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A Rights Based approach
 Ackerly (2018) considers a rights-based approach central to promoting social justice

 the selection of a rights-based approach to exploration of the research questions is unsurprising given my 
profession’s focus on disadvantaged social groups and the upholding of human rights (Kam, 2014).

 the study sought to foreground the educational rights of children in care as an issue of social inequality and 
injustice. 

 The guiding principles of a human rights-based approach (UN, 2003) focus on the realisation of human rights, 
enhancing the capacities of duty-bearers while supporting rights holders to claim their rights (UNICEF, 2007;
Bellamy, 2003).

 McPherson (2015) developed the human rights methods in social work (HRMSW) scale as a means of assessing 
human rights-based social work practices, incorporating participation, non- discrimination, interdisciplinary
collaboration, and accountability

 Lundy’s (2019) six ‘Ps’ framework for children’s rights-based policies, arguing that this should ensure compliance to the 
provisions of the Convention, assessment of the impact of the activity on children’s rights, the participation of children, 
collaborative working, adequate public funding, and oversight of implementation.

 The children’s rights-based theoretical lens adopted is predicated on the rights as laid out in the Convention (UN, 
1989) which articulates the child’s right to education in Articles 28 and 29 (UN, 1989). 











Quotes in the fIndings- Performance

‘There’s a really important role for the PEP and it’s actually about creating a team around that child that 
everyone who is working with or involved with the child is actually keeping the child at the centre.’ (P7 SSI).

‘It’s the Transition PEP and I think that they’ve been really effective.’ (P7 SSI).

‘Paper exercise, ‘It becomes a tick box procedure that gets completed. Is there any real credence given to it?’ 
(P15 SSI).

’ (P15 SSI).

‘l personally I think that the schools probably do a good bit of it anyway., so there’s bits of the PEP that I do 
think that there’s a real overlap to what the schools are already doing’. (P11 SSI).

‘in order for it to actually be effective, it would need to be more targeted, measurable targets that were 
achievable and purposeful..’ (P16 SSI).

‘I think that their needs to be more (social and emotional content), a huge section of it is all related to Key 
Stage assessment. I do think that Key Stage data is just farcical, it doesn’t tell you anything.’   (P15 SSI).







Quotes in the findings-Partnership
PEPs done well and done right give added value to school because you get information in a PEP that you don’t really get in any 
other avenue.’ (P2 FG).

‘I think, well I struggle with the lack of communication between health professionals and ourselves in education you 
know, But I’m not sure maybe the PEP is the right way’ (P7 SSI).

‘The pandemic has improved the responsiveness and the availability of Social Work support, yes and the reason for that is because 
of how we communicate now, email as opposed to telephone contact.’ (P8 SSI).

‘One of the things that has come out of the whole lockdown over the past number of years is that for the first time ever in education 
the sharing of information through schools is unbelievable.’ (P20 SSI).

‘There's a large part of this form lends itself towards the academic attainments… that needs to be something more specific for the 
likes of that child to help them… supports that he or she could benefit from in terms of the trauma and psychological support in 
relation to their education.’ (P4 SSI).

‘I think we’re great at the whole meeting their educational need, but you know, emotionally, you know, guidance for us actually
would be quite good, or even beyond guidance some sort of training, I think there's definitely a gap there.’ (P4 SSI).

‘What should we as the educationalists expect to get out of this consultation with the child? How do we approach it sensitively? 
There’s probably a lot more involved than I thought maybe initially, a lot more training is maybe required to approach that.’
(Participant 2, SSI).







Quotes from the findings-Participation

‘I suppose it’s hard because it’s an official document and because it’s an official document it’s not really child 
friendly, the actual PEP. So unless there was some way for the older children of making a version of it?’ (P3 
SSI, Non RRS).

‘Em, the voice of the child probably isn’t being listened to enough to date’. (P12 SSI, Non RRS).

‘Well, I think it would be very important but as I say that’s not been, we haven’t used the PEP as an opportunity to 
discuss with the child.’ (P1 SSI, Non RRS).

‘Well, I suppose they are consulted. They’re not consulted by us in school that’s a strand of the PEP, isn’t it? That
their contribution is sought? And it was the Social Worker who had to do this.’ (P10 SSI, Non RRS).

‘when I’m completing those forms, I’m not involving the child in that and is that more because it hasn’t been 
recommended that I do but yet as a rights respecting school, I should know to do that?’ (P4 SSI, RRS).

‘The majority of Teachers are never going to have a child with a PEP you know only going to be some every now and
again… there is a need for training and awareness raising for Teachers in relation to the Personal Education Plans.’ (P10 
SSI, Non RRS).‘

‘Some [schools] may never have them [children in care] at all, how do you ensure that the system has an ability to support
them? To tap into something if you have an issue?’ (P2 FG).

I think depending on the age of the child as well, the older the child the more capable they are in contributing to what they
see as their targets, but probably in P1, P2 orP3 may be able to but I can’t really see P1 and P2 being able to make a
contribution to that.’ (P17 SSI, RRS).







Quotes from the findings-Promotion of 

rights
 ‘I think they’re critical (rights), we want all children no matter what their gender, race, religion, social background to 

have the same opportunities.’ (P2 SSI, RRS).

 ‘No, I don’t think that it (PEP) considers children’s rights well enough.’ (P14 SSI, Non RRS).

 ‘The form that I have at the minute is twelve pages long, of about six of those pages there’s no elements on it, and so you 
have to flick through. So, post-16, special and additional educational needs, well I don’t need that because my child is
not post-16. Suspensions and expulsions, I don’t have that. Expelled, and I then have residential care home support and 
so on’. (P15 SSI, Non RRS).

 ‘Some sort of child-appropriate, age-appropriate template (is needed) that seeks their views in a less clinical way, of yes 
you can do this, no you can’t do this. Because nobody wants to sit beside a child and go let’s tick what you can and
can’t do.’ (P5 SSI, RRS)

‘I suppose it’s an area that we’re all learning about really. It’s a relatively recent journey and you know there probably is
going to be adjustments needs to both planning and implementation in schools as we learn more about the benefits of
reallyrespecting children’s rights and taking that into account when we are making decisions.’ (P8 SSI RRS).





PEP as a rights-based approach

 This thesis argues that as currently deployed the PEP does not constitute an empowering, rights-based approach 

(Mapp et al., 2019), reflective of social work professional values and the UN principles of ‘participation’, ‘non-

discrimination’, and ‘accountability’ (UNFPA and HUSPH, 2010, p.86). 

 The application of Bourdieu’s triad of concepts to the study data raises concerns about symbolic violence, or 

unfair treatment of children in care in the PEP process in Northern Ireland.

 This is exemplified by findings of adult-centric, paternalistic and protectionist exclusionary practices, 

subordinating the voice of the child, privileging academic, target driven knowledge over social and emotional 

knowledge of the child and encompassing professional power differentials in the PEP process. 



PEP as a rights-based approach Principle of 

Participation
➢ keystone of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Rap et al., 2019)

➢ findings evidence limited compliance to CRC Article 12 (UN, 1989) obligations suggesting a lack of systematic 

application of the ‘best interests’ principle in relation to children in care 

➢ findings of developmentalist and risk-oriented approaches underpinning current PEP processes, thereby impeding

children’s participation in their PEP because of their perceived vulnerability and concerns that such participation

might be detrimental to their wellbeing

➢ stereotypical assumptions about young children’s capabilities to contribute to decisions about their educational 

supports potentially perpetuate power imbalances adult centric practices and oppression.

➢ Findings emphasise the complexity of participatory practice, stressing the need to avoid tokenistic approaches to 

child participation in their PEP

➢ findings, suggest the requirement to design participation approaches that foreground the position of the child, 

seeking contribution on an individualised basis in relation to offering children support in contributing to PEP 

processes. 

➢ Training for teachers is essential in balancing children’s participation rights with their protection rights (Van 

Bijleveld et al., 2015) and in addressing the educational needs of children in care in sensitive and non-

stigmatising ways



PEP as a rights-based approach Principle of 

Accountability
 The findings of the PEP as a bureaucratic exercise having minimal impact on the educational supports for children

in care suggest the need for a more child-focused and children’s rights impact and educational outcomes-oriented

approach.

 findings reinforce McPherson and Abell’s (2020, p.227) call for enhanced accountability and ‘transparency of 

practice, policy making and evaluation’ through a process of critical reflection against human rights standards 

(Lundy, 2011).

 Reinforce need for individualised and needs-led supports for the education of children in care cited by Townsend 

et al. (2020), endorsing The Children’s Commissioner (2013) argument for collation of data other than exam 

results. 

 Establishing SMART targets should be a core element of the PEP 

 Liabo et al. (2013) argued that individualised planning against clear goals for children in care, particularly those 

with SEND (Connelly, 2013), supports the social justice ethos critical for the realisation of education rights.

 findings evidence a privileging of academic information over issues of trauma and emotional needs, potentially

undermining trauma informed pedagogical approaches designed to support the diverse educational needs of 

children in care 



PEP as a rights-based approach Principle of 

non discrimination
 The study findings characterise the PEP as a paper exercise with teachers having limited influence and power in the PEP 

processes which are regarded as the domain of Social Services.

 The finding that the PEP fails to appropriately inform the education aspect of the child’s  Care Plan through contribution to the 
LAC Reviews is significant. 

 Participants outlined training gaps in respect of the PEP and a lack of clarity regarding ownership of the PEP and concomitant 
professional roles and responsibilities. These findings resonate with those of Zetlin et al. (2006, p.170) that ‘No one and 
everyone’s in charge of the child; therefore, no one takes responsibility’.

 These findings reflect those of Waterman (2020), who found that some professionals did not regard the PEP an essential 
component of the system of educational support for children in care, while evidence of an incoherent approach to effective 
multi-agency working and the concerns about the reported tensions within the system around the child as to relative import of 
areas of knowledge of the child in respect of academic progress scores and social and emotional factors raise concerns about 
the adequacy of the PEP process in encouraging professionals to work together. 

 the evidence of power differentials within the multi-agency system supporting the education needs of children in care raises 
concerns about how the education rights of children in care can effectively be realised in the context of certain professional
groups perceiving themselves to lack power within the system

 these findings echo those of Atkinson et al. (2007), Sloper (2004), and OECD (2016), in relation to deficits in collaborative 
effort in support of the educational attainment of children in care and reinforce the data on challenges in securing corporate 
parenting decisions designed to support the education of children in care.



PEP as a rights-based approach Principle 

of non discrimination
 The perceived skill deficit among some teachers in addressing sensitive issues impacting on the education of children in care, 

while simultaneously acknowledging the need for more trauma informed PEP processes which actively attend to the social
and emotional issues impacting on the education rights of children in care, requires attention in light of the evidence of the 
positive benefits of multi-agency working for the academic success of children (Gilligan 2007; Hesjedal et al., 2013) and 
supports calls for increased mental health literacy among teachers (Leschied et al., 201).

 If the educational rights of children in care are to be best realised, teachers require to be supported and trained in order that 
they feel confident and competent in their abilities to support pupils impacted by trauma. This study’s findings consolidate 
previous findings that teachers often lack such confidence and competence (Alisic, et al., 2012; Walter, et al., 2006) and 
reinforce the literature attesting to perceived gaps in training in the provision of mental health and trauma related issues (Gubi 
et al., 2019; Reinke, et al., 2011). Such a position serves to exacerbate the perceived separation between care and education 
which has been identified as a major factor in the poor academic attainment of children in care (Jackson and Höjer, 2013)

 Confusion about agency roles within the PEP and differential perceptions of power within these processes corroborate 
Ferguson and Wolkow’s (2012) view that interagency antagonism and distrust between education and welfare systems 
constitute barriers to educational progress for children in care and emphasise the need for joint training 

 The findings reinforce the international literature asserting the need to better support multi- agency practice in support of 
improving educational outcomes for children in care, 

 emphasise the need for collaborative planning and provision between education and social services in addressing the holistic 
needs of children (Loftus, 2017). 

 All professionals working with children in care require to be skilled and supported in the management of potentially sensitive 
and emotional responses and contributions from children in order to demonstrate the necessary rights-based approach which 
considers children as competent individuals (Goodyer, 2011).








