   

 school-based opportunities are provided to children and young people to receive 

support in addressing social and emotional issues that arise in school, at home or 

within their communities. 

 issues of pupil confidentiality and information sharing are addressed transparently 

and in a way that encourages trust and child/young person agency and 

empowerment.  

 children and young people are encouraged to critically engage with ‘rights’ 

discourses and are given the opportunities to explore and understand what rights 

mean for them in their everyday lives in fun and creative ways. 

 spaces are created in schools to provide children and young people with the 

opportunity to demonstrate the ways in which they already practice their citizenship 

(e.g. through their caring responsibilities or contribution to their local communities 

through formal and informal volunteering).  
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4. How should progress towards meetings these be measured? 

Independent and mainstreamed (such as included in the Equality Act 2010) rights impact 

analyses can provide a useful tool in monitoring policy and resource allocation, especially 

when all stakeholders contribute to these analyses. 

Within school settings the UNICEF RRSA standards provide a structure within which progress 

might be measured. It identifies ‘a rights-respecting school’ as a community where 

children’s rights are learned, taught, practised, respected, protected and promoted.’ 

Four evidence-based standards are drawn on by the RRSA: 

 Rights-respecting values underpin leadership and management 

 The whole school community learns about the UNCRC  

 The school has a rights-respecting ethos 

 Children are empowered to become active citizens and learners. (UNICEF RRSA Quick 

Guide) 

There are considerable similarities between the RRSA standards and the approaches 

identified by Gazeley et al (2013, p.30) as key in reducing exclusions. These were: 

 Partnership working to reduce permanent exclusion 

 Providing alternatives 

 Creating an inclusive culture and ethos 

 Fostering relationships 

 Promoting positive whole-school approaches to behaviour management 

 Empowering young people. 

 

The RRSA also sets out how progress in these areas might be measured, suggesting that 

evidence of whole school commitment represents a first step, followed by evidence of the 

embeddedness of children's rights within all school policies, practices and activities.  

Recent research within education and other child welfare settings suggests that professional 

understandings and interpretations of children's rights are affected by three main factors – 

perspectives on childhood; knowledge and understanding of children's rights; and 

professional dispositions (Boushel, 2014). A further, related issue is the development of a 

dialogic pedagogy more fitting for a rights perspective (Alexander, 2008). Knowledge and 
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practice development in these areas might be measured within professional and continuing 

professional education structures and as part of staff management and development 

processes.  

However, research also points to the potential misuse of a children's rights perspective 

within educational systems and settings (Sebba, Covell, Webb). This seems most likely to 

occur when there is a lack of attention to the potential of adult/professional power to 

define and circumscribe the areas in which children's rights are noted and/or attended to; 

where responsibilities are viewed as a quid pro quo of rights, rather than as a linked, but 

developing and separate issue; and where the wider political and cultural question raised in 

the title of these proposals ‘what do we want our schools to do?’ is not the subject of 

ongoing debate with all of the stakeholder groups involved, including children. 

 

5. How could these proposals be implemented in different educational 

settings? 

See Question 4 above.  

UK ratification of the UNCRC and the ECHR and decisions of the ECtHR supports the 

inclusion and integration of children's rights within all formal and informal educational 

settings, regardless of their funding or governance structures. Every effort should be made 

to ensure that a rights-based education system reflects this universal approach. The support 

of education professionals’ organisations , lawyers, children’s charities , religious and youth 

groups, community and other relevant organisations should be sought to help achieve this 

aim, by educating their members and other stakeholders and providing leadership in 

challenging wider cultural assumptions. 

Where rights-based educational practices are initiated in ways that respond to children’s 

interests and priorities, so far as we are aware, factors such as child age and capacity can be 

accommodated and need not create undue barriers. Thus, the RRS evaluation indicated that 

children in infant and primary school settings were capable of forming understandings and 

engaging with children's rights locally and globally, but that care was needed to ensure that 

their perceptions of their responsibilities to support the rights of others reflected their 

capacities and limited power.  

A bigger challenge is in the potential of rights-based approaches to be curtailed, 

undermined, diluted and/or manipulated to reflect the intentional and unintentional 

priorities of adults (Webb, in press). Examples of such practices range from adult 

identification and control of topics on which pupil voice is invited (Boushel, 2014), the 

quality of teaching in their schools, and the selection of school staff (Sebba et al., 2010).  
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The boundary of the school gate is no longer viewed as a barrier to school ‘power to 

discipline’ children’s behaviours (Department for Education, 2013). However, examples 

from the RRSA initiative indicate that local authorities and/or schools often restrict 

children’s rights to express an interest in or engage with local and/or national political issues 

and decision-making. An approach to citizenship education that encourages attention to and 

takes greater account of the here and now of children’s lives could help redress some of 

these imbalances. Such an approach should start from a strengths position of exploring and 

acknowledging the ways in which children practice their citizenship in everyday life (Nolas, 

ongoing) and will involve talking about rights as well as responsibilities (Lister, 2008) (Lister 

2008). In order to avoid the ‘mis-education’ (Howe and Covell, 2010) of children about their 

rights, the proposals need to address the inalienability of rights and the relational quality of 

responsibilities.  

Research suggests that a common feature of rights-based education practices is that 

children reviewing their family lives and experiences from a rights-based perspective are 

more likely to confide in school staff about concerns about safe-guarding, domestic abuse, 

parental alcohol use etc (Sebba et al., 2010, L'Anson and Allan, 2006). This needs to be 

anticipated and their right to appropriate social and emotional support acknowledged and 

made available within schools and wider child welfare networks. 

 

6. How should the accountability system incentivise the achievement of 

these outcomes? 

Mechanisms to incentivize the achievement of these outcomes need to be integrated 

throughout the education system. This would include the use of rights impact statements in 

policy development and resource deployment within central and local government; the 

inclusion of explicit attention to children's engagement, knowledge, behaviours, 

opportunities and empowerment in relation to their rights within OFSTED inspections. The 

RRS Award developed by UNICEF provides one example of an incentive in this area. The 

need for the developmental opportunities within professional education on this issue at all 

levels should not be underestimated.  

 

7. Are there examples of best practice in education which you would like to 

draw to our attention? How could this best practice be spread more widely? 

The RRSA evaluation and related publications provide examples of good practice (UNICEF 

UK, 2013, Sebba et al., 2010) within school settings, as does work undertaken by Save the 

Children in Scotland (Allan et al., 2005). Examples of good practice in reducing inequalities in 

school exclusion are included in Gazeley et al (2011).  Within campaigning organisations and 

the academic community issues related to children’s participation in research have been 
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attended to for some time  and provide illustrations of good practice in relation both to 

participation processes and to particular issues such as confidentiality (Kirby et al., 2003). 

School based counselling services have been mainstreamed within the Welsh school system. 

Evaluations of the Welsh system (Hill and Cooper, 2011) and other studies highlight the 

importance of children’s right to confidential space in school if  they are to access emotional 

and counselling support and perceive it as helpful (Cooper, 2013, Fox and Butler, 2007, 

Lynass et al., 2012). Good practice also includes opportunities for the whole school to 

celebrate achievements through public and community events – schools have a role to play 

and are well positioned to take discussions about children’s rights and responsibilities, and 

how these relate to the broader community, into the public sphere. It is suggested that a 

short literature review of best practices and of the challenges involved be undertaken to aid 

and underpin the development of the proposals and support ongoing debate. 

Good practice could be spread more widely in various ways, including through professional 

education and the initiation of local and national seminars, OCC-linked blogs etc. through 

which children, education professionals, academics and other stakeholders might explore 

and develop ideas separately and together.  

 

Conclusion 

We acknowledge the timeliness of these proposals and support their development. They 

reflect many aspects of positive rights-based practice within school settings. However, it is 

our view that the differences and relationship between policy and practice needs to be 

more clearly drawn out and the policy elements attended to more fully. In addition the 

implications for professionals standards and professional and school staff education and 

continuing development need to be addressed. 

We suggest that ongoing debate about rights-based education is needed, based on research 

evidence about policy and practice dilemmas, challenges and achievements and engaging 

with all stakeholders within and beyond the school gate. 

 

*Unless otherwise stated the term children is used to refer to all those covered by the 

UNCRC, i.e. under 18. 
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