


After 16 years as head teacher at […] school,  
I cannot think of anything else we have  
introduced that has had such an impact.

Head teacher, infant school

Relationships are fabulous,  
absolutely amazing.

Governor/parent, secondary school

[Without Rights Respecting Schools]  
I don’t think you’d get a good education.  

It affects your learning.
Year 7 pupil, secondary school
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Acronyms

CRC – United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
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CYP – Children and young people
DCFS – Department for Children, Schools and Family
DfE – Department for Education
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ECM – Every Child Matters
FSM – Free School Meals
INSET – In-Service Education and Training 
IPC – International Primary Curriculum
KS – Key stage
LA – Local Authority
MLE – Online managed learning environment
NGO – Non-governmental organization
Ofsted – Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills
PALS – Pupils as active listeners
PSHE – Personal, Social and Health Education
RR – Rights respecting
RRS – Rights respecting school
RRSA – Rights Respecting Schools Award
SEAL – Social, Emotional and Affective Learning
SEN – Special Educational Needs
TA – Teaching assistant
UNICEF – United Nations Children’s Fund
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Introduction
UNICEF UK’s Rights Respecting Schools Award (RRSA) started in 2004 
and more than 1,600 primary and secondary schools are registered for the 
award in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. It helps schools 
to use the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) as 
their values framework. In order to become rights-respecting, a school 
works through two levels, self-evaluating their progress. When they believe 
they have met the standards, an external assessment takes place and, if 
standards are met, a certificate is awarded.  This report comes at the end 
of the three-year evaluation of the RRSA. It is based on: 

�s	� findings from annual visits to 12 schools across five local authorities 
(LAs) over the three years from 2007 to 2010; 

�s	� single visits to a further 19 schools across 10 additional LAs in spring 
2010. 

In 2007, UNICEF UK set out its objectives for extending the group of 
schools it was working with on the RRSA. It then went on to develop 
indicators for success that have provided the key criteria for this evaluation. 
It originally selected eight indicators of success. However, following the 
first and second years’ evaluations, some indicators were combined, 
leaving six final success indicators (see main findings below).

When the report refers to the 12 schools, this draws on longitudinal data 
gathered over three years. References to the 19 schools, on the other 
hand, are essentially cross-sectional (one-off) data from the additional 
school visits in 2010. When reference is made to the 31 schools, this 
includes both groups.

The aim of the evaluation was to assess the impact of the RRSA on the 
well-being and achievement of children and young people (CYP) in the 
participating schools (including measures of academic attainment and gains 
in emotional and social skills, knowledge and understanding).

Main findings
The RRSA has had a profound effect on the majority of the schools 
involved in the programme. For some school communities, there is strong 
evidence that it has been a life-changing experience. In the documentation 
from one infant school, the head said, “After 16 years as head teacher at 
[…] school, I cannot think of anything else we have introduced that has had 
such an impact.”

Given the multitude of initiatives introduced in the last 16 years, including 
several major national primary strategies, this speaks volumes. As the 
evidence will show, not every school makes this claim. However, for 
the majority, the values based on the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) and ‘guide to life’ provided by the RRSA has 
had a significant and positive influence on the school ethos, relationships, 
inclusivity, understanding of the wider world and the well-being of the 
school community, according to the adults and young people in the 
evaluation schools. 

EXecutive summary
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The main findings relating to each of the six indicators are outlined below:
 
1.	�K nowledge and understanding of the United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (CRC) 2 

	�C hildren and young people (CYP), staff, governors and some 
parents in all but one of the 31 schools had extensive knowledge 
and understanding of the CRC and this was re�ected in their use of 
rights respecting language, attitudes and relationships. 

�s	� In 11 of the 12 schools, there was a major shift in attitudes and 
behaviours from focusing mainly on rights to focusing on responsibilities 
and rights. 

�s	� Staff reported an understanding that the RRSA is a “way of being” 
rather than a body of knowledge and that the award created a major 
impetus to implement this “way of being”. 

�s	� In the majority of schools, all staff were engaged in the RRSA. In some 
schools, however, midday supervisors, supply teachers and visitors 
sometimes needed further support to recognize what it means to be 
in a rights respecting (RR) school. Some schools have addressed this 
in positive ways. For example, some have produced guides and RR 
charters for lunch times or briefings are given by school leaders.

�s	� In a few schools, the rights and responsibilities language was still used 
inconsistently and the underlying values of the RRSA appeared not to 
have been fully embedded. This raised questions about how far pupils 
adopted the values because they understood and believed in them, or 
because they were offered tangible incentives such as ‘reward points’ 
for doing so. 

2.	R elationships and behaviour

	�A ll 31 schools were characterised by very positive relationships 
between pupils, between staff, and between pupils and staff. 
Listening, respect and empathy were evident and there was little or 
no bullying or shouting. Staff and pupils reported experiencing a 
strong sense of belonging. 

�s	� Relationships and behaviour were considered to have improved due to 
better understanding by pupils and staff of how to be rights respecting, 
using the CRC as a guide. There was little or no shouting, and pupils and 
staff both considered incidents of bullying to be minimal.

�s	�W here conflicts did arise, pupils were more likely than previously to 
resolve these for themselves. 

3.	� Pupils feel empowered to respect the environment and rights of 
others locally, nationally and globally

	�A cross almost all the schools, pupils made a positive contribution 
on local and global issues as a result of their increased awareness 
of the universality of children’s rights and the extent to which these 
are denied. 

�s	� Pupils became actively involved in campaigns that they understood 
in terms of upholding or defending the rights of others and living 
sustainably.  

�s	� Pupils’ respect for the rights of others globally was addressed mainly 
through the international context rather than the national one. In some 

EXecutive summary cont.

2. �See www.unicef.org/crc/ for more information on 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.
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EXecutive summary cont.

�s	� Adults and young people reported that the positive rights respecting 
relationships in classrooms created a climate conducive to learning.

�s	� Nearly two thirds of the 31 schools raised their attainment over the 
period 2007−2010, and just under half of the schools increased their 
contextual value-added scores, though typical fluctuations in these 
scores year-on-year make interpretation difficult. 

�s	�





8	 RRSA Evaluation



RRSA Evaluation 			   	 9

The 12 schools selected for the in-depth case studies in the evaluation 
were chosen by the LAs from those enrolled in the scheme at the request 
of the UNICEF Regional Education Officers, according to criteria agreed 
between UNICEF and the researchers. These criteria included the need 
for a range of geographical locations, size, ethnicity, socio-economic 
characteristics and stage of progress on the RRSA scheme.

This report presents the findings from the 12 case study schools across 
the five authorities visited in 2008, 2009 and 2010. The background 
characteristics of these schools are given in Table 2 in Appendix I. In 
2008, one secondary school withdrew from the evaluation for reasons 
not associated with the award or the evaluation and was replaced by 
a secondary school that had recently begun participating in the award. 
However, this school made relatively little progress towards achieving the 
RRSA due to extenuating circumstances. 

At the request of the DfE, a further group of 19 schools in an additional 10 
LAs were visited in March to June 2010, following increasing interest in 
the RRSA by ministers, MPs and officials. These were drawn from a list 
provided by UNICEF UK. Schools with a high proportion of ethnic minority 
pupils that were located in inner cities and were not faith schools were 
prioritized in this sample, as schools with these characteristics were under-
represented in our longitudinal sample. UNICEF UK contacted and invited 
these schools to participate, and 19 schools that had replied by February 
2010 were visited. The background characteristics of these 19 schools are 
given in Table 3 in Appendix I.

1.2	� The evaluation of the Rights 
Respecting Schools Award

The aim of the evaluation was to assess the impact of the RRSA on 
the well-being and achievement of children and young people in the 
participating schools (including measures of academic attainment and gains 
in emotional and social skills, knowledge and understanding). This final 
report reviews the impact of the award in each school, recognizing that the 
schools started the award at different times. 

Of the 12 schools in the longitudinal study, three had achieved Level 2 
(see information on levels in 1.1 above) by the end of the three years of 
the evaluation, seven had achieved Level 1, one was about to be assessed 
for Level 1 and the final school was not making progress for reasons given 
elsewhere in this report. Of the 19 additional schools visited once in 2010, 
six had achieved Level 2, 11 had achieved Level 1 and two were registered 
but had not yet been assessed for Level 1, having started late in 2009.

This is the final report of the three-year evaluation and it builds on the 
emerging findings from the first and second years, which can be found at 
www.unicef.org.uk/publications/pdf/sussex_interim_summary.pdf
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2.1	 Schools involved in the evaluation
The 12 schools in the longitudinal study were each visited on an annual 
basis. In addition, upper school Year 9 pupils and secondary school pupils 
from Years 7, 8 and 9 were interviewed about their experiences since 
transferring from a primary or first RRSA school to a non-RR secondary or 
upper school. Some interviews were also conducted with pupils who had 
transferred from a primary RR school to a secondary school registered on 
the RRSA6.  

A further 19 schools from across England were visited once between 
March and June 2010 and similar data were collected as from the 12 
schools in the longitudinal study. All 31 schools and their LAs are listed in 
Appendix III.

2.2	 Data collected
The following data were collected from each school:

Background characteristics of the pupil population of each school, 
including ethnicity, gender, Special Educational Needs (SEN), Free School 
Meals (FSM) for the 12 and 19 schools (see Tables 2 and 3 in Appendix I).

Descripte quantitative data on attainment, value-added, attendance and 
exclusions for the 31 schools.

Documentary analysis of policies, staff development materials, teaching 
resources and pupils’ work in order to confirm or challenge the data 
provided through interviews and quantitative analysis.  

Interviews with the head teacher, teachers, teaching assistants, midday 
supervisors, pupils, parents and governors7. All pupil interviews were 
undertaken in small groups. Other interviews were mainly individual, 
although some involved two or three people. The areas covered in the 
interviews in 2010 were informed by the previous two years of the 
evaluation. A pilot interview prior to the start of the evaluation was 
conducted with two sixth-form students who had graduated from John 
Hanson School in Andover (where the award had been well established). 
This informed the initial evaluation design. 

Payment towards cover was given to schools involved in the longitudinal 
study for each annual visit made by the researchers, in recognition of the 
time staff were involved in interviews. 

2.3	 Indicators of success
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2. MethOdOlOgy cont.

This longitudinal research is based on a sample of schools representing a 
cross-section selected by the five LAs, with the agreement of the schools 
themselves. It is not a controlled comparison study. The additional 19 
schools from a further 10 LAs were invited by UNICEF UK to participate 
and are therefore not a representative sample. Within the schools, 
researchers requested a cross section of staff and pupils for interviews, 
but the selection was made by the senior managers, thus, representation 
cannot be guaranteed. The schools are all simultaneously involved in other 
initiatives, and specific attribution to any one initiative is necessarily made 
with caution. However, where a range of perspectives and sources (such 
as interviews and documentation) suggest that the RRSA specifically 
contributed to a particular outcome, the findings are more secure. 
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Before considering the findings in relation to the indicators, it is worth 
noting that the RRSA has had a profound effect on the majority of the 
schools involved in the programme. For some school communities, there 
was strong evidence that it has been a life-changing experience. In the 
documentation from one infant school that had achieved Level 2, the head 
stated: 

“After 16 years as head teacher at […] school, I cannot think of anything 
else we have introduced that has had such an impact.”

Given the multitude of initiatives introduced in the last 16 years, including 
several major national primary strategies, this speaks volumes. As the 
evidence will show, not every school makes this claim. However, for the 
majority, the values provided by the RRSA has had a significant and positive 
influence on school ethos, relationships, inclusivity, understanding of the 
wider world and the well-being of the school community, according to the 
adults and young people in the evaluation schools. 

3.1 �Knowledge and understanding  
of the CRC

The findings on knowledge and understanding of the CRC reported for 
the 12 schools in the interim evaluation (Sebba & Robinson, 2009) are 
equally applicable in this third and final year. The interim report concluded 
that all schools believed that the RRSA work had resulted in rights and 
responsibilities being made more explicit in lessons, displays and in 
particular, in peer interaction and conflict resolution. In last year’s report, 
one pupil summed this up as follows:

“There’s not just an assumption that we know [the Articles in the CRC], we 
now understand them and everyone is aware of them.”

The overriding difference between this year’s findings and those reported 
in pupil group interviews last year was that pupils placed much greater 
emphasis on responsibilities to respect the rights of themselves and 
others.

Across the 31 schools, the impact of the RRSA on staff was also evident. 
All staff we spoke to knew about the RRSA and, with the exception of 
a few midday supervisors (see section 3.2 below), all understood it and 
reported that their way of relating to children and young people had been 
positively affected by it. 

Supply teachers, however, were vulnerable to being less aware of the 
culture of an RR school. In the 2009 interim report, we gave the example 
of children as Pupil Improvement Partners in a primary school who, in 
evaluating lessons, had noted a supply teacher “wagging her finger” at 
pupils. They observed that this was something “we don’t do in a rights 
respecting school”. These pupils went on to devise a guide to a rights 
respecting school for supply staff and visitors. Similarly, in our 2010 school 
visits, a senior leader in a secondary school described how the senior 
managers talk through the school’s RRSA approach with supply teachers 
before they go into the classroom. However, there are often problems as 
they do not always interact with students in a rights respecting way and 
the students are not used to being treated like that. 

3. Findings On the siX indicatOrs fOr success 

All 31 schOOls repOrted 
that the RRSA WOrk had 
resulted in  HAD REP 
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In all 31 schools, the pupils and staff we spoke to had knowledge of the 
CRC. However, it was common to find that, as schools progressed with 
adopting the RRSA approach, direct reference to the CRC tended to 
reduce. This was particularly the case for schools achieving Level 2.

There was a tendency for the RRSA work to become more personalized, 
for example, to include working on class charters, developing a language 
and attitude of rights and responsibilities and introducing new initiatives 
such as PALS (Pupils as Active Listeners) in an RRSA context. There was 
evidence of the language and underlying values being embedded in the 
culture of the school – in the schools’ curriculum, mission statements, 
policies and on websites:  

“… you’re actually turning what could be a negative situation into 
something more positive. You’re asking questions rather than berating 
them. ‘Is that respectful, what are your responsibilities?’ ...  There was a 
little period of time where most staff had to stop and think ... It’s in the 
bloodstream now.”
Teaching assistant, primary school

The precise language used varied across the 31 schools. In some schools, 
R and R stood for Rights and Respect. In others, staff and pupils talked 
about Rights and Responsibilities, and in others about Rights, Respect and 
Responsibilities (the latter reflecting the particular approach associated with 
Hampshire LA).

Increasingly, assemblies were used for raising knowledge and awareness 
of the CRC. In the majority of the primary schools and some of the 
secondary and special schools, displays around the school had RRSA links 
made explicit within them. The majority of schools included details of the 
RRSA in parents’ newsletters and leaflets, although they considered that 
parents had little understanding of the work. This was better established in 
the 12 schools followed over the three years.

3.1.2 Use of a charter of rights

Some schools have both a school charter and different class charters. 
Some primary schools also have playground charters. In some schools, the 
school charter was attached into the inside of pupils’ diaries. In others, it 
was seen as a replacement for the home-school agreement, based on a 
three-way charter of rights between parents, child and teacher: 

“Well you do have to sign the Charter, which is brilliant because the child 
signs too and they are aware that their parents are in collaboration with it.”
Parent, primary school

In general, charters were referred to positively and messages from them 
were embedded into the daily activities. In a few schools, however, pupils 
gave the impression that adults had led the charter development, steering 
pupils in terms of the items to include and occasionally rewording these:

“I signed up because I thought I should sign up for it because I thought it 
was good, but there’s got to be someone who signed it just because they 
thought, ‘I’ll get in big trouble if I don’t sign it’. ... Not everyone should have 
signed it but everyone did.”
Year 4 pupil
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3. Findings On the siX indicatOrs cont.

Pupils and support staff in a few schools thought the writing of class 
charters was seen as a specific activity and they said that the charters were 
rarely referred to once they had been completed: 

“All the classes I’ve worked in, the Charters are drawn up and they’re gone 
over and then they’re just stuck somewhere. They need to be brought out 
at least once a month and they (the teachers) need to go over them with 
the class and remind them.”
Learning Support Assistant, primary school

Class charters were found to reinforce rules in an oppressive way in at 
least three of the schools visited. For example, one school had written 
down, “... remember the charter, if you can’t stick to it, you will lose your 
Golden minutes”. This begs the question of how far pupils adopted the 
values because they understood and believed in them or because they 
were offered tangible incentives to do so. Hence, it is possible for pupils 
in some schools to be displaying the appropriate behaviours while not 
genuinely embedding the values. There is further scope for promoting 
greater precision in the use of language insofar as it reflects the values 
of the CRC. Regular evaluation of the impact of the RRSA through pupil 
feedback should elicit this so that it can be addressed. 

3.1.3 Understanding rights

Eleven of the 12 schools emphasized the positive impact of the RRSA 
work on empowering pupils through increasing their understanding of their 
rights:

“It (the RRSA work) helps children with making decisions as they 
understand that they have rights and the right to make choices about  
their lives.”
Year 3 teacher

In the 19 additional schools, there were examples of staff noting changes 
in the way pupils made decisions as a result of better understanding of 
their rights and responsibilities:

“Once they’ve got their rights, they’re more inclined to come round to your 
way of thinking, because they’ve made the decision themselves, rather 
than us telling them.”
Teaching assistant, primary school

As a result of the RRSA work, some pupils have become aware that they 
as individuals have rights. This was something they had not been aware of 
previously: 

“It (the RR work) has de�nitely empowered the pupils, especially ... the 
kids who have been brought up to think they have no rights.”
Learning support teacher, special school

Even very young children in the infant schools and reception classes of the 
primary schools knew about their rights, as illustrated by this Year 1 pupil’s 
calendar:
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3.2	 Relationships and behaviour
In all 31 schools, the relationships and behaviour were considered to 
have improved, despite senior managers and governors in some schools 
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“Suddenly the term ‘whole school’ meant something different...  
Everyone was involved.”
Admin staff, secondary school

One secondary school that had registered on the RRSA, but made 
relatively little progress due to other pressures, had suggested that good 
relationships were a precursor to undertaking the work demanded by the 
RRSA:

“So before we could start on any of the thinking and discussions around 
rights and respect, we had to build the relationships between pupils and 
between staff and pupils to allow the discussions to be meaningful.”
Senior manager, secondary school

However, for almost all schools, the improvement in relationships came 
about through the gradual embedding of the RRSA values into the ethos of 
the school. 

3.2.3	 Developing con�dence and empathy

Staff talked of pupils being confident when talking to adults in the school, 
meeting visitors or representing the school in another location, although 
this was not always equally applicable to all students in the school. 

“I would de�nitely say that they think they have a voice now and stand up 
for themselves more. It’s about teaching them to use it correctly.”
Teacher, primary school

Two schools purposefully chose not to include parents in the early 
stages of the RRSA work, as they considered it important that pupils felt 
“empowered” themselves, without needing the approval of their parents. 
This enhanced confidence to speak out to adults also led to an increase in 
disclosures relating to child protection issues:

“We always get some disclosures when we talk about rights at the 
beginning of the school year. They feel empowered enough to say and we 
have to follow them up, they feel empowered to tell someone and that 
is something that probably wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t for this 
[RRSA].”
Senior manager, primary school

Some schools noted that undertaking the RRSA meant that some pupils 
become aware that their rights are not being met outside school. Staff in 
one school noted that this may serve to disempower pupils if they consider 
that they are not able to alter the situation themselves.

Relationships and behaviour in lessons were reported to have improved 
in almost all schools with pupils commenting on respectful attitudes to 
learning. Schools stressed the significance that the RRSA work had made 
in terms of raising pupils’ general awareness about the needs of others. 

“The fact that the work has raised awareness and so a lot of people aren’t 
so sel�sh anymore and they show respect more, they make more of an 
effort but I think the biggest thing the RRSA work has done is to raise 
people’s awareness.”
Year 9 pupil

3. Findings On the siX indicatOrs cont.
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“I think they are kinder to each other as a result of the RRSA work and  
they help each other more. I suppose they think about each other’s needs 
more now.”
Head of Year 8

Parents in the majority of the schools commented upon their son’s or 
daughter’s greater understanding of other points of view, again reflecting 
the “empathy” that had developed from an understanding of the CRC. 
During pupil interviews in some schools, researchers observed that pupils 
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3. Findings On the siX indicatOrs cont.

reflect the RRSA principles. Therefore they did not support appropriate 
behaviour by pupils at lunchtimes:

“The staff who buy into this the least are the lunch time staff. I hear the 
kitchen staff barking at the kids sometimes! It can be pretty stressful for 
them (lunch time staff) as there are a lot of kids and they are all coming and 
going and it is dif�cult for them to understand when you say to them ‘Try to 
listen to the children’ or ‘Don’t talk to them like that’.”
Senior manager, primary school

3.2.5	 Con�ict resolution

Following the introduction of the RRSA in all 31 schools, bullying was 
reported to have reduced significantly. Pupils and staff in the majority of 
schools claimed that bullying was extremely rare. Furthermore, pupils 
noted consistently that, on the few occasions when it did occur, the way 
in which it was addressed had improved. Both pupils and staff attributed 
this to the RRSA. The potential contribution of SEAL should also be 
acknowledged here. This change was linked to widespread reports of more 
respectful behaviour and to pupils feeling able to inform a member of staff 
if they were being bullied, with the knowledge that they would be listened 
to, and the member of staff would act upon their concerns. Only one 
example of cyber bullying was reported. 

In general, when bullying happened, pupils addressed it themselves, either 
through those involved talking about it or through the peer mediation 
systems that had been established in the majority of schools. Some 
schools indicated that they used a language of restorative justice when 
dealing with issues of bullying or conflict: 

“We do have bullying. Kids are kids. Kids say nasty things to other kids. 
But we are dealing with that in a more restorative way. We talk to them 
individually at �rst and then get them to deal with it together.”
Learning mentor, secondary school

The relationship between the RRSA and behaviour varied from school to 
school and even within schools. In around half the schools, progress on 
adopting a rights respecting approach to relationships had created an ethos 
in which behaviour had improved and behaviour management strategies 
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3.3 �Pupils feel empowered to respect 
the environment and the rights of 
others locally (community cohesion), 
nationally and globally

Pupils were involved in organizing schemes both within and outside the 
schools that reflected their understanding of environmental protection:  

“Each year group has a compost bin and puts fruit in it. The House that 
gets the most points for a week gets the cup for the week.”
Year 5 pupil

“The school has an allotment and we decide what we should plant in it. We 
look after the school grounds and clear the pond and keep it clear for the 
animals to live there.”
Year 4 pupil
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3. Findings O
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“One girl helped out in the soup kitchen on Christmas day and some pupils 
help in the local hospice … some of the students … they bring ideas to us, 
they see things outside and ask if we can do something about it…. some of 
our Year 11s they saw something about homeless people and they asked 
if we could do a project to help them so we are… I think we’ve opened 
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3. Findingsn THE SIX indicat Pupils demonstrate positive  attitudes towards inclusivity  and diversity in societySITIVE ATTITUDESTOWARDS DIVERSITY AND 
INCLUSIVITY WERE A STRONG CHARACTERISTIC OF NEARLYALL 31 SCHOOLS. STAFF, 

PARENTSGOVERNORS AND PUPILS REPORTEDAN IMPROVEMENT IN THIS SINCE THE RRSA WAS INTRODUCED. 
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Senior managers in one primary school described a project in which a small 
group of the primary schoolchildren were mediating relationships between 
pupils in the local secondary school. A group of Nepalese girls in the 
secondary school had been going into the library at lunchtime to meditate 
and this and other behaviours, were resented as cliquish and unfriendly by 
the “local girls”. The primary school pupils worked with both the Nepalese 
girls and other pupils to improve relationships between them, for example, 
through looking at classroom seating choices. 

Some staff in schools located in predominantly white affluent catchment 
areas reported that a few pupils needed to learn to respect the rights of 
other pupils in the school who, while not from a ‘visible’ minority group, 
had particularly challenging socio-economic circumstances or were  
‘looked after’.

Attitudes towards diversity are one of several areas where the CRC can 
provide values that are in contradiction with a pupil’s home experience.  
For example:

“Some of the work we do challenges the attitudes the students bring from 
home, like about immigrants. They may come with some ideas ‘Oh my 
mum says this’ or whatever and they challenge that themselves through 
the work we do.”
Senior manager, primary school

There was strong evidence of pupils and staff having a very inclusive 
attitude towards special educational needs. This was attributed to schools 
having taken steps to promote the acceptance of diversity in relation to 
learning, physical or behavioural disabilities. For example, schools with 
resource units on site purposefully created and extended opportunities 
for pupils with disabilities to mix with all the other pupils. In all of the 
31 schools, pupils’ behaviour problems (such as a pupil on the autistic 
spectrum making noises or gestures and, in one primary school, a pupil 
with Down’s Syndrome) were accepted without question. Pupils made a 
particular effort to ‘include’ individual pupils within their schools who were 
known to be difficult in terms of behaviour. There were many instances in 
which pupils and staff talked of pupils “tolerating and accepting”  
other pupils: 

“We have one child here with particular needs and this child can react 
very negatively to other children, but the children have learnt how best to 
help this child and it’s about respecting them and taking responsibility for 
working with this child. We try to be as inclusive as possible and the RRSA 
work gives us a way of doing this.”
Year 3 teacher, primary school

A governor/parent whose child had a disability talked of her child loving 
school and of students being very tolerant. Relationships were considered 
to be very positive, with a strong acceptance of disabilities: 

“Relationships are fabulous, absolutely amazing.”
Governor/parent, secondary school

In one primary school, an amputee in a wheelchair was taking a PE lesson 
and the staff interviewed commented that pupils discussed with him 
openly how he manages his disability in daily life.
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3. Findings On the siX indicatOrs cont.

3.5	� Pupils actively participate in decision-
making in the school community

The level of student involvement in decision-making varied from discussing 
and making decisions about issues such as the school toilets or playground 
equipment, to more challenging issues such as staff appointments and 
evaluating teaching. The mechanisms used to promote participation in 
decision-making included school councils, school committees, RRSA 
steering groups and local advisory groups:

“Student voice has always been here and there are various sub groups 
such as RRS, a Sports group, Eco group etc. And we have Students as 
Learning Partners where students work with staff to plan lessons or parts 
of lessons and then observe staff and talk about the lesson together 
afterwards.”
Senior manager, secondary school

All but one of the 31 schools used a school council as one key mechanism 
through which pupils participated in decision-making. The one school 
instead had general consultation times where pupils were given the 
opportunity to talk to their class teacher or head teacher about changes 
they would like to see in the school. This school also had suggestion boxes 
in which pupils could post suggestions about changes they would like to 
see and these were addressed, often in assemblies. One primary school 
held weekly “Democratic meetings” at which young children expressed 
their views on a wide range of issues:

In addition to a school council, another school had introduced RRSA 
ambassadors who elicited pupils’ views on RRSA-related issues from the 
classes for which they were responsible. One secondary school had a UN 
Ambassadors’ programme involving seven Year 9 students, 13 Year 8 pupils 
and four Year 11/12 students. The UN Ambassadors had led an assembly 
around the RRSA. They had also put rights charters into classrooms, 
making them relevant to subject areas. In the future, the Ambassadors 
want to teach teachers, parents and governors about the rights programme 
and go into primary schools to teach about rights and responsibilities. They 
have had school-based training on the UN articles and how they can teach 
these to pupils in Year 7 and primary schools. 

In all 31 schOOls, students 
and staff recOunted 
activities illustrating 
pupils’ participatiOn in 
decisiOn-making and hOW 
this had increased since 
the intrOductiOn Of the 
RRSA. Their invOlvement 
in sOme schOOls Was 
mOre likely tO be fOcused 
upOn playgrO
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The interim report noted that, over the preceding year, there had 
been a noticeable increase in the involvement of pupils in either staff 
appointments (including head teacher appointments), lesson evaluation or 
closer working with school governors in 11 of the 12 schools. Since that 
report, the majority of the schools have continued to progress this work 
incrementally, trying to ensure that pupil involvement is meaningful and 
supported by staff. 

Pupils in the majority of the 31 schools were involved in staff 
appointments. This was undertaken sensitively and pupils were given 
relevant “training” to carry out these tasks. In some schools pupils showed 
applicants around the school and identified questions they wanted to 
ask the applicants. They then gave feedback to the head teacher and/
or governors. In other schools, candidates taught a lesson and pupils 
gave feedback to the appointment panel. In one school, all candidates for 
the deputy headship had to teach a “rights respecting lesson” and the 
pupils gave the head teacher feedback on the candidates’ teaching. Head 
teachers and governors, with one exception, reported that there was total 
agreement between the appointment panel and students on the preferred 
candidate. The one exception related to a detail to whiT*
ng1mw head teacher appointments), lesson evaluation or 



30	 RRSA Evaluation

3. Findings On the siX indicatOrs cont.

Table 1: �Summary of direction of change in 
attainment, value added, �xed-term 
exclusions and unauthorized absences 
for the 31 schools (2007�2009) 

No. of 
schools

Increase Decrease NO change/
NO eXclusiOns

Missing 
data

Attainment 
(% L4&5 
KS2 E/M/S 
>5 GCSE 
A*-C inc. 
Eng/Maths)

19 10 1 1*

Value Added
(contextual 
KS1-2 /KS2-
4)

12 14 4 1*

Fixed-term 
exclusions 
(no. of 
sessions)

5 13 8** 5

Unauthorized 
absence (%) 14 11 4 2

* Infant school – no Key Stage (KS) tests or Contextual Value Added (CVA).
** Five schools had no �xed-term exclusions throughout the period.

Of the 14 schools that had more than 20 per cent of children eligible for 
free school meals (FSM), eight improved their attainment, seven improved 
their attendance and six reduced their fixed-term exclusions from 2007 to 
2010, suggesting similar trends to the rest of the schools in the sample. 
In one of these schools, two thirds of the pupils were from ethnic minority 
groups and a quarter had statements of special educational needs. Yet both 
attainment and attendance increased significantly and fixed-term exclusions 
reduced dramatically over the three years, which the head attributed to 
the RRSA. Of the four schools with over 50 per cent FSM in the group of 
31 schools, three increased attendance and attainment and reduced their 
fixed-term exclusions. One inference that might be drawn from this is to 
suggest that the RRSA mediates the influence of poor socio-economic 
circumstances on outcomes. 

All 31 schools had few or no permanent exclusions. Only four of the 12 
schools had any permanent exclusions across the whole three-year period. 

“We have a lot less exclusions now. ... I think the ethos has improved, 
people see this as a friendly school ... the children understand each other 
better now and that makes them more tolerant of each other. They just 
seem to accept each other for who they are.”
Senior manager, special school 

“I think it has reduced exclusion but it was never at a high rate. I think 
it has also raised standards in speaking and listening and the overall 
achievement in terms of developing literacy has been raised by it. People 
speak and listen to each other in a more rights, respecting way.” 
Senior manager, primary school 
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4. AdditiOnal findings

4.1	 School leadership
School leaders had implemented the RRSA to take into account everyone’s 
rights, not just children’s rights. Most senior managers we spoke to 
reported that it had influenced their management style, though some 
claimed they had not previously given this aspect much thought. They 
reported feeling “empowered to lead the school in a rights respecting 
way”, modelling listening to others, encouraging empathy and respect and 
accepting their responsibilities in the process. An RRSA approach helped 
them to prioritize important tasks:

“... if you keep the (CRC) articles in mind in whatever you’re doing, it really 
helps you to pinpoint what’s important and get rid of the bits that  
are super�uous.”
Senior manager, primary school

Some head teachers considered that the RRSA approach made discussions 
easier and gave strength to their arguments and authority when they 
encountered difficulties with parents: 

“It makes conversations with parents easier because, for instance, this 
morning I’ve had a conversation with a parent whose child is always 
late, misses a huge amount of school. So I can come at that by saying 
all children in the world have the right to an education and it’s our 
responsibility as parents and teachers to make sure that happens. So 
it gives me that sort of strength of argument to say ‘how can we work 
together to make sure your child gets their right to a good education?’ And 
it takes the wind out of people’s sails a bit and helps.”
Senior manager, primary school

In two out of the 12 schools, the CRC did not seem to be so well 
reflected in the school ethos. In one of these schools, the head teacher 
ran a meeting for the midday supervisors that was conducted in a very 



32	 RRSA Evaluation

4. AdditiOnal findings cont.

“It keeps everything high pro�le, everything that comes, everything we do 
we think about it in a Rights, Respecting way.”
Senior manager, primary school

“It comes into everything in school really because it’s about moral values.”
Senior manager, primary school

“It’s more concrete, it makes your ethos more concrete ... and it helps 
people who are new to the school. After all… it’s all around basic tenets 
that we all support and are committed to.”
Senior manager, secondary school

School leaders from across the 31 schools reported that the RRSA provided 
the overarching ethos and framework within which other initiatives 
operated. There were significant overlaps with citizenship and other 
initiatives, but RRSA was seen as the “all encompassing” umbrella or 
framework into which other initiatives fed, rather than vice versa:

“We have Healthy Schools, Eco Schools and all the rest, and with PSHE12 
and Citizenship there are lots of overlaps, but we took RRSA as the thing 
that brings everything together and everything hangs off this, it covers 
everything in a way that the other areas don’t.”
Senior manager, primary school

“It has been the pot we have put everything into, it has pulled everything 
together. ... I think some things would have happened but through doing 
it as part of the UNICEF Rights Respecting Schools work, it’s happening 
at a different level, and happening more quickly. Doing everything through 
RRSA has made it more cohesive. It has helped to give us a rounded view 
of the school.”
Senior manager, secondary school

4.2 �The impact on pupils following 
transfer to another school

Staff expressed concern about the sustainability of the RRSA approach 
once pupils had left the primary school, particularly where primary schools 
adopted an RRSA approach in an area where the secondary schools did 
not. In the interim report it was noted that pupils moving from an RRSA 
primary school to a non-RRSA secondary school had a “head start” in 
discussions on rights, global citizenship, sustainability and related topics. 
They reported feeling respected by staff and other students, but noted that 
some other students from non-RRSA primary schools did not show respect 
for staff. Pupils also reported receiving less feedback from the school 
council than they had experienced in their primary school and this led to 
them feeling less involved in decision-making within the school. 

In secondary schools not taking part in the RRSA initiative, pupils who 
had transferred from a RR primary school talked of the secondary school’s 
relative lack of rights and responsibilities language and approach to work:

“We used to do that (use R & R language) in primary school but we don’t 
here, they just tell you off!” 
Year 7 pupil, secondary school

Pupils WhO had transferred 
tO secOndary schOOls that 
Were nOt registered On RRSA 
talked abOut the lack Of 
rights and respOnsibilities 
language and WOrk in 
secOndary schOOl, and 
they Observed less rights 
respecting relatiOnships 
betWeen staff and pupils.

12.	Personal, Social and Health Education.
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“We don’t do R & R in lessons now, just maybe in PSHE but not in other 
lessons like we used to at primary school. It’s just like all subjects now but 
nothing else.”
Year 7 pupil, secondary school

Pupils from RR primary schools who now attend non-RR secondary schools 
reported that they did not behave or act differently as individuals as a result 
of attending a rights respecting primary school. However, pupils considered 
that less rights respecting behaviour was shown by, and to, teachers and 
fellow pupils throughout secondary school than was shown in primary 
school. The differences were more evident than those noted in the interim 
report.

Some pupils commented that they had specifically chosen to attend 
a rights respecting secondary school. Pupils who had transferred to 
secondary schools that were registered on RRSA commented that a rights 
and responsibilities language was used throughout the school, but not to 
the same extent as it was whilst they were at primary school.

“It’s (RR language) sort of used here. We do talk about rights and 
responsibilities when people do something wrong. And we have posters 
around the school which relate to the Articles but it’s not used all the time, 
it’s mainly when we do something wrong.”
Year 7 pupil

Where pupils had previously attended a rights respecting primary school, 
pupils reported that they were relatively more likely than those who had not 
attended a RR primary school to demonstrate more respect for their own 
rights, for the rights of others and for the environment: 

“... we did it in primary school, ... we already knew we had a right to be 
heard so we are more relaxed about saying what we think. But you can tell 
who hasn’t been to a R & R primary school because they don’t speak up so 
much.”
Year 7 pupil

“I think people who have been to a rights respecting school have more 
respect for their rights and for the rights of others, you can de�nitely tell 
who hasn’t been to a rights respecting school. Those who have been 
understand more about respect for the environment, like when I �rst came 
here and I saw people just dropping litter in the classroom and things like 
that and not really respecting the environment, it was strange. That just 
wouldn’t have happened at primary school but because they would have 
behaved in a rights respecting way...”
Year 7 pupil

However, some pupils also commented that whether their primary school 
was rights respecting or not made no difference to their attitude at 
secondary school. Pupils noted that in Year 6 at primary school they had 
been the oldest pupils and therefore found it easier to conform to school 
norms of expected behaviour and to show respect for others and for 
property, as they did not need to “prove themselves”. They acknowledged 
that, if they did display “disrespectful” or “bad” behaviour, this would not 
have impressed other pupils in the school. 

Pupils recognized that, in the first year of secondary school, some pupils 
tended to feel vulnerable whether or not they had attended a rights 
respecting primary school. This vulnerability resulted in some pupils 
choosing to go against the school’s expected norms of behaviour and to 
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4. AdditiOnal findings cont.

It also emerged that there needs to be a clearer distinction between 
RRSA Levels 1 and 2 and a clear idea of what happens after schools have 
achieved Level 2.

“Level 1 and 2 need to be more clearly de�ned, it’s a fuzzy area at the 
minute. The levels need looking at so they are clearly de�ned.”
Senior manager, primary school

“What about after Level 2, do we have that forever, is the idea to re-assess 
schools again in three years? I don’t really think thought has been put into 
what happens after Level 2.”
Senior manager, primary school

Some schools voiced concerns over the lack of recognition that Ofsted 
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5. �research intO child Well
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UNICEF UK set out its objectives for the extension to the Rights 
Respecting School Award pilot in 2007, as described in section 1.1. It then 
went on to develop indicators for success that provided the key criteria 
for this evaluation. UNICEF’s RRSA is an effective way of inspiring and 
supporting schools that want to provide children and young people with a 
rights respecting guide to living. 

The majority of school staff were truly inspired by the RRSA. Some 
described it as a “momentous experience”. The values provided by the 
RRSA have, according to the adults and young people in the evaluation, 
had a significant and positive influence on school ethos, relationships, 
inclusivity, understanding of the wider world and the well-being of the 
school community. 

The main findings relating to each of the six indicators are outlined below:

6.1 �Knowledge and understanding of  
the United Nations Convention on  
the Rights of the Child (CRC)

Children and young people (CYP), staff, governors and some parents 
in all but one of the 31 schools, have extensive knowledge and 
understanding of the CRC and this is re�ected in their use of rights 
respecting language, attitudes and relationships. 

�s	� In 11 of the 12 schools in the longitudinal study, there was a major shift 
in attitudes and behaviours from focusing mainly on rights, to focusing 
on responsibilities and rights. 

�s	� Staff reported an understanding that the RRSA is a “way of being” 
rather than a body of knowledge and that the award creates a major 
impetus to implement this “way of being”. 

�s	� In the majority of the 31 schools, all staff were engaged in the RRSA. 
In some schools, however, midday supervisors, supply teachers and 
visitors sometimes needed further support to recognize what it means 
to be in a rights respecting school. Some schools have addressed this 
in positive ways. For example, some have produced guides and rights 
respecting charters for lunch times or briefings are given by school 
leaders.

�s	� In a few schools the rights and responsibilities language was still used 
inconsistently and the underlying values of the RRSA appeared not to 
have been fully embedded. This raised questions about how far pupils 
adopted the values because they understood and believed in them, or 
because they were offered tangible incentives, such as “reward points” 
for doing so. 

6.2 Relationships and behaviour
All 31 schools were characterized by very positive relationships 
between pupils, between staff, and between pupils and staff. Listening, 
respect and empathy were evident and there was little or no bullying 
or shouting. Staff and pupils reported experiencing a strong sense of 
belonging. 

6. COnclusiOns
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�s	� Relationships and behaviour were considered to have improved due to 
better understanding by pupils and staff of how to be rights respecting, 
using the CRC as a guide. There was little or no shouting, and pupils and 
staff both considered incidents of bullying to be minimal.

�s	�W here conflicts did arise, pupils were more likely than previously to 
resolve these for themselves. 

6.3 �Pupils feel empowered to respect 
the environment and rights of others 
locally, nationally and globally

Across almost all the 31 schools, pupils made a positive contribution 
on local and global issues as a result of their increased awareness of 
the universality of children’s rights and the extent to which these are 
denied. 

�s	� Pupils became actively involved in campaigns that they understood 
in terms of upholding or defending the rights of others and living 
sustainably.  

�s	� Pupils’ respect for the rights of others globally was addressed mainly 
through the international context rather than the national one. In some 
communities, pupils were less aware of national rights issues beyond 
their own immediate community. Nevertheless, they were aware of 
international issues. 

6.4 �Pupils demonstrate positive  
attitudes towards inclusivity  
and diversity in society

Across all 31 schools, uniformly positive attitudes to diversity were 
reported and this was reported to have improved over the three years.

�s	� Uniformly positive attitudes to diversity were reported towards peers 
and staff with disabilities, as well as those with behavioural and 
emotional problems, and this was reported to have improved in the 31 
schools.

�s	� Pupils from a range of ethnic and religious backgrounds, and English 
as an Additional Language (EAL) learners, also reported very positive 
attitudes of inclusivity.

�s	� There were many examples in the interviews of pupils challenging 
externally imposed stereotypes or prejudice, including that experienced 
by refugee or asylum-seeker families of pupils in the school.
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6. COnclusiOns cont.

6.5 �Pupils actively participate in decision-
making in the school community
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Additional findings
School leadership
�s	� School leaders used the framework of the RRSA to provide cohesion 

to existing initiatives such as citizenship, SEAL, Healthy Schools and 
Eco Schools.

�s	� School leaders modelled rights and responsibilities in the way they 
treated other staff, pupils and parents.

�s	� Being ‘registered’ on the RRSA provided levers for school leaders to 
push forward the development of an RRSA ethos, for example, through 
action plans and impact reports. It also provided contacts with other 
schools pursuing similar aims.

Impact on pupils of transfer to another school
�s	� The impact on pupils of transferring from an RR primary school to 

a secondary school not involved in the RRSA was mixed. However, 
in general, pupils reported that less rights respecting behaviour was 
shown by, and to, teachers and fellow pupils than they had experienced 
in their primary school. However, this may reflect the difference in 
behaviour at this age rather than their prior experiences. 

Costs of implementation
�s	� Schools regarded the RRSA as good value for money, as minimal 

financial outlay was required and until very recently, LAs and UNICEF 
UK both offered support that was free of charge. This support was key 
to school’s progress. In particular:

−	� UNICEF UK worked with the LAs to provide a framework in which 
schools could document their progress and identify future actions.

−	� The requirements for impact reports and action plans created an 
‘accountability’ that was critical in keeping them motivated. The majority 
of staff we spoke to who were involved in completing these reports 
considered them to be non-onerous.

−	� Staff development opportunities provided by UNICEF UK and LAs 
were valued and influential. They helped to improve understanding and 
provided contacts with other schools.  

−	� UNICEF resources were used extensively by some schools while others 
seemed largely unaware of their existence. 
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Prompts:

Tell me about the work you have done on rights and responsibilities in school.
Is the work embedded in the lessons/school, addressed separately or just apparent in certain areas/ 
with certain staff in the school.

Is everyone in the school involved in the work?

Do you think there are any people in school who don’t get involved in the work?

Do you behave or think differently in school because of the RRSA work?
In the classroom (prompt on staff-pupil relationships & pupil-pupil relationships)

at lunch time

at break times.

What about other people, has it changed the way they think and behave in school  
(prompt on resolving con�icts, bullying, staying safe)?

Can you think of any people in school that the RRSA work hasn’t had any effect on?

What about outside of school, do you think differently about things outside of school?
Social situation with peers, with family; in decision-making with family.  

What about in the wider world? Do you think differently about people who live in different countries? 

What have you liked about the RRSA work?  
(Prompt on enjoy & achieve, making a positive contribution.)

Is there anything you don’t like so much?

AppeNDIX II – �EXamples Of intervieW 
schedules 2009

UNICEF UK RRSA evaluatiOn �s Pupil intervieWs �s March 2009
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Prompts:

Tell me about the work on rights and responsibilities in school.
Is the work embedded in the lessons/school, addressed separately or just apparent in certain areas /  
with certain staff in the school.

Is everyone in the school involved in the work?

What staff development and support has there been, if any, for this work? Who provided it and how did it help?

Do you have an idea of how much the work has cost to implement and what the cost effectiveness of  
this might be?

Do you pupils behave or think differently in school because of the RRSA work?
In the classroom (prompt on staff-pupil relationships & pupil-pupil relationships, bullying, staying safe, make a 
positive contribution)

at lunch time 

at break times

Has the work had, or do you expect it to have, any specific effects on performance outcomes including test 
results, attendance, exclusions (prompt on enjoy & achieve, etc.)?

What about staff, has it changed the way they think and behave in school  
(prompt on relationships with one another, management and pupils).

Can you think of any people in school for whom the RRSA work hasn’t had any effect?

How does this work relate to or overlap with other initiatives or policies in school  
(prompt on citizenship, PSHE, behaviour policy, SEAL, etc.)

How have you tried to involve parents/governors in this work?

What about outside of school, do you think pupils get on differently outside of school?  
(socially with peers, with family; in decision-making with family, make positive contribution.)  

What have the costs been to the school of implementing this scheme?

What have you liked most about the RRSA work (prompt on Uad52s of mte? 
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Alder Grange Community Technology School & Sixth Form, Lancashire
Allenbourn Middle School, Dorset
Brandwood Primary School, Bolton
Bridport Primary School, Dorset
Buckland Newton C of E Primary School, Dorset
Burntwood School, Wandsworth
Cherbourg Primary School, Hampshire
Edward Wilson Primary School, Westminster
Fairfields Primary School, Hampshire
Freehold Primary School, Oldham
Gonville School, Croydon
Millfields Community School, Hackney
New End Primary School, Camden
The Oaks Secondary School, Durham
Paddock School, Wandsworth
Park High School, Harrow
Porchester Community School, Hampshire
Ranelagh School, Bracknell Forest
Ranvilles Junior School, Hampshire
St Bede’s Catholic School & Sixth Form College, Durham
St Joseph’s Catholic Primary, Bracknell Forest
St John’s RC Primary, Rochdale
Springside with Hamer Community Primary, Rochdale
Tavistock Infant School, Hampshire
Torriano Junior School, Camden
Turton High School, Bolton
Wallasey School, Wirral
Warfield C of E Primary, Bracknell Forest
West Hill Primary School, Wandsworth
Wildern School, Hampshire
Winton School, Hampshire

AppendiX III – List Of schOOls that 
participated in the evaluatiOn 



UNICEF is the world’s leading organisation working for 
children and their rights. All children have rights which 
guarantee them what they need to survive, grow, 
participate and ful�l their potential. UNICEF has more 
than 60 years’ experience working for children and we 
are the only organisation speci�cally named in the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child as a source of 
expert assistance and advice. In the UK, our education 
team provides expertise on children’s rights and global 
citizenship for young people and teachers, through 
staff training, high-quality resources, and the Rights 
Respecting Schools Award.
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