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Child Needs, Child Rights, and Dominant-Language Readiness: The Limits of One-Size-Fits-All
Early Education and the Risk of Intersectional Inequities in Austria’s Planned Second
Compulsory Kindergarten Year

Soheil Human, Vienna University of Economics and Business, Austria

Abstract

Austria’s planned expansion from the existing final compulsory kindergarten year to a second
compulsory year is politically framed as early German-language support. Official communication
describes German as the “foundation” of successful schooling and as an “entry ticket” to self-
determined life, while parliamentary and budget materials connect the expansion to a broader
German-support agenda  (oesterreich.gv.at, Kindergérten; Bundeskanzleramt Osterreich,
Regierungsprogramm 2025-2029, Bundesministerium fiir Bildung, 2025; Parlament Osterreich,
Bildungsausschuss, 2025). This inquiry accepts the legitimacy of German support, but asks a more
demanding equity question: can a one-size-fits-all compulsory rule for four-year-olds be justified as
the child’s best interests without assessing each child’s needs, first languages, family languages,
relationships, disability-related circumstances, cultural identities and developmental contexts? The
analysis offers a child-rights, developmental-science and sociological critique. Under the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child and Austria’s Constitutional Law on the Rights of Children, the
state must treat best interests as a primary consideration, protect best possible development, avoid
language-based discrimination, respect identity and family relations, and consider children’s views
and disability-related needs (United Nations General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of the Child,
1989; UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2005, 2013; Lundy, 2007; UN Committee on the
Rights of the Child, 14, 2013; Bundesverfassungsgesetz iber die Rechte von Kindern). Child-rights
impact assessment therefore requires comparison with less burdensome alternatives, not only proof
that German readiness is useful (European Network of Ombudspersons for Children, 2020).

Developmental evidence supports high-quality early childhood education and care, especially for
disadvantaged children, but it does not show that compulsion itself benefits every four-year-old
(Burger, 2010; Black et al, 2017; Britto et al, 2017; Burchinal, 2018). At this age, learning is
interactional: language, self-regulation and belonging develop through responsive exchanges with
family members, educators and peers (Rowe, 2012.; Shonkoff & Garner, 2012; Weisleder & Fernald,
2013). Bilingualism research further supports additive approaches: German can be introduced
through play and meaningful participation while maintaining first languages and family languages
(Cummins, 1979; Slavin & Cheung, 2005; Garcia & LiWei, 2014; Hammer et al, 2014; De Houwer, 2015;
Relji¢, Ferring & Martin, 2015). This matters in Austria’s multilingual reality, including Vienna's very
high share of primary pupils whose first language is not German (European Commission/EACEA,
2025).

The argument proceeds through a series of stress tests, including but not limited to: a child whose
competence is invisible in German-only contexts; a child with emerging, undiagnosed developmental
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differences; and a multilingual child already exposed to German through the mother but requiring
time with a non-German-speaking father without shared physical custody in the context of separated
parents. It argues that inequity emerges when dominant-language readiness becomes the measure
of childhood itself. A rights-compliant alternative would combine universal entitlement, multilingual
quality, gradual German exposure, first-language-sensitive school entry, proactive individual
assessment, child participation, and published child-rights impact assessment (Crenshaw, 1991;
James & Prout, 1997; Collins, 2015; OECD 2025).

Duty Without Support: Teacher Perspectives on Homelessness and Children's Right to
Education

Grainne McKenna, Dublin City University, Ireland

Abstract

Ireland is experiencing unprecedented levels of child and family homelessness, with children and
their parents accounting for almost 60% of those living in emergency accommodation. The
deleterious impact of homelessness on children's health, development, and wellbeing is well-
documented, and such experiences significantly limit children's ability to fully access and participate
in education. In Ireland, children's right to derive equal benefit from education is enshrined in the
Constitution of Ireland and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.

This paper explores teacher perspectives on how homelessness and housing precarity impact
children's right to access and participate in education. Participants included educational
professionals (N = 121) from primary and secondary schools across rural and urban Ireland.
Teachers completed an online survey exploring key indicators of educational need, drawn from
international literature on children's experiences of homelessness and contextualised within
Maslow's hierarchy of needs (1943).

Teachers believe that insecure housing and homelessness disrupt and deny children's rights to
health, education, and development. They report negative impacts on children's health, wellbeing,
school attendance, and educational aspirations. Consistent with international research, teachers
identified difficulties in academic learning, concentration, homework completion, and social-
emotional wellbeing, including shame, secrecy, and peer victimisation. While many children
experiencing homelessness maintain strong relationships with their teachers and demonstrate
enthusiasm for learning, irregular attendance and lower engagement pose significant barriers to
academic achievement.

Schools often provide support to children experiencing homelessness, yet these efforts rely on the
generosity of individual teachers and school leadership in the absence of coordinated external or
interagency support. Teachers highlight a lack of clear guidance, training, and access to information
about children's circumstances, limiting their ability to respond proactively. Despite these
constraints, the study highlights the critical role of teachers and schools as stabilising, supportive
spaces that foster belonging, wellbeing, and academic engagement. It concludes with evidence-
based recommendations for policies, practices, and inter-agency collaboration to support teachers
in their role as duty-bearers for children's rights.
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What evidence-based interventions contribute to violence reduction and improved safety in
schools in conflict and crisis settings?

Manya Oriel Kagan, International Institute of Applied Systems Analysis
Co-author: Camilla Fabbri, International Rescue Committee.

Abstract

Violence against children (VAC) is a global public health concern, particularly prevalent in areas of
conflict and protracted crisis. Globally, an estimated 50% of children experience some form of
physical, sexual or emotional violence every year. Children in conflict-and crisis affected (CAC)
settings are at higher risk of violence due to exposure to violent attacks on schools and other
traumatic events, increased mental health distress, widespread insecurity, and changes in
household composition and gender norms. Schools hold a unique position of influence and can
contribute to conflict, manipulation of students and radicalisation or act as drivers of safety and
peacebuilding. Despite the heightened risk of school-based violence in CAC settings, schools
remain an important avenue for protection, prevention and response and one of the few
environments where children can rebuild a sense of normality and recover from trauma. Schools,
therefore, offer a potential cost-effective opportunity to mitigate the effects of violence and trauma
experienced elsewhere.

This paper examines the role of schools in preventing and responding to interpersonal violence in
CAC contexts. While there is limited but growing evidence on the effectiveness of school-based
interventions globally, few have been tested in CAC settings. Furthermore, little is known about the
essential components and critical mechanisms of impact of successful and cost-effective
interventions. This study synthesises the research evidence on education interventions and
approaches that have demonstrated promising impacts on school safety in CAC contexts. It
highlights what works, how it works for children affected by conflict and other crises.

Out of an initial scope of 600 articles and reports, we identified 16 school safety interventions in
conflict and crisis contexts. These include mental health and psychosocial support, approaches
based on socio-emotional learning principles, social norms change programmes and interventions
focused on engaging communities and empowering children to recognise abuse. We identify
limitations in the quality of study designs as well as in the effectiveness, sustainability and cost-
effectiveness of the interventions examined. Key challenges include inadequate or absent
measurement of safety outcomes, failure to address the root causes of violence and stress factors,
and limited inclusion of vulnerable groups. While several interventions improve wellbeing and other
intended outcomes, few are shown to be effective in reducing levels of violence and improving
safety. There is a need for impact evaluation research that measures violence using validated tools
and examines the mechanisms of action of interventions, including well-articulated goals and
hypothesised pathways for reducing violence.
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