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INTRODUCTION 

 

LAYOUT 

 

1. Children in street situations: a complex phenomenon 

2. Impact of family breakdown on the full development of children in street situations 

3. How to accompany children in street situations and favour their resilience? 

4. Advocacy perspectives in the area of the right of education of children in street situations 

 

1. Children in street situations: a complex phenomenon  

 

In light of the complexity of the phenomenon and the variety of situations it covers, the expert 

group takes up the expression « children in street situations », which refers to children living on 

the streets, whether occasionally or not, with or without their families, as well as those who work 

on streets and many others in similar situations.  

In fact, the group recommends avoiding the use of the designation « street children », which is 

considered discriminatory and stigmatizing with regard to children.  

 

To the contrary, the expression « children in street situations » offers a better comprehension of the 

different situations in which children find themselves on the streets, at a given time of their 

existence. In addition, since this expression does not apply a label on them, rather proclaims the 

transitory nature of their condition, this expression explicitly recognizes the capacity of each child 

to contemplate his or her own future differently than on the street.  

  

The circumstance that can bring a child to find him or herself in a street situation are many and 

lead to the conclusion that there are different types of children and various causes for this 

phenomenon.  

 

• Types of the phenomenon 

 

- Unaccompanied children living on the streets, 

- Children living on the street with their families or communities (i.e.: Rom), 

- Children working on the street, but who have a home,  
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- Children/young people who have a home but spend most of the day on the street,  

- Children who go from one centre to another, with periodic stays on the streets. 

 

The group notes that the common denominator among these children is that, for all of them, the 

street represents a reference point in a universe mostly deprived of landmarks and stability. 

They all equally share exclusion and stigmatisation (and their share of dangers) from the 

societies in which they are.  

 

The typology proposed by the group nevertheless suggests making a distinction between:  

- children completely estranged from their families, 

- children working on the streets who, however, are in connection with their families,  

- children who are on the streets with their families.  

 

Nonetheless, there are other important factors to take into account, which make these situations 

even more difficult to grasp as a whole, such as age or gender. It seems, therefore, that girls in 

street situations face more difficulties than boys face, since, in their condition of girls and 

marginalized individuals, they suffer from a dual stigmatization. These additional wounds could 

probably be the reason why certain educators indicate that they have many more difficulties in 

approaching and serenely working with girls rather that with boys on the streets.  

 

All children in street situations run the risk to be victims of different sorts of abuses and dangers: 

- physical : aggression, sometimes even by their peers, in retaliation or « lessons in life »,  sexual 

abuse, illnesses … 

- psychological : indifference, stigmatisation, abandonment … 

 

• Causes of the phenomenon 

 

There are many and cannot all be understood since each situation is unique. Nevertheless, this 

group has identified a few recurring factors which push the children to end up on the streets.  

 

A) Push factors: factors that push and often force the children to end up on the streets:  

- social or family exclusion, 

- material and/or intellectual poverty of the child and his entourage,  

- violence, promiscuity, 
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- persistence of socio-cultural practices that are contrary to the rights of the child→ ex: Talibes 

(Senegal), children so-called witches (Central Africa, specifically in the DRC), godobé children 

(Central African Republic)…, 

- armed conflicts (child soldiers), 

- natural catastrophes: earthquakes, flooding, etc. 

- breaking of family bonds (divorces, abandonment), 

- lack of affection and dialogue in families, 

- family re-composition that is unfavourable to the child, 

- rural exodus, 

- resignation of the State.  

→ lack of infrastructures (schools, recreation, centres…) able to welcome the children in need,  

→ bad quality of these infrastructures if any. 

 

B) Pull factors: factors which make the street attractive to the child: 

- search for food, 

- need for autonomy, 

- desire for independence, 

- bait of easy money, 

- need to work to support the family, 

- need to belong to a social group that compensates for the lack of affection experienced by the 

child,  

- need of the child to socialize (friendship bonds). 

 

The expert group also recalled the issue of the possession of official identity documents. 

However, this issue could be considered as a cause as well as a consequence of the street situation. 

The lack of registration and recognition of the legal personality leads to the deprivation of the 

fundamental rights, and ultimately, to exclusion. In addition, children in street situation are often 

ignored by official statistics since they possess no identity documents. Even if in certain countries 

this phenomenon is also diffused among children who live with their families, it takes on more 

concerning proportions in children in street situations since public authorities have difficulties in 

considering them as subjects entitled to rights, including the one to an identity that is nonetheless 

recognized by article 8 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
1
. 

                                                 
1
 Article 8 of the CRC sets forth that: 
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2. Impact of family breakdown on the full development of children in street situations  

  

The expert group recalled that the time spent on the street, specifically pertaining to children who 

live in it, brings about serious consequences for their development, their representation of society 

and their view of the future. Here are some examples of recurring consequences observed by the 

members of the expert group or listed in the collection of good practices gathered by Bice
2
. 

 

Absence of projection into the future 

 

Children in street situations live in the present; they are caught entirely in the present instant and 

the fight for their survival. They have difficulties in projecting themselves into the future and in 

conceiving a life project in the medium and long term. Their childhood is often « robbed » from 

them. They have to learn very early on to protect themselves since they know no other ways to 

live.  

 

Internalisation of stigma 

 

As they are rejected by society and sometimes by their relatives, children in street situations very 

often end up losing all self-esteem and rely on all the criticism and insults they are the object of, 

thereby reproducing the behaviours, which would prove these prejudices right: violence, 

delinquency, etc.… In addition, they may experience a strong feeling of abandonment and 

rejection. This consideration of themselves often leads them to develop communication codes that 

are based on violence.  

 

Loss of one’s own history  

 

Since the passage to the street is accompanied and/or was preceded by many other highly 

traumatising experiences, children often end up losing touch with themselves and are no longer 

concerned about, nor remember, their own history.  

                                                                                                                                                                
« 1. States Parties undertake to respect the right of the child to preserve his or her identity, including nationality, name 

and family relations as recognized by law without unlawful interference.  

2. Where a child is illegally deprived of some or all of the elements of his or her identity, States Parties shall provide 

appropriate assistance and protection, with a view to re-establishing speedily his or her identity. » 
2
 Between July and December 2010, Bice asked its member organizations and partners as well as other NGOs and 

institutions that work in the field to identify significant practices connected to the right to education of children 

estranged from their families and socially excluded. 
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All the rebuilding work will then consist of firstly teaching them to know themselves again, to 

express their desires and needs and to explore their memories as much as possible.  

Some good practices in this regard were shared at the core of the group: 

→ Memory Box (South Africa)
3
, 

→ History of the scars: the child regains contact with his body, his history by telling someone else 

how he got each one of his scars.  

 

Research and in-depth analysis of the cultural dimension they experience  

 

This is one of the main issues that the children in street situations and adults who are by their side 

are confronted with.  

 

Many social workers and educators have highlighted the crucial importance of the different 

symbols or traditional practices for children in street situations. It is so for the importance of the 

shell for the children living on the streets of Haiti (a symbol of the first slaves) or the worshiping 

of the Santa Muerta in Mexico…Experience has shown that children often show a great 

attachment to the material translations of these practices.  

 

That is why the expert group recommends that the processes of reintegration of these children 

should fully take into account their cultural dimension and that the same be adequately interpreted 

and valued. The projection toward a possible future cannot be achieved without keeping in mind 

the past and present experiences of each child and the history of his or her community. Therefore, 

it often proved beneficial to reuse the ancestral rites (particularly dances) at the time a child had to 

be reintegrated into a community. The rites marking the passage from childhood to adulthood also 

acquire a very valuable character for these children since the street removes all references in this 

regard. The expert group strongly summons the institutions and grassroots players, especially 

expatriated players, to show less reluctance and a greater interest for these traditional practices in 

                                                 
3
 Created in 2000, the Memory Box Project is one of the programs of the Sinomlando Project, an oral history research 

Centre connected to the theology school of the University of Natal (South Africa). The Memory Box Project uses the 

techniques of oral history by adjusting them to the AIDS context. The objective of the project is to develop the 

resilience in the children whose mothers (and fathers when these are in contact with their children) suffer from AIDS 

or have died of it. The Memory Box Project adopts a strictly interdisciplinary perspective. It strives to integrate the 

methods of oral history, life history and narrative therapy and child counseling. The main participants present 

themselves as memory facilitators, a term, which was created for these circumstances. For further information, please 

visit: www.hs.unp.ac.za/theology/sinomlando. 
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light of their positive effect on children. Concerning the rites pertaining to the child’s passage from 

childhood to adulthood, these may be far from traditional practices, simply marking the fact that 

one stage has been crossed. For instance, the volunteering service that teaches children, 

specifically in industrialized countries, to care for the others and no longer to only focus on 

themselves.  

 

We must underline that, despite the many challenges they must overcome, children in street 

situations seem to witness globally a great will to live and to fight. Nevertheless, we must also note 

that a certain number of those living in a particularly perilous environment, where companions 

frequently die or disappear, may develop very dangerous behaviours and, often, even lose their 

hope and desire to live.  

  

3) How to accompany children in street situations and favour their resilience?  

 

In the expert group’s opinion, according to the circumstances, children in street situations:  

- Do not choose the street because they no longer wish to study and/or work, rather to escape the 

emotional, economic, moral and violent deterioration of their family,  

- Are not always completely abandoned and sometimes maintain a bond with some family 

members,  

- Do not necessarily become « delinquents » and/or drug users, for instance, if they commit 

thefts or other “violations” it is often to feed and affirm themselves.  

 

These children live in an « apparently informal context », however, when they are offered and 

accept instruction and education possibilities, the competent personnel agrees in recognizing that 

they show considerable psycho-social and cognitive potentials, which is already an important first 

step to building a process of resilience.  

 

• The fundamental principles favouring resilience 

 

The expert group also looked at the patterns of educational resilience with regard to children in 

street situations based on the Collection of good practices prepared by Bice and the lessons learned 

from the personal experiences of each one of its members. The key words of this reflexion are:  

- reception, 

- deep understanding, 
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- affectivity 

- accompaniment, 

- reintegration. 

 

a. With respect to the children  

 

For children in street situations, the priority is to help them recover a sense of affectivity, 

gratuitousness and beauty of life when people respect and help each other, specifically through 

their educators’ attitudes.  

 

It is also about re-teaching them a sense of responsibility and the rules of life in society by 

favouring their participation. It is therefore strongly advised against adopting a “paternalistic” or 

“strongly authoritative” or « victimising » approach. Turning these children into the responsible 

actors of their own lives by allowing them the necessary time to achieve this objective is a means 

that will help them recover a true self-esteem and respect for the society.   

 

The child must also re-learn to recognize and know his or her own desires, evaluate them and 

rediscover the possibility to dream and express him or herself. The practice of music, theatre or 

sport can be very useful; it has specifically been observed that children particularly appreciate 

initiatives involving their active participation which invite them to play a role, to get on stage 

(specifically theatre, role playing, etc…). By recovering the entertainment dimension, the 

capability to play of these children, the benefits of these activities are numerous: freeing up of 

words, coming out of oneself, increase of self-esteem, making plans, etc…  

 

Even if it often repels them, the children who are coming out of a street situation must discover on 

their own some new rules while allowing other people to teach them or re-teach them, other 

principles of life in common and of socialisation. This will prove beneficial for their future 

development. 

  

The child must also live experiences that will allow him to grow humanly and spiritually, to have 

a significant life, to benefit from learning that transforms his or her reality in a creative manner, 

without certainly bypassing it and these new experiences must help him to transform his own 

reality, by adhering to common rules of life and by teaching him human values. 
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b. At the level of educators 

 

A competent educator must firstly display a strong capability to listen and to take the words of 

children and young people seriously. However, this does not mean that they must constantly take 

them literally, since certain children in street situations can also cultivate a great sense of 

provocation or inadequately communicate a hidden need or feeling. They will therefore be 

required to read between the lines to capture the real message the child is attempting to transmit.  

 

Educators must look for a good balance between the need to win the trust of the child and the 

danger to be considered as a new « pal ». They must « show solidarity while being different ». 

This ultimately greatly helps the children, solidly forms and structures them and, in the end, they 

will appreciate it.   

 

• Terms of accompaniment 

 

The expert group has analyzed various questions concerning the specific terms of accompaniment 

of these children.  

 

a. Is it more appropriate to go toward children on the streets and initiate a gradual work or 

must these children be placed in « safety » in a neutral environment (institution, home) 

driving them away from the influences on the street?  

 

Each one of these processes implies as many advantages as disadvantages, which must be the 

object of in-depth reflections while keeping in mind the best interest of the child. In general, the 

street is a space that presents many dangers for children and it often seems urgent to pull them 

out of it so they may rebuild themselves serenely and that not every progress achieved is followed 

by an immediate setback.  

 

Nevertheless, the street is also the living space of these children, the place where they have found 

something that resembles a reference point and sometimes even a family. To pull them out would 

then seem like a new uprooting of the child. In addition, life in institutions (if they are available) is 

often far more difficult to bear for them, especially when they must face strict rules, a constant 

change of educators or because of the abuses they could be exposed to which can ultimately lead 

many children to flee from these centres and return to the streets.  
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Even though the ultimate objective is to remove children from the streets so they may enjoy more 

appropriate living conditions favourable to their integral development, the success depends on the 

way to accompany them, on what we can offer them as well as on the history and path of 

each child. This also largely depends on the amount of time the child has spent on the streets. A 

child who is new to the streets would more willingly accept to be placed in an institution that 

drives him away from a universe he hardly knows, that attracts him while frightening him at the 

same time. In turn, a child who has spent most of his life on the streets will have far more trouble 

in accepting an institution, especially a very structured one. Consequently, the two initiatives – 

working with the child on the streets or in institutions – appear to be more complementary 

than contradictory.  

 

In addition, the age of the child is a decisive factor, which should not be neglected. This issue can 

also considerably influence the appropriate accompaniment approach to take. Adolescents often 

appear as a population that is more difficult to approach than young children. Their 

accompaniment requires an experienced and specific competence.  

 

In addition, all practices of accompaniment must take into account the gender dimension. In fact, 

regardless of their age and life history, the circumstances of girls in street situation often require a 

particular attention. They in fact need greater protection, specifically at night, in light of the risks 

of sexual exploitation.  

 

In this view, the method called « Outreach work », developed by Dynamo International
4
 makes 

recourse to the insertion of educators on the streets, within the living space of children. 

Educators must be there on a regular basis and make themselves available to all the children. The 

objective is that, progressively and according to a pace adjusted to each one of them, the children 

must be put in contact and/or placed at the core of institutions, however, concomitantly, the street 

must be apprehended as a space for prevention. Said method aims at allowing the identification of 

situations, which lead the child to the streets while favouring a rapid support of the latter.   

 

                                                 
4
 See: Dynamo International, International Guide on the Methodology of Street Work throughout the World, Brussels, 

2008. 
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The expert group believes that, regardless of the terms, the accompaniment of a child must not 

be directed exclusively to him or lead to his isolation. It therefore seems crucial to also work at 

the heart of the immediate environment of the child, with the members of his entourage.  

 

b. What must be done when a child in street situations is in conflict with his family and/or 

when this constitutes an actual danger for the child?  

 

We are touching here on the principle of the best interests of the child
5
 at the heart of the two 

initiatives, which may seem contradictory, that is: 

- On the one hand, the preservation/restoration at all cost of the family bond so that the child 

may have another landmark or point of reference than the street or the centre he is placed in,  

- On the other hand, the protection of the child against all slurs and abuse.  

 

The first initiative refers to the possibility to find a new favourable family situation with his 

parents, one of his parents or a relative, but it also presents the risk to see the child plunged again 

in a universe that is hostile and could even represent a vital danger for him (cases of abuse, rape, 

etc…). The second initiative, in turn, can lead to an actual isolation and deprive the child of 

essential points of reference for his or her survival and development.  

 

By relying on the good practices collected by Bice and gathered from the experience of players on 

the field, the expert group reached a conclusion that suggests that:    

 

- It is important to establish oneself as a mediator when we witness a conflict between a child 

in street situations and his family or between a child who is coming out of the street and the 

institutions (whether public or not) that are helping him (importance of a strongly critical view).  

The main objective then is not to reinstate the child at any cost into his family or in an institution 

rather, first of all, to engage in previously explained initiatives to reinforce the child’s resilience 

and attempt to gather as much information as possible about the conflict, by also listening to the 

relatives involved, to attempt to find a solution that will be the most convenient for the interest of 

the child in question ;  

 

                                                 
5 Article 3.1 of the CRC sets forth: « In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private social 

welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall 

be a primary consideration. » 
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- In order for the child to maintain a minimum bond with his family, it is important to determine 

with the child with which member of the family, even remote, he feels more at ease and shares 

affinities. When the conflict regards the child’s parents, the designated person could be a 

grandparent, a sibling, an uncle, a neighbour… Once this person is identified we must work at 

putting the child in touch with him or her, but also and especially work with this person and 

accompany him or her in the long run so that the reception prepared for the child is as adjusted as 

possible and suitable to his social re-integration o re-insertion.  

 

3. Advocacy perspectives inherent to the right to education of children in street situations  

 

General remarks 

 

The advocacy in favour of the right to education of children in street situation must underline the 

universality and interdependence of all human rights, so that none of child rights is set aside. In 

this respect, the diversity of cultures must not appear as a difference or an obstacle, rather as 

richness.  

 

We must therefore plead for an actual conceptual revolution of the consideration of children in 

street situations who are and remain above all children. This also implies to increasingly and 

better relay the voices from the field. In fact, the advocacy with political authorities must not only 

be limited to the international level, rather it must also be developed at the regional and national 

levels and, consequently, it must target the existing regional instruments and mechanisms for 

the full enjoyment of the right to education of children in street situations.  

 

Specific recommendations regarding the education of children in street situations 

 

In order to guarantee the effectiveness of the right to education of children in street situations, the 

expert group specifically recommends that: 

 

- more value be given to the concept of learning
6
. Contrary to the notion of teaching, learning 

takes place throughout the life of a person. It also covers a greater number of realities and takes 

into account all skills, of all kinds, that a child may have acquired on the street, whether 

                                                 
6
 By learning, we mean “the incorporate useful knowledge, reasoning ability, skills, and values”  

[World Declaration on Education for All – article IV - Jomtien, Thailand 5-9 March 1990 ]. 
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formally or informally. It is crucial to consider seriously all these skills, which should be valued 

during the child’s formation;  

 

- the actual effective and respectful accompaniment of children lies on the prior and solid 

formation of on-field educators or other social workers who will care for them. These must 

adequately be prepared for the generally difficult realities on the field and they must possess 

adequate means to face them. It is also necessary to ensure an appropriate psychological support 

for them (possibility to unload and to share their difficulties) in order to work in the best possible 

conditions. This responsibility lies primarily on the States which must rely on qualified social 

workers, but who are also called to train and raise awareness about the rights of the child 

specifically of parliamentarians, public services, law enforcement forces, police agents, etc.;  

 

- States financially support preferably small or medium-size public and private centres and 

institutions that welcome children in street situations so they may adjust their intervention 

strategies and their action methodologies more effectively. This means that these places must be 

equipped with appropriate infrastructures for the development of intellectual, physical and social 

capabilities of the children which would make responsible citizens out of them while contributing 

to help them build a better future for themselves ; 

 

- States acquire a real legal framework suitable to protect childhood and to fight effectively 

against impunity that is still vastly guaranteed to certain perpetrators of serious child rights 

violations. In fact, in many countries, the violations suffered by the children in street situation, 

sometimes even at the core of official institutions, are rarely the subject of serious investigations, 

adequate analysis, actual sanctions and effective and adjusted remedy measures; 

 

- the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child draft a General Comment on « The rights of the 

children in street situations » in order to analyze the various causes and consequences of this 

matter, including the aspects regarding the right to education. The latter should also include 

concrete measures to be taken by the States to put an end to this phenomenon. 

 

In addition, the group endorses fully the recommendation contained in UN HRC resolution 16/12 

urging States to ensure “ the full enjoyment of the right to education of children living and / or 

working on the street [their] on the basis of equal opportunity and non-discrimination by making 

primary education compulsory, available and free to all children, ensuring that all children have 
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access to education of good quality, as well as by making secondary education generally available 

and accessible to all, in particular through the progressive introduction of free education and by 

ensuring school attendance, in particular for girls and children from low-income families and 

children living and/or working on the street, including, where appropriate, through the 

implementation of incentives relating to school attendance in the context of social policies
7
”. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7
 See document: A/HRC/RES/16/12 of 24 March 2011. 
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