
“This is our lives,  
it matters a lot.”
Putting children’s rights at the  
heart of education



“Get to know me.  
I think that’s  
an important  

thing for teachers  
to do.”

“I think it’s really frustrating when my teachers set 
homework in the middle of exams. It’s even more 

annoying when they set it, and you spend ages 
stressing and then they don’t even check it,  

it’s like my time isn’t really valued.” 

“In school, no they don’t really ask how you feel or 
anything. No, not really in primary school. They’re kind 

of like you’re fine, they are just children, this is how 
children feel sometimes, they feel a bit depressed.”

“I feel like sometimes teachers take advantage of the 
power they have, even if the teacher says something 

as a joke, everyone takes things differently. If someone 
talks back to them, the teacher takes it as talking back, 

you can’t defend [yourself] in school.”

“I forgot my jotter – 
she shouted in  

my face, she told  
me to get out, I had  

to move class.”

“What happens 
in school helps 

you understand 
society.”

“I have dyslexia and I’m autistic. I don’t get the support I am 
supposed to at high school in every class. My English teacher 

comes up to me separately and asks me if I need help, so I don’t 
get embarrassed. He made a spelling chart for me to use.”

“Too much pressure 
on school work.”

“If you’re not having 
a good time at home 

and then teachers 
shout at you, when 

are you getting a 
break?”  

“Sleep goes to fit 
everything in.” 

“I have a time out 
pass to use when I  
feel I need a break 
from class, but not  

all teachers will allow 
me to use it.”

“Let playtime and 
lunchtime have much 
longer time so we can 

have more fun.” 

“More outdoor learning would be good. Why not  
take us outside for maths and do that out there if the 

weather is good? It’s good to switch things up.”

“I was called a horrible 
person by a teacher.”



(CCYP/2025/01) laid before the Scottish Parliament by the Commissioner for Children and Young People in pursuance 
of Section 12 of the Commissioner for Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2003 on 31/03/2025.
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About the Children 
and Young People’s 
Commissioner 
Nicola Killean is the Children and Young 
People’s Commissioner for Scotland. She 
became the Commissioner in August 2023 
and has a six-year term. 

The Commissioner works with her team to 
promote and protect the rights of children 
and young people in Scotland. 

That is: 

	 Everyone under 18, and 

	 Everyone up to 21 who is in care or care 
experienced 

The law that created the Commissioner’s role 
says that the Commissioner must: 

	 Promote awareness and understanding of 
children’s rights. 

	 Involve children and young people in the 
office’s work. 

	 Make sure laws, policies and practice 
affecting children and young people’s lives 
are fair and respect their rights. 

	 Promote and carry out research to 
progress children’s rights. 

	 Share examples of adults working well to 
fulfil children’s rights so others can learn 
from it. 

The Commissioner also has legal powers 
which we can use in some situations where 
we are concerned that human rights promises 
to children and young people are not being 
kept. We use these powers of investigation 
and litigation (taking action in court) when 
we think we can make a bigger change. Our 
office’s role is to hold people in power to 
account and take action when children’s 
rights are breached. 

Our values of leadership, participation, 
independence, bravery, and respect guide 
us. They were developed from the office’s 
work with children and young people across 
Scotland.
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Commissioner’s foreword
Scotland’s education system is vast. From 
staff in schools to government offices 
to healthcare settings and third sector 
groups, most are motivated by a shared 
determination to ensure all children receive a 
high-quality education and can thrive. 

Work is underway to reform the education 
system in Scotland. Decisions are being 
made to change laws, policies and practice 
that will have an impact on children’s rights, 
experiences and opportunities in education 
now and in the future. 

To ensure the success of this reform, children 
and young people must be recognised as 
rights-holders and the key stakeholders. 
Their future depends on it. 

We are continuing to see decisions being taken 
with little involvement of children and young 
people and minimal consideration of their 
human rights. Children and young people must 
be supported to meaningfully participate in the 
education improvement and reform process. 

The future can be brighter. There is excellent 
practice happening in Scotland’s education 
system and practitioners who are delivering 
impactful work are proving change is possible. 
With the incorporation of the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
into Scots law, there is a commitment from the 
Scottish Government to ensure the education 
system is rights-based. 

Collectively, those who work in support of the 
education system must highlight examples 
of rights-based good practice from Scotland 
(and beyond) which could benefit greater 
numbers of children and young people. Local 
and national leaders must ensure that good 

practice is systematically embedded, and that 
poor practice is addressed. 

Scotland’s education system needs to harness 
the creativity and imagination of all who care 
so passionately about it – to raise the collective 
ambition and meet demands for change. 
With children and young people, families, and 
professionals standing side by side as partners. 

There is strong consensus on what needs to 
change. Many of our recommendations have 
already been made by others. But they need to 
be implemented, and at a much greater pace. 

Children and young people care and value 
their education. As one of my Young Advisors 
expressed:

“This is our lives. This is what will impact us 
not only now... this will impact on our futures. 
It matters a lot to us, and all young people.”

It is every child’s right to have an education 
that develops their personality, talents and 
abilities to their fullest potential. Those 
responsible must now ensure they deliver for 
every child in Scotland. 

Nicola Killean, Children and Young People’s 
Commissioner Scotland
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What is in this document and why 

Since late 2023, thousands of children and 
young people have told us what they think and 
feel about education in Scotland. Many children 
and young people told us that they feel their 
experience of education could be much better. 
They are clear that the current education 
system often falls short of delivering their 
rights. In our strategic plan process, children 
and young people directed my office to make 
education reform a priority focus.1 

This report summarises what children and 
young people have told us, and what needs to 
improve in response. 

We have grouped the key issues into the 
following five categories. Within each of these 
categories we make recommendations for 
changes to ensure the education system 
delivers all children’s statutory entitlements 
and progressively realises all children’s rights.

	 Culture – how does school make us feel? 

	 Curriculum – what we get to experience 
and learn

	 Personalisation and support – how am I 
supported to learn in ways that work for me?

	 Assessment and qualifications – how do 
I understand and show all my skills and 
achievements?

	 Purpose – what is school for?

Across the system, we all need to listen.  
So many children and young people feel their 
needs are not being met. We need to listen 
to them to better understand and respond to 
the reasons why. 

1	 CYPCS, 2024. Our Plan 2024-28 https://www.cypcs.org.uk/
resources/our-plan-2024-28/ 

Methodology

This report has been created based on views 
gathered from children and young people 
during the period from October 2023 to 
March 2025 through:

	 Online responses to Your Rights, Our Plan 
consultation survey.2

	 In-person or online qualitative discussions 
with children and young people as part 
of the Your Rights, Our Plan consultation 
activity.

	 Workshop sessions in education settings 
delivered by the Children’s Commissioner 
and team. 

	 Targeted sessions with groups of 
children and young people in situations of 
vulnerability or furthest from having their 
rights met.

	 Discussions with individual children and 
their families, seeking advice on their 
rights.

	 Desk-based research on existing evidence 
of children and young people’s experiences 
of their education.

The information gathered from children 
and young people was analysed to identify 
consistent themes. Across our different ways 
of listening to children, hundreds of quotes 
that discussed specific issues in education 
have been captured in a database, then 
categorised. This continues to grow as we 
continue our action research. 

2	 CYPCS, 2024. Your Rights, Our Plan – The Children and Young 
People’s Commissioner Scotland. https://www.cypcs.org.uk/
resources/your-rights-our-plan/ 

https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/our-plan-2024-28/ 
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/our-plan-2024-28/ 
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/your-rights-our-plan/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/your-rights-our-plan/
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Due to our mixed methods of gathering 
views, some children and young people have 
responded to specific questions on their 
experiences in education. Some have offered 
their views on education during discussions 
on other topics such as poverty, mental 
health, climate change, and discrimination. 

We did not set out to produce a research 
report with a predefined set of questions 
or methods. Instead, we have listened to 
children and young people in all the spaces 
and places they choose to engage with us and 
collated their views and priorities to enable 
us to draw out key messages for education 
reform. Our Young Advisors have helped us 
refine and test our five key issue categories 
and our recommendations.

Our recommendations are a combination of 
recommendations directly from children and 
young people and recommendations from our 
work in this area. 

Each recommendation from children Each recommendation from children 
and young people is identified by this and young people is identified by this 
icon to make it clear. icon to make it clear. 

We have also included actions for key duty-
bearers, some are for individual duty-bearers, 
but many require collective action. 



9
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Children’s human rights  
and education
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR) was created in response to the 
horrors of the Second World War and was 
highly aspirational. It called for states to 
work together to guarantee human rights 
that, at that time, only a small minority of 
people enjoyed. It marked a starting point 
on a journey where human rights would, with 
progressive realisation, expand those rights 
to every person on earth. The UDHR was 
adopted by the UN General Assembly on 10 
December, 1948, by 48 votes to nil.3 

The right to an education (Article 26 of the 
UDHR) has always been aspirational – never 
limited to a basic education. The UDHR 
specifies education should be “directed to the 
full development of the human personality 
and to the strengthening of respect for 
human rights and fundamental freedoms. It 
should promote understanding, tolerance...”4 
The UDHR also envisaged that children in all 
countries should have the right to various 
forms of secondary, further and higher 
education, on the basis of merit.5 The right to 
education in the UDHR was aspirational even 
for many European states in 1948. 

When the drafters of the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) considered 
education, they created two articles.

3	 UN. History of the Declaration. https://www.un.org/en/about-
us/udhr/history-of-the-declaration 

4	 UDHR Article 26(2) https://www.un.org/en/about-us/
universal-declaration-of-human-rights 

5	 UDHR Article 26(1) https://www.un.org/en/about-us/
universal-declaration-of-human-rights 

Article 28 expanded on the right to education 
for every single child in all countries. Although 
in the 1980s that was considered aspirational 
for some countries in the global south, it 
was the absolute minimum requirement. In 
Scotland, it is worth considering whether our 
current education system even delivers the 
minimum for some children. 

The UNCRC places obligations and duties on 
the state which signs and ratifies the treaty. In 
many countries, including Scotland, delivery of 
these obligations and duties is devolved to local 
government or in some cases contracted to 
external organisations. However, the obligation 
or duty cannot be devolved, responsibility for 
ensuring that the rights of all children are fully 
realised remains with the government. In the 
case of the right to education, those obligations 
also extend beyond the school gates.6

Article 28 also places responsibility to ensure 
attendance at schools on the state and requires 
schools to ensure that discipline is administered 
in a manner consistent with the child’s dignity. 
Scotland outlawed physical punishment in all 
schools only 25 years ago, a decade after the 
UNCRC was ratified. However, Article 28(2) goes 
further and prohibits a range of non-physical 
punishments which are cruel or degrading, 
including “punishment which belittles, 
humiliates, denigrates, scapegoats, threatens, 
scares or ridicules the child”.7 

6	 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2001. General 
Comment No. 1 (2001) Article 29(1) the aims of education. https://
www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221 para 2

7	 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2008. The right of 
the child to protection from corporal punishment and other cruel 
or degrading forms of punishment. https://www.refworld.org/
legal/general/crc/2007/en/41020 para 11

https://www.un.org/en/about-us/udhr/history-of-the-declaration
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/udhr/history-of-the-declaration
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221
https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221
https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2007/en/41020
https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2007/en/41020
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Article 28 UNCRC – the right to education

1. 	States Parties recognize the right of the child to education, and with a view to achieving this 
right progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity, they shall, in particular:

(a) 	 Make primary education compulsory and available free to all;

(b) 	 Encourage the development of different forms of secondary education, including general 
and vocational education, make them available and accessible to every child, and take 
appropriate measures such as the introduction of free education and offering financial 
assistance in case of need;

(c) 	 Make higher education accessible to all on the basis of capacity by every appropriate means;

(d) 	 Make educational and vocational information and guidance available and accessible to all 
children;

(e) 	 Take measures to encourage regular attendance at schools and the reduction of drop-
out rates.

2. 	States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that school discipline is 
administered in a manner consistent with the child’s human dignity and in conformity with 
the present Convention.

3. 	States Parties shall promote and encourage international cooperation in matters relating 
to education, in particular with a view to contributing to the elimination of ignorance and 
illiteracy throughout the world and facilitating access to scientific and technical knowledge 
and modern teaching methods. In this regard, particular account shall be taken of the needs 
of developing countries.

Article 28 goes on to require states to 
“encourage the development of different 
forms of secondary education, including 
general and vocational education…” It explicitly 
rejects the idea of a single model of secondary 
education, and encourages diversity and 
individual choices with equal value.

Yet in Scotland, for a variety of complex 
reasons, we have ended up with a secondary 
education system which is still dominated 
by the Scottish Higher, introduced in 1888, 
and still fundamentally a university entrance 
qualification.8 A tiny fraction of children 

8	 National Library of Scotland, 2018. Scottish school exams: 
historical context. https://digital.nls.uk/exams/historical-
context/ 

took Highers in 1888. Today, despite the 
development of the Scottish Credit and 
Qualifications Framework and range of 
progression routes available for young 
people, Highers are still presented to them 
as the primary aim of all children in secondary 
education, against which the success of all 
schools is publicly measured. Today, the vast 
majority of children remain in school until at 
least S5 (85% in 2023-24), with the majority 
of leavers going into either further education 
(26.4%) or employment (23.1%), with 41% 
progressing to higher education.9 

9	 Scottish Government, 2025. Summary Statistics for Attainment 
and Initial Leaver Destinations, No7: 2025. https://www.gov.
scot/publications/summary-statistics-for-attainment-and-
initial-leaver-destinations-no-7-2025-edition/ 

https://digital.nls.uk/exams/historical-context/
https://digital.nls.uk/exams/historical-context/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-statistics-for-attainment-and-initial-leaver-destinations-no-7-2025-edition/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-statistics-for-attainment-and-initial-leaver-destinations-no-7-2025-edition/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-statistics-for-attainment-and-initial-leaver-destinations-no-7-2025-edition/
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Article 29 UNCRC – the aims of education

1. 	States Parties agree that the education of the child shall be directed to:

(a) 	 The development of the child’s personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to 
their fullest potential;

(b) 	 The development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and for the 
principles enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations;

(c) 	 The development of respect for the child’s parents, his or her own cultural identity, language 
and values, for the national values of the country in which the child is living, the country from 
which he or she may originate, and for civilizations different from his or her own;

(d) 	 The preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of 
understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, 
ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin;

(e) 	 The development of respect for the natural environment.

2. 	No part of the present article or article 28 shall be construed so as to interfere with the 
liberty of individuals and bodies to establish and direct educational institutions, subject 
always to the observance of the principle set forth in paragraph 1 of the present article and 
to the requirements that the education given in such institutions shall conform to such 
minimum standards as may be laid down by the State.

The right to an education is also enshrined in 
other international human rights treaties such 
as Article 13 of the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; Article 
10 of the Convention on the Elimination of 
all forms of Discrimination Against Women; 
Article 24 of the Convention on the Rights 
of People with Disabilities and Article 2 of 
the 1st Optional Protocol to the European 
Convention on Human Rights. 

In Article 29, the UNCRC took a progressive 
and visionary approach to the aims of 
education. It presents a manifesto for a 
human rights-based, child-centred education 
fit for the 21st century and beyond. Article 29 
places an obligation on the state to provide 
an education for, as the UN Committee on 
the Rights of the Child explain in their General 
Comment No.1 on the aims of education 

(2001) (GC1): “the development of the 
individual child’s personality, talents and 
abilities, in recognition of the fact that every 
child has unique characteristics, interests, 
abilities, and learning needs”.10 That education 
has to be not only compliant with human 
rights but grounded in it. 

The focus on the individual is a major  
feature of human rights approaches, one 
of the factors which make them uniquely 
ambitious. It is not sufficient for an education 
system to be effective for the majority of 
children, it must address the needs of every 
single child and support them to their fullest 
potential. In doing so, Lundy and Tobin argue 

10	 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2001. General 
Comment No. 1, Article 29(1) The aims of education. https://
www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221 

https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221
https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221
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that Article 29 “challenges the instrumentalist 
vision of education as supporting economic 
prosperity and social cohesion”.11 An 
education compatible with the spirit of Article 
29 will undoubtedly contribute to both, as 
Article 29(1)(d) suggests, but the aim must 
be for it first to meet the individual needs of 
every child. 

Katarina Tomaševski, the UN Secretary 
General’s first Special Rapporteur on the 
Right to Education, refers to the right to 
education as having a multiplier effect, 
“enhancing all rights and freedoms when it is 
guaranteed, while jeopardising them all when 
it is violated”.12

So the consideration is not just what rights 
are relevant to education (all of them), 
but that education is relevant to all rights. 
Where children are not realising their right to 
education, as articulated in Article 29, their 
other rights are also at risk. 

Therefore, Article 29 is not just a right which is 
ambitious for education, it is ambitious for all 
children’s rights and for society as a whole. 

As General Comment No.1 explains, 
Article 29 “emphasizes the indispensable 
interconnected nature of the Convention’s 
provisions. It draws upon, reinforces, 
integrates and complements a variety of 
other provisions and cannot be properly 
understood in isolation from them”.13 

11	 Tobin & Lundy, 2019. Article 29. The Aims of Education in Tobin, 
2019. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Oxford 
University Press. Page 1117

12	 Quoted in Tobin and Lundy page 1117

13	 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2001. General 
Comment No. 1, The functions of article 29 (1) https://www.
refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221

Article 29(1) lists five aims of education. 
These go beyond merely specifying 
what a child should learn. The focus is on 
developing the child and preparing them 
“for a responsible life in a free society, in the 
spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance, 
equality of the sexes and friendship among 
all peoples, ethnic, national and religious 
groups and persons of indigenous origin”14 
by empowering “the child by developing his 
or her skills, learning and other capacities, 
human dignity, self-esteem and self-
confidence”.15 

The factors listed in Article 29 were not a 
feature of children’s education in most states 
when the UNCRC was drafted. It places 
education firmly outwith the traditional 
concept of ‘the three Rs’. Instead, it is 
anchored in the aspirational thread which has 
been woven through human rights treaties 
since the 1940s. Compliance with Article 29 
required a reconceptualisation of education 
for all states. 

In General Comment No.1, the UN Committee 
recommended a range of steps states should 
take to develop their education system to 
better align it with Article 29. These include:

	 Adopt an age and developmentally 
appropriate curriculum consistent 
with Article 29, including assessing the 
appropriateness of teaching materials. 
In Scotland, this means that curriculum 
review should include consideration of 
compliance with children’s rights, as well 
as whether children are being taught about 
their rights and the rights of others. 

14	 Article 29(1)(d).

15	 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2001. General 
Comment No. 1, Article 29(1) The aims of education. https://
www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221 

https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221
https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221
https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221
https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221
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	 Ensure all staff involved in delivery of 
education receive the training in children’s 
human rights they need so that teaching 
and culture in schools reflect “the spirit and 
educational philosophy” of the Convention. 

	 States must ensure that the general school 
environment and school policies reflect the 
values underlying Article 29. 

	 The aims of education, as outlined in 
Article 29, should be promoted broadly, 
so that parents and other organisations 
understand them.16

The UN Committee has also made it clear that 
education about human rights should not be 
limited to the UNCRC but to “human rights 
treaties”,17 which in the Scottish context 
extends not only to the various UN human 
rights treaties but to Council of Europe 
human rights treaties ratified by the UK,18 
including the European Convention on Human 
Rights and the thematic treaties such as the 
Istanbul and Lanzarote conventions.19

Proposed Optional Protocol on 
education

In July 2024, the Human Rights Council 
adopted a resolution supporting the 
development of a fourth Optional Protocol to 
the UNCRC on the rights to early childhood 
education, free primary education and free 

16	 Tobin & Lundy, 2019. Article 29. The Aims of Education in 
Tobin, 2019. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
Oxford University Press. Page 1124-5. Quoting from General 
Comment No.1.

17	 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2001. General 
Comment No. 1, Article 29(1) The aims of education. https://
www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221 para 15

18	 United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights. Human Rights Instruments. https://www.ohchr.org/en/
instruments-listings 

19	 Council of Europe. Human Rights. https://www.coe.int/en/web/
portal/home 

secondary education.20 The proposed new 
Optional Protocol will build on the existing 
provisions of Articles 28 and 29, together with 
the Sustainable Development Goals (now 
‘the Global Goals’) which have set a target 
of 2030, for all children to have “completely 
free, equitable and quality primary education 
leading to relevant and effective learning 
outcomes”, “equal access to quality early 
childhood development, care and pre-primary 
education” and “equal access… to quality 
technical, vocational and tertiary education, 
including university”.21

The resolution asserts that the proposed 
protocol will explicitly state that the right 
to education includes early childhood care 
and education, and that public pre-primary 
education should be available free to all. 

The proposed protocol will also require that 
states make public secondary education 
available free to all. The resolution reiterates 
the requirements of Article 28 to encourage 
the development of different forms of 
secondary education and notes the need 
to ensure that education meets the needs 
of children and society in a changing world. 
It also draws on the Youth Declaration on 
Transforming Education, which called for 
children to be at the heart of designing an 
inclusive education system, that embraces 
diversity and builds the knowledge and skills 
necessary for the 21st century.22 

20	 UN Human Rights Council, 2024. Resolution 56/5. Open-ended 
intergovernmental working group on an optional protocol to 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the rights to early 
childhood education, free pre- primary education and free 
secondary education. https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/RES/56/5 

21	 United Nations, The Global Goals. https://www.globalgoals.
org/goals/4-quality-education/ Targets 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3

22	 UN. Youth declaration on Transforming Education. https://www.
un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/2022/09/tes_youthdeclaration_
en.pdf 

https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221
https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-listings
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-listings
https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/home
https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/home
https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/RES/56/5
https://www.globalgoals.org/goals/4-quality-education/
https://www.globalgoals.org/goals/4-quality-education/
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/2022/09/tes_youthdeclaration_en.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/2022/09/tes_youthdeclaration_en.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/2022/09/tes_youthdeclaration_en.pdf
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General principles of the UNCRC

The four general principles of the UNCRC 
underpin how the Convention should be 
interpreted and put into practice. They are 
not more important than other rights, but 
they should always be considered when 
implementing the UNCRC.

	 Article 2 – all children have the same rights 
and should not be discriminated against, 
for any reason. 

	 Article 3 – children’s best interests should 
be a primary consideration when decisions 
are made about them and in issues which 
affect them.

	 Article 6 – children have the right to survive 
and develop. This extends the concept of a 
right to life to a positive duty on the state to 
create the conditions necessary for the child 
to develop to the maximum extent possible. 

	 Article 12 – children have the right to 
participate in decision-making, with their 
views given due weight according to their 
age and maturity. 

Although Article 12 is sometimes referred to 
as ‘voice of the child’ or children’s views, the 
UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, in 
General Comment No.12, makes it clear that 
it is a right to participate. 

Article 5 is also important in education. It 
balances the responsibilities, rights and 
duties of parents and carers with the ability 
of the child to exercise their rights in line with 
their evolving capacities. This recognises 
that children will increasingly be able to 
make decisions for themselves as they grow 
older, with the support and guidance of their 
parents. 

In addition to the general principles of 
the Convention, many other articles are 
particularly relevant to education, for 
example freedom of expression (Article 13), 
freedom of religion and thought (Article 
14), the right to information (Article 17), 
the rights of disabled children (Article 23), 
the right to health (Article 24), the linguistic 
and cultural rights of children belonging to 
minority groups (Article 30), the rights and 
responsibilities of parents (Articles 5 and 18).

Resourcing

Scottish Government and local authorities 
must recognise the need for children’s rights 
and services (statutory and non-statutory) to 
be prioritised in budget-setting and sufficient 
workforce provision identified to support 
children and education settings. 

Cross-service strategic planning, including 
budget-setting at regional and national level, 
is crucial to realising all children’s right to an 
education that develops their mental and 
physical health, personality and talents to 
their fullest potential. 

We recognise the critical and essential role 
teachers play, but numerous professionals 
contribute to supporting children’s education, 
in schools and in communities across 
Scotland. This includes youth workers, 
art, music and sport specialists, allied 
health professionals such as educational 
psychologists, school nurses and counsellors, 
speech and language therapists, occupational 
therapists, BSL interpreters, and third sector 
specialist support. It also includes non-
teaching staff in schools, including lunchtime 
assistants and janitors. 



16

We particularly wish to highlight the vital role 
of pupil support staff, and the continued need 
for them to be appropriately trained, given 
preparation time and access to technology. 
They should also be included in the planning 
and improvement cycle of schools and for 
individual children they support. 

What the UN Committee on the 
Rights of the Child recommends 
for Scotland 

All states which have ratified the UNCRC are 
required to provide the Committee on the 
Rights of the Child with regular reports on 
their progress in realising the rights contained 
within the UNCRC. These are examined by the 
Committee in a dialogue with representatives 
of the state (and devolved governments, 
in Scotland’s case) as well as third sector 
organisations, international NGOs and 
Independent Children’s Rights Institutions, 
such as the Children and Young People’s 
Commissioner Scotland. The Committee 
looks at individual states’ progress towards 
the progressive realisation of children’s 
rights and delivers its recommendations in 
the form of Concluding Observations. These 
recommendations are intended to help every 
country strive to better realise children’s 
rights within their own country. For developed 
economies such as the UK, they will set high 
targets to achieve. 

Reporting to the UN Committee is an important 
part of the Children’s Commissioner’s statutory 
role. In 2022, we submitted a joint report, 
with the Northern Ireland Commissioner for 
Children and Young People and the Children’s 
Commissioner for Wales23, outlining the 
position of children’s rights in the UK. 

23	 CYPCS, 2022. Report of the Children’s Commissioners of 
Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales to the United Nations 
Committee on the Rights of the Child. https://www.cypcs.org.
uk/resources/joint-report-crc2022/ 

We also supported a group of children to travel 
to Geneva to meet with the UN Committee and 
highlight the issues that they were particularly 
concerned about. 

The most recent Concluding Observations 
relating to the UK were published in June 
2023.24 We have summarised the Committee’s 
recommendations related to education reform 
using the thematic categories we use in this paper.

Culture

Children’s right to participate when decisions 
are made that affect them (Article 12) is 
given particular attention in the Concluding 
Observations. 

The Committee was particularly concerned 
by “inequalities in educational attainment and 
outcomes in disadvantaged situations” and 
made a number of recommendations to address 
these. They recommended increased efforts 
to eliminate bullying, including cyberbullying, 
on the grounds of race, sexual orientation, 
gender identity or sex characteristics, disability, 
migration or other status. Measures to address 
bullying should be focussed on prevention, 
be properly resourced and developed in 
consultation with children. Elimination of 
discrimination is also important, including 
removing discriminatory language from 
textbooks and curricula.”25 

24	 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2023. Concluding 
observations on the combined sixth and seventh periodic reports of 
the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland https://
digitallibrary.un.org/record/4013807?ln=en&v=pdf 

25	 Ibis para 47(f)

https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/joint-report-crc2022/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/joint-report-crc2022/
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4013807?ln=en&v=pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4013807?ln=en&v=pdf
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Having previously noted high levels of 
exclusion26, the Committee called on UK 
governments to:

	 monitor the use of exclusions

	 ensure they are prohibited in primary 
schools

	 ensure they are a measure of last resort

	 prohibit the use of informal exclusion and 
off-rolling

	 develop measures to address the 
overuse of exclusions, in particular their 
disproportionate use for children belonging 
to minority ethnic groups  and children with 
disabilities

	 ensure children have the right to appeal 
their exclusion and access to legal advice 
and representation27 

The Committee also called for a children’s 
rights approach to addressing violence in 
schools, including a prohibition on the use of 
restraint and seclusion. 

Curriculum and purpose 

All children should benefit from a creative 
learning environment, and in line with Articles 
28 and 29 of the UNCRC, the state should 
ensure the teaching of children’s rights 
and the principles of the Convention was 
within the mandatory school curricula in 

26	 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2021. List of issues 
prior to submission of the combined sixth and seventh reports of 
the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. https://
tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.
aspx?symbolno=CRC%2FC%2FGBR%2FQPR%2F6-7&Lang=en 

27	 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2023. Concluding 
observations on the combined sixth and seventh periodic reports 
of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland 
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4013807?ln=en&v=pdf 
para 47(d) and (e)

all educational settings.28 The Committee 
also recommended systematic training on 
children’s rights and the UNCRC for all staff 
working for, and with children.29 

Personalisation and support 

The Committee recommended that special 
attention be paid to supporting children from 
the following groups, to ensure they increase 
attendance and complete their education: 

	 children in socio-economically 
disadvantaged settings

	 children belonging to ethnic minority 
groups, asylum-seeking, refugee and 
migrant children

	 children with disabilities and young carers30

The Committee also reiterated the 
importance of providing inclusive education 
in a mainstream school for disabled children, 
including by adapting the curriculum and 
ensuring specialist teachers and other staff 
are able to provide individual support.31

Assessment

The Committee recommended that practices 
that contribute to high levels of stress felt 
by students owing to academic pressure, 
including testing measures, be ended.32 

28	 Ibid para 47(1)

29	 Ibid para 14(b)

30	 Ibid para 47(a)

31	 Ibid para 47(b)

32	 Ibid para 47(k) – this also references academic selection which 
should not be a factor in Scottish state schools. 

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2FC%2FGBR%2FQPR%2F6-7&Lang=en
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2FC%2FGBR%2FQPR%2F6-7&Lang=en
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2FC%2FGBR%2FQPR%2F6-7&Lang=en
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4013807?ln=en&v=pdf
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What children told us
Culture – how does school make 
us feel? 

Children and young people’s experiences 
of school are naturally varied. But they have 
been clear that a change in school culture is 
urgently needed. 

Many told us about their positive experiences 
of teachers and other staff who do their best 
to help them. Others were positive about 
school environments which are welcoming 
and support them to reach their full potential. 

However, we are concerned that for too many 
children, that is not their experience. 

When there are positive relationships 
between children and adults in education, 
children feel supported and valued. 
Professionals knowing and understanding 
the child helps them learn. But not all children 
experience this. 

Children and young people told us that the 
aspects which contributed to education 
cultures were the: 

	 attitudes and behaviours of people (both 
children and staff)

	 impact of the physical environment on how 
they feel 

	 rules they are asked to follow 

	 ways in which they can be involved in the 
design and delivery of their educational 
experience

	 ways in which staff communicate with 
them and with other children 

“Coming here makes my education good 
because all the teachers are so brilliant. 
They listen to me, give me a good 
education. They don’t make me do things 
I find not very good.”

“I’m extremely terrified to ask to go to 
the toilet, in case I am asked if I have a 
toilet pass, which I don’t, so I just don’t 
ask to go to the toilet.” 

“Not everyone has the courage to ask the 
teacher about a question.”

“When someone in the class is silly and 
the whole class gets punished.” 

“Respect each other. And teachers need 
more training on how to support good 
behaviour without shouting. They can be 
firm but fair.” 

“Bullying is everywhere – people will 
always do it, but what I think is important 
is how it’s handled. People who report 
it need to be listened to and believed. 
Social media makes it really hard – 
parents should totally be brought in and 
it needs to be discussed.”
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We have heard examples of children being 
treated unfairly within education settings. 
Many of these children were disabled or had 
other support needs. We frequently heard 
examples of children being shouted at by 
staff; or sometimes even “picked on” by staff. 
Some said confidential personal information 
was shared in front of other staff or children; 
they felt they had intentionally been 
embarrassed. 

Adults modelling respect and positive 
communication with children and with other 
adults is an important part of changing school 
cultures.34 There are clear standards that 
staff working in school should adhere to,35 but 
there is inconsistency in practice. 

Children have a right to an effective 
complaints system,36 but we were told that 
when children raised concerns, these were 
often minimised unless an adult spoke on 
their behalf.37 They described receiving 
no response or a very general response 
with no explanation of what action was 
taken. Children need to know how to raise a 
complaint, be supported when they do so, and 
receive a clear explanation of the outcome. 

34	 Education Scotland. Promoting Positive Relationships and 
Behaviour in Educational Settings. https://education.gov.
scot/media/db0homxq/relationships-and-behaviour-
resource-161023.pdf 

35	 For example, in the General Teaching Council for Scotland 
standards.

36	 CYPCS, 2024. General Comment 27 on Children’s Rights to 
Access to Justice and Effective Remedies. https://www.cypcs.
org.uk/resources/gc27-aug-24/ 

37	 CYPCS, 2024. Draft General Comment 27 on Children’s Rights 
to Access to Justice and Effective Remedies – YAG response. 
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/gc27-yag-dce24/ 

“Mental health and education together 
because schools can ruin a child’s mental 
health and then try to help but end up 
making it worse.”

“I would also work on issues with 
education brought up by children and 
any solutions they have, rather than 
just asking for solutions from parents, 
teachers, and government members.”

“Sexism in schools, what girls have to put 
up with every single day.”

Our assessment 

The UNCRC recognises children as rights-
holders; equal in dignity and worth to any 
other person; and entitled, simply because 
they are children, to special care and 
assistance.33 The importance of a rights-
respecting culture in schools has been 
emphasised in a series of reviews on Scottish 
education. 

Children understand that adults hold a huge 
amount of power within education settings. 
They can form strong positive bonds with 
many adults within the education system, 
but they also can be fearful of others and 
worry about the negative impact of raising 
concerns.

33	 From the Preamble to the UNCRC. https://www.cypcs.org.uk/
rights/uncrc/full-uncrc/#preamble 

https://education.gov.scot/media/db0homxq/relationships-and-behaviour-resource-161023.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/media/db0homxq/relationships-and-behaviour-resource-161023.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/media/db0homxq/relationships-and-behaviour-resource-161023.pdf
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/gc27-aug-24/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/gc27-aug-24/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/gc27-yag-dce24/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/rights/uncrc/full-uncrc/#preamble
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/rights/uncrc/full-uncrc/#preamble
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Children shared instances where they or 
their friends have been impacted by bullying 
or experiences of disruption from other 
children within education settings. They 
expressed frustration at the supports 
offered, ineffective communications, and 
lack of effective strategies to stop incidents 
happening in the first place. Raised frequently 
were experiences of limited responses to, or 
support for all involved during, and after any 
incidents. 

Children often described being required to 
conform to school rules (on a wide range 
of things) that don’t make sense or seem 
arbitrary or trivial, about control rather than 
order. This can increase tensions within a 
school and can have a negative impact on 
children accessing their rights.38 

It is ten years since we highlighted the 
difference that participation can make to 
schools.39 Yet the children we spoke to had 
very mixed experiences of participation. 
Positive examples included opportunities to 
observe lessons in their school; assess the 
physical building of their school and suggest 
improvements; or develop ideas for events 
and opportunities for the school. Where 
these are linked to clear action, change and 
communications, children are very positive. 

38	 Guardian, 2024. English schools to phase out ‘cruel’ behaviour 
rules as Labour plans major education changes. https://www.
theguardian.com/education/article/2024/jul/20/english-schools-
to-phase-out-cruel-behaviour-rules-as-labour-plans-major-
education-changes see quote from Anne Longfield and Centre 
for Young Lives, 2024. Too skint for school – breaking the link 
between poverty and attendance. https://cdn.prod.website-files.
com/65b6b3c3bd2e7d160db2dbc0/6749a0f54b2bfb3ef7f498b5_
TSFS%20Final%20-%20Gen%20Z%20Group%20Mail.pdf 

39	 SCCYP, 2015. How young people’s participation in school 
supports achievement and attainment. https://www.cypcs.org.
uk/resources/how-young-peoples-participation-in-school-
supports-achievement-and-attainment/ 

However, many children described few or 
no opportunities to participate in decisions 
either at school or regional level. When they 
were given opportunities to participate it was 
often tokenistic, had minimal influence or was 
on trivial matters. We heard instances where 
commenting on staff was explicitly banned. 
Participation was often seen as a privilege, 
not a right. We also heard an example where 
children were asked to complete a confidential 
questionnaire where they were invited to 
give views on staff for improvements, and 
then staff members individually approached 
children about views they had written. 

There is an urgent need to ensure that 
“pupil voice” is translated into meaningful 
participation which has a direct impact 
on decision-making at local, regional and 
national levels. All children should be given the 
opportunity for meaningful participation in a 
wide range of decision-making in education. 
Staff should be trained and resourced to 
support this. Participation methodologies 
such as the Lundy model40 are an important 
way of understanding how to conduct 
meaningful participation with children of all 
ages. 

We recognise in all of this that adults working 
in education have demanding roles that 
require high levels of skill. They require 
support to consistently adapt and respond 
to the changing experiences and needs of 
the children and communities they work 
with. There is an urgent requirement to 
enhance the workforce training and support 
structures. 

40	 Council of Europe. The Lundy Model of Child Participation. 
https://eu-for-children.europa.eu/about/lundy-model 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/article/2024/jul/20/english-schools-to-phase-out-cruel-behaviour-rules-as-labour-plans-major-education-changes
https://www.theguardian.com/education/article/2024/jul/20/english-schools-to-phase-out-cruel-behaviour-rules-as-labour-plans-major-education-changes
https://www.theguardian.com/education/article/2024/jul/20/english-schools-to-phase-out-cruel-behaviour-rules-as-labour-plans-major-education-changes
https://www.theguardian.com/education/article/2024/jul/20/english-schools-to-phase-out-cruel-behaviour-rules-as-labour-plans-major-education-changes
https://cdn.prod.website-files.com/65b6b3c3bd2e7d160db2dbc0/6749a0f54b2bfb3ef7f498b5_TSFS Final - Gen Z Group Mail.pdf
https://cdn.prod.website-files.com/65b6b3c3bd2e7d160db2dbc0/6749a0f54b2bfb3ef7f498b5_TSFS Final - Gen Z Group Mail.pdf
https://cdn.prod.website-files.com/65b6b3c3bd2e7d160db2dbc0/6749a0f54b2bfb3ef7f498b5_TSFS Final - Gen Z Group Mail.pdf
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/how-young-peoples-participation-in-school-supports-achievement-and-attainment/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/how-young-peoples-participation-in-school-supports-achievement-and-attainment/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/how-young-peoples-participation-in-school-supports-achievement-and-attainment/
https://eu-for-children.europa.eu/about/lundy-model
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Recommendations 

	 Children are the most important 
stakeholders in the education system, 
their participation must be systematically 
embedded. 

•	 Scottish Government must support 
and evidence ongoing participation of 
children and young people, including 
those furthest from enjoying their 
rights, in education policy development. 

		Education authorities must involve Education authorities must involve 
children in policy development and children in policy development and 
budget processes. budget processes. 

		All schools must ensure all children All schools must ensure all children 
have the opportunity to participate in have the opportunity to participate in 
decision-making in their school. decision-making in their school. 

	 Decision-makers in the education system 
should use an inclusive range of ways 
to consult with children and provide 
meaningful feedback on how their views 
have been considered. 

•	 Scottish Government and education 
authorities should use expertise 
from youth work and third sector 
organisations to help improve 
approaches to participation.

	 His Majesty’s Inspectors of Education 
(HMIE) and education authorities should 
monitor the development of meaningful 
participation in schools.

	People in power should work with 	People in power should work with 
children, young people, and staff to children, young people, and staff to 
understand, acknowledge and address understand, acknowledge and address 
experiences within education of experiences within education of 
stigmatising, unfair or poor treatment.stigmatising, unfair or poor treatment.

	 Scottish Government, HMIE, and 
education authorities must urgently 
address any gaps in safeguarding within 
education. 

	 Education authorities should address 
the prevalence of shouting at children in 
schools.

	 The General Teaching Council for 
Scotland (GTC Scotland) should produce 
a child-friendly version of the Code of 
Professionalism and Conduct (COPAC) to 
support children to know what they should 
expect from their teachers. 

	 Child-friendly complaints processes 
must be available and promoted across all 
education settings.

	 Scottish Government should issue 
statutory guidance for all professionals 
working with children and young people on 
the use of restraint and seclusion, including 
a requirement for training. 

	 Support and supervision structures should 
be embedded for all staff within education 
settings, and ensure sufficient access to 
ongoing training. 
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“School curriculum, everyone learns 
differently, and classes need to change  
to support that.”

“More challenge and less repetition 
of previous work. More choice given 
whether to go vocational or academic 
route.”

“I’d like to see more interactive and 
outdoor learning. It keeps you engaged 
and it’s like you can be supported by your 
classmates as well as your teachers and 
you can kind of problem-solve together.” 

“There are so many other Advanced 
Higher options, but my school just can’t 
do them.”

“At my school, options were a disaster 
– loads of people didn’t get into the 
subjects they wanted.”

“Schools shouldn’t just focus on 
academic stuff, they should teach you 
how to get on with life.”

“Funding has negatively impacted the 
school. This school might not have the 
same facilities as other schools.”

Curriculum – what we get to 
experience and learn 

Children have lots of constructive ideas on 
how to improve their school experience. They 
want to have skills and knowledge that is 
relevant to the world they live in. They would 
like to experience more active and outdoor 
learning, have greater access to art and drama 
and more sports clubs. They also want to 
learn about their rights, have opportunities 
for play and rest, as well as time to reflect 
and study during the school day. They want 
choices about what they study and be able to 
follow their interests and develop a pathway 
of their own.

Children and young people feel the ‘gear 
change’ in education as they move from 
primary school to secondary school, with 
fewer opportunities for extracurricular 
activities, more homework, and an increasing 
focus on exams. 

“In primary school we would do focus 
events or have topics – celebrate Earth 
Day etc., but in high school we don’t.”

“Because we need time to study, we’re 
getting limited in our choices. I wasn’t 
allowed to do French and Spanish, and 
I’m passionate about language! I’m 
passionate about music and I was never 
enabled to have experience in that.  
I played piano quite well at one point, 
but that all dwindled, I wasn’t given the 
opportunity to learn.”

“Don’t get taught about the real world.” 
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Our assessment 

Children and young people want a varied 
curriculum that gives them skills and 
knowledge for the modern world. They 
understand different kinds and ways of 
learning, and the importance of learning  
being individualised. Their ideas of the  
ideal curriculum echo the expectations of a 
rights-based curriculum outlined in Article 
29 and by the UN Committee in General 
Comment No.1. 

Curriculum for Excellence should be 
delivering this sort of varied and individualised 
curriculum. The Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
concluded in 2021 that it “remains valid for its 
bold, aspirational, future-oriented approach 
and continues to be an inspiring international 
example, with its four capacities focused on 
holistic student learning, which combines 
knowledge, skills and attitudes for the 
future”.41 It has the flexibility to deliver a broad 
curriculum that meets the needs of children 
and society. But what we heard was that it 
does not do so for many reasons. 

Children reported that they could not always 
study their first choice of subjects. This 
reflects concerns that both the number and 
range of subjects continues to be constrained 
for certain subjects or pathways.42 This 
has been particularly the case in smaller 
schools in both urban and rural or island 

41	 OECD, 2021. Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence: Into the 
Future. https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/scotland-s-
curriculum-for-excellence_bf624417-en.html page 65

42	 Education Scotland, 2024. Evaluation of curriculum design 
in Scotland https://education.gov.scot/inspection-and-
review/hm-chief-inspector-reports-and-guidance/national-
thematic-inspections/evaluation-of-curriculum-design-in-
scotland/ page 13. 

settings.43 This has been partially addressed 
through consortia arrangements within 
local authorities, but this is not consistent 
or possible in more remote rural or island 
communities. The potential for delivering 
subjects online, for example via e-Sgoil,44 is 
being explored and we welcome this. 

Children and young people want to learn 
practical skills for life. Examples shared were 
many and varied and included learning about 
rental agreements, mobile phone contracts, 
mortgages, taxes, and how to get ready for 
work. In their review of Personal and Social 
Education (PSE) in 2017, the then Education 
and Skills Committee of the Scottish 
Parliament identified financial literacy as an 
important topic for inclusion in PSE. However, 
they also acknowledged that there was no 
statutory requirement to provide PSE, that 
the range and quality of topics in PSE was not 
consistent and was often not prioritised45. 
Despite a subsequent Scottish Government 
review of PSE, a thematic inspection by HMIE 
and a commitment from the then Deputy First 
Minister to ensure that children and young 
people have “the skills and knowledge to 
prepare them for learning, work and life”,46 we 
still hear that PSE is inconsistently delivered 
with some young people not receiving regular 
lessons, particularly in senior phase. 

43	 TES, 2024. Rural Secondaries ‘struggling to provide basic 
education’. https://www.tes.com/magazine/news/secondary/
rural-secondary-schools-teacher-recruitment-staff-funding-
parents 

44	 e-sgoil. Senior Phase. https://www.e-sgoil.com/senior-phase/ 

45	 Scottish Parliament, 2017. Let’s Talk about Personal and 
Social Education. https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/
ES/2017/5/22/Let-s-Talk-About-Personal-and-Social-
Education-1/7th%20Report,%202017.pdf 

46	 Scottish Parliament, 23 January 2019. Official Report: Review 
of Personal and Social Education. https://www.parliament.
scot/chamber-and-committees/official-report/search-
what-was-said-in-parliament/meeting-of-parliament-
23-01-2019?meeting=11906&iob=107633#orscontributio
ns_M2098E335P586C2147333 

https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/scotland-s-curriculum-for-excellence_bf624417-en.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/scotland-s-curriculum-for-excellence_bf624417-en.html
https://education.gov.scot/inspection-and-review/hm-chief-inspector-reports-and-guidance/national-thematic-inspections/evaluation-of-curriculum-design-in-scotland/
https://education.gov.scot/inspection-and-review/hm-chief-inspector-reports-and-guidance/national-thematic-inspections/evaluation-of-curriculum-design-in-scotland/
https://education.gov.scot/inspection-and-review/hm-chief-inspector-reports-and-guidance/national-thematic-inspections/evaluation-of-curriculum-design-in-scotland/
https://education.gov.scot/inspection-and-review/hm-chief-inspector-reports-and-guidance/national-thematic-inspections/evaluation-of-curriculum-design-in-scotland/
https://www.tes.com/magazine/news/secondary/rural-secondary-schools-teacher-recruitment-staff-funding-parents
https://www.tes.com/magazine/news/secondary/rural-secondary-schools-teacher-recruitment-staff-funding-parents
https://www.tes.com/magazine/news/secondary/rural-secondary-schools-teacher-recruitment-staff-funding-parents
https://www.e-sgoil.com/senior-phase/
https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/ES/2017/5/22/Let-s-Talk-About-Personal-and-Social-Education-1/7th Report, 2017.pdf
https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/ES/2017/5/22/Let-s-Talk-About-Personal-and-Social-Education-1/7th Report, 2017.pdf
https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/ES/2017/5/22/Let-s-Talk-About-Personal-and-Social-Education-1/7th Report, 2017.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/official-report/search-what-was-said-in-parliament/meeting-of-parliament-23-01-2019?meeting=11906&iob=107633#orscontributions_M2098E335P586C2147333
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/official-report/search-what-was-said-in-parliament/meeting-of-parliament-23-01-2019?meeting=11906&iob=107633#orscontributions_M2098E335P586C2147333
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/official-report/search-what-was-said-in-parliament/meeting-of-parliament-23-01-2019?meeting=11906&iob=107633#orscontributions_M2098E335P586C2147333
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/official-report/search-what-was-said-in-parliament/meeting-of-parliament-23-01-2019?meeting=11906&iob=107633#orscontributions_M2098E335P586C2147333
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/official-report/search-what-was-said-in-parliament/meeting-of-parliament-23-01-2019?meeting=11906&iob=107633#orscontributions_M2098E335P586C2147333
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The Curriculum Improvement Cycle 
development is welcome47. It must learn 
from the insights of children and young 
people, including those who are furthest 
from enjoying their rights, to build curriculum 
experiences and opportunities which fulfil 
children’s rights. 

Extra-curricular activities are important to 
children and young people, however they told 
us that some opportunities did not return after 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Children and young 
people also described that extra-curricular 
experiences or clubs are often shaped by 
adults’ interests, rather than the interests of 
the children, and where a school specialises 
in a subject (for example, sport) then other 
interests are not as well served or celebrated 
as visibly.

Children and young people recognise the vital 
importance of play and social interactions, 
however described the structure and length of 
breaks including lunch leaving little time for this. 
These are vital social interactions and would 
benefit from increased consideration as part of 
the holistic curriculum structure and offer.

The extensive pressure of homework was 
a reoccurring theme among older children, 
describing spending hours at nights and all 
of their weekend working on this. For many 
in secondary school, homework is issued for 
all subjects every week, seemingly with no 
co-ordination on total quantity or deadlines. 
Children describe working more hours than 
would be legal for an adult employee. They 
have limited time for rest, leisure, and play. 
This has a significant impact on their mental 
health with worries about completing it all. 
Some described a feeling of burnout.

47	 Education Scotland. Scotland’s Curriculum Framework 
Curriculum Improvement Cycle. https://blogs.glowscotland.org.
uk/glowblogs/cices/

Recommendations 

	 Curriculum design and implementation 
must deliver education that develops every 
child’s personality, talents and mental and 
physical abilities to their fullest potential.

	 Scottish Government and Education 
Scotland must ensure children and young 
people can participate in the Curriculum 
Improvement Cycle, identifying and 
influencing priorities for change.

•	 Children who are furthest away from 
having their needs met within education 
must be included in curriculum 
improvement processes.

		Children across Scotland should have Children across Scotland should have 
equal opportunities to access all equal opportunities to access all 
curriculum options.curriculum options.

	 Scottish Government, education authorities, 
and Education Scotland should undertake a 
national analysis regarding subject choice in 
secondary schools and create a national plan 
to address limitations and barriers.

	 Scottish Government should commission  
a programme of research into the 
experiences of children and young 
people whose needs are not being met 
in education, to better understand their 
experiences and how this can shape 
improvements in policy, curriculum and 
education service design.

	 Scottish Government should invest in the 
e-Sgoil and other virtual school models to 
maximise access for children and young 
people to a wider range of curriculum 
subjects and to increase access for  
children who benefit from their alternative 
education provision.

https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/glowblogs/cices/
https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/glowblogs/cices/
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		Every child should have the Every child should have the 
opportunity to participate in inclusive opportunity to participate in inclusive 
extra-curricular activities.extra-curricular activities.

		Education authorities must ensure Education authorities must ensure 
timetables are designed to allow timetables are designed to allow 
children to have appropriate time children to have appropriate time 
for rest, relaxation and recreation, for rest, relaxation and recreation, 
including time with friends during the including time with friends during the 
school day. school day. 

		Schools must recognise and address Schools must recognise and address 
the harmful impact of overload and a the harmful impact of overload and a 
lack of co-ordination of homework is lack of co-ordination of homework is 
having on children. having on children. 

Personalisation and support – 
how am I supported to learn? 

Children frequently tell us about a lack of 
access to the support they need to fully 
engage with education opportunities. This is 
even where there is clear evidence of unmet 
need. Access to assessment and diagnosis, 
where relevant, could require years of waiting. 
Support available was limited due to resource 
constraints and many children spoke of 
not receiving some, or all the support they 
needed. 

Teaching and non-teaching school staff often 
lacked the knowledge and skills to provide 
effective support. In some cases, children 
said that they had faced inappropriate 
responses to their needs and experienced 
discrimination. We heard examples from 
children with a range of support needs, 
including those with mental health conditions, 
Deaf children and autistic children and those 
with other neurodivergent conditions. Even 
where a child had a diagnosis, they sometimes 
did not receive appropriate support. 

“It took a long time for teachers to  
realise and listen to me when I talked 
about my worries. It took 13 years to 
realise I have dyslexia.”

“It’s just actually normal for Deaf people 
in school to get in trouble, like trouble for 
not listening properly or trouble because 
somebody’s asking you to repeat 
something over and over and over again.” 

“I wish there was help for people to 
understand how they learn best and what 
type of learning they prefer, and then 
that was something you got (virtual or in 
person teaching) based on that.”

“Sometimes if you’ve got something 
in your hand [to help you listen/
concentrate] you get told to put it down, 
and if you don’t do it the teacher raises 
their voice and shouts and tells you to 
put it down, but sometimes you need it 
to help you.”

“Being in a military family, it’s difficult for 
schools to realise that we are struggling 
and they just assume that we are stupid, 
but we understand if we get more help.”

“Not everyone has the same learning 
abilities. Not everyone has the same 
opportunities.”
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Our assessment 

Shortcomings in support for disabled children 
and those with other support needs has 
been the subject of a range of reviews in 
recent years, including the Morgan Review,48 
an inquiry by the Education, Children and 
Young People’s Committee at the Scottish 
Parliament49 and most recently a report by 
the Auditor General for Scotland.50 Each 
has highlighted a lack of planning, a lack of 
support and a need for more training for all 
staff working with children.

In our response to the Education, Children 
and Young People Committee’s inquiry into 
Additional Support for Learning in Scotland, 
we highlighted the need for additional 
investment to ensure disabled children and 
those with other support needs get the 
support they are entitled to. We highlighted 
the importance of Co-ordinated Support 
Plans (CSPs) and our concerns about narrow 
interpretations of the criteria for CSPs. 
We also highlighted our concern for a lack 
of remedy or redress for children who did 
not meet the criteria for a CSP. In our oral 
evidence, we said there is effectively “a 
gaping hole” in accountability mechanisms 
where a child’s needs are not met.51

48	 Scottish Government, 2020. Review of additional support for 
learning implementation. https://www.gov.scot/publications/
review-additional-support-learning-implementation/ 

49	 Scottish Parliament, 2024. Additional Support for Learning. 
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/
committees/current-and-previous-committees/session-6-
education-children-and-young-people-committee/business-
items/additional-support-for-learning-asl 

50	 Audit Scotland, 2025. Additional Support for Learning. https://
audit.scot/publications/additional-support-for-learning 

51	 CYPCS, 2023. Additional Support for Learning in Scotland: 
Submission to Scottish Parliament Education, Children and Young 
People Committee. https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/
ecyp-asl-dec23/ 

“Let us learn how we like. I learn best 
when I doodle or listen to music...for 
them it’s a ‘distraction’ but not for me.”

“I would choose to work on mental  
health as it is being largely impacted  
by social media, school environment and 
not enough help for disorders/mental 
health problems.”

“[They are] outdated, classrooms don’t 
fit everyone’s needs.”

“Work on why children skip school.”

“They meet up and they make you think 
about it and you think they’re going to 
do something but then they do actually 
nothing. So they just [make a] kind 
of small change, or meetings about 
changes, or a new thing that’s going to 
help, but nothing happens, so there’s no 
improvement.”

https://www.gov.scot/publications/review-additional-support-learning-implementation/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/review-additional-support-learning-implementation/
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/committees/current-and-previous-committees/session-6-education-children-and-young-people-committee/business-items/additional-support-for-learning-asl
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/committees/current-and-previous-committees/session-6-education-children-and-young-people-committee/business-items/additional-support-for-learning-asl
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/committees/current-and-previous-committees/session-6-education-children-and-young-people-committee/business-items/additional-support-for-learning-asl
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/committees/current-and-previous-committees/session-6-education-children-and-young-people-committee/business-items/additional-support-for-learning-asl
https://audit.scot/publications/additional-support-for-learning
https://audit.scot/publications/additional-support-for-learning
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/ecyp-asl-dec23/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/ecyp-asl-dec23/
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Children we spoke to highlighted the impact 
that this had on them, including: 

	 Access to adapted resources

	 Adapting school physical structures 
and routines to be inclusive for disabled 
children and those with other support 
needs

	 Accessing a diagnosis to unlock 
appropriate additional supports

	 Varied teaching styles, including active 
learning

	 Access to specialist teachers or health 
professionals when required

Article 24 of the UNCRC makes special 
provisions for disabled children and the 
UNCRC uses a broad definition of disability, as 
developed in Article 1 of the UN Convention 
on the Rights of People with Disabilities. 
However, the right to individualised learning 
and to support is echoed in both Articles 28 
and 29 of the UNCRC. It is the right of every 
child. 

Understanding particular circumstances and 
experiences related to support needs is vital. 
We heard that the needs of some children 
were often overlooked or poorly understood. 
This includes the impact that poverty had 
on access to education, the experience of 
children with close family members in the 
armed forces, and children with experience of 
conflict (including refugees from Ukraine and 
elsewhere). Our previous work has highlighted 
the support needs of other groups such as 
children with experience of domestic abuse. 

School cultures can impact on a child’s need 
for support, they can exacerbate or even 

create additional support needs.52 Some 
children also described being too scared 
to ask for help, demonstrating the power 
dynamic that exists within the education 
system between adults and children that 
must be more transparently explored. Others 
describe an assumption made by adults that 
the children were not trying or interested, 
when actually they need some additional 
support.

Pupil support assistants are a vital part 
of ensuring children receive the support 
they need, yet their importance is often 
overlooked. They are the only significant 
group working directly with children who are 
not subject to registration. We highlighted 
this in our response to a Scottish Government 
consultation on education reform in 
2018.53 Registration will ensure that pupil 
support assistants receive the training and 
recognition they deserve and improve their 
ability to support children. 

Recommendations

	 Scottish Government and education 
authorities must urgently undertake a full 
analysis of the resources and infrastructure 
required to deliver an inclusive education 
system across Scotland. This must result in 
robust economic modelling, and a plan for 
future investment and implementation. 

52	 Education Endowment Foundation. Supporting school 
attendance. https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/
education-evidence/leadership-and-planning/supporting-
attendance/build-a-culture-of-community-and-belonging-
for-pupils 

53	 CYPCS, 2018. Empowering schools: A consultation on the 
provisions of the Education (Scotland) Bill. https://www.cypcs.
org.uk/resources/empowering-schools-consultation-
provisions-education/

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/leadership-and-planning/supporting-attendance/build-a-culture-of-community-and-belonging-for-pupils
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/leadership-and-planning/supporting-attendance/build-a-culture-of-community-and-belonging-for-pupils
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/leadership-and-planning/supporting-attendance/build-a-culture-of-community-and-belonging-for-pupils
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/leadership-and-planning/supporting-attendance/build-a-culture-of-community-and-belonging-for-pupils
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/empowering-schools-consultation-provisions-education/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/empowering-schools-consultation-provisions-education/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/empowering-schools-consultation-provisions-education/
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This plan must include, but not be limited to:

•	 leadership models

•	 staffing models

•	 buildings and supporting infrastructure

•	 workforce development planning

•	 digital infrastructure

It is recognised that this planning will 
take time, so longer term work should be 
complemented by short-term actions that 
are necessary to improve support within 
the current infrastructure.

		Children in situations of vulnerability Children in situations of vulnerability 
should be recognised and provided should be recognised and provided 
with education and support that meets with education and support that meets 
their needs.their needs.

	 Participation must be realised for children 
within all levels of their support planning. 

	 Education authorities must urgently 
address the lack of coordinated support 
plans for children who are entitled to them. 

	 GTC Scotland, Education Scotland, and 
education authorities should develop 
feedback loops with children and young 
people to identify workforce development 
areas and priority areas for training and 
support.

		Scottish Government and education Scottish Government and education 
authorities must address the issues authorities must address the issues 
highlighted by Deaf children regarding highlighted by Deaf children regarding 
lack of accessibility and support for lack of accessibility and support for 
BSL-users, including interpreters in BSL-users, including interpreters in 
education settings.education settings.

	 Scottish Government must review 
standards for school buildings to ensure 
that all future school infrastructure is 
accessible, including for children with 
neurodivergent conditions. 

	 Scottish Government and education 
authorities must create the conditions 
within education settings which minimise 
dysregulated behaviours and keep all 
children and staff safe, through early 
intervention and addressing unmet need. 

•	 Complex or challenging behaviour 
should be understood within the context 
of children communicating need. 

•	 Scottish Government must ensure that 
all future Behaviour in Scottish Schools 
Research (BISSR) includes children and 
young people’s participation.

	 Scottish Government and education 
authorities must provide adequate 
services to deliver education entitlement 
for children not regularly attending school. 
These should be developed with children 
and families, drawing on good practice 
from the education and wider children’s 
sectors.

	 Funding for services supporting children 
and young people in alternative forms of 
education, including third sector services, 
must be secure and long-term to maximise 
effectiveness. 

		Scottish Government and education Scottish Government and education 
authorities must ensure all education authorities must ensure all education 
settings have the funding and resource settings have the funding and resource 
they need to provide the best support they need to provide the best support 
and education for all children.and education for all children.
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Assessment and qualifications – 
how do I understand and show all 
my skills and achievements? 

Exams dominate children’s secondary 
school experiences, particularly in the senior 
phase. Children told us they were exhausted, 
stressed and that exams had a lasting effect 
on their mental health. They told us they face 
a steady round of exams, with not just SQA 
exams but prelims and other assessments 
throughout the school year. 

Children express frustration about the 
disconnect between exam structures and 
the modern world. They recognise the 
disadvantages of Scotland’s high stakes exam 
approach to assessment and are positive 
about the potential for alternatives. 

“S5 was definitely an experience. It was 
pain and suffering for the whole year. 
There’s a lot more content and you only 
have one year.” 

“You need to suit learning for different 
people – exams don’t suit everyone.”

“It determines people’s futures, put in a 
room for three hours, that is not like the 
real world.”

“I’d really like exams to go away really. I 
get so stressed and I honestly don’t think 
they’re necessary.”

“I’d change the exam system because it 
is outdated – we have tech now, it’s not 
representative or realistic of how life 
works. When in life would we need to sit 
in exam silence and have to remember 
loads of stuff.”

“Schools push us to go to uni, and don’t 
help us as much to find other options. 
Education is fine, but some people think 
it’s not for them and they’d rather just do 
a job.”

“Even though I am only in P7, I am already 
worried about exams.” 

Our assessment 

The pressure, anxiety, and stress that exams 
are placing on children and young people 
is not only reducing their ability to access 
their right to education (Article 29) but also 
affecting their right to the highest attainable 
standard of health (Article 24). This has been 
long recognised, including during the National 
Conversation on Education in 2023.54 

The OECD, in their review of Curriculum 
for Excellence, found that “the emphasis 
on exams in secondary education seems to 
widen the gap between the vision set in CfE 
and the practice”.55 Yet despite a recognition 
that the current national exam system is not 

54	 Scottish Government, 2023. All Learners in Scotland Matter – 
national discussion on education: summary report https://www.
gov.scot/publications/learners-scotland-matter-national-
discussion-summary-report/

55	 OECD, 2021. Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence: Into the 
Future. https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/scotland-s-
curriculum-for-excellence_bf624417-en.html page 62.

https://www.gov.scot/publications/learners-scotland-matter-national-discussion-summary-report/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/learners-scotland-matter-national-discussion-summary-report/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/learners-scotland-matter-national-discussion-summary-report/
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/scotland-s-curriculum-for-excellence_bf624417-en.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/scotland-s-curriculum-for-excellence_bf624417-en.html
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fit for purpose and the recommendation of 
the Hayward Review to replace the existing 
qualifications with the Scottish Diploma of 
Achievement, the government has only taken 
tentative steps towards reform.56 

The high workload placed on secondary 
school children (especially in senior phase) 
impacts their right to play, rest and leisure and 
to access culture and artistic opportunities 
(Article 31). Children told us that they felt 
they had to give up these activities due to the 
emphasis on attainment. 

Children and young people describe their 
schools as being “stats obsessed” and 
adults turning education into a competition. 
The focus is on attainment, sometimes 
particularly in specific subjects (such as 
Maths and English). The top-down focus on 
academic success, over holistic achievement 
undermines the education system’s ability 
to develop all children’s abilities to the fullest 
potential. 

This is at odds with education as envisaged 
by the UDHR and elaborated upon by the 
UNCRC including in the UN Committee’s 
General Comment No.1, all of which highlight 
the needs for different educational pathways. 
It is also at odds with the recommendations 
of a succession of reviews into education 
over recent years – particularly the Muir57 and 
Hayward58 reviews. 

56	 CYPCS, 2024. Young people need much more than Scottish 
Government’s ‘tentative steps’ to improve education, urges 
Children’s Commissioner. https://www.cypcs.org.uk/news-
and-stories/young-people-need-much-more-than-scottish-
governments-tentative-steps-to-improve-education-urges-
childrens-commissioner/ 

57	 Scottish Government, 2022 Putting Learners at the Centre: 
Towards a Future Vision for Scottish Education. https://www.gov.
scot/publications/putting-learners-centre-towards-future-
vision-scottish-education/ 

58	 Scottish Government, 2024. It’s Our Future – Independent 
Review of Qualifications and Assessment. https://www.gov.
scot/publications/future-report-independent-review-
qualifications-assessment/ 

Yet wider achievement is, at best, selectively 
recognised and in some cases, access to 
wider opportunities is tied to attainment, 
behaviour or attendance. Alternative 
pathways, such as vocational qualifications 
are often neither highlighted nor prioritised 
by schools. Conversely, some children report 
being refused entry to exams at National 5 
or Higher level. This includes many disabled 
children, particularly those with high levels of 
absence, as well as care experienced children, 
young carers, and those experiencing 
poverty. In 2024, 2.4% of school leavers  
(1,351 children) left with no qualifications.59

The Hayward review has proposed a 
strengths-based qualifications model, 
recognising the value and unique 
experiences of each child. This could cement 
the realignment of the curriculum with 
assessment and qualifications. Children and 
young people’s pleas for greater connection 
between their education and the real world 
are echoed by employers.60 The proposed 
Scottish Diploma of Achievement could 
enable a richer secondary school experience. 
It could offer a graduation certificate that 
better values and reflects the diverse 
achievements of every child.

59	 At National 3 or above. https://www.gov.scot/news/school-
leaver-attainment-and-destinations-8/ 

60	 Skills Development Scotland, 2023. Scottish Government 
post-school education and skills reform https://www.
skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/news-events/2023/june/
scottish-government-post-school-education-and-skills-
reform 

https://www.cypcs.org.uk/news-and-stories/young-people-need-much-more-than-scottish-governments-tentative-steps-to-improve-education-urges-childrens-commissioner/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/news-and-stories/young-people-need-much-more-than-scottish-governments-tentative-steps-to-improve-education-urges-childrens-commissioner/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/news-and-stories/young-people-need-much-more-than-scottish-governments-tentative-steps-to-improve-education-urges-childrens-commissioner/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/news-and-stories/young-people-need-much-more-than-scottish-governments-tentative-steps-to-improve-education-urges-childrens-commissioner/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/putting-learners-centre-towards-future-vision-scottish-education/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/putting-learners-centre-towards-future-vision-scottish-education/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/putting-learners-centre-towards-future-vision-scottish-education/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/future-report-independent-review-qualifications-assessment/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/future-report-independent-review-qualifications-assessment/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/future-report-independent-review-qualifications-assessment/
https://www.gov.scot/news/school-leaver-attainment-and-destinations-8/
https://www.gov.scot/news/school-leaver-attainment-and-destinations-8/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/news-events/2023/june/scottish-government-post-school-education-and-skills-reform
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/news-events/2023/june/scottish-government-post-school-education-and-skills-reform
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/news-events/2023/june/scottish-government-post-school-education-and-skills-reform
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/news-events/2023/june/scottish-government-post-school-education-and-skills-reform
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Recommendations 

	 Assessment, exams, and qualifications 
should be understood as part of the 
education system, they should not 
dominate the system. 

	 The Scottish Government, education 
authorities and Qualifications Scotland 
must ensure the senior phase allows 
all young people to understand their 
strengths, to have all their skills recognised 
and to feel valued.

	 The Scottish Government and education 
authorities must meet the needs of all 
children and young people who want to 
remain within education settings until the 
end of S6. 

	 The Scottish Credit and Qualifications 
Framework should have increased 
prominence and sufficient resource to 
promote greater awareness of the diverse 
range of qualifications available. 

	 Scottish Government should fully 
implement the Hayward Review 
recommendations and ensure adequate 
resourcing and allocation of leadership 
responsibilities to enable tests of change 
for the personal pathway and clear plans 
for the delivery of the Scottish Diploma of 
Achievement.

	 Qualifications Scotland must ensure the 
governance of the organisation includes 
effective participation of children and 
young people and the agency should be 
designed now in a way that will enable the 
future delivery of the Scottish Diploma of 
Achievement. 

Purpose – what is school for? 

Children told us that education should help 
them to develop new skills, gain knowledge and 
improve their existing abilities. But they also 
value school for the other aspects it delivers. 
This includes their rights to socialise with other 
children, opportunities for leisure and cultural 
activities, and developing and maintaining good 
mental and physical health. They also highlight 
the positive impact that being with adults in the 
school community has on their development. 

“To interact with all kinds of people.”

“To have a bright future by learning 
different things.”

“To get an understanding of the world 
and information.”

“For mental health – it’s good to see 
people instead of being in a bubble all day 
every day.”

“Being healthy – getting healthy 
opportunities at school …”

 
However, the pace and pressure of the school 
day often leaves too little time for them to 
enjoy these rights.  

“Find it difficult to fit in all the things I need 
to do or want to do – up very early in the 
morning – no time to stop or slow down.” 
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Our assessment 

The National Discussion set out a vision for 
education that was more aligned with the 
UNCRC and children’s rights.61 But children’s 
current experiences of education do not reflect 
this. The pressure for academic attainment at a 
national level, and resultant measurements and 
targets, remain the dominant focus. 

We highlighted our concerns that there 
was a misalignment between the Scottish 
Government’s National Performance 
Outcomes and the ambition expressed by the 
Scottish Government in progressing human 
rights, in a response to the Finance and Public 
Administration Committee last year. We 
outlined the ways in which that framework 
failed to address the interconnected nature 
of children’s rights and the need for a more 
comprehensive consideration of children’s 
rights at the highest level of policy-making.62 

The National Vision for Education, National 
Improvement Framework and resultant 
indicators63 must ensure the progressive 
realisation of all children’s rights, with education 
authorities focussing on delivering rights-based 
education in learning environments which 
reduce the unhealthy pressure experienced by 
children and young people. 

Children and young people today are under 
a lot of pressure. Many have anxiety about 
global security threats and climate change, 
worry about the cost-of-living crisis and they 
are still experiencing ongoing effects of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. 

61	 Scottish Government, 2023. All Learners in Scotland Matter: 
Our National Discussion on Education. https://consult.gov.scot/
national-discussion-scottish-education/ 

62	 CYPCS, 2024. Proposed National Outcomes. https://www.
cypcs.org.uk/resources/proposed-national-outcomes/ 

63	 Scottish Government, 2024. Education – achieving excellence 
and equity: National Improvement Framework 2025. https://
www.gov.scot/publications/achieving-excellence-equity-
2025-national-improvement-framework/ 

Our education system has the potential to be 
a protective factor. But children told us that 
the additional pressures on them, particularly 
at secondary school, leaves them feeling the 
purpose of education is skewed towards a 
narrow view of success, rather than realising 
the full range of their human rights.

Recommendations 

		The UNCRC must be understood The UNCRC must be understood 
and prioritised by all responsible for and prioritised by all responsible for 
delivering education across Scotland.delivering education across Scotland.

		The education system should not The education system should not 
create so much stress and pressure for create so much stress and pressure for 
children and young people.children and young people.

	 Scottish Government must ensure the 
National Vision for Education, National 
Improvement Framework and related 
National Education Performance 
Measurements work for all children and 
progressively realise all children’s rights 
within education.

	 Education in Scotland must be designed, 
delivered, measured, resourced and 
scrutinised in a way that promotes the 
development of every child’s personality, 
talents and mental and physical abilities to 
their fullest potential. 

	 His Majesty’s Inspectors of Education 
(HMIE) should inspect standards in 
education settings and provide advice 
which ensures the vision, purpose and 
quality of education is progressively 
realising children’s rights. 

•	 HMIE should enhance the participation 
of children and young people 
throughout the inspection process, 
including those who are furthest from 
enjoying their rights within education. 

https://consult.gov.scot/national-discussion-scottish-education/
https://consult.gov.scot/national-discussion-scottish-education/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/proposed-national-outcomes/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/proposed-national-outcomes/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/achieving-excellence-equity-2025-national-improvement-framework/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/achieving-excellence-equity-2025-national-improvement-framework/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/achieving-excellence-equity-2025-national-improvement-framework/
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Children less likely to have their 
views heard

During the development of our strategic plan, 
we identified a number of groups for whom 
there was limited existing evidence of their 
views in education. We planned targeted 
sessions to start to address some of these 
gaps and hear from different groups of 
children. 

Unaccompanied asylum-seeking 
young people 

Some 16- and 17-year-olds are not being 
allowed to enrol in school, instead being 
placed in colleges with limited options. This 
limits their ability to integrate with other 
children their own age. They are often only 
offered English (ESOL) at college, despite the 
desire to learn and study other courses. Some 
have only been offered part-time courses, and 
others are still waiting for a place at a school 
or college and not receiving any education. 

The Scottish Refugee Council recently 
supported Young People’s Voices to publish a 
report covering a wide variety of issues faced 
by unaccompanied asylum-seeking young 
people.64 

64	 Young People’s Voices (2024) Your Voice Matters. https://
scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/
Your-Voice-Matters-YPV-Report.pdf

Deaf children 

Children have described the lack of access 
to appropriately qualified BSL interpreters 
to enable them to fully engage in discussions 
and the curriculum within school. Without 
interpreters, children are missing out on 
access to subject classes. Children described 
the lack of inclusive processes within schools, 
some of which impacted on their safety. 
Examples they gave included being unable 
to hear Tannoy messages, bells signalling 
classes, or being unaware of fire alarms, which 
were not always accompanied by flashing 
lights. 

Deaf children described being offered more 
limited subject choices (for example not 
being offered music and languages). Children 
explained staff often touched them to get 
their attention and needed basic training on 
different methods of attracting attention and 
understanding how to change their practice 
to be more inclusive of Deaf children. 

Blind children 

Children described difficulty getting access 
to curriculum materials through braille 
when that was their preference. One young 
person described a push for them to use 
audio books, even though they had a love 
of reading and were keen to continue this 
by using braille. Tribunal processes to try to 
access the education they believed was in 
their best interests caused them anxiety. 
Children who were in specialised education 
described positive experiences, including of 
personalised support to learn and valuable 
practical skills.

https://scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Your-Voice-Matters-YPV-Report.pdf
https://scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Your-Voice-Matters-YPV-Report.pdf
https://scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Your-Voice-Matters-YPV-Report.pdf
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Children from forces families 

Children told us that when they moved 
between schools, there was a lack of transition 
support and major disruptions in their learning. 
Delays in accessing support for additional 
support needs was often exacerbated by 
this lack of communication and connecting 
between services. Children experience very 
specific worries and anxieties relating to their 
family’s deployment and need increased 
support for their mental health. Access 
to mobile phones to enable parents on 
deployment to contact them was a particular 
stress for some. Education staff need greater 
understanding of this. Forces Children 
Scotland recently published a report of the 
impact of having a family member in the armed 
forces on children accessing their rights.65

Children with families 
experiencing conflict abroad 

Children described a lack of understanding 
or support regarding the anxiety and trauma 
they or their direct family members were 
experiencing. Some children from Ukraine 
spoke very positively about their support 
and experiences within education, but other 
children with family members involved 
in other conflicts shared more negative 
views. Some experienced a lack of support 
and in some cases, staff had expressed 
inappropriate views about the conflict. 

Some children had lost multiple family 
members within a very short time, but no 
one within their education setting had asked 
if they were OK or suggested counselling 
support. 

65	 Forces Children Scotland (2024) It’s Not Just Their Job, It’s Our 
Whole Lives https://forceschildrenscotland.org.uk/projects/
its-not-just-their-job-its-our-whole-lives/

LGBTQ+ children

Children were concerned about a lack of 
knowledge and understanding by education 
professionals of issues affecting them. 
Relationships and sexual education varied 
and lacked representation. Access to peer 
and professional led support groups varied 
depending on geographical or education 
setting, with some groups that had been 
established never being reinstated after the 
Covid-19 pandemic. 

https://forceschildrenscotland.org.uk/projects/its-not-just-their-job-its-our-whole-lives/
https://forceschildrenscotland.org.uk/projects/its-not-just-their-job-its-our-whole-lives/
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What next? 
This is the first education report linked to our 
2024-28 Strategic Plan.66 As we take forward 
the next steps of our activity on education 
reform, we will: 

	 Continue our visits to mainstream primary 
and secondary schools, with a particular 
focus on the additional support needs units 
within schools. 

	 Gather evidence on the experiences of 
care experienced children and young 
people within the education system. 

	 Work with groups of children and young 
people who are within alternative forms of 
education and/or attending school part-
time.

66	 CYPCS, 2024. Our Plan 2024-28 https://www.cypcs.org.uk/
resources/our-plan-2024-28/

	 Identify and share examples of good 
practice within the education system in 
Scotland.

	 Create child-friendly collaborative spaces 
with key duty-bearers to explore how to 
progress the recommendations. 

	 Continue to identify which groups of 
children are being less heard within 
education and prioritise hearing their 
views.

	 Continue to hold duty-bearers accountable 
to deliver change based on the 
recommendations and evidence gathered 
from children and young people. 

https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/our-plan-2024-28/ 
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/resources/our-plan-2024-28/ 
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Our thanks
We’d like to say a big thank you to every child and young person 
who has taken the time to share their experiences, ideas, and 
thoughts about education with us for this report. You have told 
us what needs to change, and we will not stop championing 
your voices as we push to make that change a reality.

We’d also like to say a special thank you to our group of 
Young Advisors. You have been alongside us for every step 
of this project – working with us in schools, informing our 
recommendations, sharing your views, and, crucially, listening 
to your peers about their experiences of education.

We also want to thank the adults in schools, third sector 
organisations, public bodies, and other professions who have 
helped us compile this report.

This report is made all the more powerful by the children  
and young people who have contributed to it – once again, 
thank you.
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“Lessons on future 
life skills- what taxes 

are, mortgages, 
transport, what a 

pension is etc.”

“I don’t feel my relationship with my guidance  
teacher is great. It took guidance six years  

to get me a young carers support.”

“Children should be allowed to comment on their 
experiences of staff in the schools. We are the ones 
going to all the different classes with the different 

teachers, we should be able to influence how it’s run.”  

“Fundamental 
problem with the 

way schools are run 
- everything else in 

society has evolved, 
look at cars. We’re 

going to create 
an inherently bad 
relationship with 

learning - you’d think 
something would 
have changed in  

100 years.”

“Shouting makes  
me feel sad.”

“I was left out in a hall on my own, sometimes it would  
be for most of the day. I felt isolated and depressed.”

“Teachers don’t 
communicate with 
each other about 

levels of homework.”

“Teachers might  
think that yelling  

will stop misbehaving 
because it makes  

the kid maybe 
scared or upset but 

in reality it makes 
me personally really 

upset and changes my 
views on the teacher 

and class.”

They need training – not just about complex  
support needs – there could be so much  

going on in my head and they just never ask.”

“The more you put 
on us, the more you’ll 
make us ill.”

“It just feels to  
me that people just 

don’t care - ableism is 
something we don’t 

want in a community, 
let alone a school.”

“First step is guidance teacher and in my  
experience, there’s not been a second step.”

“We can only choose 
modern studies and 

we don’t have enough 
subject choices, it’s 

really frustrating. 
There are so many 

other Advanced 
Higher options but 

my school just can’t 
do them.”

“I get bullied at school, and I wish there were  
more staff to support. Like there are only four  

teachers that are in the playground at break and it is 
just not enough to keep an eye on everyone and stop 

bulling before it gets out of hand. I don’t think my 
school do enough to stop it from happening.”
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Bridgeside House
99 McDonald Road
Edinburgh EH7 4NS

Tel: 0131 346 5350
Young Persons’ Freephone: 0800 019 1179
Email: administration@cypcs.org.uk
cypcs.org.uk

 @cypcs          @cypcs        /cypcs

If you would like this document in  
another format, please let us know.
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