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To understand all the things that this report talks 
about it is helpful to know the meaning of some 
words and phrases that are used. Here’s our guide 
to what you need to understand. Even if you don’t 
read these all now, if you come across a word or 
phrase in the report that you don’t understand, then 
come back to this section to find out what it means.

A child is a person under the age of 18.

Human rights are the freedoms every person is 
entitled to because they are alive. This includes  
the right to justice and the freedom to say what  
you think. 

Children’s rights are human rights. Because 
children are younger than adults they need extra 
attention and protection. The United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, called the 
UNCRC for short, is the international agreement 
that sets out all the rights children have from birth 
to the age of 18.

When something is rights-respecting it means 
that a person, a group, an organisation or a place 
understands and protects everyone’s human rights. 
An infringement of rights is when your rights are 
ignored or denied to you.

The law is all the rules that a country has that must 
be obeyed. 

If someone does not obey the law we can say  
they have broken the law, committed an offence, 
or they are in conflict with the law.

When we say children in conflict with the law this 
means anyone aged 12 to 18 years old who comes 
into contact with the justice system because they 
are suspected or accused of committing an offence.

The justice system is all organisations and 
professionals that deal with crime and the courts. 
This includes the police, prosecution and defence 
lawyers, the courts and prison. 

The Children’s Hearings System is the care  
and justice system for children and young people. 
One of its fundamental principles is that children 
and young people who commit offences, and 
children and young people who need care and 
protection, are supported through the same system.

A court is the place where a decision is made 
about whether someone has committed an  
offence (a crime) or not. There are different kinds  
of courts, they might have a Sheriff or a Judge  
who is in charge.

A victim is a person who has been harmed,  
injured or killed because of a crime or accident.

A criminal record is a list of the offences/crimes 
that a person has been found guilty of doing.  
A person with a criminal record might be expected 
to say they have a criminal record when they apply 
for jobs or training or want to volunteer or get a  
visa to travel abroad. This can include saying that  
a crime happened when they were a child.

Deprivation of liberty means taking away 
someone’s freedom. It could mean they are put  
in secure care or a Young Offenders’ Institution  
or prison.

Secure care or secure accommodation is a  
kind of residential care that restricts the freedom  
of children under the age of 18. It is for children 
who may be a significant risk to themselves,  
or others in the community.

PART 1

THE MEANING OF WORDS AND PHRASES USED IN 
THIS REPORT AND WHEN WE TALK ABOUT CHILDREN 
IN CONFLICT WITH THE LAW



05

A Young Offenders’ Institution is a place where 
young people age 16 to 21 might be sent to if they 
are found guilty of a crime.  

The age of criminal responsibility is the age 
at which a person is considered old enough to 
understand the crime they have committed and 
able to take full responsibility for their actions.  
The law says that children might be able to take 
some responsibility for their actions, but cannot  
be entirely blamed for what they do, as an adult 
might be. The law in Scotland says that a child 
under the age of 12 cannot be held criminally 
responsible. There are lots of reasons we can say 
a child cannot be criminally responsible - such as 
their brain has not fully developed to understand 
the consequences of what they choose or do,  
they might be under the influence of others, they 
might be forced into acting a certain way because 
they are relying on or trust someone, maybe no-one 
has ever helped them understand what is right and 
what is wrong. Some people say that the age of  
12 is still too low. Across the world those who 
support children’s rights say it should be at least  
14 years old. 

Poverty means not having enough money for 
basic needs such as food or housing or doing the 
things that you would normally expect a person or 
family to be able to do. People can live in poverty 
even when they have a job, because they don’t get 
paid enough. There are different ways to measure 
poverty. In Scotland it is said that one in every four 
children live in poverty. Children who live in poverty 
suffer from more illness, do less well at school and 
can experience more mental health problems. 

Childhood trauma is something scary, dangerous, 
violent or life threatening that happens to a child. 
This can be a one-off event or can be something 
that lasts for a longer time. 

Additional support needs can be to do with 
the child’s health, disability, learning or family 
circumstances. Children with additional support 
needs are often not supported enough when they 
are in conflict with the law. Sometimes the speech, 
language and communication needs of children 
are not known or not understood. The needs and 
rights of children with autism or a learning difficulty/
learning disability can often be infringed when they 
are in conflict with the law.

Social inclusion means making people and all 
groups of people in a society feel valued and 
important. Social exclusion is when a person or 
a group of people feels they don’t belong, maybe 
they are discriminated against or made to feel not 
welcome, and so they can’t take part in things or 
get the opportunities that should be their right. 
Social justice means that every individual,  
group of people or community has the same 
opportunities in life, are treated equally and do  
not experience discrimination. 

Early Intervention is when babies, infants, children 
or young people get the help they need to grow and 
develop. If a baby, infant, child or young person 
is growing up in a poorer family or they have 
experienced childhood trauma, or they are at risk 
of harm, then early intervention means that they 
get the help they and their family need as soon as 
it is known they need it, rather than waiting for a 
problem to happen. 

Remand is where the Court decides that you will 
go to a secure care centre or Young Offenders’ 
Institution until your Hearing takes place. 

“�CHILDREN THAT COMMIT 
CRIMES ARE DEALT WITH 
IN THE SAME SYSTEM AS 
THOSE GOING INTO CARE 
BECAUSE THEY NEED TO BE 
PROTECTED FROM OTHER 
PEOPLE. COMMITTING A 
CRIME DOES NOT MEAN 
THAT CHILDREN ARE ‘BAD’, 
IT MEANS THEY MADE 
A MISTAKE BASED ON 
CIRCUMSTANCES AND ARE 
IN THE HEARING SYSTEM  
TO MAKE THE DECISIONS 
FOR A BETTER LIFE.”

(JADE, YOUTH JUST US)


