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CURRENT DEBATES

Survey background
UNICEF’s mission is to promote the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC) in schools. Though children’s
rights may be taught in a number of curriculum areas,
UNICEF UK regards education for citizenship (EfC) as a
particularly appropriate vehicle for formally introducing the
CRC. UNICEF’s experience has been that the CRC offers a
logical starting point for learning about rights and responsi-
bilities and that such learning is most effective when pupils
are able to rehearse what they have learnt in a participatory
and democratic school environment. Earlier surveys with
Education Authority advisers, NGO educational personnel,
teacher educators, academics and teachers (UNICEF
2000a,b,c and 2002a) found that most respondents thought
that schools place greater emphasis upon teaching than
rehearsing rights and responsibilities. It thus became appro-
priate to conduct teacher and pupil interviews to find out
what was happening on the ground.

Survey objectives
Using sample pupil interviews (primary Year 5/6 and
secondary Year 7/8):
* Examine what the pupils think about pupil participation in the life

of the school
* Find out whether the pupils recall having been taught about the

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
* Explore which (if any) Children’s Rights have been remembered by

the pupils and whether the pupils consider Children’s Rights to be
important 

Using sample teacher interviews:
* Find out whether the school has conducted a Citizenship

Education/PSHE audit and, if it has, establish how the exercise
was conducted and what was learnt

* Find out whether the school has adopted particular models for
delivering citizenship education

* Find out how the QCA Citizenship Education/PSHE Schemes of
work have been received and how they will be used in the school

* Find out about training, resource and any other Citizenship
Education/PSHE needs in the school

Survey process
Eight primary and eight secondary schools participated in
the survey. The interviews were piloted in four English
schools (two primary, two secondary) in summer 2001 and
an interim report described early findings and proposed
minor modifications to the interview procedure. In autumn
2001, a further twelve schools were sampled (4 English, 2
Welsh, 4 Northern Irish, 2 Scottish). Next academic year, the
same teacher/s and pupils will be interviewed so that we can
monitor how planning and implementation is taking shape. I

conducted the interviews, which were all semi-structured
(posing compatible sets of teacher and pupil questions yet
permitting subsidiary remarks to be made). In all cases bar
two, either a UNICEF Education Officer or a member of the
Education Support Service attended the interviews as
‘observer’. This meant that we could exchange observations
after each interview while satisfying child protection require-
ments. Each participating school was asked to supply five
higher and five lower ability pupils to participate in group
interviews. The teacher/s coordinating EfC were generally
interviewed last, enabling us to raise questions that had
emerged from the pupil interviews. Draft interview write-ups
were circulated to the participating teacher/s and observers
for comment and correction. 

Survey findings
1. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)
• All the teachers interviewed said that it was important to teach

about the CRC and that they would expect such teaching to
confer moral, social and intellectual benefits to pupils.

• Virtually all the pupils interviewed said that it was important to
learn about the CRC and most were able to suggest why such
learning would be likely to be personally valuable.

• Pupils as young as 9-10, even those who have learnt about the
CRC one or more years ago, are generally able to recall
children’s rights.

• In parallel with learning about children’s rights pupils want to be
taught about who to turn to when they encounter children’s rights
infringements.

• Even when they have not formally been taught about the CRC,
pupils are often able to identify implicit children’s rights teaching
through, for example, inputs from child protection agencies.

2. Education for Citizenship (EfC)
• A high proportion of EfC is delivered by teachers with no formal

training in citizenship subject matter or how to deliver it.
• An appreciable number of secondary form tutors are from

subject backgrounds where contentious and controversial issues
rarely, if ever, arise.

• A common pattern in both primary and secondary schools seems
to be that the person responsible for coordinating EfC is sent off
for training but then is unable, through such factors as time, lack
of confidence or support and colleague resistance, to disseminate
what has been learnt.

• Many EfC coordinators welcome outside help, especially with
peer training.

• Schools that have conducted EfC audits appear to be clearer
about where citizenship occurs in the school curriculum and
where ‘gaps’ exist. However such audits are conducted with
varying degrees of rigour. Responses to audits also vary in terms
of seriousness and consistency.
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• Where EfC takes place in PSHE and equivalents teachers often
find it difficult to do justice to the many topics that they are
expected to teach.

3. Pupil democracy
• Primary schools are more likely than secondary schools to

implement a ‘raft’ of democratic practices including participa-
tory teaching approaches, peer mediation, circle time, school
councils.

• Primary schools tend to be more coherent about the way that
they deliver EfC and implement democratic practices. As school
size increases, so do communication and implementation
challenges.

• Some primary schools go to great lengths to ensure that as many
pupils as possible are actively involved in the life of the school.

• In secondary schools in particular, responsibility for the school
council may lie with year heads or senior management and com-
munication between them and the EfC  Coordinator may be poor.

• Many schools ‘ring-fence’ what is admissible at school council
meetings to such an extent that agendas have little or no point of
reference to the ‘real’ business of the school. 

• Conversely, a growing number of primary schools are integrating
pupil and teacher decision-making by consulting on such matters
as discipline and bullying, aspects of the school budget and even
staff recruitment.

• Some secondary schools are starting to ‘mirror’ the democratic
practices of primary feeder schools through, for example, the use
of circle time.

• While a growing number of teachers regard schools’ councils as
a valuable means of involving pupils and getting things done,
there are others who treat such structures with suspicion, and at
times, contempt.

4. Higher and lower ability pupils
• Higher ability and lower ability pupils often have contrasting

experiences of being ‘school-community’ citizens.
• Higher ability pupils tend, more often, to say that they feel they

are an important part of the school community, while lower
ability pupils tend, more often, to say that they do not feel they
are an important part of the school community.

• Higher ability pupils appear to be commended and ‘chosen’
more frequently than lower ability pupils.

• Primary schools seem, in general, to be more adept at valuing and
involving all levels of pupil ability than secondary schools, though
some primary schools are substantially ahead of others in this.

• It is common for first year secondary pupils to feel that they have
‘regressed’ in terms of self-esteem, status and responsibility.

Recommendations
• Primary schools should explore how the CRC can be used to

introduce primary pupils to human rights concepts and issues.
• Secondary schools should explore how the CRC can help

provide a foundation for broader rights-based teaching.
• All schools should not only teach about children’s rights but also

inform pupils about who to turn to when they encounter
children’s rights infringements.

• Secondary schools and their primary feeder schools should
develop ‘overlaps’ in participatory and democratic practice.

• All schools should consider how all pupils can be helped to
succeed as citizens in the school-community.

• Curriculum audits should be rigorously planned, implemented
and followed up. Staff concerned with EfC, relevant subjects and
cross-curricular themes, community links and democratic
structures in the school should be involved in designing,
delivering and responding to such audits.

• Audits should consider formal and informal EfC teaching and
learning as well as where and how human rights education and
education for global citizenship occurs.

• Learning about and exercising rights and responsibilities needs
to be seen as integral to the DFES Healthy School Standard.

• Involving and commending all pupils, whatever their level of
ability, should also be seen as integral to the DFES Healthy
School Standard.

• Schools should explore how pupil democracy can contribute to
the effectiveness of the school community vis a vis curriculum
monitoring, policy-making and other key decisions. 

Concluding remarks
While it might be true to say that England is the furthest
ahead in planning and implementation, followed by Wales,
Northern Ireland and finally Scotland, we cannot say with
any surety which will be first to reach a coherent EfC
‘resting place’. Though each jurisdiction is interpreting EfC
with ‘a light touch’ in its own way, much ‘borrowing’ has
been going on, particularly at school level. The terminology
that teachers use and the comprehensions, capacities and
dispositions that they seek to promote are remarkably
similar. So too are the problems associated with delivering a
curriculum ‘entity’ that can at the same time be a subject in
its own right; an examination course; an element in existing
subjects; a tutor-delivered module; a cross-curricular
approach; a theme for assembly; part of a pastoral package;
an aspect of, or even central element in, school-community
links; a process; an experience; an outcome. In all four
jurisdictions the EfC water is consequently very muddy.
Without being over-prescriptive, teachers need more
guidance about what constitutes a curriculum for EfC and
which bits should fit where, at what level and, especially, in
what way. Human rights and global education practitioners,
who have tended to concentrate upon what a curriculum for
global citizenship comprises, need now to develop a picture
of how such a curriculum can be delivered at different ages
and stages. Top of the agenda should be the formidable
question of how pupils of all abilities can be meaningfully
and actively involved in the life of the school.
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