
The Students Commission of Canada was contracted by the Government of Canada to complete an engagement  
process focused on gathering input from children and youth under the age of 18 on the United Nations Convention  

on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

 

 

Delegates from the #CanadaWeWant Conference 
 

SUMMARY 
More than 500 Canadian children and youth under 18 
from coast to coast to coast have participated in this 
process since September 2017. Nearly 30% of the 
children and youth who participated identified as 
indigenous. The process involved the delivery of 17 
workshops across the country, collection of data from 
the workshops, and a report based on those 
preliminary results, which was analyzed and 
supplemented by children and youth at the national 
#CanadaWeWant conference. There were many 
themes that surfaced throughout the journey. 

Primarily, it was found that there was a widespread 
lack of awareness amongst Canadian children and 
youth that children and youth aged 0-17 had rights 
under the UNCRC. There was also specific concern that 
Indigenous children’s rights under the UNCRC needed 
to be better respected.  
Finally, there was a consistent theme that knowing 
their rights made children and youth “feel good” and 
empowered. Children and youth expressed heightened 
desires to bring their new-found knowledge on 
children’s rights to their peers and communities. 

CHILDREN’S 
RIGHTS  

IN CANADA 
APRIL  2018 

Children and youth across Canada have been engaged in 
discussions about the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) since September 2017. The 
three core objectives for this engagement process were: 

1. To provide children and youth with the 
opportunity to increase their awareness on the 
UNCRC;  

2. Provide children and youth with the opportunity 
to share their perspectives /voices on children’s 
rights and on important issues facing children in 
Canada; and 

3. To inform Canada’s 5th/6th periodic report on the 
UNCRC in July 2018. 

This report is the culmination of these activities and 
reflects children and youth’s perspectives on the 
UNCRC. It is our hope that this report will be a call to 
action to all adults and governments across Canada to 
ensure that all children and youth in Canada know their 
rights and can see them exercised.  
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Executive Summary 
Between September 2017 and March 2018, 
children from communities across the 
country contributed their experiences, 
thoughts, and ideas on children’s rights and 
important issues facing children in Canada 
through workshops, video conferences, 
social media posts and a pan-national youth 
conference. This report is a synthesis of the 
data generated through these activities. The 
overarching themes identified throughout 
this process laid-out specific areas of focus 
for Governments in Canada. The themes also 
highlighted potential opportunities for 
community action. The themes are listed 
below: 

Children and Youth’s Awareness of Their 
Rights  

There was a widespread lack of awareness 
amongst Canadian children under 18 who participated in the engagement process about the 
rights that children have under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) 

There was a consistent theme throughout the initial workshops and later throughout the 
conference that knowing their rights made them “feel good.” This feeling was explored further 
in the second phase of discussions as youth elaborated the reasons behind this positive feeling; 
it stemmed from feelings of empowerment, increased confidence, and validation. Children — 
who had never been told their voice mattered, or their thoughts were valued – experienced this 
powerful sentiment (for what was the first time, for many) through learning that there are rights 
in place to help improve their lives in various capacities.  

Children and youth expressed heightened motivation to bring their new-found knowledge on 
children’s and youth rights back to their communities.   

Children and Youth’s Perspectives on Their Rights 

When non-Indigenous children became aware of their rights under the UNCRC, they expressed 
specific concern about ensuring that Indigenous children’s rights under the UNCRC are 
respected. There was specific concern around ensuring that governments and authorities fulfill 
their obligations around the right to life, survival and development, specifically concerning 
drinking water, stable living conditions, and healthy foods. This concern was consistently seen 
across the country in all engagement activities. 

Children expressed wanting more spaces and places for young people’s opinions to be voiced 
and that Canada could improve how it respects and includes children’s opinions in decision-
making.  
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Children and Youth Perspectives on Priorities for Government 

Participants discussed their rights in the context of education. Children and youth who 
participated in the workshops recommended an increased focus on providing educational 
supports so that young people can achieve their academic potential. There was deep discussion 
about the obligation of States to raise awareness of the UNCRC, with a specific focus on the role 
of the educational system and teachers in sharing information about the UNCRC. There was 
concern amongst children who participated that teachers may not be the best vehicle for 
communicating rights due to the power structures that exist in the education system. 
Participants did express, however, that this was more of a reflection of the education system as 
a whole than any individual teacher. 

Children and youth identified the important role that culture plays in understanding their rights, 
wants and needs. Increasingly amongst cultural minorities such as Indigenous youth; sustaining 
cultural integrity throughout their lives into adulthood, in and outside of school, was an area of 
high importance to participants. In a country as increasingly diverse as Canada, a cultural lens on 
rights needs to be adopted in order for children to know and understand their rights. Framing 
rights from different cultural viewpoints will go a long way to increasing knowledge and 
understanding about children’s rights. 

Children and youth who participated in the workshops and the conference also consistently 
mentioned the need for increased supports and services around mental health and wellness.  

Methodology 

Background and Purpose: 

The SCC was contracted by the Public 
Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) to 
design and deliver an engagement 
process based on the following 
objectives: 

1. To provide children and youth with 
the opportunity to increase their 
awareness on the UNCRC;  

2. Provide children and youth with the 
opportunity to share their 
perspectives/voices on children’s 
rights and on important issues facing 
children in Canada; and 

3. To inform Canada’s 5th/6th periodic report on the UNCRC in July 2018. 
The SCC designed a three-phase approach to meet the objectives identified above: 

1. Phase 1: Awareness-raising 
2. Phase 2: Data analysis/synthesis 
3. Phase 3: The #CanadaWeWant National Youth Conference 
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Phase 1 began with the recruitment of a committee of children aged 12-17 from communities in 
Prince Edward Island (P.E.I), New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, Saskatchewan, and 
British Colombia met weekly / bi-weekly to discuss and design a workshop for children and 
youth that was grounded in the three contract objectives. The committee facilitated the 
workshop, as well as recruited additional youth to deliver the workshops, so the number of 
opportunities for young people to learn about their rights grew. Phase 1 also included a social 
media campaign. The SCC utilized various platforms to raise awareness about the UNCRC and to 
recruit participants to the various activities. By National Child Day: the social media campaign 
had reached close to 20000 unique users in October. Of those 20000 unique users, 224 users 
engaged directly with the platforms through commenting and re-tweeting.  

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 1 culminated with the successful delivery of 17 workshops across the country during 
National Child Day week (November 20th); each educating, gathering voice, and empowering 
groups of 10-30 children and youth at a time. Close to 200 children and youth participated in the 
workshops.  

Phase 2 focused on analyzing the data and content generated from the workshops. The results 
from the workshops were analysed by the SCC and the committee. The results from the 
workshops were processed in preparation for the #CanadaWeWant youth conference. This 
secondary, deeper-level of data collection and analysis took place at the #CanadaWeWant 
Conference, February 28th – March 5th, 2018.  

The conference represented the third phase of the process. Committee members and other 
children and youth spent five days exploring the themes and data generated by engaging with 
peers from across the country. They contributed to the building, shaping, and writing of the 
original draft of this report to be submitted to PHAC and used to inform the report back to the 
United Nations. Overall, more than 500 children and youth participated. Significant effort was 
made to include representation from different demographic groups across Canada. This 
included significant representation of Indigenous children and youth.  
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The #CanadaWeWant National Youth conference is an annual event where 150 young people 
from coast to coast to coast participate in different themed discussion groups. Some of this 
year’s themes included: Mental Health and Wellness, A Path to Truth and Reconciliation, 
Employment and Volunteering and Social Identity Formation. 

The 16 conference delegates who participated in the Children’s Rights theme group were 
between 13 and 24 years old, 30% were indigenous and were from communities all across the 
country. 12 of the 16 delegates were under 18. Below is an outline of the process that occurred 
at the #CanadaWeWant youth conference: 

a) The initial workshop developed for National Child Day in November was 
facilitated by participating committee members and given to the youth 
delegates who hadn’t participated in the children’s rights initiative from the 
beginning. 

b) Results from the first round of data were shared and further analyzed by both 
returning and new participants. All children and youth participated in reviewing 
and learning about the UNCRC and all rights under it. They shared their insights 
and voices on rights in the Convention that were important to them, exploring 
why, and the issues they’ve experienced in relation to each right.  

c) By sharing personal experiences, learning from each other in a safe, respected, 
and meaningful space – the children and youth at the conference were able to 
get a deeper understanding of the commonalities in issues all children face in 
Canada, and which issues pertained more to specific groups of children. This 
understanding and ability to apply the articles under the UNCRC to real-life 
barriers and struggles children face, propelled the identification of larger 
themes and areas of priority.  These shaped their calls to action on children’s 
rights. 

d) The children’s rights theme group generated questions to ask other conference 
participants. The large group round-table discussion activity allowed for the 
children’s rights group to gather voices on issues and themes from all 145 
conference participants related to the key issues identified as most important 
under the UNCRC. This exercise validated the pre-existing themes and key 
findings identified throughout the process, as well as highlighted new ones.  

 

The SCC utilized three existing resources in the design of the process based on the contract 
deliverables and requirements, which supported the SCC to translate the UNCRC reporting 
process into a child and youth friendly process. The Young Decision Makers Model was 
developed in the past in partnership with young people, adapting the Knowledge in Action 
Model and geared towards providing a process for facilitators to maximise the expression of 
voice on complex topics. All of these evidence-based resources provided a mechanism for young 
people to express their views and perspectives on children’s rights and important issues facing 
children and youth. The resources can be found at: 
http://archives.studentscommission.ca/hbsc_site/tools_01_e.php 
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Map of Children’s Rights Activities 
The map below outlines the reach of the children’s rights engagement process. Participating 
youth are defined as those who participated in workshops and/or attended the 
#CanadaWeWant youth conference. It also outlines where children’s rights participants for the 
conference and the committee came from. The process was geared to ensuring representation 
from coast to coast to coast. 

 

 

Key Findings 

Children and Youth’s Awareness of the UNCRC 

The most significant and consistent finding from the three phases of the engagement process 
was that the children and youth who participated did not know that they had a convention of 
rights specific to them, let alone so many rights under it. The lack of awareness about the 
UNCRC stemmed from not learning/hearing about it from peers, schools and community 
resources.  Participants in each phase of the engagement process also described how adults in 
their lives (family, educators, community workers) were also not aware of the UNCRC. These 
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participants agreed that there was a need across various sectors and systems to have more 
accountability towards the teaching and awareness-raising of children’s rights.   

Some children and youth pointed out that the adults who are supposed to be ensuring these 
rights recognized in the UNCRC are not aware of these rights. This lack of awareness contributes 
to sustaining conditions where young people are not supported properly related to their rights 
or being heard in decisions that affect them. It also helps to perpetuate situations where adults 
who may have some decision-making influence and power to have rights met are not using the 
UNCRC to advocate effectively for the resources to meet these needs financially and 
emotionally. Demographics did not play a significant factor in having or not having knowledge 
of the UNCRC. Only a small number of youth were aware of the UNCRC prior to the workshops 
or conference. The young people who did know about their rights learned them through 
community engagement work and/or were familiar with them through school-based activities. 

 

            

 
Many of the children and youth identified that knowing their rights gave them a sense of power 
because of their increased knowledge.  Some children and youth identified that even without 
knowledge of the UNCRC they instinctively knew that children and youth have a right to have 
their basic needs met and should be protected. Many were able to identify which of their rights 
were currently being respected, and which weren’t. As well, children and youth from both rural 
and urban communities were readily able to distinguish between needs and wants and had 
many similar opinions on what were needs and what were wants. 

The process led to a number of discoveries amongst participants. These discussions included 
asking for more options in the school curriculum so that they could be better prepared with life 
skills and follow non-traditional post-secondary education streams. Participants expressed being 
grateful for the opportunities to share and learn first-hand what other young people experience. 
This included personal stories that raised empathy among young people who did not know 
about the living conditions and lack of resources that exist for some children and youth in 
Canada. The quote below describes increased empathy:  
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“I	didn’t	know	what	life	for	some	people	in	northern	communities	was	like	until	I	
came	here	and	met	some	people	from	those	communities	and	heard	those	stories	of	

even	basic	needs	not	being	met,”	

–	young	person	from	the	#CanadaWeWant	Conference		

Throughout the #CanadaWeWant conference, the delegates focussed most of their action 
planning ideas on educating other children and youth about the UNCRC, so that they were 
aware of their rights and would feel empowered to make a difference. This included specific 
discussions about wanting to be able to better advocate for their rights and the rights of all 
children and youth in Canada. Throughout the engagement process, the focus on increasing 
awareness amongst children and youth has been the consistent finding, regardless of the 
activity.  

Children and youth who participated in the engagement process expressed wanting support for 
the implementation of the awareness-raising community action plans/projects that were 
developed. These could be implemented by children and youth who already have some training 
tools and resources. Some are already available and the rest would be created as part of the 
action plans, engaging more children and youth in the process and ownership of the information 
as supported by the evidence informing the Knowledge in Action Model. This would also create 
more opportunities for young people from coast to coast to coast to work together both within 
their own communities and through nodes in national networks through UNCRC committee/s 
conference calls and events. 

 

Children and Youth’s Perspectives on Their Rights, What’s 
Important? 

“It’s	interesting	to	know	about	my	rights,	especially	because	it	allows	me	to	educate	
others,	because	some	kids	don’t	even	know	they	exist!”	

	–	Child-	13,	Prince	Edward	Island	

Throughout the Children’s Rights engagement process, from the workshops delivered across the 
country, to the data collection and analysis, to the committee planning, and the national 
conference; there were many rights under the UNCRC that youth identified as important. There 
were several that were unanimously identified across the country regardless of demographic or 
geographic background; these largely related to the lack of awareness or information sharing 
related the UNCRC from the adults in their lives. There were also, however rights that were 
identified as more important based on demographics and geography, that was usually 
correlated to the issues the community faced.  

For this report, we ranked articles based on an analysis of the data generated through the three 
phases of the engagement process. This included qualitative coding of the many words and 
themes that emerged from the National Child Day workshops and the social media campaign. 
Qualitative coding techniques that were used included: 
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1. Frequency/repetition: Looking for words and themes that were mentioned a 
number of times. 

2. Importance: Looking for words and themes that were highlighted by 
participants as important to them. 

3. Mapping: Mapping key words and themes to articles in the UNCRC. 
 

The following articles under the UNCRC are listed in order of importance, based on youth voice 
and perspective, with a discussion about why this was important to the young people consulted. 
Please note that the articles referenced in this report are based on the child-friendly version of 
the UNCRC prepared by UNICEF Canada: 
https://www.unicef.org/rightsite/files/uncrcchilldfriendlylanguage.pdf  

Universal Rights on UNCRC Awareness: 

“If	the	adults	were	more	experienced	with	learning	about	children’s	rights,	they	
would	understand	better	how	they	abuse	their	rights.”	

- Child-17,	Québec	

Article 42: You have the right to know your rights! Adults should know about these rights 
and help you learn about them, too.  

Article 4: The government has a responsibility to make sure your rights are protected. 
They must help your family protect your rights and create an environment where 
you can grow and reach your potential. 

Article 5:  Your family has the responsibility to help you learn to exercise your rights, and to 
ensure that your rights are protected.  

- Canadian children and youth from across the country identified these three 
articles under the UNCRC as being very interrelated, and amongst the most 
important articles under the entire convention. Youth identified that the crux of 
the issue regarding Canadian children and youth 
having little-to-no knowledge about their rights 
as children and youth was because adults in 
their lives either did not know about the UNCRC 
and/or did not talk to them about it. 

- Children and youth identified their view that if 
these three rights alone were better valued and 
respected by all adults in their lives (parents, 
guardians, educators, policy makers, 
government officials) the impact on the lives of 
children regarding the other rights would be 
exponential.  

- Children and youth thought that there was not 
enough accountability for adults nor children 
and youth to live up to the expectations under the UNCRC.  
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- Children and youth agreed that focusing energy on these rights as a tool of 
empowerment may lead to a better quality of life for children. 

 

 
Universal Rights on Education: 

Article 28:  ‘You have the right to a good 
quality education. You should be 
encouraged to go to school to the 
highest level you can.’  

Article 29:  ‘Your education should help you 
use and develop your talents and 
abilities. It should also help you 
learn to live peacefully, protect the 
environment and respect other 
people.’ 

 

These articles were consistently discussed in the 
various activities that were held across the country. 
Children and youth defined education from article 
28 in many different ways; they noted numerous 
contributing factors such as parental/community 
involvement, school locations, educators and 
educator unions, number of students, federal and 
provincial funding, and ethnic/cultural/religious 
backgrounds of the communities and schools. 

The interdependence between these two articles was important to them. They consistently 
mentioned that education helped children and youth to “use and develop their talents and 
abilities.” They felt that all too often that the education systems they’ve experienced do not 
respect these rights as well as they should and did not execute the connection between them. 
During the deeper dive of the conference process, young people focussed their critique on the 
nature of the education system rather than the individuals who make up the system. In this 
case, they defined the system flaw as the uneven curricula, and uneven delivery of curricula 
across the country. 

Indigenous children and youth discussed the importance of these articles to their communities. 
They discussed specifically that they don’t feel their rights are being respected under these 
articles, as they don’t receive the same quality education as all people in Canada. Indigenous 
children and youth identified several areas for improvement in the education system, based on 
their own lived experiences facing barriers and issues, particularly related to quality, relevance, 
and implementation of rights. They identified that these barriers and issues were uniquely 
experienced by indigenous peoples, in schooling systems. These are further explored in the 
following Priorities for Governments section. 
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The participants felt that these rights could be applicable to all levels of education, and that the 
importance of “good quality” education and educators should not change based on the location, 
identities, or backgrounds of any or all students across Canada.  

The consistent message from all children and youth, no matter which social or physical 
communities they identified with, was that all education systems they had been exposed to and 
shared experience in, had many areas for improvement, particularly in the areas of promotion 
and inclusion of diversity and knowledge of their rights.  The many issues youth experienced in 
the education system impacted their daily lives and are explored in greater depth in the 
Priorities for Governments section on Page 19. 

The Relationship between Culture and Education:  
 
Article 30:  ‘You have the right to practice your own culture, language and religion. Minority 

and indigenous groups need special protection of this right.’  

Although there is no explicit statement in this article related to education directly, this was one 
of the most commonly identified articles throughout the discussions on children’s rights, 
particularly in relation to the education systems youth have experienced to date.  

Both indigenous and non-indigenous children and youth discussed the importance of this article 
as they felt it connected directly with how indigenous history and culture is still not truthfully 
acknowledged or shared in the vast majority of school curricula across Canada. 

They felt it should be a national priority for indigenous children and youth to take pride in their 
heritage and culture both in and outside of school systems. They also felt that it was important 
for non-Indigenous children and youth to know the true history of Canada. 

“Culture	plays	an	important	role	in	the	knowing	of	our	rights.	Rights	need	to	be	
logical	cross-culturally.	The	same	language	or	lingo	won’t	work	for	everyone;	we	

have	to	adjust	to	meet	the	needs	of	everyone.”	

- Young	person	from	the	#CanadaWeWant	Conference.”	

Special Education 

Article 23:  ‘You have the right to special education and care if you have a disability, as well 
as all the rights in this Convention, so that you can live a full life.’  

Although this article was identified as important by both children and youth with physical, 
mental, or learning disabilities, as well as children and youth without, those who had a disability 
prioritized this right above others, given their lived experiences.  

They most commonly expressed their knowledge on how the current education systems in place 
across Canada for disabled children and youth have and continue to fail in presenting them with 
the quality education they need to later thrive in the workforce and to be equally integrated 
amongst all children and youth and peoples in life and society. 

Universal Articles on Respect for Children and Youth Voice:  
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“Today	I	learned	that	young	people	really	want	to	be	heard	and	when	given	the	
opportunity	to	do	so,	they	will!”	

	-	Young	person	from	the	#CanadaWeWant	Conference.	

Article 12: ‘You have the right to give your opinion, and for adults to listen and take  
it seriously.’ 

Article 13: ‘You have the right to find out things and share what you think with 
others, by talking, drawing, writing or in any other way unless it harms 
or offends other people.’ 

Article 15: ‘You have the right to choose your own friends and join or set up groups, 
as long as it isn’t harmful to others.’ 

Article 17:  ‘You have the right to get information that is important to your well-
being, from radio, newspaper, books, computers and other sources. 
Adults should make sure that the information you are getting is not 
harmful and help you find and understand the information you need.’ 

 
The articles listed above were categorized under the larger theme of respect for youth voice. 
Participating children and youth found that these four articles were interrelated. These 
particular articles were connected to participants’ general feelings of empowerment and 
increased self-confidence after learning about the UNCRC.  

- Many of the barriers children and youth face in their lives were summed up by 
their sense of being viewed as “kids.” Knowing their right and ability to share 
their voice on decisions that directly affect them gave them a feeling of 
importance. Article 12 is a value that children and youth identified as needing to 
be more incorporated in their everyday lives. 

- Article 13 was seen as a continuation of article 12.  Children and youth liked that 
‘expression’ was recognized as taking form in many different ways to meet the 
needs of creative, idealistic, introverted and extroverted children and youth, 
giving an equal weight to various means of expression. 

- Article 15 was identified as important to children and youth across Canada for 
its empowering message of encouraging healthy relationships and community 
involvement. Canadian children and youth commonly expressed the important 
role social connections with people their age has on their identities, their 
mental health, and their development as contributors to community or 
“Samaritans” as one young person said. Children and youth also found it 
empowering to know that they could organize collectively and work together to 
accomplish big things; such as peaceful protests, advisories and youth-groups, 
contributing to greater purposes.  

- Article 17 stood out to Canadian children and youth for the accountability it 
placed on adults to support children and youth in the healthy consumption of 
information and knowledge. Navigating the complex world of how children 
consume and interpret media today was consistently mentioned as being an 
area children and youth needed more support – not control – from adults.  
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Indigenous children and youth identified and agreed with many of the reasons as to why these 
four rights were important to all children and youth across the country.  However, they believed 
that the systemic history of racism, being silenced and attempted cultural genocide made these 
rights in particular even more important to them than other groups in Canada, as a means of 
increasing the respect they feel from others. 

 

Fair Treatment  

Article 40:  ‘You have the right to legal help and fair treatment in the justice system  
that respects your rights’ 

- This article was specifically flagged by children and youth who had either direct 
experience, or experience by association, with the Canadian justice system. This 
was identified as an article that could be better respected and executed by 
governments. Children and youth talked about the many barriers and issues 
children, youth and adults experiencing disadvantage also experience as 
inequities in the justice system.  

- Indigenous children and youth in particular, who had real-world experience 
and/or knowledge of the unfair treatment of their peoples in the Canadian 
justice systems, felt particularly passionate about how their rights as both 
indigenous people AND as children and youth could impact and potentially 
better the lives of those who go through those unequal and discriminatory 
treatments. They felt strongly that Indigenous children and youth who have to 
go through the justice system should receive fair and equal legal aid. 

 

Rights to life, survival, and development. 
 
Article 24:  ‘You have the right to the best health care possible, safe water to drink, 

nutritious food, a clean and safe environment, information to help you 
stay well.’ 

 
Article 26:  ‘You have the right to help from the government if you are poor or in 

need.’ 
 
Article 27:  ‘You have the right to food, clothing, a safe place to live and to have 

your basic needs met. You should not be disadvantaged so that you 
can’t do many of the things other kids can do.’ 

 
These three articles under the UNCRC were identified as important to both indigenous and non-
indigenous children and youth; primarily with the objective of bettering the quality of life for all 
children and youth. Equity for people who don’t have equal access to opportunities for success 
was a priority. The co-dependency of these three articles and how children and youth saw how 
they apply to unequal treatments of certain children and youth in rural/isolated communities, 
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indigenous communities, and low-economic communities was one of the major findings from 
the different levels of data collection.  

Throughout the process of consultation, children and youth reprioritized and grew more aware 
of the larger picture of children’s rights in Canada, when they learned from other children’s 
experiences – how their basic needs were/weren’t met. Learning from others’ stories made 
them want to contribute to generating solutions and share this newly found knowledge. 

Indigenous children and youth related to these three articles above many others; citing the fact 
that many of their communities did not experience the full breadth of these rights.  

 

 

 

Children and Youth’s Perspectives on Priorities for Governments 
This section outlines priority areas of focus for governments of all levels across Canada as 
identified by children and youth who participated in the engagement process.  

Indigenous Children’s Rights 

In the key findings from the first round of workshops, a series of important issues surfaced. The 
first was that children and youth across Canada were concerned that indigenous children’s 
rights under the UNCRC were not being respected. Problems such as a disconnect from adult 
allies, limited access to clean drinking water, non-accessible education in remote/isolated 
communities, and curricula with a lack of cultural representation, competency, sensitivity. 
Children and youth named the “white-washed” history classes often using terminology that 
perpetuates stereotypes surrounding the Indigenous community. White-washing is a term used 
to describe the selective interpretation of historical events. In this context, it can refer to looking 
back on policies to assimilate Indigenous people in a favourable light.  

Children and youth identified that these issues point to a failure to meet articles; 2, 15, 24, 26, 
27, 28, 30, 31 and the need to meet them. Specifically, they identified the need for Canada and 
Canadians to protect the rights of Indigenous children and youth by: 

1) respecting their right to healthy living conditions; 
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2) improving education within Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities so 
that it is more culturally relevant and thorough about the true history of Canada  

The Education Systems in Canada 

Another key finding encompassed the education system in Canada. Problems identified were: a 
lack of accessible education within remote and isolated communities, education systems with a 
lack of understanding and knowledge surrounding the UNCRC, educators not updating their 
skills to remain relevant to youth’s ever-changing needs, unhealthy foods being served in school, 
and a lack of drug prevention and education within schools. Children and youth felt that these 
issues fail to meet UNCRC articles: 28, 29, 33. Children who participated in this initiative spoke 
to the fact that across Canada education systems should be rooted in the needs of children and 
their individual communities. This includes: 

1) Ensuring that educators are aware of the UNCRC in order to protect the rights of 
their students as well as teach their students how to exercise their rights.  

2) Enabling educators to upgrade their skills so that the curricula are delivered in 
an engaging and relevant manner for youth. 

3) Ensuring healthier food options within schools so that children have access to 
good food.  

4) More thorough drug prevention and education programs that stray away from 
the “scare tactic,” are comprehensive in nature related to being healthy (e.g. 
inclusive of food, mental health etc.) and focus on facts and truth. This would 
better equip students to make informed decisions throughout their lives.  

Health and Wellness 

Health and wellness was also a recurring issue throughout the initiative. Children described 
Issues with:  

1) Non-accessible mental health support, 
2) Expensive medication,  
3) Poor drug rehabilitation programs,  
4) Long wait times, and  
5) The dismissal of youth issues in non-crisis situations. 

These issues led children to believe that Canada should focus its efforts on ensuring that Articles 
24 and 25 are better respected. Children expressed their desire that the health care system 
value mental and physical health supports equally. A reduction of mental health wait times was 
specifically cited as a priority to enhance the overall well-being of children. Children also cited a 
healthier drug rehabilitation program with thorough support that addresses the stigma 
surrounding youth and drug use. 

Children and Youth in Care 

The issue of child abuse and the foster care system also surfaced throughout the process. 
Children identified several issues: 
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1. Non-thorough screening for foster parents, 
2. Stigma around the foster care system as well as foster kids, and  
3. Unfair treatment of children in care  

Each of these issues is directly related to articles: 18, 19, 21, 25, 27, 36, 37, and 39 under the 
UNCRC. Children discussed the need for adults both in and outside of the foster care system to 
become more experienced with children’s rights in order to actively protect them and facilitate 
their role as parents. Within the foster care system, they believed that a more thorough 
screening process for foster parents and more regular check-ups within group homes would 
reduce child neglect and abuse within Canada’s foster care system. 

A Lack of Representation 

Many of these issues find their roots in the issue of representation. Children identified problems 
such as: curricula that lack representation of cultural diversity, a lack of representation of 
LGBTQ+ people in media and literature within schools, a lack of positive portrayal of people who 
are living with mental illness, as well as a lack of role models that these demographics can 
identify. In their view articles; 8, 17, and 28 under the UNCRC were not being met well enough. 
Youth voiced that Canada needs to better represent its cultural diversity, as well as its LGBTQ+ 
population. They said that a positive representation of Canadians living with mental illness can 
create a non-direct support system for youth struggling with similar issues. Representation in 
media, inclusive curriculums, and school environments will enable youth to more easily identify 
where they see themselves in Canada’s rich and diverse society. 

Ideas for Further Action on Children’s Rights  
Children and youth who participated in the engagement process identified several areas for 
further action based on their experience of learning more about the UNCRC. These community 
action plans were designed by children and youth so that they could leverage the networking 
they did at the conference as a sustaining tool for future engagement. The intended purpose for 
the children’s rights committee / theme team was designed by youth leaders at the conference 
to continue to: 

a) raise awareness of the UNCRC and all children’s rights,  
b) to gather voice from young people on how their rights as children and youth are 

being respected in Canada; and  
c) to continue to identify areas of improvement for children’s rights in Canada. 

 
GOALS: 

To succeed in this purpose, the children’s rights movement has several goals to achieve along 
the way 

1) To recruit young people from across the country for a strengthened and sustained 
children’s rights committee; through networking and connections made at the con-
ference, who will; 
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2) Work together, meet (via adobe connect, email, committee calls, etc.) to plan, cre-
ate, and facilitate engaging methods of achieving the main purpose to children and 
youth across the country. 

3) To sustain and strengthen communication with adult allies in as many decision-
making roles as possible (educators, care-workers, funders, people in policy and 
government). 
 

COMMITTEE: 

The Children’s Rights Youth Action committee; built of young leaders from across the country - 
that initiated and supported the design of the first, second, and third levels of data collected 
throughout the 2017/2018 children’s rights initiative - will continue with their progress for the 
next three years. The longevity of this initiative was made possible by the national 
#CanadaWeWant conference series project. The networking done at the conference allowed for 
more youth participants to join the project and committee, and the recruitment for more 
members will only continue in the following months. The re-vamped children’s rights youth 
action committee will continue to be supported by network facilitators at the Students 
Commission.  
 
ACTIVITIES AND OUTREACH: 

The committee will be meeting regularly to discuss, design, and deliver engaging activities for 
children and youth, similar to those executed in the first phase of this year’s children’s rights 
movement. The committee will be focussing on enhancing the content and strategic outreach 
they deliver to communities, based on the findings from the process thus far.  
 
Workshops: 

- Delivered for youth, by youth, from ages 10 – 17 
- Delivered by youth, to adults, as “Train the Trainer” sessions 
- In schools: the UNCRC will have relation to curriculums covered in as many 

grades as 4 to post-secondary courses.  
- Youth Spaces: community organizations, youth groups, extra-curricular clubs 

and groups.  
 
Social Media: 

- Posts on Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, etc.: will continue to be designed and 
shared by youth to sustain the awareness being shared to the broader 
community. 

 
More: 

- Other ways the committee hopes to continue their work on children’s rights 
awareness and gathering youth voice, will be designed and decided upon in the 
future stages of their process.  
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Dream Tree  
The dream tree is a child-friendly way of building a long-term vision for Canada. The dream tree 
exercise organizes long-term vision in the following way: 

• Roots: A description of what the core principles and/or foundational objects 
that will ensure that the vision can be achieved? 

• Trunk: What are the resources that are needed to ensure that the long-term 
vision can be achieved? 

• Leaves: What are the activities that will occur that will support the achievement 
of the long-term vision? 

• Fruits: What are the hopes and changes that we hope to see in the future based 
on our vision? What is it that we are trying to achieve. 

 

The results and data generated through the three phases of the engagement process 
synthesized into a visual dream tree on the next page. The dream tree outlines the hopes that 
Canadian children and youth have concerning their rights. 
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The change we want to see 

A deeper regard and respect, across the country, for each article under the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.  

For every child to know about the rights available to them, because every 
adult has the knowledge to teach them about the Convention.  

A healthier relationship between adults / decision makers and children and 
youth so that children and youth’s voices are better heard and valued.  

A country where youth feel that their thoughts, opinions, and voice matter. 

 

The way we want to get 
there (Activities): 

a) Mandatory incorporation of 
the UNCRC in all school 
boards and curricula across 
the country. 

b) Mandatory placement of the 
UNCRC (in child-friendly 
language) included in the 
spaces and place where 
children live. 

 

The way we want to get 
there (Activities): 

a) More frequent check-ins 
from people of government 
on how youth perceive their 
rights are being respected. 

b) More peer-to-peer dialogue 
between children on how 
they perceive their rights are 
being respected. 

 

The way we want to get 
there (Resources): 

a) Support from local, 
provincial and national 
governments. 

b) Support from non-profit and 
for profit organizations. 

 

What we need to get there 
(Resources): 

a) Improved school curricula. 

b) Rights-based programs and 
services. 

c) Informed parents, family members, 
and adult mentors/allies. 

What will make the tree healthy? 

Full embracing and adherence to the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

 

What will make the tree healthy? 

Increased awareness amongst Canadian children, 
youth and their adult allies about the UNCRC. 
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Conclusion 
Through this process, we connected with more than 500 children and youth who represent 30 
communities across Canada. The results of this process suggest that each generation of young 
people needs to be engaged in learning about and sharing their rights with their peers. It also 
suggests that adult-led institutions, organizations and governments need to entrench this 
ongoing engagement of children and youth learning about UNCRC and their rights in their own 
adult daily interactions with the children and youth they serve. 

Children and youth identified strongly with the right to have their views respected and learning 
about this right empowered them. Particularly empowered were those furthest away from 
opportunities, be it due to racial structures, isolation, poverty, or all of the above.   

Empathy for others was engendered through learning how some children and youth did not 
have their rights met equally through the sharing of personal stories. Challenges and issues with 
inequitable experiences in schooling, learning environments and community environments were 
flagged as priority areas for action.  

Children and youth in Canada want to grow up in a country where they are healthy, protected 
and feel involved, valued and heard in all matters that influence their lives. Most importantly 
perhaps for the future of the country, when they have learned about the realities of each 
other’s lives, they want those rights not just for themselves but for all their peers in all their 
peers’ diversity of experience. 

 


