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1  Our national and European 
contexts (why we need human 

rights education)  



 unprecedented number of refugees and migrants - “super-
diversity” (Vertovec, 2007): an increasing emphasis on the 
nation 

 public debates about diversity, integration, and 
multiculturalism, the role of education in promoting national 
identity 

 the securitization of education policy in Europe, which has 
led to problematic educational initiatives addressing 
radicalization and the targeting of Europe’s Muslim 
populations

Three key challenges to children’s human 
rights and social justice in today’s classrooms



A Europe founded on human rights? 2015 
human rights crisis: conflict, migration, 

security 



Responses to refugees and migrants:  Norway 
builds Arctic border fence as it gives migrants 

the cold shoulder
Sunday Times 4 September 2016

 unprecedented number of 
refugees and migrants - the 
continent as a whole now 
faces the reality of “super-
diversity” (Vertovec, 2007): 
requires shift of social and 
political policy responses 
from seeing migrants as a 
problem to recognizing 
them as an asset (aging 
demographic) Stein Kristian Hansen is building a ‘friendly, 

Norwegian’ fence on the Russian border



UK: Parliamentary committee condemns 
government’s Prevent anti-terrorism / 

anti-radicalisation strategy

 the securitization of 
education policy

 Across Europe we are 
seeing educational 
initiatives addressing 
radicalization and the 
targeting of Europe’s 
Muslim populations

UK government’s Prevent strategy aimed at 
combating terrorism is “stifling freedom of 
expression within the classroom and risks 
being counterproductive” Human Rights 
Watch UK
Risks making matters worse : Parliamentary 
Joint Committee on Human Rights 



On-going discrimination against Roma 
children: segregation, bullying, fear 

 treated as second-class 
citizens

 systematic social 
exclusion

 poor living conditions, 
racially motivated attacks

 forced evictions
 children in schools for 

pupils with “mild mental 
disabilities” or relegated 
to Roma-only classes/ 
schools

 bullying and harassment 
in mainstream schools 



 Grave concerns about far right activists: racist, 
Islamophobic and anti-Semetic views which are 
incompatible with democratic principles

 Mainstream politicians - dangerous populist rhetoric 
(multiculturalism has ‘failed’, they have taken our jobs) 

 Identities are a personal matter BUT minorities increasingly 
asked to ‘choose’ (Council of Europe Group of Eminent 
Persons, 2011)

 Populist appeals e.g. Brexit, Trump presidential campaign 
in U.S. 

Fragility of democracy: minorities 
vulnerable 



 In classrooms we have many students who are not citizens

 Some don’t aspire to citizenship

 Some are refugees, undocumented migrants, stateless 
persons

 Others, although citizens, feel excluded and are ‘othered’ 

 BUT ALL ARE HOLDERS OF HUMAN RIGHTS     

The problem of traditional 
approaches to citizenship and 

democracy in education 



2 What might effective education 
for citizenship and human rights 

look like? 



 Education for cosmopolitan 
citizenship, based on human rights  

 STATUS

 Citizenship (nationality):  exclusive 
status 

 Human rights: inclusive

 FEELING

 Sense of belonging (physical, 
psychological and  social security

 PRACTICE

 Engagement in community 

Human rights as a framework for citizenship 
learning in a global age



 Human rights education: 

 Learning about rights (knowledge);

 Learning through rights (democratic upbringing and 
school practices e.g. student councils; learning to live 
together, recognition of difference);

 Learning for rights: making a difference, critical 
patriotism (Banks et al., 2005; HRE as transformation, 
Osler & Starkey, 1996, 2010; Valen-Sendstad, 2010)    

Learning about, through and for rights (UN 
Declaration on HRE and training, 2011)



 Language seen as a sole barrier to participation 

 Targeting of newcomers, not whole population

 It’s for schools ‘more multicultural’ than we are (Lindquist 
& Osler, 2016)

 Crisis citizenship: developed in response to conflict or civil 
unrest (post conflict education initiatives e.g. Northern 
Ireland, or  urban disturbances , even terror attacks )   

 Faces tensions from high-stakes testing (Sleeter, 2005) 

Commonplace approaches to 
education for citizenship in Europe



 The perspectives of minoritised or marginalised 
communities (Osler & Lybæk, 2014)

 feelings of neglect and exclusion in response to austerity 
measures     

 Structural inequality, institutionalised discrimination
 Discussion of power in the curriculum:

Whose knowledge is this?  (Apple, 2004)
Who benefits? who loses? (Freire, 1970) 

 Students not only need to learn to ‘read the word’ to ‘read 
the world’ (Freire’s critical literacy ) but to ‘read the world to 
change it’ (Peterson, 2009)

 KEY QUESTION: is integration through education seen as a 
one way or two-way process? 

What such approaches ignore 



 human rights are ‘an expression of the human 
urge to resist oppression’

 Then HRE must necessarily be about 
supporting students to name inequality,  
challenge injustice, make a difference, 
develop solidarities at local, national and 
global levels

What are human rights? 



Them and us: human rights heaven and hell (Okafor 
and Agbakwa, 2001): an ongoing process of 

othering  

Teachers consider human rights abuses 
in Norway as ‘peanuts’ (Vesterdal, 2016) 

So they teach about human rights abuses 
elsewhere- linked to Nordic HR paradox) (NIHR)



Human rights= freedom of expression? 
Paris 11 January 2015 



Learning from teachers without borders 1 : flexible citizenship, 
human rights and stories behind globalisation 

Veronica, London

 own experiences of migration (leaving 
London as a small child to live in Ghana, 
returning  as a young adult)inform her 
approach to teaching citizenship

 well-loved teacher ready to share her 
personal story with students

 , the concept of “flexible citizenship” (Ong, 
1999) rooted in life experience

 Learning from her own sons

 Moral and political responsibility to 
students:  sharing food, teaching about 
refugees  + economic migrants

 Ready to address poverty and students 
immediate problems and needs

 her experiences and her students’ 
experiences help present the human 
stories behind globalization.



Learning from teachers without borders 2: 
challenging the concept of the nation with the help 

of a superhero  

Mr Ogawa, Nara, Japan 
 De-constructing the concept of 

the nation

 Using superhero to get children 
to think beyond Japan's borders 
+ develop 

 Political aspect- using current 
news

 In context of a developing far 
right exclusive narrative + 
attacks on Japanese Koreans  





Teachers without borders 3: struggle 
for recognition and equality   

Min-Ji, Osaka, Japan 

 Teaching in “Korea-town” in a 
middle school

 Ethnic studies teacher 

 3rd generation Korean-
Japanese (non-citizen) 

 As a child believed herself 
‘unlucky’ to be born Korean in 
Japan

 Educating children to be proud 
of heritage and demand 
equality 

 in Japan, it is not easy to teach 
about the difficult past



Learning from teachers without borders 
4: asking others to recognise diversity as 

an asset for democracy 
 Elif, Norwegian citizen of Turkish 

descent 

 Desires to wake up her colleagues, 
challenge them, break their 
stereotypes of what it means to be 
Turkish (and Norwegian) 

 Concerned about ‘well-meaning’ 
teachers limiting children's life 
chances

 Concerned about teachers’ 
stereotypes of Turkish boys 

 Designs own learning materials to 
present another way of being 
both/and identities and a diverse 
society 



theorizing and applying human rights and social 
justice education

3  Ways forward



Universality: a key concept in human rights

Minority cultures fear homogenizing impact 
of mainstream culture and education

Asymmetrical power relationships need to 
be acknowledged and explored  

Universality: how are rights applied in 
different cultural settings?



The narrative imagination

Homi Bhabha
Post-colonial theorist

 ‘The right to narrate’: 
Bhabha (2003)

 Narrative as pedagogical 
tool 

 Successful (& on-going) 
struggles for rights

 Students can tell own 
individual and collective 
stories

 Narrative troubles the 
dominant national 
narrative  



 ‘the right to narrate’(Bhabha, 2003)

 To protect the ‘right to narrate’ is to protect a range of 
democratic imperatives: it assumes there is an 
equitable access to those institutions – schools, 
universities, museums, libraries , theatres – that give 
you a sense of a collective history and the means to 
turn those materials into a narrative of your own

The right to narrate  



 Human rights project is about our common 
humanity- a cosmopolitan project 

 The task is first to imagine (“I have a dream”) 
and then to work towards a better – a more 
just future

 Remembering that greater justice can come 
out of conflict 

Education for human rights: 
remembering the past and looking to 

the future  



 Moral obligations vs political obligations
 A just society is worth struggling for in a spirit of solidarity
 “pedagogy of the oppressed” (Freire, 1970)
 teaching has a political as well as a moral dimension. It is a 

political act.
 “Teaching involves both intended and unintended lessons, 

and it is often in the unintended hidden lessons that 
oppression finds life and reinforcement”(Kumashiro 2012).

 the teacher’s self-awareness, is an essential step in 
avoiding the processes of “banking education” which 
Freire challenged

Re-thinking the role of the teacher



 To revitalise education for social justice we need to re-
imagine the nation as cosmopolitan and as multicultural 

 Involves reconceptualising the curriculum so it does not 
promote an exclusive national identity or encourage 
learners to see themselves as part of a nation whose 
interests are which is necessarily opposed to other nations/ 
regions/ religions 

 A form of education which equips students to challenge 
injustice in the here and now  

Cosmopolitanism and human rights 
at home 



 Activities for evaluating the 
degree to which your school 
allows children to enjoy their 
human rights

 Activities which allow 
students to link HR articles to 
community places; school, 
park, police station etc.

 Demonstrates power of 
narrative/ storytelling 



 Draw on theory and put it into practice (reflexive)

 Know there are always new things to learn

 Recognise and build on students multiple identities 

 Respect children’s rights  

 Prepare their students to participate in their local communities 

 Help students to understand and contribute to an 
interdependent nation and an interdependent world

 Equip students with skills to be politically efficacious 

 Care for and about their students (Noddings, 2013) 

 Are ready to struggle for justice     

Teachers educating for human rights: 
recognising political and moral 

responsibilities to students 


