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Abstract 

The topic of this thesis is the role of human rights education (HRE) in Norway. In spite of 

increased recognition, there have been relatively few studies on its practice, approaches and 

purposes. Thus, there is a lack of research-based knowledge concerning how and why human 

rights education is practiced in Norwegian schools. This study explores and discusses these 

aspects. This is a qualitative, interpretive study with document-and discourse analytical 

approaches to the Norwegian guidelines and steering documents, combined with in-depth 

interviews of teachers in Social Studies in a sample of upper secondary schools. The starting 

point of the thesis is the international legal definitions of the HRE concept. The study further 

builds on work within this international research field, with critical cosmopolitan theory and 

educational approaches to human rights as the theoretical foundation. The aim of the study is 

to understand and discuss the role of human rights education in the Norwegian school system, 

and to contribute to the theoretical fundament of Social Studies Education. 

The main findings in my study point to human rights primarily as a platform of values, and as 

an inclusive principle in the steering documents, while there are fewer indications of 

comprehensive HRE as empowerment to critical and active participation in society. 

Furthermore, the study shows that HRE also serves the role as a component of national 

identity construction, where the image of Norway as a harmonic human rights regime is 

constituted both for domestic consumption and as valuable political currency in the 

international arena. The empirical material from the teacher interviews mirrors these 

tendencies, even though it also shows varied interpretations of the essence of human rights 

education. This material shows support of HRE as important, particularly as a bulwark against 

apathy and anti-democratic tendencies. Additionally, findings point to dichotomizations, 

where the harmonic Norway is frequently presented as a contrast to foreign countries. Here, 

brutal human rights violations dominate the narratives, and are primarily seen as a problem 

outside national borders. This may make the student’s own context less relevant, thus leading 

to complacency and creating less space for active participation where critical reflection 

concerning the nexus between local, national and global obligations is essential. The findings, 

however, do not differ substantially from international and cross-national studies on HRE. As 

in Norway, the concept is often interpreted synonymously to a form of democratic upbringing 

where the focus is more on voter education and loyalty to national, political institutions rather 

than a more comprehensive approach to learning for human rights. 



Sammendrag 

Denne avhandlingen omhandler menneskerettighetsundervisningens rolle i norsk skole. 

Temaet har, til tross for økt anerkjennelse, vært gjenstand for relativt lite forskning når det 

gjelder dets praksis, tilnærminger og hensikter, både i Norge og internasjonalt. Vi mangler 

derfor forskningsbasert kunnskap om hvordan og hvorfor menneskerettighetsundervisning blir 

praktisert. Denne studien utforsker og drøfter disse aspektene. Avhandlingen er en kvalitativ, 

fortolkende studie med dokument-og diskursanalytiske tilnærminger til den norske skolens 

føringer og styringsdokumenter, samt dybdeintervjuer med samfunnsfaglærere i et utvalg 

videregående skoler. Avhandlingen tar utgangspunkt i folkerettslige definisjoner av begrepet 

human rights education, og bygger på dette internasjonale forskningsfeltet, med kritisk, 

kosmopolitisk teori og menneskerettsdidaktiske perspektiver som teoretisk fundament. 

Formålet med studien er å forstå og drøfte menneskerettighetsundervisningens rolle i 

skolesystemet, samt å utvikle samfunnsfagdidaktikkens teoretiske plattform. 

Studiens hovedfunn peker mot menneskerettigheter først og fremst som verdigrunnlag og 

inkluderende prinsipp i styringsdokumentene, samtidig som det er færre spor av helhetlig 

menneskerettighetsundervisning som myndiggjøring til kritisk og aktiv samfunnsdeltagelse. 

Videre viser studien at opplæringen om temaet også inngår i en rolle som komponent i 

nasjonal identitetskonstruksjon, der bildet av Norge som et harmonisk 

menneskerettighetsregime blir konstituert både for «indremedisinsk» bruk og som 

utenrikspolitisk valuta. Datamaterialet fra dybdeintervjuer med samfunnsfaglærerne avspeiler 

disse tendensene, selv om det også viser ulike forståelser av hva 

menneskerettighetsundervisning innebærer. Materialet viser solid støtte til 

menneskerettigheter som sentral del av opplæringen og som bolverk mot apati og 

antidemokratiske holdninger. Her er det i tillegg funn som peker mot dikotomiseringer som 

kontrasterer det harmoniske Norge mot det kaotiske Utlandet, der brutale menneskerettsbrudd 

dominerer fortellingen, ofte kommunisert som et problem primært utenfor landets grenser. 

Dette kan medføre at elevenes egen kontekst blir ekskludert og skape mindre rom for aktiv 

deltagelse, der kritisk bevissthet om sammenhenger mellom lokale, nasjonale og globale 

forpliktelser står sentralt. Funnene avviker imidlertid ikke spesielt fra internasjonale studier 

der tendensene viser, som i Norge, at menneskerettighetsundervisning ofte blir forstått 

synonymt med demokratiopplæring med fokus på valg og oppslutning om nasjonale, politiske 

institusjoner, heller enn en mer helhetlig tilnærming til læring for menneskerettigheter. 
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1 Introduction  
 

The atrocities of World War II illustrated a total neglect of human dignity, where millions of 

people were victims of the dehumanization that characterized the holocaust. The Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) of 1948 emerged as a result of these experiences, and 

the member nations of the UN “vowed never again to allow atrocities like those of that 

conflict happen again”.1Human rights today however, are under pressure from different sides. 

There are several global and national events in recent years that have challenged perceptions 

of democratic life and the role of education in developing sustainable societies. The terrorist 

assaults in Paris and Copenhagen in 2015 are two of the latest examples of how, for instance, 

the position concerning freedom of speech and freedom of religion is under attack. In 

addition, in the aftermath of the 9/11 terror, political and civil rights were downgraded for 

national security reasons in countries which base legitimacy on liberal-democratic principles. 

These actions indicate that basic rights may be ignored at the cost of surveillance and 

discriminatory treatment of people in the name of democracy (Human Rights Watch, 2014, 

2010). In 2011, the terrorist attack at Utøya and in Oslo showed that totalitarian ideologies in 

all forms are a major threat to democratic life, be it extreme right- or left-wing or religious-

based, where the perpetrator is willing and able to carry out mass murder to follow his 

ideological convictions, similar to his totalitarian counterparts in religious disguise in which 

he claimed to defend the European societies from (in addition to targeting enemies defined as 

multiculturalists, feminists and anti-nationalists). 

The financial crisis has also challenged the status of human rights. Here, governments 

increasingly open to quick solutions undermine the economic, social2 and cultural rights as 

well as political and civil rights of individuals under their jurisdiction in order to restart 

economic growth and develop national identity challenged by globalization processes. These 

policies contribute to growing inequality, discrimination and global injustice, with serious 

                                                           
1 As described by the organization itself, commenting on the emergence of the UDHR (United Nations, n.d.2). 
Note: All references in the footnotes retrieved from electronic sources and addressed with URL, are checked and 

controlled as valid web addresses by May 1, 2015. 
2 Nolan (2014) argues that despite its obvious human rights dimension, prescriptions to solve the financial crisis 

made by the international community have barely included this framework: “Far from putting an end to the 

dominance of anti-statist unregulated free market liberalism that predated and contributed to the crises, it is 

strongly arguable that by rescuing the financial markets (through taxpayer money), mainstream neoliberalism 

has actually contrived an opportunity to intensify the dominance of individualistic, anti-statist unregulated free 

market liberalism, and that this has been at the expense of other, more potentially ‘human rights- friendly’ 

models (Nolan, 2014, p. 4)”. 
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consequences for the most vulnerable groups (Council of Europe 2014; Office of the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2013). Additionally, climate changes, 

pollution and other environmental problems have caused people in different parts of the world 

to migrate or live in worsened living conditions due to the effects of anthropogenic activities, 

which again weaken the collective rights of people to live in dignity. Last but not least, the 

numerous events in the wake of the Arab Spring 3 with civil wars, international intervention, 

state breakdowns and the emergence of the totalitarian Islamic State (IS) include catastrophic 

consequences for large parts of the populations, a total neglect of human rights such as mass 

killings, brutal warfare as well as millions of refugees leaving their homes causing new crises 

and international destabilization. In short, there are reasons to argue that human rights – as a 

legal and moral expression of basic standards that protect human dignity and agency – are 

threatened by claims of state-based power interests and national security, increased corporate 

power, by totalitarian groups in diverse disguises and by omitting to recognize global 

environmental issues, among others. In a global context these challenges are affecting, 

directly or indirectly, most states including Norway. The threats indicate a lack of recognizing 

human beings as ends rather than means, as illustrated in Kant’s categorical imperative 

(2003). In this context, the knowledge, attitudes and skills for upholding and protecting the 

principles and norms necessary to a life of dignity seem to be more relevant than ever, where 

human rights education (HRE) represents an inclusive, sustainable form of education to 

achieve these goals. In order to enjoy and uphold the rights of the UDHR, there is a crucial 

premise – people need to know its framework and develop skills and attitudes underpinning it, 

as well as respecting and protecting the rights of others (Osler & Starkey, 2010). Article 26 of 

the declaration states the right to education, which is also regarded as “the key to unlock other 

human rights” (Tomaševski, 2003, p. 32). This article involves a right to human rights 

education4 (Alfredsson, 2001), where knowledge, attitudes and skills fostering a human rights 

culture is at the core.  

 

This Ph.D. - dissertation is a qualitative, interpretive study aiming to explore, describe and 

discuss the roles of human rights education in Norway, with a specific view on the subject 

called Social Studies in upper secondary school. After the end of the cold war, there has been 

a growing consensus in the international community on the crucial contribution of human 

                                                           
3 It remains to conclude though, on the long-term effects of the Arab Spring, which started as protests and mass 

demonstrations caused by dissatisfaction with authoritarian regimes and/or calls for democratic rule.  
4 See below for states’ obligations and the status of human rights education in international law.  
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rights education (HRE) to the realization of human rights (Ippoliti, 2009), and states today are 

increasingly adopting the rhetoric of human rights education (Mihr, 2009b). The United 

Nations Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training of 2011 and the Council of 

Europe Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education of 

2010 are the latest manifestations by intergovernmental organizations to set these issues on 

the international agenda, as an incentive for states to implement strategies integrating human 

rights in the educational system. However, despite the efforts of intergovernmental 

organizations like the United Nations and the Council of Europe to encourage member states 

to implement HRE in their educational systems, and member states actually giving their 

support to charters, declarations, both in non-binding agreements and in legally binding 

conventions and treaties, there seems to be a gap between promotion and realization, and 

between intentions and implementation (Gerber 2013; Lapayese, 2004; Mahler, Mihr & 

Toivanen, 2009). Even though national legislation often provides a basis for human rights 

education, a general trend is that ”(…) comprehensive national plans of action for human 

rights education, targeting secondary schools remains at the policy level. Full implementation 

of human rights education in classrooms remains to be seen” (Lapayese, 2004, p. 179).  

 

In this context, how is the situation in Norway? How is such education constituted in the 

Norwegian school system, and how and to what degree is it implemented in the classrooms? 

In 1999, the Norwegian government launched White Paper no.21 1999-2000 called “Focus on 

Human Dignity: A Plan of Action for Human Rights” to strengthen the human rights 

framework in all parts of the society in Norway (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

1999, p. 4). The White Paper confirms that “The Universal Declaration of Human Rights and 

the human rights conventions prescribe that states have an obligation to promote knowledge 

and awareness of human rights through education and information”(ibid5., p. 244). In spite of 

the relatively high ambitions concerning HRE in this document, there have been few major 

studies mapping human rights education in the country and how the topic is implemented and 

interpreted at the grass roots level.6 The 2009 Universal Periodic Report (UPR) to the UN 

describing the human rights situation in Norway, states:  

 

Education and training in human rights is a prerequisite for promoting and protecting 

human rights. Norway does not currently have an overview over courses, teacher 

                                                           
5 I use the term ibid. (abbreviation for the Latin ibidem, meaning "The same") in textual references to a source 

that has been mentioned in the previous reference. 
6 See chapter 2 where relevant previous research is presented and discussed.  
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qualifications and implementation of such education, or knowledge of the extent to 

which personnel in key professions have sufficient operational competence to identify 

possible human rights violations (The Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009, p. 

20).  

 

This Norwegian report recognizes HRE as a key to unlocking human rights, while indicating 

that there is a lack of overview and research concerning the implementation of such 

education. This lack includes how HRE is interpreted, what kind of approaches is dominant 

and how practice is carried out in the classrooms. These factors are decisive to understanding 

the roles of such education and research may offer fruitful knowledge in the development of 

good practice (Tibbits & Kirchschlaeger, 2010). 

 

1.1 Research questions 

Exploring the roles7 of an educational topic not only concerns developing knowledge about its 

implementation, but also its theoretical framework, purposes, interpretations, and position in 

educational policy. In this thesis I aim to explore selected aspects that shed light on these 

elements in order to discuss its role in Norwegian schools. It is necessary however, to limit 

the scope of the project as well as concretize what I actually aim to explore through a main 

research question and sub-questions that point to and shed light on the main one. In this thesis 

I am focusing on neither empirical evaluation of HRE practice and factual outcome nor the 

way HRE is carried out within the classrooms through observance. Rather, I aim to explore its 

positions and significance through the perspectives understood as content, topics and 

methods, purposes and interpretations of human rights education, as described on two 

different levels in Norway: the policy level and the teacher level. Moreover, I aim to develop 

a theoretical framework working as lenses to the analysis. As indicated, I have also limited the 

scope through focusing on upper secondary schools.8  

 

Hence, my main research question is as follows: How is human rights education constituted 

and implemented in the Norwegian school system, and what are its purposes? The 

formulation opens up for investigating both the teacher level and the policy level, and points 

                                                           
7 Here the term role is understood as position of the concept, its significance and spheres of influence- 

responding to for instance: which discourses and practices are nurtured by the concept and how? Where and in 

what context is human rights education constituted as essential and not? This use of the term is not exhausting, 

but points to its direction in this dissertation, clarifying roles as what is given weight (and not), how and to what 

purpose.  
8 See chapter 2 and 4 for a further account on the choice of limiting the scope.  
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to interpretations of the concept, how it is implemented and its purposes. Combining these 

elements can contribute to describing the roles of HRE through a number of sub-questions. At 

the policy level I will explore the role of HRE through the following sub-questions: 1. How is 

human rights education posited by educational authorities and to what purpose? 2. How is 

the interplay between foreign policy and national identity in Norway, and within this context; 

what is the role of human rights education? Furthermore, the subsequent sub-questions will 

shed light on HRE at the teacher level where qualitative interviews of teachers in upper 

secondary school represent the empirical material. 3. How is human rights education 

interpreted by teachers in upper secondary schools in Norway and what are their purposes? 

4. Which perspectives and topics of human rights are described as dominant in the classrooms 

and why? 

 

The research questions addressed in this work draw attention to varying dimensions of human 

rights education. One aspect of this is the interplay between the two levels, between policy 

and teachers and how and to what degree structural guidelines influence the agents at the 

grassroots. It also signals that the nature of human rights education is complex. This thesis 

addresses key didactic questions concerning the content of an individual subject, the strategies 

adapted in its learning process, and the purposes of the subject (Gundem, 2008, p.5), which 

serve to study the roles of HRE in the Norwegian school. The different dimensions of this 

study and the selected components pointing towards HRE’s position are illustrated as such: 
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Theoretical framework and previous research 

 

 

Figure 1. Key factors to explore the roles of HRE 

The funnel roughly describes how the political guidelines and the teachers’ approaches as 

well as the interpretations and purposes of human rights education on all levels contribute to 

exploring the position of HRE in Norway. The illustration shows what I will emphasize in the 

study, but also what I find determinant in order to address the research questions. In addition 

to the main elements expressed above, the methodology and my scientific position, along with 

my pre-understanding, reflexivity and view on HRE will necessarily influence how the 

empirical material is interpreted, along with the theoretical framework and previous research. 

These factors represent axes of interpretation in which the funnel operates throughout the 

research process. Below I will describe the structure of the thesis where these elements are 

integrated, in order to clarify the content of the different parts and how they relate.  
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1.2 Structure of the thesis 
The thesis can be divided in four distinct parts, where the first consists of chapters that lay the 

foundation for the study, starting with chapter 1 on introduction, Norwegian obligations and 

definitions of the concept. In this chapter, I contextualize the topic of the thesis in light of 

current global challenges, present the research questions, explore the status of human rights 

education in international law, and define the Norwegian obligations regarding HRE. 

Additionally, I discuss the different definitions of HRE and how it relates to other educational 

concepts, particularly to education for democratic citizenship (EDC). The literature review in 

chapter 2 presents empirical research on human rights education, exploring international and 

cross-national as well as national studies that shed light on the research questions. Here I also 

present Norwegian studies that are more indirectly linked to HRE in addition to studies that 

explicitly address the topic. The theoretical framework is presented in chapter 3, where I 

discuss and draw on human rights theory, critical cosmopolitan theory and educational 

approaches to human rights, in order to develop a ‘HRE component model’ for sustainable 

practice. In chapter 4, I present the methodology, methods and describe the different phases of 

the research process. Here I position myself within a social constructionism paradigm, using 

qualitative approaches to explore and interpret the roles of HRE in Norwegian upper 

secondary schools and in educational policy, including discourse-analytical approaches with 

data from steering documents, reports and semi-structured interviews of teachers.  

 

The second part includes analysis of the policy level, involving educational policy and 

steering documents, where the role of HRE in national identity construction is under scrutiny 

in chapter 5. Here I discuss whether human rights education is a component in Norwegian 

national identity construction as well as in Norwegian foreign policy, and how these are 

intertwined through the national human rights discourse. In chapter 6 I explore and analyze 

the position of human rights in steering documents of Norwegian education – such as the 

Education Act and the curriculum of Social Studies in upper secondary school, which is the 

main target of my study.  

 

The third part includes analysis of the teacher level, where empirical data of qualitative 

interviews with teachers in upper secondary school is analyzed and discussed. In chapter 7 I 

analyze the teachers’ interpretations of human rights, their purposes of implementing human 

rights education and how different interpretations of human rights and purposes of HRE may 

produce different outcomes. In chapter 8 I analyze and discuss the teachers’ approaches 
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concerning HRE, exploring both dominating tendencies of their described practice and 

alternative or more uncommon perspectives. Here the focus is on the content, perspectives 

and strategies of their HRE practice, leading to a discussion of how the different approaches 

contribute to learning about, through and for human rights. In light of the tendencies emerging 

from the empirical material, I discuss the broader educational and societal consequences of 

the practice. The fourth part, chapter 9, involves the summary of the findings with the main 

conclusions and implications, along with selected recommendations based on the findings of 

this thesis.  

 

1.3 Human rights education in international law–Norwegian obligations 
The implementation of human rights education in the school system can be legitimized along 

several dimensions. An important source of and a legitimate basis of this topic is international 

law, along with domestic law, national educational guidelines, curricula and framework in 

which these topics are included. Here I will draw on the different international obligations that 

shed light on the Norwegian framework towards HRE. I will here argue that international law 

is both an important guideline to define and to give specific directions to human rights 

education, as well as a starting point for claiming the Norwegian obligations concerning HRE 

as having substantial legal effect. In this context it is appropriate to emphasize the legally 

binding conventions manifested through, for instance, the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (CRC) article 29 (1), the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (ICESC) article 13 (1)9 and protocol 1 article 2 to the European Convention on Human 

Rights (ECHR).10 In addition, there are also declarations, charters and recommendations – 

international standards that are agreed upon and recognized, but not legally binding. This 

implies the presence of HRE in international human rights instruments; declarations, 

conventions and customary international law that regulate the relations between states and 

between states and individuals within the state’s jurisdiction (Andenæs & Bjørge, 2012; 

Fleischer 1976, p.236-239). An essential starting point here is the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, where article 26 underlines the right to education. Moreover, paragraph 26(2) 

places human rights education as an integrated part of the right to education, stating that: 

                                                           
9 The core international human rights instruments and their monitoring bodies can be found at the Office of the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights’(n.d. 5)website: 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CoreInstruments.aspx The Office of the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) is the coordinator of United Nations education and public 

information programmes in the field of human rights, including HRE. 
10 This can be located at: http://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Convention_ENG.pdf  

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CoreInstruments.aspx
http://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Convention_ENG.pdf
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Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the 

strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote 

understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, 

and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of  

peace (United Nations, n.d.1) 

 

This paragraph of the UDHR, which is a non-binding document, implies that there is not only 

a right to education, but also to human rights education as an essential aspect of the article. 

This is further emphasized in the legally binding conventions codified in the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESC) art. 13, in (to a lesser degree) the 

European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) protocol 1, art.2 and International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).11 This legal status of HRE was reaffirmed and 

strengthened through the adoption of the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action on 25 

June 1993, by the World Conference on Human Rights, where the parts agreed upon the 

position of HRE as a right of its own in paragraph 33, section I:  

 

The World Conference on Human Rights reaffirms that States are duty-bound, as 

stipulated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and in other international human 

rights instruments, to ensure that education is aimed at strengthening the respect of 

human rights and fundamental freedoms. The World Conference on Human Rights 

emphasizes the importance of incorporating the subject of human rights education 

programmes and calls upon States to do so (Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, 1993a).  

 

Hence, the (non-binding) declarations and the legally binding conventions point towards a 

right to human rights education and the right to education requires protection of human rights 

(Baxi, 1997; Osler & Starkey, 2010; Spring, 2000). Moreover, the World Conference on 

                                                           
11 The right to human rights education in the ECHR and ICCPR is more implicit than the explicit statements in 

art. 13 of the ICESC, but can also be interpreted in this direction through articles concerned with non-

discrimination and equality (Høstmælingen, 2003, p. 311) and the doctrine of Drittwirkung- the third party effect 

and positive rights (Andenæs & Bjørge, 2012, p. 129-136, p. 54-55). Article 5 and 7 of the International 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), article 10 of The Convention on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the Convention against 

Discrimination in Education (CDE), especially article 5, are examples that can be related to HRE.  
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Human Rights (Vienna Declaration and Programme for Action) also resulted in proclaiming 

the United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education (1995-2004) through the UN 

General Assembly Resolution 49/184 of 23 December 1994. This was followed up by the 

proclamation of the World Programme for Human Rights Education (2005-ongoing) to 

“advance the implementation of human rights education programmes in all sectors”. This 

program was divided in three phases (2005-2009, 2010-2015, 2015-2019), focusing on 

different sectors of the society, where the first phase (2005-2009) focused on HRE in primary 

and secondary schools systems (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights, n.d.6).          

 

The increased focus on HRE as a recognized right and premise for creating a global human 

rights culture culminated in the UN General Assembly adoption of the United Nations 

Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training by resolution 66/137 in 2011. Article 1 

confirms the right to HRE: “everyone has the right to know, seek and receive information 

about all human rights and fundamental freedoms and should have access to human rights 

education and training”. The preamble emphasizes the link between HRE to the enjoyment of 

human rights by “(…) acknowledging the fundamental importance of human rights education 

and training in contributing to the promotion, protection and effective realization of all human 

rights” (United Nations, 2011, p.2). In addition, the regional Council of Europe (CoE) also 

adopted the Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education in 

2010, calling on governments of member states to implement measures based on the 

provisions of the Charter ( Council of Europe, 2010). The Council of Europe was established 

in 1949 to promote democracy, human rights and the rule of law throughout the continent, and 

has 47 member states, including Norway. The organization works in different areas, but the 

European Convention on Human Rights which all member states are bound to, is the 

cornerstone of all its activities, including education. Finally, in line with Lile (2011) the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, of which is highly relevant for the target groups in this 

dissertation, points to these issues. Article 28 recognizes children’s right to education, while 

article 29 (1) specifies the right to HRE, where education shall be directed to:  

 

a) The development of the child's personality, talents and mental and physical abilities 

to their fullest potential;  

(b) The development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and for 

the principles enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations;  
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(c) The development of respect for the child's parents, his or her own cultural identity, 

language and values, for the national values of the country in which the child is living, 

the country from which he or she may originate, and for civilizations different from 

his or her own;  

(d) The preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of 

understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, 

ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin;  

(e) The development of respect for the natural environment (Office of the United 

Nations High Commissioner of Human Rights, n.d.1). 

 

This legally binding convention is universally recognized (194 states have ratified the 

convention, only USA remain to do so), which means that it has “a legitimacy that is often 

lacking in other values frameworks that have been adopted by schools” (Covell, 2013, p. 40). 

Article 29 (1) is of far-reaching importance, and “promote, support and protect the core value 

of the Convention” as commented by the Committee on the Rights of the Child (2001, p. 2). 

Gerber (2008) argues that HRE, integrated in article 29 (1) should be interpreted in a holistic 

manner. The article incorporates key principles of the convention, such as non-discrimination 

(Article 2), the best interest of the child (Article 3), and the right to express views and have 

them taken into account (Article 12) (Gerber, 2008, p. 74). The convention define children as 

persons under the age of 18 years, and recognize both that children need special protection, 

and that they are citizens here and now. This also indicate that children are participants of the 

society, and HRE is thus a tool for empowering children to active citizenship, as the 

Committee on the Rights of the Child also emphasizes in the General Comment no.1 (2001, 

p.2): “The goal is to empower the child by developing his or her skills, learning and other 

capacities, human dignity, self-esteem and self-confidence”. The five aims stated in the article 

highlight the links between article 29 (1) and the struggle against racism, discrimination and 

intolerance and points to the indivisibility of human rights as well as the recognition of 

diversity as an integrated part of education. As Osler & Starkey (2005, p. 41) argues: “The 

principles provide a common standard for curriculum development, to endure that children are 

prepared to live together, respecting equality and diversity, recognizing our interdependence 

at local, national and international levels”. Norway ratified the CRC in 1991 and incorporated 

it into Norwegian law in 2003 (Lile, 2011), and is obliged to respect and uphold the principles 

presented here.  
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Norway is party to all the above- mentioned legally binding conventions in addition to the 

non-binding declarations and charters referred to, and the conventions are further incorporated 

into the Norwegian Human Rights Act of 21 May 1999 (No. 30), with precedence over other 

Norwegian legislation, according to the Human Rights Act section 2. Moreover, in 2014 

Norway celebrated its 200th anniversary of independence, whereby the 1814 constitution was 

amended with a new human rights chapter. Among the amendments approved was the right to 

education, where article 109 includes a constitutional right to HRE, stating that “the education 

shall safeguard the individual’s abilities and needs, and promote respect for democracy, the 

rule of law and human rights” (Stortinget, 2015). Although the human rights framework 

already existed in Norway either through customary law or through binding human rights 

treaties, the purpose of the amendments was to strengthen the position of human rights in the 

Norwegian system (Kierulf, 2015). Additionally, the aim was “to expose what was already 

seen to be a central basis for Norwegian democracy and rule of law also in the written 

constitution” (ibid.). 

    

The several sources of international law pointing to HRE and state obligations (Alfredsson 

2001; Ippoliti, 2009; The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights, 1999) represent a legitimate starting point in exploring the role of human rights 

education in Norway, as well as an incentive for policymakers and teachers in their practice. 

These commitments acknowledge that the concept is about not only good intentions and 

actions plans; they represent the establishment of the legal and moral right to HRE. The action 

plan for human rights launched by the government in 1999-2000 also addresses Norway’s 

legal obligations under international law (White Paper no. 21 1999-2000) on these issues. The 

international obligations form a legal and moral basis for the implementation of this subject in 

the Norwegian school system, and the state is “under a duty to enact legislation and to take 

other measures to bring about human rights education in line with these commitments” 

(Alfredsson, 2001, p. 282). Furthermore, while states have undertaken the legal obligations to 

implement provisions on HRE, there are also obligations among teachers, researchers, 

scientists, universities and other institutions of higher education to ensure that this is realized 

in accordance with the commitments (ibid.).      

 

A common element of the numerous international instruments constituting the right to human 

rights education is the knowledge of human rights as a prerequisite to expecting and 

demanding respect for rights and freedoms. This however, is not to argue that this is sufficient 
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to clarify the scope and limits of the concept. We need definitions as a framework to clarify 

the direction, content and purposes of the subject, but it is not the lack of definitions that is the 

challenge. Rather, a diversity of definitions makes it necessary to explore how the concept is 

approached in different sources, in order to clarify how I aim to interpret and use the concept 

in this dissertation and how the definitions serve to shape HRE practice in the Norwegian 

school system. 

1.4 Defining human rights education – how and why? 

What is human rights education, how do we define it, and what is its main content? In this 

section I will discuss and explore different definitions in order to clarify and limit the concept. 

Existing definitions are diverse, and mirror in many ways the different positions of the agents 

and institutions authorizing those (Flowers, 2002). These agents may be international 

governmental organizations (IGOs) such as the United Nations and the Council of Europe, or 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs), both international and national, such as Amnesty 

International and the International Red Cross. Furthermore, both national educational 

representatives of public policy and scholars have contributed to defining the scope and limits 

of the HRE concept. In this context, I find it fruitful to present the definitions that seem to 

have gained a certain degree of consensus, and which are related to the legal obligations of 

Norway through different international law instruments–both treaties and declarations that 

emphasize the primary responsibility of states for ensuring the implementation of HRE 

(Alfredsson, 2001). I will further discuss the relations and distinctions between human rights 

education and education for democratic citizenship (EDC) to clarify possible tensions in their 

interrelationship, arguing that these are complementary, but distinct concepts.12 The 

philosophical assumptions and the more detailed discussion of this dissertation’s theoretical 

framework are located in chapter 3, limiting this section to define the concept and discuss its 

different implications.  

The question of definitions of the concept need to be addressed if the term is to work as an 

operating and guiding principle throughout the dissertation. The starting point is a simple, but 

crucial postulate concerning the anatomy of human rights education: ‘you need to know your 

rights in order to uphold and protect them’. As Osler and Starkey (2010) points out, horizontal 

relations between individuals are often the emphasis in school programs addressing children’s 

                                                           
12 Intercultural education is also a concept emphasized by the Council of Europe. Although there are clear 

connections between this, EDC and HRE as well as concepts like political education, citizenship education and 

civic education), I use the term only implicitly by discussing diversity and inclusion in the context of HRE and 

EDC in several chapters of the thesis.  
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human rights, where they learn not to bully and to treat each other with respect and tolerance. 

Although this is obviously an important part of students’ social skills and moral upbringing, it 

often neglects the vertical relations between individuals and the nation-state and may 

unintendedly encourage simple compliance. Thus, students are “not made aware of the 

responsibility of the government to uphold the rights of all, or the means by which they might 

hold governments, particularity their own government, to account when their rights, or those 

of others, are infringed” (Osler & Starkey, 2010, p.17).  

Consequently, without knowing these rights and their mechanisms, there are no effective 

rights, and this point lifts the role of education as an essential right itself (Alfredsson, 2001; 

Baxi, 1997; Lile, 2011; Mahler, 2006; Osler & Starkey, 2010; Spring, 2000), as this is the 

vehicle for being informed, to know and defend all categories of rights.13 Moreover, article 26 

of the UDHR illustrates that human rights education is a human right, when describing the 

right to education in section 2: “Education shall be directed to the full development of the 

human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental 

freedoms (…)”. This was further elaborated in the United Nations Declaration on Human 

Rights Education and Training from 2011, which is the latest and most comprehensive 

international document concerning HRE, and symbolizes an international consensus on what 

HRE is and what it aims at in article 2 (1): 

Human rights education and training comprises all educational, training, information, 

awareness-raising and learning activities aimed at promoting universal respect for and 

observance of all human rights and fundamental freedoms and thus contributing, inter 

alia, to the prevention of human rights violations and abuses by providing persons with 

knowledge, skills and understanding and developing their attitudes and behaviours, to 

empower them to contribute to the building and promotion of a universal culture of 

human rights.14 

 

The definition may be seen as a compromise in the interplay between states, IGOs and NGOs 

involved in the process of developing the concept towards a UN resolution, and is therefore a 

mixture of transformative and more preservative aims, between societal and individual 

                                                           
13 See also the OHCHR publication “The Right to Human Rights education” which presents HRE provisions in 

international and regional documents until 1999 (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner of Human 

Rights, 1999). 
14 Resolution 66/137 was adopted by the General Assembly on 19 December 2011 (United Nations, 2011). 
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considerations and between different state interests and activist interests represented by 

human rights NGOs. Paragraph 2 of the same article describes the anatomy of HRE, where 

different dimensions of the concept are essential to secure a holistic learning process15:  

2. Human rights education and training encompasses: 

(a) Education about human rights, which includes providing knowledge and 

understanding of human rights norms and principles, the values that underpin them 

and the mechanisms for their protection; 

(b) Education through human rights, which includes learning and teaching in 

a way that respects the rights of both educators and learners; 

(c) Education for human rights, which includes empowering persons to 

enjoy and exercise their rights and to respect and uphold the rights of others (ibid.). 

The “trinity” of education about, through and for human rights is further presented in the 

theory chapter, but its content mirrors the consensus concerning the concrete directions of 

what HRE is about, how it should be taught and why. I interpret key documents such as the 

UDHR, the 1966 conventions (ICCPR and ICECSR) and the European Convention on Human 

Rights as the basic human rights framework in which norms, values and principles derive 

from (Flowers, 2004; Tibbits, 2002). This is not to argue that these written sources are sacred 

and unquestionable; on the contrary, these sources, in line with the core principle of HRE as a 

critical tool to challenge and question authorities (Meintjes, 1997; Spring, 2000; Toivanen, 

2009) should also be scrutinized and dissected to discuss its legitimacy. Still, it represents a 

useful starting point to define human rights education in line with what states as the primary 

duty-bearers in implementing HRE should include to fulfilling their obligations. The 

paragraph, although broad and open to some degree of interpretation and ranking of priorities, 

emphasizes the interdependence between the proposals linked to the concept.  

The UN definition on HRE including all articles of the declaration represents a quite holistic 

approach to HRE, where the content, methods and aims are described. An even more detailed 

definition, especially for my focus on upper secondary schools, is presented in the publication 

from Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe(OSCE) on guidelines for HRE in 

secondary school systems. In this publication, both the United Nations and Council of Europe 

                                                           
15 Holistic is in this thesis understood and defined as comprehensive, in contrast to education that involves 

certain aspects and excludes others. This implies education that covers different dimensions, perspectives and 

categories of rights, where these different (and sometimes contradicting) components give a more complete 

approach towards the concept.  
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participated and contributed along with a sample of NGOs, universities, independent experts 

and national agencies and human rights institutions across Europe (The Organization for 

Security and Co-operation in Europe, 2012). It is based on the UN Declaration from 2011 and 

the Council of Europe’s Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights 

Education (2010), along with relevant conventions and key policy and resource documents 

promulgated by the UN, regional HR bodies and other agencies (The Organization for 

Security and Co-operation in Europe, 2012, p. 14). The guidelines are organized in six 

structural areas– the human rights-based approach to human rights education; core 

competencies; curricula; teaching and learning processes; evaluation; and professional 

development and support of educational Guidelines on Human Rights Education for 

Secondary School Systems personnel (ibid.). Hence, it can be argued that the guidelines 

exemplify a manual for how to implement HRE within a European state, a standardized 

‘curriculum’ for policymakers to develop holistic HRE in their countries. Nevertheless, my 

point in referring to the OSCE guidelines is to show that there exist several international 

documents that explicitly target the concept of human rights education. In the following I will 

illustrate how language form and constitute different positions on the nature of HRE and how 

these interplay with and are distinct from other concepts such as education for democratic 

citizenship (EDC) which will be targeted in the final stage of this chapter on definitions.  

1.4.1 IGO and NGO definitions of human rights education  

As emphasized by Connolly (1993, p.1-2), “the language of politics is not a neutral medium 

that conveys ideas independently formed, but an institutionalized structure of meanings that 

channels political thought and action in certain directions”. Policy documents at the 

intergovernmental level, as an important element of the groundwork for chosen political 

strategies, can be interpreted in light of this argument where institutionalized structures of 

meaning channels action in the educational system in certain directions related to HRE. It 

forms a political discourse that refers to how meaning is constructed within the framework of 

a certain vocabulary that influences both the inclusion and exclusion of concepts and terms, 

thereby includes, and excludes elements of implementation. IGOs such as the United Nations 

and Council of Europe are global and regional institutions representing, broadly speaking, a 

certain consensus between the member states on adopted goals and policies, which have been 

developed through negotiations and compromises that works as guidelines within the member 
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states as well.16 Although most recommendations and declarations only have moral force, 

“they reflect political commitments of States, and governments are expected to take measures 

for giving them effect through national legislation”17, and derive from different conventions 

with legal force, such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and the European Convention 

on Human Rights (ECHR). The political commitments of the member states indicate that 

recommendations from the intergovernmental level may influence national policies in 

different ways, although I will underline that the process of developing these 

recommendations and definitions may also reflect asymmetrical power relations within these 

organizations. NGOs working for human rights education though, are more or less 

independent movements with the intention of protecting human rights of individuals or 

specific vulnerable groups and represent in many ways alternative or even opposing positions 

to states and powerful institutions in terms of influence, agenda and purpose (Mihr, 2009b).  

Flowers (2004) finds that there are conflicting definitions of HRE, and she makes three 

distinct groupings where a) IGOs b) NGOs and c) academics18 represent critical differences in 

the way HRE is conceived. The intergovernmental bodies seem to stress peace, continuity and 

social order when describing the role of HRE. Thus, rhetoric terms such as peace, tolerance, 

development, democracy and social order are repeating in the intergovernmental discourse of 

HRE (ibid., p. 108). This may be defined as preservative efforts, focusing on outcomes and 

that the value of HRE lies in its strategic instrumentality for the social good (Flowers, 2004, 

p.110). This signals that the focus is not primarily to produce critical, active citizens equipped 

with skills and tools to empower and develop social change, but to preserve peace and order 

for the common good, and thus the state itself.  

                                                           
16 An indication of this aspect is the CoE’s decision-making body, which is the Committee of Ministers. The 

committee is made up of the ministers of foreign affairs of each of the 47 member states, deciding Council of 

Europe policy and approves its budget and programmes of activities. The primary aim of the Council of Europe 

is to create a common democratic and legal area throughout the whole of the continent, ensuring respect for its 

fundamental values: human rights, democracy and the rule of law. This also illustrates the function of different 

bodies and specialized agencies within the United Nations, such as UNESCO (United Nations Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organization). 
17 See http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/standards-and-norms/ It is important to underline that this is not 

the case of conventions and international treaties, which also are legally binding to states that have ratified these, 

and some of the elements concerning human rights education overlap both the morally binding recommendations 

and declarations and the legal obligations that influence national legislation. See the introduction section 

discussing Norway’s legal obligations towards HRE.  
18 Academics and educational thinkers tend to define HRE as an ethical framework for universal application, 

emphasizing terms like principles, norms, values and moral choices (Flowers, 2004, p. 115) In this context, I 

focus most on the relations between IGO and NGO approaches.  

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/standards-and-norms/
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The NGOs, on the other hand, seek different outcomes from those of the governmental 

bodies, as they stress challenging the governmental prerogative when defining the common 

good of citizens. Here the efforts are more transformative, according to Flowers, seeking to 

use HRE as a tool for social change, limiting state power, and protecting citizens from 

negative authorities and state oppression. Thus, where governmental bodies focus on the 

positive connotations and associations in its language relating to HRE, like peace, democracy, 

social order, development and tolerance, the NGOs use the language of, to employ a Freirean 

term, the oppressed (Freire, 1970). The NGOs like Amnesty International and Human Rights 

Education Associates (HREA) focus to a higher degree on the” negative” and transformative 

connotations, using terms like violations, conflict, victims, power, defend, change, oppress 

and empowerment (Flowers, 2004, p.110).19 Here, the focus is on using HRE as a tool for 

vulnerable groups to protect themselves from oppression.  

Any discussion of HRE, these different positions seem to promote the same concept, and the 

language is referring to the same human rights, but from two potentially conflicting 

perspectives; the state through IGOs focusing on the “positive” character and peaceful 

outcomes, while the NGOs focus on social change and the negative aspects. This is not, 

however, to say that the positions are mutually exclusive, as they both share some common 

terms and purposes that are constitutive elements of the rhetoric, but these mentioned 

characteristics also represent different emphasis. Connecting these to a discourse, we may 

argue that the repeated terms, phrases or utterances that characterize the two perspectives 

produce representations or positions of the discourse. Taking into account that these positions, 

following Neumann (2001), represents different interpretations of the same “reality”– what 

HRE consists of and its purpose – there will necessarily exist a discursive struggle between 

them (Neumann, 2001, p. 60-61, p.178).  

Thus, through discussing IGO definitions and NGO definitions of the concept, there are two 

distinct positions that arise in this discourse; the IGO definitions are top-down perspectives 

with a main focus on its relation to developing peaceful, democratic societies, while the 

NGO’s are bottom-up perspectives seeing HRE as a tool for empowerment and social change 

for oppressed people whose rights have been violated. Following this to the grassroots, the 

two different positions may have educational consequences, concerning both the content and 

                                                           
19The non-governmental organizations named the People's Movement for Human Rights Learning (2011) also 

illustrates this point, focusing on empowerment, struggle and change.  
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the purpose of such educational practice, and finally, what kind of competencies students and 

learners are left with.           

The two main positions, here I will characterize them as the preservative position (IGOs) and 

the transformative position (NGOs), are here illustrated through international definitions and 

approaches to human rights education deriving from central documents that the organizations 

have developed through a process of consensus-building. The representations and its positions 

cannot be examined without including it in a certain context which also helps us to locate to 

what extent we can place the positions in relation to each other, and perhaps describing if 

there are some hegemonic positions within the discourse of conceptualizing human rights 

education.  

In a general historical context, the NGOs have practiced different forms of human rights 

education since the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted in 1948, while the 

IGOs and especially the states have put a growing emphasis on human rights education as a 

more prioritized area of educational policy after the Cold War (Suarez & Ramirez, 2004). 

This is not to argue that HRE was not included as an educational issue in these IGOs prior to 

this period. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

has worked with educational issues since its founding in 1945, where a key condition for 

peace is not only based on political and economic agreements, but must be established on the 

basis of humanity’s moral and intellectual solidarity.20 In light of this, access to quality 

education as a fundamental human right and as a prerequisite for human development is 

crucial (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, n.d.1). According 

to Suarez (2007, p. 49), the organization began modestly with HRE through popular-

education programs and as part of the UNESCO Associated Schools Program in 1953, 

although these early efforts were both inconsistent and uncommon. HRE is now an integrated 

dimension of UNESCO’s educational approach, and for instance the “Recommendation 

against Discrimination in Education” from 1960 and particularly the “Recommendation 

concerning Education for International Understanding, Cooperation and Peace, and Education 

Relating to Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms” from 1974 made explicit references to 

human rights education (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 

                                                           
20 The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), committed to advocate and work for the protection of 

children’s rights worldwide, has since 1961 (following the UN Decade of Development and focus on the 

‘Whole’ Child) also contributed to education (working closely with UNESCO) both as a prerequisite to 

children’s rights, and as a strategy for development and peacebuilding (Black, 1986; 1996; The United Nations 

Children’s Fund,2007; 2015).  
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n.d. 2). These recommend member states to apply to the provisions included in these 

documents, and the states are expected to report on the status of educational issues referred to. 

Norway for instance, reported on the follow-up of the 1974 Recommendation (Norwegian 

Ministry of Education and Research, 2009) and the report to the UNESCO evaluation of the 

1st phase of the World Programme for Human Rights Education includes several references to 

the 1974 Recommendation (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2010b). The 

Council of Europe has also developed recommendations and educational efforts prior to the 

1990’s, based on the significance of education to the protection and promotion of human 

rights. Since the mid-1970’, the Intergovernmental Programme of Activities of the Council of 

Europe has included a special section on human rights education and the organization “has 

coordinated conferences, teacher training workshops and development of materials” (Tarrow, 

1992, p. 26). Resolution (78) 41 “On the Teaching of Human Rights” of the Committee of the 

Ministers of the Council of Europe was adopted in 1978 (Council of Europe, 1978), which 

gave increased legitimacy to these issues and resulted in a five-year project of research and 

consultation on HRE. (Starkey, 1991, p. 20). This project culminated in the “Vienna 

Symposium on Human Rights Education in Schools in Western Europe” in 1983, where 

teachers, specialists and non-governmental organizations made several recommendations on 

the teaching of human rights (Tarrow, 1992).21 These recommendations paved the way for 

The Recommendation of the Committee of the Ministers of the Council of Europe on 

“Teaching and Learning about Human Rights in Schools” (Recommendation R (85)7), which 

was adopted by the Committee of Ministers in 1985. This document “has been widely 

disseminated by governments and non-governmental groups” and make explicit 

recommendations to how schools can implement HRE (Starkey, 1991, p. 20-21). The text, 

written in 1985, is also of relevance to challenges of today, stating that the Ministers are: 

“Conscious of the need to reaffirm democratic values in the face of: intolerance, acts 

of violence and terrorism; the re-emergence of the public expression of racist and 

xenophobic attitudes; the disillusionment of many young people in Europe, who are 

affected by the economic recession and aware of the continuing poverty and inequality 

in the world” (Council of Europe, 1985).  

                                                           
21 Recommendation No. R (83) 13 on "The role of the secondary school in preparing young people for life” was 

also adopted in 1983, encouraging states to implement human rights education in secondary schools, as a way of 

preparing young people for life in democratic societies (Tarrow, 1992: 47).  
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These resolutions, recommendations and activities illustrate that IGOs made significant 

efforts to raise the issues of HRE before the end of the Cold War. Nevertheless, after the end 

of the Cold War, there has also been an increase in the number of publications, research, 

organizations, activities and political commitments concerning this field, which mirror a 

growing emphasis on HRE (Suarez & Ramirez, 2004). The focus on democratic deficit and 

weakening political and civic engagement, the impact of global and European events such as 

terrorism and genocides, diverse aspects of globalization and increased diversity, challenging 

concepts of state sovereignty and the both violent and non-violent wave of democratization in 

the 1990’s are some of the factors to explain and understand the renewed interest of HRE on 

the international educational agenda (Kerr, 2008; Osler & Starkey 2008). The role of 

transnational advocacy networks and NGO activism seem especially significant, where these 

apply pressure on the states to accept international human rights norms (Roppe, Risse, & 

Sikkink, 1999) forcing states to also promote human rights education as a consequence of 

pressure from both ‘above’ and ‘below’ (Cardenas, 2005, p.365). The different positions on 

the nature of HRE mirror different units in the international system, their interests and how 

they relate to each other. The ‘preservative’ position of the IGOs reflects in many ways the 

view of states adopting the policy documents, viewing the state and the citizen as mutually 

interdependent units, while the ‘transformative’ position of the NGOs describe the relations 

between state and the individual as more of a dichotomy, where HRE is the tool to protect 

oppressed individuals from state-led violations. Both positions however, seem to share the 

view of HRE as an engine to foster a democratic citizenry. The Council of Europe, the leading 

European institution coordinating educational activities related to democracy building and 

human rights to the national levels, has produced both declarations and manuals that combine 

the two concepts of human rights education and education for democratic citizenship (EDC).22 

Furthermore, The Committee of Ministers (of foreign affairs) to the 47 member states, on the 

Council of Europe Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights 

Education, adopted in May 2010 states that:  

Education for democratic citizenship and human rights education are closely inter-

related and mutually supportive. They differ in focus and scope rather than in goals 

and practices. Education for democratic citizenship focuses primarily on democratic 

rights and responsibilities and active participation, in relation to the civic, political, 

                                                           
22 Some of these publications and activities can be found on: 

http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/education/edc/default_EN.asp.  

http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/education/edc/default_EN.asp
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social, economic, legal and cultural spheres of society, while human rights education 

is concerned with the broader spectrum of human rights and fundamental freedoms in 

every aspect of people’s lives (Council of Europe, 2010).  

The statement, expressed by the Foreign Ministers of the member states (or at least their 

diplomats and lawyers) emphasizes the strong connection between education for democratic 

citizenship and human rights education. Not surprisingly, democracy scholars support the 

interdependency concerning the common values that democracy is based on, may also be 

defined in the context of human rights (Dahl, 1989; Ramet, 2007). These thoughts are 

basically compatible with the works of Almond and Verba on the development of the civic 

culture, arguing that if "a democratic political system is one in which the ordinary citizen 

participates in political decisions, a democratic political culture should consist of a set of 

beliefs, attitudes, norms, perceptions and the like, that support participation" (Almond & 

Verba, 1989, p. 178). Here the message is that the political culture must be congruent with the 

political structure, where the political culture in this context includes democratic values, 

norms, beliefs and competencies that work as premises for the functioning of the system. The 

political culture is thus referred to as “the political system as internalized in the cognition, 

feelings, and evaluations of its population” (ibid., p.13-14). This dimension of democracy 

embodies the essence of the concept as it places emphasis on the rights and duties of the 

individual, along with systemic and collective dimensions of democracy. The idea of intrinsic 

equality and personal autonomy (Dahl, 1989), rooted in the thoughts of, among others, John 

Locke and John Stuart Mill, represents the cornerstone of democratic thought, and illustrates 

the relationship between democracy and human rights (Vesterdal, 2007, p.356-357). Building 

a democratic culture congruent with a democratic system is also an educational issue, as 

Almond and Verba (1989, p. 315-316) found “educational attainment as the most important 

demographic effect on political attitudes”. 

Human rights education however, which in the transformative position aims to question 

hierarchies and hegemonies, while developing critical people, is in many ways about 

challenging the authorities. In light of this, the UN definition from 2011 synthesizes some of 

the NGO and IGO elements through the inclusion of terms like empowerment, prevention of 

human rights violations and abuses and learning for exercising and upholding rights in 

addition to respecting and promoting HR, thus opening towards a more transformative 

positioning of the concept.  
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On the other hand, traditional civic education, on which EDC is based (Mihr, 2009a; Osler, 

2010; Osler & Starkey, 2005) does not necessarily seek to challenge the political order and, 

speaking in a realist-political sense, has been in the interests of governments to interpret the 

concept within the context of producing good and loyal citizens (Toivanen, 2009; 

(Tomaševski, 2002, 2003). In the next section, I will discuss the relations between HRE and 

EDC further in order to clarify why conceptualization has educational consequences.  

1.4.2 Relations between democracy and human rights: similar concepts? 

The concepts “democracy” and “human rights” undoubtedly share a large portion of values as 

well as philosophical premises and rhetorical role in political discourse, and I will argue that 

these are complementary, leading to also viewing HRE and civic education and/or EDC as 

complementary strategies in education. This position seeks to avoid the frequently applied 

misperception that civic education, EDC and HRE are the same concepts with similar content 

and purposes. This misperception often leads to downgrading the human rights elements of 

education in favor of uncritical nation-building and compliance (Mahler, Mihr & Toivanen, 

2009; Spring, 2000). Therefore, conceptualizing is crucial to avoid intended and unintended 

misuse of the terms.  

Human rights is in this sense a broader concept where democratic rights is, however essential, 

one of several sets of rights that need to be integrated in a more comprehensive, holistic HRE 

approach. If policy-makers and teachers interpret human rights only as democratic rights in 

their educational approach, this is at best a necessary, but not sufficient approach for several 

reasons. First, this focus might give priority to this set of rights at the cost of other important 

elements in the discourse, giving the impression that other sets of rights are secondary, or 

even nonexistent as rights. I will argue that political, civil, economic, social and cultural rights 

are interdependent; you cannot have one without the other.23 Hence, I argue that two 

intertwined questions need to be asked: to what degree are we able to access the rights to 

genuine political participation, and on the other side, how do the rights to genuine political 

participation secure human dignity and agency? Human rights education understood in a 

comprehensive way seems to play a key role in recognizing this relation at the societal level. 

                                                           
23 This indivisibility is expressed in the 1993 Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action: “All human rights 

are universal, indivisible and interdependent and interrelated. The international community must 

treat human rights globally in a fair and equal manner, on the same footing, and with the same emphasis. While 

the significance of national and regional particularities and various historical, cultural and religious backgrounds 

must be borne in mind, it is the duty of States, regardless of their political, economic and cultural systems, to 

promote and protect all human rights and fundamental freedoms”. 

http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/vienna.aspx  

http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/vienna.aspx
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Second, the understanding of human rights as simply democratic values may produce, or re-

produce, existing relations between majority and different minorities, giving less emphasis to 

the role of human rights as protection against majority tyranny (or oppressive polyarchy). 

Human rights defend people that are powerless also in democratic societies and are “means 

for holding governments to account and for defending the interests of those individuals and 

groups who are marginalized or denied access to power, including children” (Osler & Starkey, 

2010, p. 16). Children for instance, are denied access to voting in elections, but are protected 

through the Convention for the Rights of the Child, which is also incorporated in Norwegian 

law. This point is connected to the question of how we define democracy itself (Beetham, 

2000, p.90), but also as to who are included as citizens and able to enjoy these rights in 

practice.  

Another question related to this point is legalization of the society as a potential challenge to 

democracy understood as rule by the people. 24 Here the most common objections concern 

human rights as limiting popular sovereignty, constraining the space for political decision-

making through legally defined rights and duties, and eroding state sovereignty through 

obligations to supranational institutions. Eriksen (2003, p. 363) describes these tensions 

between democracy and human rights: 

(…) because so far the principle of popular sovereignty has only been made applicable 

to the rule of particular societies; it is at this level that democracy is institutionalized, 

as a national community of fate that governs itself autonomously. (…) Human rights, 

for their part, no longer follow from democratic states’ self-legislation only, as is the 

case with the declarations that were the result of the French and the American 

revolutions. They also follow from international legislation under the direction of, 

among others, the UN, and enforced by special human rights courts. 

Further, it is also a possibility of HR as legal rights “constrain politics as they relieve the 

political agenda of certain questions and they enhance the propensity to act egoistically. 

Rights constrain democracy and undermine the ability to act collectively” (ibid., p.363). In 

                                                           
24 The claim of legal rights as a potential challenge to democracy understood as government of the people, by the 

people and for the people was discussed in the report of The Programme on Power and Democracy (Norwegian 

Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, 2003) (NOU, 2003:19). Eriksen also points to these tensions both 

between national and international law and rights and popular sovereignty, where the dialectic relationship often 

is stressed in the discourse: “Individual rights are both a result of and prerequisite to democratic legislation (…) 

They precede and limit collective will-formation, at the same time as they must be justifiable in an open 

discussion” (Eriksen, 2003, p. 366).  
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this context I will argue that human rights contribute to balancing popular sovereignty, and 

individual rights strengthen rather than weakening democracy, where the political space for 

influence is essential and open to the influence by globalized spheres of society that is 

traditionally out of democratic control, such as the global market and the corporate sector.25 

Third, the focus on civics, in spite of its link to human rights may lead to teaching 

compliance, uncritical obedience to state and governmental conduct, national heritage and 

exclusive nation-building rather than to developing tools against state repression. I will come 

back to these arguments. Donnelly (1999) has contributed to clarification of the relations 

between democracy and human rights, stating:  

Democracy and human rights share a commitment to the ideal of equal political 

dignity for all. Furthermore, international human rights norms, as previously noted, 

require democratic government. The link, however, need not run in the other direction. 

Because rights of democratic participation are but a small set of internationally 

recognized human rights, the struggle for human rights is not only much more than the 

struggle for democracy, but also fundamentally different in character. Even where 

democracy and human rights are not in direct conflict, they often point in significantly 

different directions (Donnelly, 1999, p.619). 

In his article, Donnelly criticizes the often overlooked tensions between democracy, 

development and human rights, where the former may place human rights at risk if they are 

not pursued in particular ways, which he defines along the lines of liberal democracy, where a 

comprehensive interpretation of HR is an integrated part of the system, in contrast to a pure 

electoral democracy.26 The concepts have become hegemonic political ideals, but with less 

emphasis on how they interplay or not. Here Donnelly argues that democracy aims to 

empower the people, to ensure that they, rather than some other group in society, rule. In 

contrast, human rights aim to empower individuals, thus limiting rather than strengthening the 

sovereignty of people and their government (ibid.). Citizens’ rights then, are linked to the 

                                                           
25 The role of human rights as a way of accessing political influence in decision-making and how HRE serve as a 

critical tool to ‘unlock’ other rights is further discussed in the theory chapter.  
26Not to be confused with the liberal model of democracy as described by Habermas (1994). There are several 

ways of describing this type of regime, but there are still some common characteristics we have to take into 

account, and Ramet’s definition may be appropriate:  

“By liberal democracy I mean a system based on the principle ‘government of the people, by the people, and for 

the people,’ with multi-candidate elections, an independent judiciary and separation of powers, and an 

uncensored press, and committed to the principles of rule of law, the protection of human rights, tolerance, 

respect for the harm principle, equality, and the neutrality of the state in matters of religion.” (Ramet, 2007, p. 

4).  
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virtue of being a citizen of a constitutional state, while human rights are internationally 

recognized rights by virtue of being a human being regardless of citizenship of a state. 27  

The different aims indicate the possibility of majority tyranny within a state, where the 

interests and needs of individuals and minorities may be ignored or not even included in the 

political discourse. Democratic decisions are not automatically in line with international 

human rights norms per se, since a majority may make decisions that actually violate human 

rights. In Norway not only the biggest parties in opposition, but also the elected government 

operates with numbers’ games in the election campaigns, on restrictions on migration and 

minority rights in order to gain voters (Simonnes, 2013), downgrading the legal international 

human rights aspects of protecting vulnerable groups in favor of pleasing the (potential) 

majority of citizens (Berglund Steen, 2012). The example from Switzerland where a 

referendum in 2009 prohibited the construction of new minarets through a constitutional 

amendment, is a case that received international reactions concerning rights such as freedom 

of religion and freedom from discrimination under Articles 9, 13, and 14 of the European 

Convention on Human Rights. The Human Rights Council went further, condemning the 

“defamation of religions”28. Another example from Norway was the long-lasting debate on 

the school subject KRL (which was treated in the European Court of Human Rights: Folgerø 

and Others vs. Norway (European Court of Human Rights, 2007, Application no. 15472/02), 

where the strong position of Christianity in Norwegian schools was questioned in terms of 

legitimacy within a human rights context, and was named Religious and Ethical Education in 

2008. After the parliamentary elections fall 2013, in spite of the decision from the European 

Court of Human Rights in 2007, the new conservative government decided to re-establish a 

major emphasis on Christianity in this subject.29 

                                                           
27 Arendt (1973) claimed the right to have rights as a crucial principle, as experienced through the loss of 

citizenship for Jews in German- occupied Europe during the WWII, leading to Jews lost their rights as citizens, 

and thus to their human rights as well, as part of the dehumanization process. Benhabib (2004) challenges also 

the territorial notion of citizenship rights as a prerequisite to enjoy human rights in a globalized world. Fangen 

and Kjærre (2012) explore how migrants without legal residency challenges the legal framework of national 

states and citizenship, questioning the influence of human rights discourse on an empirical basis in a Norwegian 

context, showing that HR is not sufficient to protect the dignity of this group. These reflections illustrate relevant 

challenges to the enjoyment of rights, and who do we include in HR narratives through educational practice.  
28 A controversial debate followed, where the Human Rights Council in March 2013 finally adopted a resolution 

that aims to protect individuals, rather than focusing on blasphemy (Human Rights Council, 2013).  
29 The political platform of the two governing parties from oct.2013, the Conservative Party and the Progressive 

Party, stated: “The Government will change the name of Religious and Ethical Education (REE) in schools to 

Christianity, Religious and Ethical Education (CREE), and reintroduce the requirement that the 

subject contains at least 55 per cent teaching of Christianity in line with the competence goals, cf. the 

Cooperation Agreement” (The Norwegian Conservative Party, 2013:33). This was in October 2014 modified to 

approximately half of the subject. Still, 50% percent of the subject will be about Christianity, and the subject will 
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1.4.3 Potential distinctions between HRE and EDC 

If we acknowledge the differences between democracy and human rights (as well as their 

common features and philosophical groundwork), we also need to look at the interplay 

between HRE and education for democratic citizenship (EDC). Toivanen (2009) discusses the 

different agendas behind HRE and civic education, which in the European context is defined 

along the lines of EDC or political education, according to this scholar. She argues that HRE, 

whose intentions tend towards questioning hierarchies, hegemonies and customs, is always 

about challenging governments and existing power structures: “This is why human rights 

education may prove to be incongruous with other educative goals” (Toivanen, 2009, p. 5). 

According to Toivanen, civic education does not seek to challenge the prevailing political and 

social order, and has often been implicitly understood by governments to educate students to 

stay loyal to the state and the constitution, regardless of its focus on human rights or not, to 

develop good loyal citizens to form the harmonious society (ibid.). It can be added that EDC 

tends to focus more on horizontal responsibilities– responsibilities between citizens within a 

society, while HRE emphasizes the vertical relations between the state and the individual in 

addition to the horizontal ties (Osler, 2008, p. 465).  

The relationship between HRE and EDC may be more challenging than at first glance, where 

the preservative positions may dominate the discourse at the cost of more transformative and 

inclusive positions towards students. Mihr (2009a) describes EDC as being criticized as 

“exclusive education” meaning lack of focus on vulnerable social groups who do not enjoy 

full citizenship. This indicates that EDC has a stronger national component focusing on 

citizens’ rights and duties, and hence could lead to ignoring promotion of human rights among 

working migrants, asylum seekers, refugees and minorities whose rights are in danger of 

being violated in the first place. This is not necessarily the tendency at all levels, as for 

instance the Council of Europe has the recent years developed educational strategies and 

programs intended to include both EDC and HRE in a way that goes beyond democratic 

citizenship in a limited national context. This includes elements of European citizenship but 

also global dimensions, in addition to a focus on transformative learning. In a manual for 

teachers to develop competencies on EDC/HRE, it states: “Overall, effective education for 

democratic citizenship contributes towards developing value-oriented knowledge, action-

                                                           
also be mandatory as a module for all teacher students through from 2017. See also: 

http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/kd/lyd_bilde/nett-tv/Nett-TV-Pressekonferanse-rle-faget.html?id=772493  

http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/kd/lyd_bilde/nett-tv/Nett-TV-Pressekonferanse-rle-faget.html?id=772493
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based skills and change-centered competences that empower young people and strengthen 

social justice” (Council of Europe, 2009, p.13).30  

At the same time, the organization recognizes that there is a gap between policy and practice: 

“There is quite often a gap in many European countries between official policy and rhetoric 

on EDC/HRE and practice on the ground in schools” (ibid., p.9).31 This gap mirrors a 

tendency in research on HRE as well (se chap.2), where well-intended strategies by IGOs are 

welcomed by the member states, but not implemented sufficiently. Mahler, Mihr and 

Toivanen’s (2009) research on selected countries after the UN Decade for Human rights 

education 1995-2004 shows that national governments throughout Europe were committed to 

citizenship education with elements like citizens’ rights, electoral rights knowledge about the 

national constitution rather than to more holistic HRE discourses like critical awareness and 

protection of human rights mechanisms, norms and standards. This mirrors the importance of 

defining such education within the explicit human rights framework to secure the inclusion of 

both citizens and non-citizens’ perspectives and narratives. Thus, the definition in the United 

Nations Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training, in spite of its top-down IGO 

origin32, includes both the horizontal and vertical dimensions of human rights obligations, and 

represents a transformative and empowerment-based approach that balances the potential 

tensions between EDC and HRE with the primary purpose of protecting and upholding the 

human rights of all. The arguments above follow my point that HRE and EDC are not 

conflicting but complementary, and are both necessary components in the development of 

vertical (between individual–state) and horizontal (between individuals) responsibilities 

within the society. The preferred definition is relevant as it builds on previous definitions that 

                                                           
30 This is also a point made by Mahler (2006, p. 9) :”(…) There is no need for this conflict. Human rights 

education and EDC programs see one goal in informing people about their human, fundamental and democratic 

rights and duties to live in a democratic environment. Both initiatives try to foster the implementation of human 

and democratic rights education in the formal education sector.(…) Furthermore, both programs refer to informal 

and non-formal education and want to bridge the formal education sector with civil society”.  
31 This gap was confirmed in the All-European Study on Education for Democratic Citizenship Policies (2004), 

published by the Council of Europe. Symptomatically, it is primarily education for democratic citizenship that is 

studied, while HRE is integrated as one of several elements of EDC. The working definition of EDC in the study 

was: “EDC is a set of practices and principles aimed at making young people and adults better equipped to 

participate actively in democratic life by assuming and exercising their rights and responsibilities in society” 

(Council of Europe, 2004, p. 18). There are some explicit references to HRE in this report, but it does not give 

substantial indications on the policy and implementation in the respective states of the study.  
32 The document though, was drafted by the Advisory Committee of the Human Rights Council, with the 

consultation of representatives from civil society organizations and NGOs, specialists and educational experts in 

addition to representatives from member states, national human rights institutions and relevant regional and 

international organizations (Human Rights Council Advisory Committee, n.d.). The influence of NGOs may 

explain the shift from a more preservative state-based definition to a more transformative, bottom-up approach 

that underlines more explicitly the empowering of individuals to uphold human rights. 
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have already been applicable for Norway and other signatory states through their commitment 

to the different conventions and recommendations presented above, in addition to its holistic 

approach stressing the complementary and interdependent dimensions of human rights 

education and its purposes. Hence, article 2(1) of the UN resolution 66/137 on human rights 

education and training, with its reference to previous resolutions and human rights 

instruments, is the framework on which this study bases its definition.  
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2 Literature review of human rights education: what do we know? 
 

What do we know about human rights education? What kind of research has been done 

before? What are its strengths and weaknesses, and what do the existing studies indicate or 

address? Finally, what kind of research is needed to fill the gaps and develop the field? As 

Boothe and Beile (2005, p. 3) point out, “to be useful and meaningful, education research 

must be cumulative, it must build on and learn from prior research and scholarship on the 

topic”. In this part of the dissertation it is important to draw on earlier research in order to 

acknowledge that the project is not developed in some kind of vacuum, but is positioned and 

developed as a response to the needs and gaps in the research field. A key purpose of doing 

research is to know what has been thought and done ─ so we can further develop the field; to 

distinguish between what has been done in the field from what needs to be done (ibid., p. 8).  

The growing attention of HRE in the post- cold war era, exemplified by the UN naming 1995-

2004 the “United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education”, “remains poorly 

understood” as Sonia Cardenas puts it (Cardenas, 2005, p. 363), and was neglected as an area 

of educational research and in the social sciences until recently, which is also illustrated by 

the relatively few contributions to these topics (ibid.). The reasons for this neglect are diverse 

but it can be observed in two connected factors. First, the recognition of the topic as an 

essential element of building and consolidating inclusive, democratic societies has only 

gained a certain level of international consensus during the last two-three decades. It is 

thereby a relatively new area of research as such, even though the topic has been under 

examination especially within the NGO sector at various degrees since the adaption of the 

Universal Declaration of Universal Human Rights in 1948 (Suarez & Ramirez, 2004, p. 5-8). 

Second, the different subjects that may be defined within the umbrella of social sciences, has 

neglected the concept due to its normative nature; the aspiration to be ‘scientific’ has until 

now marginalized the legal and moral conceptions of human rights, but has increasingly been 

accepted as a proper object of social-scientific investigation, due to the increasing importance 

of the concept in national and international politics (Freeman, 2002, p. 6). Moreover, we may 

also question whether its normative nature has been an obstacle to legitimate scientific 

investigation because human rights has become “the lingua franca of global moral thought” 

(Ignatieff, 2001, p.53) – “the common language of humanity”33 where HRE represents “the 

                                                           
33 As the Secretary General of the UN commented at the Vienna Conference on Human Rights in June 1993, 

where human rights were recognized as universal, indivisible, interdependent and interrelated: “As an absolute 
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promise of the third millennium” (Baxi, 1997), aiming to guide societies toward humane 

progress. Following this logic, research on the field may seem unnecessary or superfluous in 

terms of its broad international political consensus where rhetoric support of HRE is 

sufficient, thus giving space for transforming human rights talk into valuable political 

currency (see chap.5) for legitimating state policy without necessarily integrating it as a field 

of research. This logic of self-explanatory idolatry,–“it goes without saying”– may even be 

present in non-governmental organizations (NGO) and actors in the civil society, where 

scientific research may produce powerful critiques and limitations that challenge their HRE 

practice and thus question their legitimacy.  

In spite of these challenges to the studies of human rights education, there has been a 

significant increase in interest in the subject, both as a target for empirical research and as a 

concept embraced by international actors and national policymakers since the end of the Cold 

War (Mihr, 2009b; Ramirez, Suarez & Meyer, 2006; Torney-Purta, Wilkenfeld & Barber, 

2008). The number of HRE organizations at the world level increased from 12 to 50 between 

the years 1980 and 1995(Suarez & Ramirez, 2004, p.11,35), and HRE has been integrated and 

put on the agenda in inter-governmental organizations as well as in national educational plans 

and curricula in the post-cold war era, especially after the Vienna World Conference on 

Human Rights in 1993, where HRE became a central concern for the international community 

and some scholars argue that there has evolved a “worldwide rise of HRE” (Ramirez, Suarez 

& Meyer, 2006; Suarez, 2007; Tibbits & Kirchschlaeger, 2010). This means, following a 

study by Suarez (2007, p.50) that the number of publications on HRE has increased 

significantly as well, and more states include human rights in the curriculum now than in the 

past. Tibbits and Kirchschlaeger (2010) have made an important contribution with their 

categorizing of available research on human rights education. In their article they have 

divided research on HRE into three main categories that I find useful. The first category is 

primarily concerned with theorizing HRE. Theories of HRE contribute to the goals, concepts, 

definitions and pedagogies of this field, and this research “attempts to clarify what HRE is, 

how it relates to pedagogical conditions, how it relates to other educational approaches (such 

as citizenship education, education for sustainable development and peace education)” 

(Tibbits & Kirchschlaeger, 2010, p. 2). The second category is research on the 

implementation of HRE, where the presentations of methodologies, curriculum, policies and 

                                                           
yardstick, human rights constitute the common language of humanity. Adopting this language allows all peoples 

to understand others and to be the authors of their own history. Human rights, by definition, are the ultimate 

norm of all politics” (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner of Human Rights, 1993b). 



33 
 

trainings programs are the main focus, but also conditions promoting or limiting HRE practice 

and the roles of key actors on the field. The third category is research on the outcomes and 

results of HRE, including outcomes on the learner, educator, learning environment, 

institutions and on the local, national and global society (ibid).  

All three categories, theory, implementation and outcomes of HRE, are relevant for this 

dissertation and I interpret them as overlapping categories that are dynamic and intertwined, 

in the same way as educational theory and practice in general are so, depending on its 

purposes. In some cases, as Kvernbekk argues, a gap between theory and practice is 

appropriate– “some version of a gap is a sound way of understanding the relationship, if 

theory is to keep its critical potential and preserve a dignity in its own right” (Kvernbekk, 

2012, p.289). I also discuss outcomes as possible educational and societal consequences of 

the HRE practice and policy that represents the empirical basis of my research. Therefore, I 

find it necessary to present previous research in all three categories, given that they shed light 

on my research question; they systematize what we know and can reveal gaps in the research, 

and they contribute to an overview of the field, which are the main purposes of this chapter. 

The presentation of theories of HRE however, will be presented in chapter 3, as these also 

represent important tools for my analysis on the roles of HRE in Norway. This chapter 

focuses on descriptive and empirical research on HRE practice and implementation in the 

school system- what do we know about HRE practice? Chapter 3 on the theoretical 

framework is more normative- what are the premises for, and how do we develop sustainable, 

inclusive HRE practice? Thus, here in chapter 2 I will present significant international 

research contributions on implementation and outcomes, before entering the national arena of 

HRE research.  

Yet, to present previous research will also raise the question of defining HRE. What do we 

include and exclude in the overview, and why? One notion of human rights education is to 

claim that nearly every social phenomenon is implicitly also a human rights issue, and every 

notion of moral thinking and the common good are about rights. Thus, according to this rather 

vague interpretation of human rights, the overview needs to include research also on 

citizenship education, EDC, intercultural education, education for sustainable development, 

genocide/holocaust education and peace education because there are some implicit elements 

of HRE within all these concepts. However, a too broad focus will make the sample imprecise 

and vague in terms of specifying and clarifying this educational field, which may lead to 

relativizing the concept and a loss of its meaning. In this matter I will refer to the former 
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chapter that discusses definitions and how the concept relates to, and differs from education 

for democratic citizenship (EDC). This is not to argue that these are irrelevant, but I argue in 

chapter 1 that the concepts are complementary, while defining HRE and EDC as more distinct 

than for instance the CoE Charter proposes.  

The starting point in this dissertation is the obligations under international law that is 

integrated in the Norwegian Human Rights Act as well as the formal definitions adopted in 

the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training. It will also draw on 

the contributions from scholars discussed in chapter 3 which make several significant points 

that add substance to and help clarify the content and purposes of the HRE concept. The main 

focus will be on research that explicitly addresses human rights education, but the overview 

also refers to significant research on education for democratic citizenship that includes this 

topic, such as the 2009 ICCS-study.  

The methods and designs of the studies included here are diverse, both qualitative and 

quantitative studies and triangulation–mixed methods and research approaches – have been 

carried out to shed light on implementation and outcomes of human rights education. This 

diversity, ranging from quantitative surveys to qualitative interviews and observation, 

indicates that both the research’s breadth and depth is represented in order to describe the 

status of the research field and to discuss its shortcomings. The search for studies and research 

on human rights education was essentially conducted throughout the Ph.D.-period from 2010 

to 2015, and there may be results from studies that are published after this period, or research 

that has not been available to me. The research is located through different databases in the 

BIBSYS library system34, and other digital libraries such as JSTOR and similar research 

engines based on academic journals with search terms or key words linked to “human rights 

education”. This also includes the combination of HRE and key words that are likely to have 

some relevance to the field, such as “human rights” “learning and teaching human rights”, 

“education for democratic citizenship”, “civic education”, “citizenship education”, “genocide 

and holocaust education” and “intercultural/multicultural education” to assess whether HRE 

has been an integrated part of these fields of study. It has further led to a broad reading of 

resources that limit the sample, with research primarily focusing on the formal educational 

system. This means that studies explicitly focusing on HRE practice in civil society through 

nongovernmental organizations, independent human rights centers, memorials and institutions 

                                                           
34 See information about this library system at http://www.bibsys.no/en/ 
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are not included in the sample, in line with my focus on the roles of HRE in the national 

school system.  

Moreover, I have consulted leading international and national experts and scholars within the 

HRE field to include and get access to research unavailable or unknown to me, which has 

opened new doors to my research, as well as produced advice on core literature and research 

in the HRE discourse.35 I have further studied reference lists and literature included in 

academic articles, volumes and other published sources relevant for research on HRE to track, 

read and assess new sources to include in this review– so-called snowballing. In sum, the 

combination of databases- and digital library search, expert consulting and snowballing has 

developed the overview of this research.  

2.1 International and cross-national research on implementation and 

outcomes of HRE 
The increase of HRE publications referred to in the previous section, is mainly international, 

but there have also been Norwegian publications on this field of study since 1999, which I 

will return to later. In this section I will present and discuss some of the studies that shed light 

on what we know about human rights education internationally, how it is implemented and 

some of the outcomes that have evolved through research on this field. Why is it important to 

draw on international research, when we know that there are different historical and political 

contexts, and different educational systems and aspects of education that are challenging to 

compare? First, I will argue that human rights education has a cosmopolitan component,36 

where local, regional and global non-governmental organizations have played a crucial role in 

their efforts towards governments and intergovernmental organizations such as the UN and 

CoE to give high priority to HRE (Mihr, 2009b; Suarez & Ramirez, 2004). It also has an 

international component, as the international community of states has recognized and 

“expressed consensus on the fundamental contribution of human rights to the realization of 

human rights” (Ippoliti, 2009, p. 11). 

                                                           
35 Approximately 10 experts on HRE were consulted during the phase on previous research, responding to my 

questions about studies and projects related to HRE research on school systems in both national, cross-national 

and international contexts.  
36 Here the cosmopolitan component is understood as making connections between the local, national and global 

human rights context, where rights and obligations go beyond the national spheres, and HRE involves education 

for a kind of citizenship that mirrors these dimensions. This also includes the recognition of multiple levels of 

identity, multiperspectivity and which recognizes diversity as a universal value. For a more detailed discussion 

of the cosmopolitan dimensions of HRE, see chapter 3.  
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Furthermore, the international initiatives concerning this field carried out through UN and 

UNESCO bodies globally and the CoE in Europe have been difficult for member states to 

ignore at the policy level, where few states will protest its significance if the addressed nation 

aims to be included the international community. The influence of international discourses on 

education has also been shown to be significant on national discourses and been influential in 

implementation, although OECD, the World Bank and WTO-dominated visions of education 

as investments in human capital for competitiveness on the global economic market seems to 

be most influential (Karlsen, 2006; Lapayese, 2004; Resnik, 2006; Sandlin & McLaren, 2010; 

Spring, 2009; Stray, 2010; Tomaševski, 2001; Zajda, 2009). Moreover, most available HRE 

research is carried out internationally and cross-nationally, particularly research that falls 

within the definitions that guide this project. In addition, this research has high relevance 

when it comes to discussing comparative elements in Norway. It is also a tool in the analysis 

of the empirical material, since education in Norway is also influenced by global and 

international trends and needs to be discussed in light of a broader context than the national 

one, not merely as ranking of test scores but with scientific-analytic methods and with the 

purpose of improving practice and learning in the context of developing a holistic human 

rights culture.          

The first study to be presented here is based on the research project “Teaching Human Rights 

in Europe” funded by the Volkswagen Stiftung in Germany from 2003-2007, and contains 

results of European research on the UN Decade for Human Rights Education (1995-2004), 

where HRE became an internationally recognized educational concept through the UN 

General Assembly decision to implement it (Mihr, 2009b, p. 179). The main research question 

focused on how HRE “played a role in fostering of minorities’ societal and legal status” 

during the decade (Mahler, Mihr & Toivanen, 2009, p. 19). In an interdisciplinary approach 

combining methods of international law, political science and anthropology, six European 

countries were targeted for the research: Armenia, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Slovakia and 

Spain. In these studies, the researchers found that most governments argue that human rights 

are well integrated into the curricula, where civic values or education for democratic 

citizenship are seen as a sufficient exercise to learn about human rights. According to the data 

developed in the study, political education and EDC clearly privileged the majority in all 

countries of the analysis, leaving little attention to the human rights of minorities (ibid.). They 

conclude by arguing that most of the governments in the study did not pay enough attention to 

the contents of the Plan of Action for HRE, and national minorities were not a focal point of 
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state activities in any of the states during the Decade. In addition, if some elements of HRE 

was implemented in a state, “it was because of individual activists or due to some dedicated 

state officials” (ibid., p. 35). A common problem, according to the researchers, is the 

governments’ and educational authorities’ interpretation of the concept: 

The main difference between the proclamation of the UN Decade and the national 

implementation of it was caused by the diverse understandings of what human rights 

education is and what it aims at. In both western and eastern European countries state 

officials were convinced that they had complied with the international requirements 

for human rights education when they had introduced some political education or 

education for democratic citizenship (ibid., p. 29).  

The study included different key actors in the educational field, from state officials, NGO 

activists, and educators to representatives of different national minorities in the target 

countries. The material collected for the analyses is wide-ranging and included school 

textbooks, interviews, human rights course materials, legislative proposals and legal 

documents, political party and election programs, as well as proposals by NGOs and 

intergovernmental organizations (ibid., p. 31).     

The results from this study make substantial contributions to the HRE discourse 

internationally, but also to the nation of Norway, even though context, degree of focus on 

human rights and school systems are diverse. Nevertheless, the litmus test for assessing a 

country’s human rights culture is how different minorities and vulnerable groups are included 

in society, where human rights and democracy work as “complementary forces” to secure the 

dignity and inclusion of all citizens through the promotion of not just political rights, but the 

comprehensive set of interdependent rights. According to the authors of the study, but also in 

line with Osler and Starkey (2010), Spring (2008) and Tomaševski (2003), political education 

and EDC have been largely understood by governments as a means to educate young people 

to become good and loyal citizens, not critical ones who challenge and question governmental 

policy when human rights are at stake (Mahler, Mihr & Toivanen, 2009, p. 29-30). Similarly, 

if only such versions of EDC are implemented, where rights tend to be defined in terms of 

political rights, this will leave students with a less holistic approach and a lack of knowledge 

and consciousness on the interdependence of rights. This is also present in research on 

citizenship education in Great Britain carried out by Pykett (2007) and Osler and Starkey 

(2005, 2010). They find that programs on citizenship education in the country tend to neglect 



38 
 

the inclusion of minorities and are more focused on making citizens governable and compliant 

rather than encouraging a critical perspective to hold governments to account. Moreover, in a 

Norwegian context Børhaug (2008) finds in his study on approaches in upper secondary 

schools that political education or democratic education, is first and foremost voter education, 

not education for active citizenship beyond the right to vote and knowledge of political 

institutions– see below for more on this study.    

The findings of this broad research give a valuable set of analyzing tools in terms of linking 

my own empirical material to international perspectives. Yet, there are some limitations that 

restrict the transferability of the study in addition to context and school system. The broad 

study also included policy analysis, interviews and classroom observation of HRE in the six 

countries, but it is not clear whether these include upper secondary, lower secondary or 

primary schools. Moreover, even though this is a crucial aspect of HRE, the main focus of the 

research was on national minorities and minority rights, and lacks the analysis of education 

concerning approaches and perspectives on general holistic HRE practice, its content and 

purposes, which is central to my research question. Still, this study is a significant 

contribution internationally, and will be used in the analyses of this project. 

2.1.1 Studies on HRE in Ireland and Scotland 

The findings in the cross-national study presented above shed light on the insufficient 

attention given to HRE in the context of the UN Decade, and the challenges related to the 

conceptualization of the term. How then, is the situation within specific countries when it 

comes to the role of human rights education? There has been research focusing on the national 

approaches in different European countries that are of relevance for the Norwegian context. I 

will in the following sections present studies from Ireland, Scotland, Finland, Denmark, 

England and Germany that explore policy, perspectives and practice concerning HRE. I will 

first describe research conducted in Ireland and Scotland the recent years. In Ireland, the 

Centre for Human Rights and Citizenship Education conducted a study on knowledge, 

perspectives and practices concerning human rights and HRE among teachers in primary 

schools. The report was published in 2011 and aimed to ascertain the level of awareness of 

and attitudes towards human rights and HRE among teachers, “to assess the extent to which 

HRE is implemented in primary schools, and to identify the challenges and opportunities for 

HRE in the primary system” (Waldron et.al., 2011, p. 4). The primary research tool of the 

study was a survey (the Human Rights and Human Rights Education Questionnaire), where 

152 teachers from 110 different schools responded to the questionnaire, with an individual 
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response rate of 40% and a school response rate of 59% (ibid., p. 19). The sample was 

regarded as “broadly representative of teachers in Irish primary schools in terms of gender, 

teaching experience and teaching role” (ibid., p. 4). Among the main findings of the study, 

were the teachers’ positive attitudes and openness towards human rights and HRE, and there 

are many examples of practices in the classrooms that respond to human rights concerns and 

incorporate rights respecting approaches. There is a strong support for HRE, and the teachers 

see it as having a positive influence on children’s experiences (ibid. p. 28). However, the 

practices tend not to be connected explicitly to human rights language and principles; there is 

a lack of conceptual clarity and a lack of knowledge of human rights and human rights 

instruments amongst teachers. This corresponds to the vague conceptualization pointed to in 

the cross-national study above (Mahler, Mihr & Toivanen, 2009). Moreover, the 

conceptualization of human rights tended to ignore hierarchical social structures, and the 

teachers’ approaches focused more on HRE as a tool for social cohesion rather than 

empowerment, and the respondents found it easier to name and recognize human rights issues 

at a global level than at a local level. The respondents also indicate little structural support for 

HRE in the educational sector, with limited experience of HRE courses as part of teacher 

education or as an explicit component of school policy and practice (Waldron et.al, 2011). 

According to the authors of the report, the findings indicate a preservative approach to HRE 

“with relatively few references to the value of HRE as a tool for empowerment or critical 

reflection or social reform” (ibid., p. 50). In addition, the findings suggest a tendency to locate 

human rights and HRE “outside of their immediate context, perceiving its relevance more to 

developing countries than to the classroom, school or even the local and national community” 

(ibid.).  

These findings point to a strong support for HRE amongst Irish teachers and at the same time 

there are key challenges concerning conceptualization, teacher competence and preservative 

approaches with few explicit references to learning for human rights in a critical way. In spite 

of primary school as the main target group in this study, the focus on HRE approaches, 

perspectives and understandings at the teacher level is related to my research questions, and 

the report will contribute to the analysis of teachers’ approaches in the Norwegian context. 

The study from Scotland share some of the findings from the Irish report, and I will present 

these in the context of the Irish study. BEMIS (the national umbrella body supporting the 

development of the Ethnic Minorities Voluntary Sector in Scotland) conducted a study to map 

human rights education in schools in Scotland, and the report was published in 2013. This 
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research aimed to map “both the extent of teachers’ knowledge of human rights education and 

their experience in incorporating this into classroom teaching, with an overall view to 

developing a relevant outreach program for improving the standard of HRE in Scotland” 

(BEMIS, 2013, p. 29). A structured survey and focused interviews were selected for data 

collection, where 351 primary and secondary teachers responded the questionnaire and 16 of 

these participated in the semi-structured interviews (ibid., p.33-34). The key findings from 

this study show that the largest barrier to HRE identified by teachers is their own lack of 

knowledge and training on the subject matter, where 78% of the respondents stated that have 

not had access to any form of HRE training. While a majority is supportive of HRE and 

believe that human rights should be reflected in the curriculum, it appears that HRE is 

sporadic within schools. The study indicates that HRE is not explicit enough – corresponding 

to Mahler, Mihr and Toivanen’s study (2009), and thus, “(…) young people’s entitlement to 

HRE may be dependent on the interests and knowledge of particular teachers only” (BEMIS, 

2013, p. 59). There is some evidence of good practice, and a majority (55%) state that they are 

currently using learning contexts that incorporate aspects of human rights, while only 10,8% 

of the respondents were willing to share examples of good practice. The authors conclude that 

the lack of training and explicit curricular guidance is disturbing and represents a paucity of 

HRE for many young people in Scotland (ibid., p. 60).  

The studies from Ireland and Scotland represent some interesting findings concerning the 

position of human rights education in the school systems and the teachers’ approaches. The 

lack of attention to HRE in teacher training and lack of knowledge and competence on HRE 

and human rights seem to produce sporadic and implicit practice, in spite of significant 

support to the implementation of these issues amongst the teachers. These studies also involve 

the teachers’ own voices and understandings as an important source to information, as my 

study on the Norwegian school system does, and thus shed light on such practice in a 

European context that are appropriate to include in the analysis of the Norwegian approaches. 

Although the Irish and the Scottish reports lean more heavily on surveys, and the target 

groups, focus and school contexts are somewhat different from the Norwegian, they also 

contribute to extend previous research on my topic and on human rights education in 

European states.  

2.1.2 Finnish studies on human rights education 

In this section I will present Finnish studies on human rights education that seem to share 

some common elements with the research in this thesis. Although there are differences 
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between the Finnish and the Norwegian schools systems, Norwegian educational authorities, 

school leaders, researchers and politicians find the Finnish school system attractive. The focus 

on Finland is often related to its high ranking in international learning comparison regimes 

(despite their skepticism on standardized national testing), small class sizes, higher 

requirements for qualifying as a teacher, as well as the high status and the high degree of 

autonomy given to the Finnish teachers. This has led to the term PISA tourism from all parts 

of the world to Finland to study their school system.37 Nevertheless, given Finland’s status as 

a role model on education there is little attention given to the role of human rights education 

in this discourse. Toivanen (2007) and Matilainen & Kallioniemi (2012) have studied 

different aspects of these topics in order to shed light on how and to what degree HRE is 

given attention in Finland. Matilainen and Kallioniemi conducted an empirical study based on 

qualitative content analysis of interviews with teachers and students in upper secondary 

schools in Finland to investigate the role of HRE in general, and more specifically in religious 

education. Through qualitative theme interviews, they focused on the conceptions of human 

rights and HRE among both teachers N=18) and students (N=27) in one particular school, 

finding that HRE did not have a central role here. They base their arguments on the teachers 

‘responses, where HRE was not an intentional or conscious part of their educational work. 

The topic was not regarded as part of the curriculum, or as an obligation prescribed in the 

international documents (Matilainen & Kallioniemi, 2012, p.18). The teachers were not 

familiar with the concept and had no special training and formal education in human rights 

issues. When it comes to the subjects they related the topic to, it was basically Religious 

Education, History and Social Studies, in line with the students’ views. The students for their 

part, showed quite weak and limited knowledge about human rights.  

Moreover, human rights problems were seen as problems in other countries, not in Finland. 

Essential knowledge in order to promote and protect human rights was also lacking: “The 

different human rights instruments or organizations dealing with human rights were quite 

strange to the students. In a way, human rights were alien yet obvious – they were both 

familiar and strange to the students” (ibid.). The specific focus on religious education made 

little room for consciousness on the indispensability of human dignity, which is a core 

element in the justification and aim of human rights. Here some students tended to link the 

concept to virtues– that a person has human dignity as long as she or he does nothing wrong 

                                                           
37 See for instance Fuhrmann, J.C. and Beckmann-Dierkes (2011). See also the Norwegian Minister of Education 

and Research referring to Finland as a role model (Tomter & Grønli, 2013).  
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or illegal (ibid., p.19). However, they related several rights to the subject of religious 

education. Political, civil and cultural rights had been discussed implicitly in the context of 

ethical questions. 

The findings in this study concerning the lack of consciousness on HRE among teachers and 

students, is also transferable to Toivanen’s research (2007). She analyses how the objectives 

of the Decade for Human Rights Education (1995–2004) have been incorporated in Finland. 

The research was carried out within the project “Teaching Human Rights in Europe” 

described above. First, the state revised the curricula during the Decade and included human 

rights education nation-wide in both primary and secondary schools, and aimed to develop an 

action plan for HRE.38 There are two major problems related to the implementation in the 

curriculum, according to Toivanen. The first is that it was to be integrated to the whole 

curriculum, not in specific subjects. Most teachers though, are not trained to teach human 

rights and only a few universities offer HRE in their teacher education as an option, leaving a 

majority of teachers qualified without “any understanding of human rights” (Toivanen, 2007, 

p. 39).  

The other problem is the monitoring of what teachers actually do in practice when it comes to 

HRE, with little data available to assess the implementation in the curriculum. She further 

finds, similar to the findings in the other Finnish study presented, that “there is a prevailing 

and persistent tendency in Finland to think that other people in far-away countries need 

human rights education whereas people in Finland do not”(ibid., p. 40). This is also a 

tendency in Irish schools (Waldron et.al., 2011) There are however, examples that recognizes 

the need to strengthen HRE when it comes to including national minorities, such as the Roma, 

but these are rare (Mahler, 2009, p.194). In sum, Toivanen finds that the general situation in 

the field of formal education school “remains very problematic with regard to education in 

human rights (Toivanen, 2007, p.40).  

2.1.3 Research on human rights education in Danish schools 

The studies presented in the European context so far point to some common challenges, where 

the ambiguous conceptualization of HRE on both the policy level and the teacher level, 

limited inclusion of minority perspectives, lack of teacher competence on these issues and the 

implicit teaching of human rights are regarded as obstacles to critical and effective approaches 

                                                           
38 A national action plan for human rights was for the first time adopted by the Finnish government in 2012, 

where HRE is a part of this plan (Working group on drafting the national action plan on human rights,2012).  
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to HRE. A study from Denmark published in 2013 is also concerned with some of these 

challenges. The Danish Institute for Human Rights conducted a study of human rights 

education in primary and lower secondary school as well as in teacher education programs, 

where the objective of the study was to map and provide knowledge on HRE in Denmark, 

both in policy and practice (Decara, 2013, p.8). The empirical material was based on a survey 

and focus group interviews, with 445 responding to the questionnaire (37% response rate), 

and 16 focus-group interviews with 50 teachers and 12 teacher trainers (ibid., p.3, p.27). The 

analysis examined how the respondents report on and perceive their human rights teaching 

and training through its position in the curriculum, how they personally conduct HRE, how 

their educational institution upholds human rights and what motivated those who teaches 

human rights to do so (ibid.). A key finding is that teachers have insufficient frameworks and 

tools for creating quality in education build around HRE. The study shows that human rights 

and equality are often taught implicitly, and points to a lack of knowledge and skills 

concerning human rights. This practice is “without any specific reference to human rights and 

knowledge of the mechanisms at the national or international level for monitoring observance 

of human rights” (ibid., p.30). These findings correspond to key findings in the Irish and the 

Scottish report (BEMIS, 2013; Waldron et.al., 2011). The study also points out that it is 

arbitrary whether pupils in primary and lower secondary schools learn about rights of the 

child, although three fourths of the respondents of the questionnaire find that human rights 

should be given special attention in the curriculum. In relation to this, the survey indicates that 

73% of the teachers respond that their motivation to teach human rights do not derive from 

teacher education. 55% responds that their motivation derives largely from their personal 

interest or personal experience (Decara, 2013, p.3). The lack of framework, tools and teacher 

training related to HRE, in addition to the arbitrary and implicit teaching is also recognizable 

to other studies referred to (BEMIS, 2013; Mahler, Mihr & Toivanen, 2009; Matilainen & 

Kallioniemi, 2012; Osler & Starkey, 2010; Toivanen, 2007; Waldron et.al., 2011). The author 

of the study concludes that such education has “weak status within Danish schools” (Decara, 

2013, p. 40).  

The Danish study presented here is relevant to explore conceptualization, practice and policy 

in other comparable countries. Although the target groups of the study do not include upper 

secondary schools, the research contributes to useful knowledge on HRE in a neighboring 

country that is, generally speaking, quite similar to the Norwegian society, both in economic, 

social, historical and cultural terms. Thus, the findings in this research are useful to 
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complement the research in this field as well as a source to compare tendencies in the 

Norwegian context. It also shows that the challenges of human rights education is not limited 

to specific states and contexts, but represent some common tendencies when it comes to its 

position in the school systems. Although there is significant support of giving attention to 

these issues, there are fewer tendencies of establishing comprehensive and sustainable 

practice in Denmark as well as other states described in this review. Nevertheless, there are 

also examples of studies pointing to sustainable practice, which the next section will 

illuminate.  

2.1.4 Studies on outcomes of children’s human rights education  

Although the studies above describe key obstacles to the implementation of comprehensive 

human rights education in several European countries, there are cases of constituting schools 

as ‘rights-friendly’ institutions as well. The outcomes are promising in terms of empowering 

both students, teachers and school leaders to take social action and to develop a rights-based 

culture. For instance, findings of a study from Belgium suggest that children involved in 

rights education were more empowered to take social action both locally and globally, and 

became more supportive of the rights of others (DeCoene & deCock, 1996). This “contagion 

effect” was confirmed in a Canadian study by Cowell and Howe, suggesting that the inclusion 

of children’s rights education improves children’s psychological well-being, teacher and peer 

relationships, and promotes more positive attitudes toward ethnic minority children (Covell & 

Howe, 1999), p.182). In a study on the transformative potential of HRE in India, Bahaj (2011) 

argues that appropriate human rights education in teacher training can be transformative for 

both the teachers themselves, their students, their schools and communities. A preliminary 

study of secondary school- and college students’ attitudes towards and impressions of a civic 

education program called Project Citizen in the U.S. also suggests the importance of specific, 

participatory learning experiences to help students develop civic knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions. This project involves the studying of an issue or problem related to for instance 

discrimination, pollution and human rights issues in their own community, conducting 

research, developing alternative solutions, and creating a proposal for public policy to address 

the problem. The findings indicate that the students were empowered and developed 

knowledge and skills to become active citizens. This involved the ability to make changes in 

their communities and to influence public policy on the specific issues they studied (Fry & 

Bentahar, 2013). This approach seeks to develop a type of citizenship education that involves 

empowerment and active citizenship where the students are recognized as citizens here and 
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now. Project Citizen shares some common elements with an initiative in a London secondary 

school, where students were encouraged to explore local issues as well as issues in 

international politics, in order to find and present solutions to the challenges to the school 

council and local authorities. The approach of “inviting students into identities of participation 

through citizenship education” (Hudson, 2005, p. 131) resulted in several benefits, where the 

transformative dimension related to attitudes, relationships and local engagement seemed to 

be strengthened at this particular school. Although many teachers were concerned about the 

balance between rights and responsibilities among the students, the study shows that students 

also became more aware of their responsibilities through exercising their rights (ibid., p.128-

129).39 Moreover, they were more empowered to influence democratic processes in their 

community, seeing themselves as agents of change (ibid., p. 122). 

The inclusion of children’s rights as the educational platform not only involves the students, 

but teachers, school leaders and management as well, and requires a fundamental change in 

the school culture, as suggested in research in England conducted by Carter and Osler (2000, 

p.353) and Osler & Starkey (1996; 1998). As Carter and Osler (2000, p.354) observe through 

their research on an all boys’ comprehensive school: “(…) rigid discipline reduces positive 

relationships and responses, opposing good human rights practice”. Authoritarian and 

discriminatory practices, exclusive nationalism, abuses of rights and social injustice are major 

obstacles to sustainable school cultures in pluralistic societies, and without the explicit human 

rights component, teachers and schools tend to reproduce inequities and social injustice. Such 

tendencies related to school culture and teacher competence are also visible for instance in 

India (Bajaj, 2011) and South Africa (Petersen, 2010) and are mirrored in a study of Latin-

American perspectives on HRE by Abraham Magendzo: «Teachers do not inquire about the 

‘why’ and ‘how’ of the educational system. Unfortunately, they are an integral and functional 

part of it, reproducing inequities, social injustices, and various types of discrimination” 

(Magendzo, 2005, p. 141). To change such cultures also involves a re-conceptualisation of 

citizenship education towards a more human rights-based and cosmopolitan approach, where 

                                                           
39 The concern that young people, through learning about children’s rights, demand their rights without paying 

attention to their responsibilities is questioned in several studies (see for instance Howe & Covell, 2010; Hudson, 

2005; Osler & Starkey, 2005). Moreover, Howe and Covell’s findings from Hampshire schools suggest that 

children that are taught about their rights, understand the nature of rights and behave in a more socially 

responsible way and take social action (Howe & Covell, 2010, p. 100). They argue that teachers’ focus on 

responsibilities is miseducation about children’s rights and serve the disciplining of children, sending the 

message that «only children who fulfill their responsibilities enjoy their rights» (ibid., p.99). Osler & Starkey 

(2005) also find a greater emphasis on responsibilities than rights in the Crick Report (report advising for a new 

program on citizenship education in England).  
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the multiple and dynamic identities of young people are recognized and included in the 

learning processes, as emphasized in studies from England by Osler and Starkey (1996; 1998; 

2003). 

In light of these aspects, studies deriving from a research project by the Canadian researchers 

Howe and Covell in Hampshire, England are interesting as to include practice that explicitly 

refers to the human rights framework as the starting point to uphold human rights and social 

justice. In this English county, “schools were re-structured to use the rights described in the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child as the overarching framework of all their teaching 

and functioning” (Covell, 2013, p.36). This was named the Rights, Respect and 

Responsibility initiative (RRR), grounded in the Convention’s particular relevance to children 

because it recognizes this group as contemporaneous citizens with their own rights. Moreover, 

it appeals to their self-interest and is relevant to the everyday lives of themselves and peers, 

not just as preparing for future citizenship (ibid., p.40-41). The effects of the RRR initiative 

on students and teachers in 18 different schools were assessed over 3 years, and indicates 

significant improvements in both infant, primary and junior schools were the initiative was 

fully implemented. The methods included interviewing and surveys gathering data from both 

principals, teachers and students (Covell, 2013; Covell, Howe & Polegato, 2011; Howe & 

Cowell, 2010). Full implementation included that schools were restructured in such a way that 

they incorporate specific knowledge on the rights of the child in classroom teaching and 

across the formal curriculum. In addition, the schools “use the Convention as the framework 

for all school policies and practices, and respect the rights of children by providing systematic 

opportunities for children to exercise their participation rights” (Covell, Howe & Pragelato, 

2011, p.195). The findings show improvements in children’s school engagement, school 

climate, citizenship values and behaviours, and peer and teacher relationships and decreases 

in anti-social behaviour, bullying and teacher burn-out. Furthermore, through learning about 

rights and the nature of rights, children acquired skills to promote and protect the rights of 

others and were motivated to take action for social justice. The RRR initiative also promoted 

an equality of opportunity for disadvantaged students and had a disproportionate effect on 

children of social disadvantage or disadvantaged neighborhoods. The significantly higher 

levels of school engagement among these groups indicate that the implementation of 

children’s human rights education may contribute to counter social disadvantage and improve 

educational outcomes (Covell, 2013; Covell and Howe, 2008; Covell, Howe & Pragelato, 

2011).  
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The studies in this section point to positive outcomes of implementing explicit human rights 

education through participatory and empowering processes and a rights-based framework that 

recognize children as rights-holders and contemporaneous citizens. The benefits and 

improvements presented here, although from case studies of diverse contexts and target 

groups, are examples that extend research on outcomes of HRE and contribute to research on 

sustainable practice that is useful to discuss in the Norwegian context. The studies are not 

nation-wide, but represent cases where human rights and active citizenship are placed at the 

core of the educational approach. The educational and societal effects deriving from such 

approaches are more positive and thus contrast the patterns of the cross-national and national 

studies pointing to challenges concerning insufficient implementation, lack of teacher 

competence and the rather weak status of human rights education at the state level in several 

countries. In this light, these (local) cases can be regarded as exceptions to common HRE 

practice within the states, but brings in knowledge about how such education can produce 

sustainable outcomes, both for the students, teachers, schools and the community.  

2.1.5 German research on HRE 

When it comes to other studies on outcomes of HRE, the research carried out by Mueller 

(2009) in German schools and post-secondary institutions on human rights education is also 

of relevance here. Through surveys of respectively students ages 10-14, students ages 15-19 

(N=2824) and teachers (N=144) at a total of 43 schools during 1998, the researcher evaluated 

the application of the recommendations for the integration of HRE in German primary and 

secondary schools (Mueller, 2009, p. 5-7). 36 of the schools were a part of the UNESCO 

Associated Schools Project, committed to devoting particular attention to UNESCO’s goals 

and mission, and the aim of this survey being to “examining the situation of HRE in Germany 

particularly in regard to the approach used” (ibid., p. 12). The findings show that human rights 

are addressed more often and more intensively at UNESCO project schools than regular 

schools, but the students here do not have significantly more knowledge of human rights40 

than in regular schools, although this finding was based on the number of human rights 

articles students were able to name. 

A second finding is that emotional approaches shape action for human rights: “(...) students 

who are emotionally involved in the subject and learn through emotion-oriented methods are 

inclined to become active for human rights” (ibid., p. 3). According to the study, knowledge 

                                                           
40 Here human rights knowledge is referred to “as indicated by naming individual human rights” (Mueller, 2009, 

p. 13). 
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and critical thinking in themselves are not sufficient to develop human rights activism; 

emotions need to be activated as well. This finding correlates to what kind of methods the 

teachers preferred when teaching human rights. Here they report that the most effective 

methods were the project-based ones, simultaneously addressing emotional and action-

oriented aspects (ibid., p. 16). The HR content they find most important is also related to 

emotions, where most teachers agree that “Current examples of human rights violations” rank 

highest, followed by “Respect for others’ rights” and “Tolerance for others”. The least 

important HR issue in the teachers’ view is “legal aspects and developments” and “UN 

system” (ibid., p. 17-18).  

These interesting results suggest that teachers prefer affective approaches rather than the more 

cognitive aspects of the rights discourse. The teachers though, could only identify 5.6 articles 

on average, and formal training and education in the field are rare, leaving the teachers to 

educate themselves with only the most dedicated teachers to actually implementing holistic 

HRE. Most teachers named the media or public events attended during leisure time as their 

sources of human rights knowledge (ibid., p. 15). Mueller suggests that the emotional 

approaches are preferred in order to shape action, but could it also be that the lack of 

competence on legal and political aspects of human rights plays a role in these preferences? 

Alternatively, that emotional approaches give immediate personal responses that increase the 

status of the teachers and are popular among the students as an emotional channel that could 

either block further action or motivate for further empowerment?      

Research from holocaust and genocide education suggests that emotional approaches may 

activate interest, motivation and engagement, but the “horror” that often is included in 

emotional approaches to human rights violations may also be counterproductive and produce 

passive students if this becomes the essence of the learning strategy (Kverndokk, 2011; 

Vesterdal, 2011). Case studies from classrooms in the U.S. show that human rights abuses and 

simulation activities are effective in eliciting empathetic responses from students, but only a 

few of them indicated interest in taking social or political action, where 4 out of 81 students 

expressed involvement in the advocacy of human rights beyond the course. The conclusions 

researchers draw from the program, was that “the contrast between those claiming empathy 

and concern and those acting on their concerns seem to indicate that most students view 

caring and empathy as internal responses, rather than social ones” (Gaudelli & Fernekes, 

2004, p.22). Thus, empathy was mainly an internal response rather than a response that 

extended into social action (Torney-Purta, Wilkenfeld & Barber, 2008, p.863). Still, the 
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German study share some similar elements to this project, where the teachers’ approaches, 

preferences and interpretation are central guidelines for discussing the implementation of 

HRE, as in the German study, although Mueller’s quantitative approach does not include their 

purposes, the ideas and more detailed justifications of their practice. The findings however, 

are interesting enough to be included in my analysis of the Norwegian context, with a German 

empirical material that shed light on HRE approaches, content and methods and thus 

constitutes a valuable international comparative tool for my research.  

2.2 Previous research on HRE in Norway 
What is the status concerning research on HRE in Norway, what has been done, what are the 

results, and what is missing in the description of the role of HRE in the country? The intention 

is not to develop a historical chronology of studies on this issue41, but an overview that 

contributes to mapping the situation in the school system during the last 15 years and which 

continues to claim a certain valid status. 1 A valid status though, is not to argue that all 

research conducted 20-30 years ago is invalid or irrelevant, as recent studies also build on 

previous research and use older data to compare and develop the field. New reforms in the 

educational system are often responses to educational challenges and ideological shifts in the 

field of education (Karlsen, 2006; Lorentzen, 2005; Mediås & Telhaug, 2003; Spring, 2009), 

but these major historical shifts are outside the scope of this dissertation. 

Research related to concepts like citizenship education, political education, civic education or 

democratic education has taken different forms in Norway. Textbook studies have been 

central here, in accordance with Solhaug and Børhaug (2012) and Koritzinsky (2012), arguing 

that textbooks are a central and steering tool in educational practice. Research done by 

Børhaug and Christophersen (2012), Lorentzen (2005), Haavelsrud (1979) and Koritzinsky 

(1972) illustrates the different purposes and emphasis of textbooks in terms of nation-

building, political upbringing and democratic education during different periods.  

Curriculum-and policy studies have also paid attention to this, what kind of democratic 

ambitions, purposes and emphasis are expressed through policy documents such as white 

papers, Official Norwegian Reports, education acts and curricula. The contributions here are 

quite numerous, exemplified by Mikkelsen, Buk-Berge, Ellingsen, Fjeldstad & Sund’s (2001) 

                                                           
41 A comprehensive historical study of democratic education including aspects of human rights in the Norwegian 

curricula, white papers and textbooks related to primary and lower secondary schools can be read in Mikkelsen 

et al.(2001, p. 28-70), as a part of the IEA Civic Education Study of 20001 . Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad & Lauglo 

(2011, p. 266-271) also points to the long historical line of democratic upbringing as a main purpose of 

Norwegian education.  
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discussion of the democratic mandate in previous curricula as part of the 1999 CivEd study. 

Mediås and Telhaug’s (2003) analysis of the changing character and focus in Norwegian 

education in terms of nation-building, democratic upbringing and neo-liberal tendencies 

through history pay attention to these topics, too. Additionally, Koritzinsky’s (2012) analysis 

of democratic and human rights-related content and ambitions in the curriculum of Social 

Studies and Core Curriculum is a relevant study in this context. So are Telhaug (2005), 

Karlsen (2006) and Stray’s (2010) focus on the increasing emphasis on neo-liberal ideology, 

competitiveness, OECD-based testing and education for economic growth in Norwegian 

education policy, at the expense of education for democratic citizenship and critical thinking. 

Moreover, studies based on surveys, interviews and observation of practice in the classrooms, 

or combinations of textbook studies, curriculum-and policy studies, surveys and interviews 

have been conducted, as exemplified by Christophersen, Lotsberg, Knutsen and Børhaug 

(2003). In addition, surveys combined with curriculum-and policy studies are also carried out, 

exemplified by Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad and Lauglo (2011) in the 2009 ICCS study. Finally, 

there are curricula-and policy studies combined with qualitative interviews, illustrated by 

Biseth’s (2011) Ph.D.-dissertation on educators’ roles as “custodians of democracy” in 

multicultural schools in Scandinavia. She finds that education for and through democracy 

appears arbitrary in subjects other than Social Studies. Furthermore, she shows that diversity 

present in the school population is rarely linked to democracy, but represents a problem or a 

challenge to the teaching of democracy rather than a natural consequence of it (Biseth, 2011, 

p. iii, 81-83). Chinga-Ramirez’ Ph.D.-study (2015) also questions the recognition of diversity 

in the Norwegian school, where students of minority backgrounds in her study experience to 

be positioned outside the ‘normality’ discourse and the equality principle of the educational 

system, which is often understood as sameness linked to Norwegian heritage and origin 

(ibid.). Although not directly linked to HRE and democratic education, this recent qualitative 

study describes how the school structure, organization and social discourses produce social 

inequality within the Norwegian school system, along the lines of skin color, ethnicity and 

religious affiliation (ibid.). Pihl’s study (2010) criticizes how diversity is dealt with in the 

Norwegian school system as well, through exploring the participation in segregated special 

education, where children from a minority language background are over-represented. She 

finds that the assessment of minority students’ knowledge level and tuition requirements does 

not take account of migration, languages other than Norwegian, or other factors that are 

particular to these groups. This leads to children from a minority language are being placed in 
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segregated special education on an erroneous basis, where Pihl argues that this assessment is 

not in line with the non-discrimination principle (article 14) of the European Convention of 

Human Rights. Additionally, it violates the respect for the child’s cultural identity and 

language, following from the Convention on the Rights of the Child, article 29(1) (Pihl, 2010, 

p. 156).  

The concern about discrimination of minority children was also raised by the Committee on 

the Rights of the Child, when giving its concluding observations concerning Norway’s fourth 

periodic report to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in 2010. The Committee 

welcomes different efforts related to equality and anti-discrimination since the previous 

report, while “(…) it is concerned at information, including from children, that minority and 

indigenous children feel stigmatized and maltreated, including by other children, and that 

children with disabilities complain that their rights are not respected (Committee on the 

Rights of the Child, 2010, p. 4). In light of these observations, the Committee urges the state 

party “(…) to combat discrimination against children from minority groups, indigenous 

children and children with disabilities and to familiarize children from an early age with the 

right of every child to be protected against discrimination” (ibid.). Moreover, the Committee 

observes that 10 % of children from immigrant backgrounds have experienced threats or 

violence because of their cultural background. In addition, observing that boys from minority 

backgrounds experience more frequent bullying than children from the majority population, it 

gives the following recommendation:  

The Committee recommends that the State party make every effort to ensure that 

children from ethnic minority backgrounds and indigenous children have equal access 

to all children’s rights, including access to welfare, health services and schools and are 

protected against prejudice, violence and stigmatization (ibid. p. 13). 

 

Hence, the Committee urges the State party to take necessary steps to combat inequalities and 

discrimination towards children from minority backgrounds, which also points to efforts in 

the educational sector, claiming the insufficient training in children’s rights, as noted also in 

the previous report from 2005. Here the Committee is concerned about the inadequate training 

of children’s rights in professions working with children, as well as in schools and particularly 

for the children themselves, encouraging the State party to “incorporate education on the 

rights of the child in the curricula of both primary and secondary education” (Committee on 

the Rights of the Child, 2005, p. 4). The Committee is further concerned that some 
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municipalities do not follow the new curricula in basic Norwegian and mother tongue. This 

has ─ as observed in the study by Pihl (2010) ─ a negative impact on the whole school career 

of children (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2010, p.10). These concluding 

observations and recommendations are related to several articles of the CRC, such as non-

discrimination (article 2), preservation of identity (article 8 and article 30) and the articles on 

education (especially article 28 and article 29). Norway has international obligations to 

uphold the principles of the Convention, and the education of the child aims to secure the 

implementation of HRE and development of respect to diversity, as described in article 29(1) 

(Covell, 2013; Gerber, 2013; Osler & Starkey, 2005). 

Furthermore, there have been carried out more general studies and reports on discrimination 

of the Sámi people, national minorities and immigrants (Midtbøen & Lidén, 2015), as well as 

surveys on attitudes of the Norwegian population towards Jews and other minorities (the 

Center for Studies of the Holocaust and Religious Minorities, 2012). These point to existing 

problems concerning racism, antisemitism and discrimination in Norway in arenas like the 

labour market, the housing market, in the educational system and in the public health services. 

The Eidsvåg report (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2011) describes how 

Norwegian schools can work systematically and comprehensively against racism, 

antisemitism and discrimination, as a response to incidents and local reports on racist and 

anti-Semitic behaviour among students in Norwegian schools. This report also resulted in the 

ongoing DEMBRA project (democratic preparedness against racism and antisemitism), a 

whole school approach training program aimed at building democratic preparedness against 

racism and antisemitism, funded by the Norwegian Ministry of Education and Science (the 

European Wergeland Centre, 2015).  

All the projects referred to in this section are relevant studies that have contributed to the 

discourses on education for democratic citizenship and diversity in different ways, and are 

fruitful as a background and for knowledge about what has been done in Norway on these 

topics. The next step is to introduce previous research related to human rights education in 

further details, how it reveals gaps in the HRE research and how these studies influence my 

project. I chose to emphasize the more recent– last 15 years– of studies, where the starting 

point is the Human Rights Act of 1999 and the following Action Plan for Human Rights 

(White Paper no.21, 1999-2000), which explicitly stressed the emphasis of HRE in the school 

system and still exists as a reference point and guideline along with the Education Act, 
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existing curricula and the quality framework established during the 2000’s to the present 

time.42 

It is important to note that despite the Norwegian commitment to human rights, there have 

been relatively few research contributions to the field of human rights education as the 

concept is used in this dissertation. As described in the introduction, the Universal Periodic 

Report (UPR) to the UN on the present human rights situation in Norway illustrates the lack 

of research, knowledge and overview of what is going on in Norwegian schools when it 

comes to human rights education (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009, p.20). One 

effect of this admission is to actually develop an overview concerning human rights 

education. Another point is that by arguing in such ways, the ministry also recognizes the 

distinction between HRE and EDC, as the authors of the report probably were aware of the 

major civic education studies with Norwegian participation which were conducted the same 

year (the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS), 2009) and similar 

studies (the IEA Civic Education Study (CIVED) 1999) without referring to these. There are 

nevertheless some significant studies that shed light on implementation and outcomes of HRE 

in Norway since the action plan for human rights was launched in 2000, which is the point of 

departure concerning HRE in this context. I will first present the most recently conducted 

study, which has contributed to and is referred to in several contexts in the Norwegian 

educational discourse– namely the ICCS study of 2009. I will also present smaller and more 

limited surveys and evaluations that have focused more explicitly on human rights education 

in Norway. 

2.2.1 The ICCS-study 2009 

The International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) from 2009 was an 

international comparative study, led by the International Association for the Evaluation of 

Educational Achievement (IEA), where 38 countries, including Norway, participated. The 

aim of the study was to map and analyze 14 year old (lower secondary school) students’ 

understandings, knowledge and competence of democracy and citizenship– what the authors 

of the Norwegian report define as “democratic preparedness” (Mikkelsen, 2003, p.1,3; 

Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad & Lauglo, 2011, p. 4-5).43 In addition to this, the study included school 

                                                           
42 This is also the specific legal framework mentioned in the Norwegian report on UNESCO’s Recommendation 

of 1974 on Education for International Understanding, Cooperation and Peace and Education Relating to Human 

Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2009, p. 2), and in the 

report to the UNESCO evaluation of the 1st phase of the World Programme for Human Rights Education 

(Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2010b, p. 5).  
43 The terms democratic ‘competence’ and awareness’ may also cover this concept, as used by Mikkelsen (2003). 
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leaders and teachers’ answers concerning education related to democracy. As already noted, 

the study is relevant for this dissertation only to a certain degree, as the research is not based 

on empirical material from upper secondary school and the perspectives on human rights are 

only one of several elements of the study integrated as democratic preparedness. On the other 

hand, the views and voices of the teachers in lower secondary schools can be a useful 

comparative perspective with upper secondary school teachers on democratic education.  

The results according to the report, show that Norwegian students have a good democratic 

preparedness. This has not weakened significantly during the years since the CivEd study of 

1999 (Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad & Lauglo, 2011, p.6), also compared to international ICCS-

average (ranking 5th), which is referred to as a standard in the comparative analysis. This 

conclusion is based on quantitative approaches – regression and statistical analyses of data 

from approximately 3000 students in grade 8 and 3000 students in grade 9 (ibid., p. 258), 

responding test and questionnaires in April 2009. In addition, 700 teachers and 120 school 

leaders responded to a questionnaire (ibid., p. 164, p. 174, p. 252). 

The main findings among students in lower secondary school are that they support important 

democratic values, have good and tolerant attitudes, strong trust in the democratic institutions, 

a certain level of engagement outside and especially within the school, and plan to actively 

participate in politics and civic life. Moreover, they support women’s rights and the rights of 

ethnic groups and immigrants (although immigrant’s rights have lower support) and have 

satisfying democratic knowledge and skills. They also experience the school environment and 

teachers as open, democratic and listening, with a willingness to include students in 

democratic discussions (ibid., p. 6-10). These positive results concerning the level of 

democratic preparedness indicate44 that the school and the teachers are conscious on their 

democratic mandate, and that one essential part of human rights education– political rights– is 

somewhat established and implemented.  

On the other hand, the students score lower than international average on 7 of 9 themes 

related to engagement and participation. This points to a weakness in the democratic 

awareness amongst the students, although they score well on plans for voting in future 

                                                           
44 The authors of the report are conscious on factors outside the school (socio-economic background, 

parents/family, social activities etc) also playing an important role in developing democratic awareness, in spite 

of the decisive role of the teacher (Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad & Lauglo, 2011, p. 5, p. 174, p. 289). On the other hand, 

in line with the former Minister of Education and Research, Kristin Halvorsen, the researchers point to the 

significant work done in the schools system concerning this issue (Norwegian Ministry of Education and 

Research, 2010a; Tessem, 2011 ). 
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elections and participation in school-related democratic processes (ibid., p. 9-10). It is also 

worth mentioning in this context that 23% of the students disagree about whether state 

authorities should be criticized in public, which is a deviation from the altogether high support 

of themes related to free speech in general (ibid., p.17). This is also interesting in terms of the 

challenges of education as a wheel in the head, where education is used to create national 

unity and social control with good, loyal citizens, as illustrated by Osler and Starkey (2010), 

Mahler, Mihr and Toivanen (2009) and Spring (2008). This is quite contrary to holistic human 

rights education, aiming to challenge, criticize and question existing power structures, 

including the government or state authorities.45 

How does the teachers’ own awareness in lower secondary school correlate to these aspects of 

democratic awareness among the students? The teachers’ voices concerning their approaches 

and motivations can also contribute to the research questions in this dissertation on the roles 

of human rights education as argued above. Some of the responses of the ICCS survey, being 

aware of the different levels, are relevant in terms of a certain amount of human rights issues 

being explored, mostly within the category of political and civil rights. One aspect I will 

emphasize here is the teachers’ purposes for democratic education, which is an aspect I regard 

as decisive for how such education is carried out and its possible outcomes or consequences. 

Here they are asked about the most important aims concerning democratic education, where 

they were to choose 3 of 10 alternative answers (Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad & Lauglo, 2011, 

p.176). The alternative “to develop the ability to stand by your opinion” ranked highest, 

followed by supporting students in solving conflicts in a non-violent way, and developing 

knowledge about social, political and civil institutions ranked third. The first one is the most 

important aim for 7 of 10 teachers, which is an essential skill in democratic processes and is 

described by the authors of the report as a promising factor, also in terms of 

multiperspectivity (ibid., p. 177), but also in terms of empowerment in protecting human 

rights (Osler & Starkey, 2010; Solhaug & Børhaug, 2012).  

On the other hand, the aim of developing active political participation gets the lowest rank 

among the alternatives, with only 5% supporting this as essential.46 This is quite surprising, 

taking into consideration that this is central purpose of democratic education, also expressed 

in the Core Curriculum and Social Studies on this level. It is also contradictory to the 

                                                           
45 See chapter 3 on the theoretical framework.  
46 This is also a tendency in the findings comparing the 38 countries, there is generally a low prioritized aim 

among the teachers to develop active participation (Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr & Losito, 2009, p. 64-68).  
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theoretical foundation of human rights education as discussed in chap.3. Here a main purpose 

of implementing HRE is to empower students to take action to protect human rights, as well 

as participate to influence political processes beyond voting in elections, and question 

inequality and asymmetric power structures influencing their lives and societies (Mahler, 

Mihr & Toivanen, 2009; Osler, 2009; Spring, 2008). Moreover, the teachers’ reports on 

participation of target grade classes in community activities also show that activities “related 

to underprivileged people or groups” (22%, ICCS average 32 %) and “human rights projects” 

(17%, ICCS average 30%) get low scores in Norway, as compared to the ICCS average 

(Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr & Losito, 2009, p.68-71).47 These issues are crucial in terms of 

learning for human rights, not just learning about HR, as ways of engaging students in 

different ways in their own communities to take action to promote and protect human rights.  

Solhaug and Børhaug (2012) find that the participatory elements of political education in 

subjects related to social studies are based on a competitive minimalist model of democracy 

(Børhaug, 2008, p.271). In this model, people choose between alternative elites and their 

political programs in regular elections (Solhaug & Børhaug, 2012, p. 155-156), similar to 

what Held (2006) describes as competitive elitist democracy advocated by Schumpeter 

(1976), where participation first and foremost is linked to voting. Thus, Solhaug and Børhaug 

define the educational approach based on classical competitive democracy as a model of voter 

education, even though there are examples of an activist model where teachers combine 

pluralist and participatory democracy in their research (Solhaug & Børhaug, 2012, p. 154-

156). The voter education model48 implies the teaching about national political institutions, 

such as knowledge about the parliament, government and the party system. In this approach, 

the right and responsibility to vote is the form of political participation most emphasized at 

the cost of other channels of political influence towards a more activist-based model where 

                                                           
47 This table in the international study is “not meeting sampling requirements” in the Norwegian context, and 

must be considered in light of this. However, school leaders reporting on the same issues in the Norwegian 

survey, is quite similar in the response, where cultural activities (90%) and sports events gets highest score 

(80%) on their conceptions of how many students have the opportunity to participating in different activities in 

cooperation with the local communities, with less activities concerning HR issues and activities related to 

intercultural and underprivileged people and groups in the community (Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad & Lauglo, 2011, p. 

165-166). The general score in the international study is also low on these two issues among the participating 

countries compared to cultural activities and sports events (Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr & Losito, 2009, p. 68-

71). 
48 The concept comes originally from the era of the civil rights movement in USA, were the Kennedy brothers 

supported the Voter Education Project (VEP), funding and urging civil rights leaders and organizations to 

engage in voter registration rather than sit-ins, non-violent demonstration and similar forms of controversial 

direct actions that dominated the movement at the time. Under the auspices of the non-profit Southern Regional 

Council (SRC), the Voter Education Project (VEP) was established by the NAACP, CORE, SCLC, and SNCC 

(Dierenfield, 2013, p. 70; Hill, 2004, p. 41), which were leading civil rights organizations during the 1960’s.  
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political decision-making through NGOs, political protests and different grass-root 

movements are parts of democratic participation.  

Other research related to political education in Norway (Børhaug, 2007; Børhaug & 

Christophersen, 2012; Lorentzen, 2005) support the tendency in schools towards voter 

education, where also the legitimizing of the political system rather than a critical approach 

questioning weaknesses and potential improvements of the system dominate the picture of 

such education (Solhaug & Børhaug, 2012, p.153). The focus on student councils as an 

effective tool to develop democratic participation is also questioned, where Børhaug (2008) 

finds that students experience such councils as pseudo-democratic with minor influence 

(Børhaug, 2008, p.272). This finding can also be observed in his interviews with school 

leaders and teachers. As Solhaug (2008, p. 258) puts it, “the school risks in many aspects to 

teach the students that democracy is irrelevant in terms of influence”. These tendencies in the 

Norwegian context also share several elements with a traditional civic education, as described 

in the HRE study carried out by Mahler, Mihr and Toivanen presented above.49 

Other interesting findings concerning teachers in the ICCS-study are related to topics and 

issues they are confident about, as well as working methods they feel comfortable with. Out 

of 15 alternative topics they rank “equal rights for men and women” highest, but in general 

the majority reports that they are very or quite confident about all the alternative topics in the 

survey (including human rights), which the researchers find striking (Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad & 

Lauglo, 2011, p. 175-176). The topics are all considered as appropriate elements to 

developing democratic awareness, which may indicate that their competence on these topics is 

good or at least sufficient in lower secondary school. The study though, does not include data 

on the educational background or factual competence of the teachers, which makes it 

challenging to investigate possible correlations. Another challenge is how they interpret what 

confident (in Norwegian: fortrolig) means. Some teachers may find the term ‘confident’ 

similar to the term competent, meaning skilled, experienced or knowledgeable in the topic. 

Others may find the term similar to motivating or interesting. This says less about their 

competence, and more about this as a topic they find valuable to teach and perhaps receives 

good feedback from the students. Alternatively, it can mean the opposite– that they have some 

                                                           
49 This is not to argue that the focus on democratic awareness in diverse versions is problematic in itself, as a 

state that encourages voter education, participation and free speech is a prerequisite of holistic HRE within a 

society. It is rather pointing to this approach as a necessary, but not sufficient component of education.  
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competence in the topic, but do not find it important, that it elicits little feedback or even 

clashes with their personal beliefs and ideological positions. 

The same challenge can be present when it comes to the formulation of teachers’ views on 

working methods or approaches, where they also claim to be quite confident with most of the 

methods given as alternatives in the survey, although the majority is most confident with 

classroom dialogue and discussions, lectures and group work (ibid., p. 179). Here research-

based investigations as a student- activating method gets the lowest score. This is quite 

surprising, as this is a legitimate and fruitful strategy in different contexts, especially in the 

context of democratic education and HRE (ibid., p. 180). Previous research also shows that 

research-based investigations can be highly motivating and increase the potential for 

empowering students in non-authoritarian, exploring ways (Foros, 1991, 1996; Vesterdal, 

2011).  

Nevertheless, the teachers also express that most methods included in the survey are used, 

leaving an impression of variation as a key term in describing the Norwegian teachers’ 

approaches (Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad & Lauglo, 2011, p. 181-182). It is more difficult to discuss 

why variation seems to be central in teachers’ strategies towards democratic education. Do 

they consider variation as a value in itself, as a source of student motivation of students and as 

a recognition of students’ different learning styles (Dunn & Dunn, 1978)? And is it an 

awareness that student involvement comes from learning through democracy and human 

rights? All the same, the findings in the ICCS study are interesting in several ways, and 

represent a broad empirical material that is necessary and useful not only for further research 

but brings valuable substance to the educational discourse, to influence policy and developing 

best practice surrounding education for democratic citizenship. It is nevertheless limited in its 

explicit applicability when it comes to human rights education in upper secondary school50 

and the research questions in this thesis, with reference to the definitions that guide the study. 

Still, as a comparative element and as a major empirical material on democratic education 

after the Knowledge Promotion Reform implemented in 2006, the study on Norwegian lower 

secondary schools from 2009 is relevant, will be brought into my analysis, and thus represents 

                                                           
50 The results from Norwegian upper secondary school in the CiVEd study in 1999 indicates similar results as the 

lower secondary schools, with students showing a high degree of democratic awareness also compared to 

international scores, and somewhat lower will to engage in human rights organizations and political activism, 

while the teachers report that democratic education is important, and ought to promote critical thinking, 

democratic participation and values, but that the real education emphasize civic knowledge (Mikkelsen et. 

al.2002, p. 3-7).  
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a usable source particularly related to the discussion of political rights in Norwegian 

classrooms.  

2.2.2 Studies on human rights education in Norway: CCM report 2003  

The studies presented above are essentially concerned with education for democratic 

citizenship. A common characteristic is that human rights are basically referred to in general 

terms, but they do not go into detail about their content and aims except for emphasizing the 

nexus of EDC and HRE. They focus primarily on political and civil rights such as free speech, 

rights related to participation in democratic processes within and outside the school; voting 

and participation in free and fair elections on an equal basis. This is obviously a crucial aspect 

of education and its expectation is the development and exercise of democratic citizenship.  

Nevertheless, if human rights are the underpinning principles that education in Norway are 

based on, what do we know about education concerning the more comprehensive set of 

human rights and its educational framework that involves the specific knowledge, values and 

skills that make students able to identify human rights in order to uphold and protect them? 

This question is included in a report from 2003 carried out by the former Centre for 

Peacebuilding and Conflict Management (subsequently referred to as CCM) in Oslo, 

commissioned by the Learning Center (now The Norwegian Directorate for Education and 

Training).51 Its task was to map and create an overview of human rights education in 

Norwegian schools, from primary school to upper secondary school, how and why HRE is 

implemented at the schools, educational approaches, teaching aids, teachers’ competence, 

content and how human rights are constituted in both the Core Curriculum and the subject 

curricula. The task also included suggestions for improvements and examples of best practice 

(Centre for Peacebuilding and Conflict Management, 2003, p. 6). 

Using a quantitative approach with surveys sent to 308 schools52 with 201 responding in the 

sample (43 upper secondary schools), the study gives an important, although not complete 

representative picture of the HRE status in Norway in the early 2000’s. 5 out of 19 counties 

were represented in the survey (and below 10% of the total number of schools), which makes 

it insufficient in terms of statistical significance and representativity. In addition to questions 

                                                           
51 A study to map HRE in Norway is mentioned as part of the Action Plan for Human Rights (Norwegian 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 1999 , p. 38), with the Learning Centre on behalf of the the Ministry of Education 

and Research as assigner. The CCM report is the response to this specific task, carried out two years later. The 

action plan also states that if the survey shows that the intentions and policies are not followed up in the 

textbooks, teaching aids and teaching in practice, “necessary measures will be implemented” (ibid., p. 38).  
52 The total number of schools in Norway in 2003, including primary schools up to upper secondary schools, 

private and public, were 3671. In 2002 the number was 3731 (Statistics Norway, 2004).  
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concerning human rights education, the survey also contained questions concerning the 

composite of students, including percentage with immigrant background or asylum seekers 

and refugees, to find out if there were variations on the HRE approaches in schools with a 

higher or lower degree of diversity. The report though, lacks a clear definition of, or a 

discussion of what is included or excluded in their concept; only the mandate given from the 

Learning Centre is described, not what human rights education encompasses. The 

questionnaires, although the answer alternatives in certain questions go in the direction of a 

broad understanding of HRE, open implicitly for the schools themselves to define the content 

and scope of concept. This may in turn give space for different interpretations of HRE. Still, 

the report gives an overview of the status of this educational field in a sample of Norwegian 

schools as it appeared in 2003, and is thus relevant for inclusion in a chapter that focuses on 

previous research, empirical material and knowledge about HRE in the Norwegian context. 

The survey sent to upper secondary schools was quite similar to the survey sent to primary 

and lower secondary schools, but adjusted to the level and curricula. The most central 

conclusions of this report are generalized to both levels, but there is also empirical material 

that points explicitly to upper secondary schools in the report, which is most relevant for this 

dissertation. The first conclusion for both levels is related to how human rights are taught, in 

what subjects and what working methods are used. The most usual ways of working with 

human rights according to the report, are classroom teaching and subject-related projects, 

where lectures, group work, movie and to some extent role-play are the dominating methods. 

The learning of human rights is basically implemented in the subjects Social studies, Religion, 

philosophies of life and ethics, and Norwegian. In upper secondary schools, History is also an 

important subject in this matter (Centre for Peacebuilding and Conflict Management, 2003, p. 

4). A second general conclusion they draw, is that the schools’ connection to curricula and the 

platform of values, the human rights framework is used throughout the school environment as 

a part of developing social skills, but also in conflict resolution, racism, discrimination and 

bullying. In addition, the statistics included in the report show that human rights is a central 

issue in working with “internationalization”, in primary and lower secondary, as well as in 

upper secondary schools, where it ranks highest along with racism and discrimination 

prevention(ibid., p.13,23). Moreover, the survey shows that especially primary and lower 

secondary schools are conscientious about including the rights of the child, with a special 

focus during the United Nations Day (24th October). In addition, the main teaching aids used 

in the work with human rights issues are divided in three categories: a) the textbooks, b) 
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through IGOs such as the United Nations Association of Norway (FN-sambandet), and NGOs 

such as Save the Children and Amnesty and c) internet resources.   

Another interesting finding is related to the way diversity influences HRE in the schools. Here 

they find that there are similar approaches concerning how human rights issues are taught and 

worked with. When it comes to the different size of the schools and composite of students in 

the schools, homogenous or heterogeneous student mass and degree of diversity, the strategies 

and methods are quite common. Their motivation for conducting human rights education– 

why they implement HRE however, is different. Schools with a high percent of students with 

multilingual backgrounds, and with “multicultural challenges” emphasize the necessity of 

such education (ibid., p. 9, 19, 24). Present world events and international or internal conflicts 

also seem to be important reasons for implementing human rights education (ibid., p.5).  

When it comes to specific trends within the upper secondary schools, in addition to the 

general conclusions, there are two findings of particular interest. The first concerns the 

question about the needs and challenges for improving the practice of HRE. Here the raising 

and improvement of the teacher’s competence on human rights get the highest score, 

including supplementary training in human rights issues and methods, but also better teaching 

aids and higher focus and consciousness on human rights in schools (ibid., p. 25-26). One 

reason for this, according to the report, is that teaching human rights at this level is more 

demanding and complex than in the lower levels, and that there was an increased focus on 

human rights in previous years which made it more necessary to update the existing 

knowledge (ibid., p.26). The lack of competence on human rights mechanisms and its 

educational approaches corresponds to the findings in a report developed by of the Human 

Rights Academy (2011), where a high percentage of upper secondary school teachers (40%) 

find it difficult to teach about human rights, they express a need for higher competence in 

human rights, and a majority of the respondents (75%) do not have formal education in these 

issues.53 A master thesis written by Husby (2010), studying teachers that teach the subject 

Politics and Human Rights, also points to a lack of competence in human rights. Svinvik 

(2012) has in his master thesis studied relations between human rights attitudes, knowledge 

and human rights education. Here he finds that a majority of students in the Social Studies 

subject in his quantitative survey regards human rights education as important and interesting, 

                                                           
53 The sample in the survey is limited; 61 teachers were participating in the evaluation. On the other hand, they 

came from 41 different Norwegian upper secondary schools, from different parts of the country, which make it 

an interesting contribution in this context.  



62 
 

but they find the quality of the teaching and the focus on human rights as low, signifying 

improvements in teachers’ competence as a key to improving HRE practice.    

A second trend in the CCM report is that a majority of the schools highlight Social Studies as 

a subject where human rights issues are most frequently raised, although other subjects such 

as History, Religion and Norwegian are also central. This study was developed before the 

National Curriculum for Knowledge Promotion (LK06), where the Programme for 

Specialization in General Studies included the program subject called Politics and Human 

Rights. This is not a common core subject in Programmes for General Studies, so it is 

available only as an option in schools who offer this subject and not all upper secondary 

schools do so. This finding points to the Social Studies as a key subject concerning human 

rights that is common for all students in upper secondary schools, even though it was a small 

subject with two classroom hours a week, now increased to three hours a week.  

How does this study connect with the research question on the roles of human rights 

education in this dissertation? The report does not discuss its findings, only summarizes and 

comments briefly the main conclusions, leaving it to the policymakers and others to discuss 

and analyze the tendencies demonstrated in the empirical material. As an overview, it is 

useful for my project, taken into consideration the paucity of research conducted on the 

practice of HRE in Norway. The task of the report – to map and get an overview of the 

situation concerning this topic – shares some common elements with the aims of this thesis on 

the roles of HRE through its purposes, policy and teachers’ approaches, even though the 

report was carried out before the Knowledge Promotion Reform was implemented in 2006. In 

addition, the teachers have been respondents also in this survey, which is common to my 

focus on the voice and perspectives of the teachers through qualitative interviewing. It is 

important to note a methodological challenge concerning the construction of knowledge, that 

through surveys, similar to qualitative interviewing, we are not able to study the concrete 

practice: the actual activities going on in the classrooms. It is the teachers own reporting on 

their understanding, interpretation and practice that is included as empirical material to 

develop knowledge about the status of HRE. 54  

From the study, it is fruitful to include the following aspects, in addition to the conclusions 

stated above. The most used teaching aids described in the report have an international 

                                                           
54 The methodological challenges are discussed in further details in chapter 4 on the researcher’s position, 

method and philosophy of science.  
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profile, and combined with the high scores of “internationalization” concerning the question 

of themes and issues most frequently linked to human rights, may indicate an emphasis on 

human rights as an international issue. It is also striking that terms related to democracy and 

democratic citizenship, which are the central concepts in the ICCS study, are not answer 

alternatives neither when it comes to the content, methods nor the motivation for HRE at the 

schools. One reason for this may be that it is an integrated, implicit element of the 

questionnaire that is taken for granted, but it is nevertheless a term that is only implicitly 

integrated. The teachers nonetheless, link the HRE practice to democratic education in the 

curricula, democratic processes and students’ participation in local decision-making in the 

alternatives “other”, both regarding methods and content (Centre for Peacebuilding and 

Conflict Management, 2003, p.11).  

Furthermore, there also seems to be a general awareness and positive attitude towards the 

teaching of human rights one the one hand, and signals from the teachers about a lack of 

competence on these issues on the other hand. These aspects, along with the report’s lack of 

sufficient data on teachers’ interpretation and definitions of human rights education, why they 

choose their approaches and content, its purposes and framework, leaves the impression of a 

need for further research and deeper investigation on factors which the report touches upon. 

2.2.3 Lile’s study on Norway’s obligations to the CRC article 29 (1) 

Lile’s Ph.D. - dissertation (2011) is another study related to implementation and framework 

that is discussed in the context of human rights education, both in a legal and a sociological 

perspective, and is an important contribution to the status of HRE in Norway. The main 

research question in this thesis was: Do children in Norway learn what they are supposed to 

about the Sámi, according to the CRC article 29 (1) on the purpose of education? This is, as 

described in section 1.3, an article integrated in the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

focusing on states’ obligations concerning education, of which Norway is party to.  

Discussing the obligations of Norway from a legal-sociological perspective – how 

international law binds the state to implementing educational principles in accordance with 

CRC article 29 (1) – Lile argues that the article has a clear legal effect in Norway, and the 

provision is given a heavy legal weight (Lile, 2011, p.217, 550). He further evaluated the 

willingness of the Norwegian state authorities (particularly the Norwegian Ministry of 

Education and Research) to direct education in accordance with international law and this 

specific article, with a special focus on learning about the Sámi as the indigenous people of 
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Norway, in accordance 29 (1), point d). Lile finds that the State has not shown much 

willingness to use this article nor the ICESCR article 13(1)55 as guidelines in educational 

policy (Lile, 2012, p. 524-528), despite the Ministry of Education and Research claiming that 

the Knowledge Promotion Reform is in accordance with Norwegian obligations to 

international law (Lile, 2011, p.550).  

Moreover, his study of teachers and students’ competence, knowledge and attitudes about the 

Sámi nation, history of assimilation and rights-related issues shows little awareness and even 

negative biases on these issues, “in accordance with” the lack of education about indigenous 

people, reported both from the teachers and the students (Lile, 2011). In sum, there is a 

general lack of knowledge about the Sámi as indigenous people of Norway, and the state 

authorities have done little, according to Lile, to anchor educational purposes to legally 

binding international law such as the CRC article 29(1) in the national educational 

framework. Taken into consideration that human rights education in general is integrated in 

this article, it seems that the legal foundation of HRE is present, but not sufficiently integrated 

in the school system in accordance with these principles.  

These findings seem to have negative implications concerning the harmonizing of human 

rights education into the teacher education and further to the student level, leaving it to 

teachers and school leaders locally to decide how, why and what to include in the teaching of 

human rights. Hence, both the legitimacy of human rights education in international law and 

its implications for the Norwegian context, as well as its findings on prejudice, lack of 

knowledge and superficial focus on the Sámi people in the school system are transferable 

elements to this thesis.    

2.2.4 NDET curriculum study on HRE/EDC 2010 

As a response to the recommendations56 concerning the UPR report in 2009 stating that 

Norway does not currently have an overview of HRE in the school system, the Ministry of 

Education and Research mandated the Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training 

                                                           
55 The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights is also a legally binding document 

incorporated in Norwegian law. Article 13(1) states that: “The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize 

the right of everyone to education. They agree that education shall be directed to the full development of the 

human personality and the sense of its dignity, and shall strengthen the respect for human rights and fundamental 

freedoms. They further agree that education shall enable all persons to participate effectively in a free society, 

promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations and all racial, ethnic or religious groups, and 

further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace” (Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner of Human Rights, n.d.3). 
56 Morocco and Vietnam recommended the strengthening of HRE in the Norwegian school system and for police 

officers (Human Rights Council, 2010). 
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(NDET) to carry out a report to map the Norwegian curricula and competence aims related to 

human rights and democratic understanding, concluding that these topics are well integrated 

in both the Core Curriculum, the Quality Framework and subject curricula (Norwegian 

Directorate for Education and Training 2010a: 4). The subjects most relevant in this context 

are presented, and these are described in further detail in the appendix, meaning listing up the 

competence aims and parts of the Core Curriculum and Quality Framework that falls within 

the definitions (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, (appendix), 2010a, p. 3-

18).  

The authors reach this conclusion with the definition in the Council of Europe’s Charter on 

EDC/HRE as a starting point to legitimate the sample, in addition to “international recognized 

theories of political science” and pedagogical approaches to democracy as analyzing tools 

(ibid., p.3 and appendix, p. 1-2). They underline though, the challenges of limiting the scope 

of these topics and argue that in sum, a broad definition gives a better indication of the 

implementation than a more narrow approach (ibid., p.3 appendix, p. 1-2). These conclusions 

give the impression of an educational system that has implemented both HRE and EDC to a 

large extent and thus, there is no significant incentive to improve an already well-functioning 

education in terms of these issues. The conclusions of this study have also been given some 

weight in different reports submitted to international governmental organizations57 along with 

the ICCS-study from 2009, sending the message also to the international arena that HRE and 

EDC is well implemented in Norway. The authors though, emphasize that the overview is not 

complete. Nevertheless, there are some challenges related to the study, especially if this 

represents the overview of implementation that was lacking and criticized during the UPR 

hearings in 2009– an overview over courses, teacher qualifications and implementation of 

such education, or knowledge of the extent to which personnel in key professions have 

sufficient operational competence to identify possible human rights violations. This study 

represents – as far as I can see – a contribution to the first: a limited overview over courses, 

which also was the limited mandate given from the Ministry of Education and Research.  

Considering this, there are also other factors that seem to be absent in the study. First, the 

report refers to the CoE definition as a guideline to framing the concepts of HRE and EDC. 

This is one of several intergovernmental organizations where Norway actively participates 

and to which has legal obligations, while the definitions of human rights education made by 

                                                           
57 These reports are included in chapter 5 discussing HRE as components of foreign policy and national identify 

construction.  
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UNESCO, OCSE and the UN, which I argue elsewhere has a stronger human rights 

component concerning the purposes and content of such learning, are absent from this study. 

This has several implications, particularly in terms of balancing the focus between the two 

concepts.  

I will argue that the focus in this report is basically on democratic values at the cost of the 

more comprehensive set of human rights, and the report’s main perspective illustrates this 

point, referring only to democratic models and democratic education as the theoretical 

framework. The reference to human rights is completely missing when they justify their 

sample: “The NDET has emphasized to map curricula and competence aims that covers the 

Council of Europe’s definition of democratic understanding and internationally recognized 

theories of political science” (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2010, p.3). 

With reference to the broad range of literature on theories of human rights (Valen-Sendstad, 

2010) and also human rights education (parts of it presented in chapter3), I find it insufficient 

to only include the democratic aspects in a study of HRE/EDC, where these are of 

complementary nature. The conclusions are shaped by the report’s theoretical foundations, but 

without using human rights sources to evaluate content related to this, it will probably be 

more precise to conclude that EDC is well integrated in the curricula, but the HRE aspect 

remains imprecise.          

Lile (2011) also points to a similar challenge in the study– the report’s lack of foundation in 

international law. The legally binding conventions that Norway is party to are not referred to 

in the legitimation of the concepts, or as a reference clarifying the Norwegian obligations in 

international law when it comes to HRE and EDC (Lile, 2011, p. 272-273). Hence, there is no 

clarification of whether or how Norway upholds the specific elements that the state is obliged 

to follow in terms of, for instance, article 29(1) of the CRC or the ICESCR article 13(1). 

As discussed above there are reasons to be aware of the limits of this study, where the 

independence of the institution conducting the study may be limited, because the NDET is the 

executive agency of its mandatory, the Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research.58 

Still, the study provides an overview of the subjects and parts of the Core Curriculum and 

                                                           
58 A similar task of mapping HRE in higher education initiated by the Norwegian Ministry of Education and 

Research was given to the Norwegian Centre for Human Rights, and the study was also finished in 2010. In this 

context the author finds the study beyond the scope of this dissertation, in particular because teacher education in 

general is not included in the research, (although practical- pedagogical education at the University in Tromsø is 

included) which the author refer to as a desk study (Høstmælingen, 2010, p. 4). 
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Quality Framework that is related HRE, especially its democratic aspects. Moreover, it is 

useful in terms of what educational authorities define as within the framework of HRE and 

EDC and thus implicitly contributes to discussing the roles given to human rights education at 

the policy level. 

2.3 Summary of the review: relevance and gaps in HRE research  
How and to what degree are the international and national studies presented and discussed 

here relevant and transferable to the analyses in this thesis, and how do they correspond to our 

ambition of describing what we know and what needs to be done in the research field? First, 

the legal framework as discussed by Lile (2011) is important for the legitimacy of my thesis’ 

assumptions and is useful both in discussing the political guidelines and educational 

framework of HRE in Norway and as one of the reference points in the analysis of the 

interviews. The findings related to the Sámi as an indigenous people correspond to the 

challenges of including the national minorities in the rights discourse as discussed by Mahler, 

Mihr & Toivanen (2009). Although these have different sets of rights, they all seem to 

represent an obstacle more than a part of democracy, as Biseth (2011) also refers to in terms 

of her focus on diversity. These aspects of HRE will also be discussed in the analysis, but 

from a perspective of what I define as dichotomization in such education. Lile’s study has 

discussed the legal framework of HRE in Norwegian primary through upper secondary 

school, but the empirical material developed from the school is from lower secondary. Despite 

the fact that this presentation is not exhaustive, there seems to be less focus on research on 

upper secondary schools than lower secondary schools when it comes to HRE and EDC. 

There may be different reasons for this, but the ICCS study on the lower secondary school has 

become part of the political-educational discourse as it represents one of several international 

quantitative instruments and ratings aimed to measure the level of the students and the 

learning processes in the given countries (for instance PISA, TALIS, ICCS, TIMSS and 

PIRLS). Additionally, the scores in the Norwegian ICCS study represents a potential counter-

weight to the lower scores on international testing among Norwegian students– in the ICCS 

study they are top five and can be used to balance the negative image of the educational 

system. 59   

Nevertheless, the lack of research on HRE in general, and particularly in upper secondary 

schools in Norway indicates that this thesis can make a contribution towards filling some of 

                                                           
59 Comments in the media and in the political discourse related to the ICCS study, see for instance Johansen 

(2010),Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research (2010a) and Tessem (2011).  
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the gaps and extend existing knowledge. There seems to be a need for research on and 

knowledge about the roles of HRE and its practice in a upper secondary school also due to the 

paucity of overview on this field in general, but also in terms of the teachers’ and 

policymakers’ competence on the field. This seems to be a challenge in several of the 

international studies (BEMIS, 2013; Decara, 2013; Mahler, Mihr & Toivanen, 2009; 

Matilainen & Kallioniemi, 2012; Osler & Starkey, 2010; Toivanen, 2007; Waldron et.al., 

2011), while the studies of Svinvik (2012), Lile (2011), Human Rights Academy (2011), 

Husby (2010) and the Centre for Peacebuilding and Conflict Management, (2003) point 

towards this challenge in Norway.  

Furthermore, a study on the role of human rights education in Norway can extend important 

contextual knowledge about how HRE is implemented and understood in societies with 

different characteristics– the content, focus and purpose of HRE in so-called stable, liberal 

democracies like Norway may be different from post-conflict societies as for instance Bosnia-

Hercegovina or more authoritarian pseudo-democracies like Russia. There may also be 

significant differences between liberal democracies as the international studies above also 

suggest, although the countries studied in the research above seem to share some common 

challenges. These common challenges are particularly visible in terms of sporadic and 

implicit HRE, the focus on civic education or EDC basically understood as voter education, 

compliance to the nation-state and its political institutions at the expense of a holistic 

approach to human rights education. Additionally, the focus on citizens’ rights more than 

human rights seems to be an obstacle in several countries, where different minorities are 

excluded from the human rights narratives, or diversity is regarded as an obstacle to rather 

than part a of the democratic process. These approaches also tend to be disciplining rather 

than empowering. What is more, the impression is given in some of the studies that human 

rights are an international issue and consequently are not a vital or necessary part of education 

in the country.  

The approaches that dominate the study on HRE carried out by Mueller are also connected 

both to emotions and to focus on international human rights violations as a central approach in 

HRE, which is also visible in the Finnish approaches and the CCM report in Norway. This 

focus is an interesting aspect of how HRE is implemented but also its purposes, where 

violations and emotions seem to be intertwined as an approach to develop various capacities 

and skills, but includes no clear trajectory when it comes to either approaches or purposes in 

the Norwegian context. There is still a lack of knowledge concerning the practice of HRE in 



69 
 

Norway both in terms of what approaches and perspectives are dominant or absent in the 

classrooms, as well as the purposes of learning human rights. Hence, concerning the roles of 

human rights education, there are still essential gaps in knowledge and research that need to 

be filled in this field of study in order to develop and improve practice and to describe its 

status, in spite of the increasing international consensus and recognition of HRE’s importance 

in the development of sustainable democratic societies based on human rights. This 

significance of HRE finds support through the promising results deriving from the research 

projects in England, Canada, USA and Belgium. These studies suggest that explicit and HRE 

and locally based, child-centered strategies encouraging empowerment, cosmopolitan 

citizenship and dynamic, participatory identities may reduce structural inequalities and 

produce transformative outcomes for both the schools and the local community, and extend 

the knowledge about the outcomes of HRE. There are few Norwegian studies similar to these, 

and this study can add useful knowledge to the international research on HRE, as well as 

contributing to shed light on policy, practice and purposes of human rights education in 

Norway. 
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3 Theoretical framework  

3.1 The contribution of theory to explore the roles of HRE 
The focus of this dissertation, the roles of human rights education in Norway, is necessarily 

the primary concern when discussing the theoretical framework of this project. What is the 

purpose of theory in this context, and how can it contribute to shedding light on my research 

questions? Theory can be used to guide the selection of relevant data, to interpret the data, to 

design a research question, and to propose explanations of causes or influences. Theories give 

researchers different “lenses” through which to look at complicated problems and social 

issues (Reeves, Albert, Kuper & Hodges, 2008). Thus, theory gives direction to the research; 

the researcher may use it as a starting point as well as analyze empirical data through the 

theoretical lenses (Postholm, 2010, p. 100) – it can support and contribute to research both in 

deductive and inductive, qualitative and quantitative approaches.  

Moreover, the combination of theory, previous research and the analysis of empirical data 

may develop new theories, and strengthen or weaken existing theories. In this study, in 

accordance with the methodological reflections developed in chapter 4, theory is used 

systematically throughout all phases of the research, in a continuous interplay with empirical 

data, related to both abductive and hermeneutic aspects of the analysis, as lenses to interpret 

empirical data, and as a link that communicates with and discusses previous research and 

findings. In this sense, theories are crucial, as they guide and give meaning to what we 

experience, see and read. Furthermore, they influence our interpretations of lived experiences, 

political references and other contextual factors that frame our research, in the same way these 

same factors reciprocate in contributing to the development of theories.  

This reflexive position on the role of theory in my research also contributes to the degree of 

credibility in this study, as validity depends on how the researcher critically examines the 

basis– the framework of her/his interpretations (Thagaard, 2009, p. 190). In this context 

however, I do not present ‘the grand theory’ that fully explains the phenomenon “human 

rights education” or its core principles, (although I describe a moderate form of social 

constructionism in chapter 4 as a way of positioning my methodological starting point) but 

combine different compatible theories that shed light on the concept, depending on which 

level of implementation I am operating in – for instance the macro level representing 

structures (HRE policy) or the micro level representing the agents (teachers’ HRE 

approaches).    
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Do we use theory as an ideal of how things ought to be in order to point to discrepancies and 

coherences between theory and practice, or do we use theory to describe the phenomena as it 

appears, independent of its aims and main principles? In some cases, as Kvernbekk argues, a 

gap between theory and practice is appropriate– “some version of a gap is a sound way of 

understanding the relationship, if theory is to keep its critical potential and preserve a dignity 

in its own right” (Kvernbekk, 2012, p.289). Here it is obvious that the particular theoretical 

lenses (along with previous research presented in the literature review) have consequences for 

the interpretations of the empirical material, and thus for the results of the study. Moreover, I 

will argue that the theoretical framework of this study is both descriptive and normative, 

referring to its aim of discussing appropriate HRE principles and purposes (normative), in 

order to analyze its role and implementation within the Norwegian upper secondary schools in 

a descriptive way. A key argument in this chapter is that education in general is not sufficient 

to develop peaceful, just and sustainable societies or active citizenship (Sipos, Battisti & 

Grimm 2008; Orr, 1992). Rather, some kinds of education may in fact be counter-productive; 

only specific kinds of education carried out in specific ways, may contribute to building and 

consolidating sustainable democratic societies, and holistic human rights education is among 

these, where empowering people to uphold and protect their own as well as the human rights 

of others is essential.  

3.2 HRE as learning about, through and for human rights 

The framework, purposes and strategies of this type of education may be defined as the 

“anatomy” of human rights education. To contextualize the anatomy or nature of HRE, I will 

use the UN Declaration on HRE and Training as a relevant starting point (which also works as 

the guiding definition throughout this dissertation), where what I refer to as the “HRE 

doctrine of Trinity”– learning about, through and for human rights– is a commonly used 

reference. The declaration, as adopted by the General assembly through resolution 66/137 

(2011), states in article 2 that education about HR aims to provide knowledge and 

understanding of human rights values, norms and principles and “the mechanisms for their 

protection”. Education through HR includes learning and teaching strategies in ways that 

respect the rights of educators and learners, while education for HR includes “(…) 

empowering persons to enjoy and exercise their rights and to respect and uphold the rights of 

others” (United Nations, 2011, p. 3). Here we learn that these three dimensions in sum are the 

constitutive elements of human rights education. This “Trinity” seems to be recognized as 



73 
 

such both by IGOs60, NGOs61 and influential scholars62 of the discourse, even though there 

may be different emphasis, interpretations and priorities in the prepositions that describe the 

nature of HRE (Flowers, 2004). In addition, these are often combined with the three 

substantives knowledge, attitudes and skills (somewhat in harmony with educationalist Johann 

H. Pestalozzi’s pedagogical pillars head, heart and hand 63 (Brühlmeier,2010)), which in 

combination constitute the essential competencies concerning the human rights educational 

framework. Lohrenscheit (2008) argues that learning about, through and for human rights 

illustrates a learning cycle where one element builds upon the other. The stages, she argues, 

must be adapted in relation to the particular context, the particular needs of the learning 

groups due to their age, previous knowledge and experience of human rights issues, cultural 

and religious and background. The contextual aspect is necessary to integrate in all 

educational practice including HRE, and here I agree with Lohrenscheit (ibid., p.64-65), 

arguing that the third- learning for HR- as the most complicated part. This may involve 

dilemmas concerning the role of formal school systems in advocacy and action, risking 

indoctrination if applied along authoritarian or uncritical lines or supporting a one-sided 

ideology rather than multi-perspectivistic human rights principles. 

This starting point of HRE understood as education about, through and for human rights gives 

meaning to the classification and understanding dominant and absent approaches in this topic. 

In this sense, it is a theoretical tool that may contribute to an understanding of the roles of 

HRE in schools, giving rise to sub questions such as; what is the main focus in Norwegian 

schools- to learn about human rights, to learn through HR – using non-authoritarian64, 

participatory and inclusive methods and strategies? Is the focus to learning for human rights – 

understood as the practical will and capacity to act, using the human rights framework as a 

tool to uphold and protect the rights of others and themselves? Through these prepositions, we 

are led to actually reflect on their intertwined nature- you cannot have one without the other. 

Obviously, we need to know about our rights in order to enjoy them, promote them and 

protect them (Osler & Starkey, 2010), and the learning strategies adopted to promote them, 

                                                           
60 For instance the abovementioned UN declaration adopted in 2011 and the HRE Manual” Compasito” edited 

and co-written by Flowers (2007) and published by the Directorate of Youth and Sport of the Council of Europe.  
61 For example, a significant NGO working on human right education, Amnesty International, also defines the 

concepts along these lines, see Løvik (2012).  
62 See for example Kirschslaeger (2009), Mihr ( 2012), Flowers (2003), Lohrenscheit (2000).  
63 Further, this triad also shares some common threads with Blooms taxonomy, dividing education into three 

domains- the cognitive, psychomotor and affective domains (Sipos, Battisti & Grimm, 2008, p. 74).  
64 Opposed to an authoritarian, oppressive «banking concept of education», as Freire (1970: 72-73) describes 

traditional teaching, were the hierarchical positions between teacher and students block critical consciousness.  
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need to be harmonious with human rights norms, attitudes and values; preaching human 

rights and democracy is an authoritarian paradox.  

Nevertheless, this seems to be a rather superficial and rhetorical approach, saying less about 

the substantial elements of these aspects, and how they stand in relation to each other.65 What 

ought to be the content of such education, and what kind of citizenship does it develop? On 

the other hand, what approaches and topics, content and methods, are essential to promote the 

development of the society in an appropriate direction? It also gives vague indications about 

the purposes of HRE and the legitimacy of such education for both individual and societal 

levels. Thus, it is necessary to discuss some basic premises and aspects of the human rights 

concept in order to consider both why HRE is and should be included in school systems 

including its main purposes, its content and approaches– why, what and how.  

3.3 Human rights perspectives and schools of thought 
What are human rights? The concept can be interpreted along several dimensions, and these 

interpretations will consequently influence how human rights education is implemented in the 

school system. The definitions of human rights education as discussed in chapter 1 represent a 

starting point. Within this framework the emphasis is on human rights as “the agreed 

international standards that recognize and protect the dignity and integrity of every individual 

without any distinction”66, where the state’s obligation to respect, protect and fulfill every 

rights (vertical tie), and the individual obligation to respect, protect and fulfil the rights of 

others (horizontal tie) represent the core relationship between rights and duties. The state’s 

obligations towards individuals is the point of departure in international human rights law, 

where the framework is designed to be a morally, politically and legally binding set of 

principles for the government (Nickel, 2007). I will also argue that human rights can be 

interpreted along legal, political, moral and even cultural dimensions, and that the study of 

human rights is an interdisciplinary field (Freeman, 2002). A holistic approach to human 

                                                           
65 There are also other ways of modelling HRE, as exemplified by Tibbits (2002), describing contemporary 

practice through the Values and Awareness Model, the Accountability Model and the Transformational Model, 

with different target groups, content and strategies. Mihr (2004) divided HRE in three different levels, naming 

them the Cognitive level, the Emotional and awareness level and finally the Active level. Both of these examples 

defines HRE in terms of operationalizing it through a) knowledge, b)attitudes and values and c)skills. 
66 Amnesty International operates with this definition, which comes close to Dembour’s deliberative school (see 

below), where human rights are interpreted as standards that are agreed upon. However, Amnesty also operates 

with a definition that is more inspired by Natural Law, where “human rights are the basic freedoms and 

protections that people are entitled to simply because they are human beings”. Here they claim that HR is both 

universal and inherent- that we all are born with rights- as a metaphysical argument (Amnesty International, 

2012; 2013). This is similar to Donnelly’s (2007, p. 21) definition, where HR “are the rights one has simply 

because one is human”.  
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rights education will necessarily include both legal, moral, cultural and political dimensions 

of the concept in order to develop knowledge, attitudes and skills that are compatible with its 

purposes. 

There are diverse understandings of the human rights concept in the scholarly debate and 

Dembour (2010) has contributed by classifying the different schools of thought that have 

emerged. Here she claims that scholars of the natural law school views human rights as given, 

where entitlements are based on “nature”. This implies a justification based on Divine Law, 

the Universe, Reason or any other transcendental source and is universal in character. This 

represents “the heart of human rights orthodoxy”, even though this is moving towards the 

second school of thought, the deliberative school (Dembour, 2010, p.3). Scholars within this 

school interpret human rights as values that are agreed upon and come into existence through 

societal agreement rather than the given metaphysical justification of rights (ibid.). These are 

political values that liberal societies choose to adopt through consensus, and its universality 

will only be realized when the whole globe is convinced about validity of human rights as the 

best possible solution for governing society. Some regard this view as elitist, excluding 

ordinary citizens and ignoring asymmetric power structures in the deliberation process, in 

addition to holding a strict legalistic position towards human rights (ibid., p. 5-6). 

The protest school on the other hand, can be described as a non-elitist bottom-up perspective, 

with its focus on human rights claims on behalf of the poor, the unprivileged and the 

oppressed. They regard human rights as struggles against injustice and are suspicious about 

too much emphasis being placed on legalization of human rights, as this may lead to favor the 

elite and prevent its potential for criticism (ibid., p. 3, 6). The advocacy of fighting for human 

rights and activism among the protest scholars are in opposition to the fourth school of 

thought– the discourse school. As the term indicates, the scholars argue that human rights 

exist only because people talk about them, not that HR are given us by nature or are a 

powerful response to injustice in the world. Their sceptical view on the role of human rights 

however, does not prevent them from recognizing that the discourse, as the prominent ethical 

discourse of our time, represents a “powerful language with which to express political claims” 

(ibid., p. 4). The schools briefly presented here are useful for categorizing key dimensions of 

my own human rights approach in order to locate applicable theories concerning human rights 

education. The Ph.D.-dissertation of Valen-Sendstad (2010) has been a useful contribution in 

this aspect, where he discusses these schools of thought and key theorists in relation to 

understandings of human rights education. He finds that, although Dembour argues that it is 
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the deliberative school and the Natural Law school that is most influential in the ‘general 

human rights discourse’, the protest school dominates the theorizing of human rights 

education (Valen-Sendstad, 2010, p. 230-232). In the words of Valen-Sendstad, “(…) we see 

that it is one of the less influential schools in the general discourse that is dominant in HRE, 

viz. the protest school” (ibid., p.230).67 I will also come back to these schools of thought in 

the analysis of the empirical material, to discuss these in relation to HRE. 

To make sense of the legitimacy of HRE, we need to discuss the legitimacy of human rights 

in order to combine the two elements – human rights and education – in a fruitful way. It is 

not the intention to present a full-scale theoretical framework of human rights in general 

(Donnelly, 2003: Gewirth, 1982; Nickel, 2007), but rather to discuss some important aspects 

of human rights that are necessarily integrated into my theoretical framework of HRE. Nor is 

it the intention of postulating a metaphysical justification of human rights based on human 

nature and Natural Law, as developed by Kant, Locke and Hobbes or the philosophical 

implications of human dignity, human agency or action as the fundamental principles on 

which rights are based (Donnelly, 2003; Ignatieff, 2001), or the potential tensions between 

cultural relativism and universal human rights (Al-Naim, 1995; Beitz, 1999; Bell, 2000; 

Donnelly, 1984; Sen, 1997). Rather, I follow an approach that acknowledges that there are 

diverse philosophical, political and cultural explanations to justify human rights (deriving 

from various sources such as Divine Law, Natural Law, and Universal Reason, to struggles 

for social justice, non-repression, non-discrimination and dignity in different historical 

contexts codified through internationally recognized conventions, treaties and declarations). 

Nevertheless, there seems to exist a certain support in the international community of states, 

for the necessity of human rights as a minimum standard of human dignity and agency, 

independent of context and status of the individual.68  

In this perspective, human rights comprise a necessary set of mechanisms, norms and 

standards to control and balance the power of the authorities, not just in authoritarian or 

totalitarian regimes but in democratic societies as well, as these may also make majority 

                                                           
67 Valen-Sendstad also explores how the issue of diversity is addressed both in the human rights theories and in 

the writing on HRE, in the context of the need to envision HRE for a pluralist society. He finds that in the 

general discourse, diversity was included in several ways, but that “(…) it was not much addressed in the HRE 

sources in the thesis, in terms of diversity in foundations, struggles and in relation to the ‘different’” (Valen-

Sendstad, 2010, p. 261-262). He emphasizes that pluralism and diversity is a potential strength of HRE and 

argues that it should be included to a higher degree (ibid.).  
68 See chapter 1 on definitions and legal framework, where the international consensus on human rights is 

described in further details.  
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decisions that violate the dignity of particular individuals or groups of the population. This 

approach is not primarily based on the rational nature of human beings, but on human history. 

As Ignatieff (2001) argues, we are aware of what is likely to happen when human beings do 

not have the protection of rights. Additionally, historical experiences also signal that our 

rights-related obligations– empowerment and civil courage to protect others– are essential 

skills for the development of local communities and for creating changes in unjust societies 

with asymmetric power relations. This focus on rights as a historical struggle, its 

cosmopolitan dimension– understood in all its both local, national and global implications 

(see section 3.3.2 and 3.4), and as human agency – are key elements in my understanding of 

human rights and influences my approach to human rights education in several ways. Thus, in 

Dembour’s terms I interpret the HR framework as basically a combination of the schools of 

thought related to human rights as agreed upon and fought for – the deliberative school and 

the protest school – but not limited to these, as the discourse school is highly relevant to the 

analysis of educational policy. 

3.3.1 Interpreting human rights– why relevant for HRE practice?  

The obvious, but often ignored legitimate argument in favor of HRE is my following 

postulation, which represents the ‘skeleton’– we need to know our rights in order to enjoy and 

protect them. This postulation indicates that people must know that they have rights, but also 

what human rights mean and how they differ from and interplay with other related terms and 

concepts. Here education can be an effective tool in developing legitimate, just human rights-

based societies where people and authorities are conscious of their rights and obligations. 

Rights in this sense, are not just a set of high priority goals, ideals or values that governments 

may or may not choose to work towards in a more or less flexible way, but as Nickel argues, 

rights “(…) specify who is entitled to receive a certain mode of treatment (the rightholders) 

and who must act on specific occasions to make treatment available (the addressees)” (2007, 

p.25). 

Values, goals, ideals and ethics though, have contributed significantly to the emergence and 

development of human rights, its basic and premises,69 but the concept of rights represents at 

the same time something else, due to its political and legal status. This distinction based on 

identifiable right holders, scopes and addressees is important to have in mind when discussing 

the nature of human rights both as legal and moral rights, because they are more suitable for 

                                                           
69 For the evolution, ideas and philosophy of human rights, see for example Lauren (2011) and Hayden (2001).  
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enforcement. Goals or ideals connote something we should work towards establishing 

sometime in the future and are less definite, while rights features high priority, definiteness 

and bindingness, which make the term more attractive in formulating “minimal standards of 

decent governmental conduct” (ibid., p.26), even though rights also contain degrees of 

specificity or abstractedness. 

The concept of human rights can be interpreted and understood in different ways, and these 

understandings influence in turn how human rights education is approached, its content, 

selected perspectives and aspects of the topic that are given priority. For instance, if I interpret 

human rights as a set of moral principles that are universal, given and unquestionable, my 

approach to HRE will necessarily be totally different from that of my colleague who interprets 

human rights as nothing but a set of Western values constructed to consolidate and defend 

Western cultural, economic and political hegemony in a globalized world. A third colleague 

will interpret human rights as legal rights, where a right only gain force or is valid through its 

legal status, recognized and protected by the law. The fourth colleague claims on the other 

hand, that these are primary moral rights, existing prior to and independently of their legal 

counterparts. The fifth emphasizes human rights as liberty rights, where the government or 

individuals are obliged not to interfere with the exercise of liberty. The sixth colleague 

however, understands human rights to be claim rights, which impose a duty on individuals, 

society and government to ensure that people have the ability to actually exercise their rights. 

These require some kind of human activity to protect and not just passive non-interference in 

other’s liberties. Finally, the seventh does not make distinctions between human rights and 

democracy, these are similar concepts that share both content and purpose, while the eight’ 

colleague focuses on the indivisibility and interdependence of the different categories of 

rights. The different understandings of human rights will necessarily lead to different ways of 

presenting and approaching human rights education in the classrooms as well, and similar 

interpretations may also dominate or be absent in textbooks and in the curricula, purpose 

clauses or competence aims. In addition, educators may also have different views on what 

kind of human rights perspectives they give emphasis to in terms of its political, moral, 

cultural or legal dimensions. Therefore, the interpretation of human rights must be an 

integrated part of theorizing about human rights education, as the former nurtures the 

direction of the latter, as well as nurturing reflection about the purpose of education in 

general. 
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I have so far made some basic distinctions between rights and goals ideals or values, even 

though these represent the platform for the more enforceable concept of rights. The history 

and development of human rights illustrates some of these arguments, where the emergence 

of philosophical ideas related to universality, human dignity, equality and autonomy– 

idealization– paved the way through struggle for positivization70– the transformation of ideas 

into actual law, while the third phase– realization– achieve the realization of ideas through 

implementation (Eide, 1998, p.492-493). The three stages of idealization, positivization and 

realization are central dimensions in understanding the evolution of human rights as well as 

its legitimacy, and lead us to the argument of the indivisibility, universality and 

interdependence of human rights (Donnelly, 2003). 

3.3.2 The cosmopolitan dimension of human rights 

The universal nature of human rights is recognized through different conventions, treaties and 

declarations of international law, and applies equally to every human being, regardless of 

nationality, gender, class and so on. They are also recognized in the international community 

of states, manifested through the Vienna Declaration of 1993, as inalienable, interdependent 

and indivisible, meaning that these cannot be taken away from people, and that the different 

categories of rights (political, civil, economic, social and cultural rights) are equally important 

in order for human beings to flourish and to participate in the society. 

Human rights, although declared universal in the UDHR, are entitlements that regulate the 

relationship between the state and its individuals, in as much as the primary mechanism for 

ensuring these entitlements is still the nation-state. The signatory states are obliged to respect, 

protect and fulfill the human rights of its people. Kwame Anthony Appiah, defending a partial 

cosmopolitanism, also accepts the nation-state as a key institution for upholding rights in spite 

of the present globalization and erosion of state sovereignty (Appiah, 2007, p. 163-164). He is 

one of several philosophers and political theorists advocating different degrees and aspects of 

cosmopolitan thought, which we need to include in our theoretical discussion on the nature of 

human rights education.         

Cosmopolitans will argue that the separation of the domestic and external spheres is a less 

valid perspective than it used to be. Beitz (1999) proposes a criticism and reconstruction of 

the idea of the state autonomy. In general, political realism advocates that the state always 

                                                           
70 This is not to argue that positivization- through hard law- is the only game in town. Realization of HR may be 

equally or even more efficient through transformation of norms and values within the society (Eide, 1998). 



80 
 

acts in its own self-interest, does what is necessary to increase its power or to survive in an 

anarchic international system, where the state boundaries are the outer limits of moral 

obligations (Buzan, 1991; Kennan, 1954; Morgenthau, 1967; Waltz, 1979).71 Beitz states that 

there are reasons to propose that we have moral obligations to the whole world, not just in our 

own society, which leads us to the essence of the cosmopolitan view: the emphasis on the 

individual rather than the state. Setting himself against the realist hypothesis, Beitz claims that 

states are created to protect individuals, not for the sake of the state itself (similar to John 

Locke’s premise for the social contract). If the state loses its purpose of protecting the people, 

it also loses its legitimacy (Beitz, 1999, p. 79-83). The rights of the individual are universal, 

and if they are universal, national boundaries cannot be the outer limits of moral obligations. 

Individuals have, according to Beitz, a moral obligation to help those who need it, even if 

there is no national concern related to the aid. The obligation goes beyond the self-concern of 

the state, on the principles that humans are equal. The state is only legitimate as long as it 

serves individuals. Justice must apply to all, not just within a particular community.  

Cosmopolitans as such emphasize that we are all moral human beings, no matter what culture 

we are a part of. In an analogy between international and domestic behavior, he shows that it 

is not the self-sufficient states; it is the global scheme of cooperation in which the self-

sufficient states participates that is important (ibid., p. 143). Beitz points out that economic 

interdependence has led to the creation of global institutions that will control the distribution 

of the resources. Here, national boundaries are not sufficient when it comes to social 

cooperation. Because all states produce benefits and burdens, we need principles of 

international justice that specify how the distribution of these should be (ibid., p. 144-153).  

This argument is supported by Charles Jones, who writes on the issue of global justice. He 

claims that “(…) the way rights are distributed by way of governmental and economic 

arrangements largely determines persons` chances to secure for themselves the means to 

pursue a meaningful life” (Jones, 1999, p.7). Any institutions, not just the nation-state, that 

determine the life aspects of a person, must be given moral consideration. The moral focus 

cannot be restricted to the nation-state if there are other institutions that in some way affect 

individuals: “The reason should be clear: the institutions and quasi-formal arrangements 

                                                           
71 A detailed discussion of the different realist premises and the differences between classical realism, neorealism 

and related terms is outside the scope of this theoretical chapter. The point is that realism in the theory of 

international politics and relations represents some common elements that aim to explain state behavior, leaving 

little space for the presence of international or global obligations if this is considered as contradicting national 

interests. For an overview, see Beitz (1999) Forde (1995) and Cohen (1985).  
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affecting persons` life prospects throughout the world are increasingly international ones –

international financial institutions, transnational corporations, the G8, the World Trade 

Organization” (ibid., p.8). At various levels, of course, it is both the domestic arrangements 

and the international institutions that determine the life prospects of individuals. We are not 

just citizens of a nation-state; the states are also members of trade organizations, security 

communities and so on. Even in Norway, a non-member of the European Union, the 

government does not deny the fact that it is often dependent on the decisions made in the EU 

system. Norwegian membership in the European Economic Area (EEA) and in the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) also affect the lives of Norwegians, as well as the lives 

of people outside membership, suffering or benefiting from the acts of these regional 

institutions. If the institutions outside the state affect us, would it not be irrational to argue 

that the nation-state is the outer limit for our moral obligations? Hence, the object of our 

inquiry is what Jones calls the international basic structure. This includes both intra-state, 

inter-state and non-state institutions (ibid.). 

This is also the argument by Thomas Pogge, whose cosmopolitan view has been given 

increased attention along with the rapid speed of globalization in the post-Cold War period. 

He acknowledges three elements shared by all cosmopolitan positions. The first element is the 

emphasis on individualism, that the ultimate units of concern are human beings, rather than 

states (realists) and communities (communitarians). Second, there is a shared belief in 

universality. Here the ultimate unit of concern applies equally to all persons wherever they 

are, independent of state boundaries. Third, cosmopolitanism shares the notion of generality: 

this special status has global force. Persons are ultimate units of concern for everyone – not 

only for their compatriots, fellow religionists, or such like (Pogge, 1992, p. 48-49). Pogge 

argues that violations of human rights are everyone’s concern “because all human beings are 

now participants in a single, global institutional scheme–involving such institutions as the 

territorial state and a system of international law and diplomacy as well as a world market for 

capital, goods (…)” (ibid., p. 51). This might be traced back to the deontological theory of 

Kant (2003), who believed that any persons and groups who cannot avoid influencing one 

another ought to enter into a confederal state. This is not to say that the level of influence 

between persons beyond borders has led to the verification of this theory, but there are 

empirical reasons to argue that the degree of globalization has increased significantly the last 

20 years, and that people naturally influence the surroundings in which they coexist (Scholte, 

2005; Sethi, 2014).     
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On the other hand, if the nation-states are understood as social constructions, or in the words 

of Anderson (1991) – imagined communities producing national identity – then the 

cosmopolitan identity, with an even more abstract scope than the nation-state, is challenging 

to develop through education, especially in national school systems whose interests lie in 

developing and securing the nation-state rather than far-away communities. In this context, 

cosmopolitanism seems to be utopian, abstract and a threat to the international system of 

states, even though we are talking about its moral version, not the legal one aiming towards 

the world state or republic (Pogge, 1992). Moreover, the universalism that lies within the 

cosmopolitan theory can also be interpreted as a tool for global hegemony, using the discourse 

of human rights as a Trojan Horse for intervention to secure economic, military or political 

domination (Vesterdal, 2003), as illustrated by Gilbert Leung: 

 

“(…) the world citizens that cosmopolitanism sets out to protect are necessarily 

subject to a political calculus that is weighted towards the entrenched interests of 

global capital. Cosmopolitan democracy forms an environment that facilitates and 

legitimates the exploitation of human rights as a tool of economic imperialism through 

the imposition of what Upendra Baxi has termed “trade-related, marketfriendly human 

rights” (Leung, 2004, p. 4).  

 

This statement indicates that human rights understood as moral globalization, is the 

legitimizing ideology of global capitalism. That depends though, on how cosmopolitanism is 

defined, or is mixed up with terms like universalism or globalism. In addition, it would be 

wrong and contradictory to brand activists in the anti-globalization movement who 

demonstrate against human rights violations and corporate capitalism conducted by the 

powerful global corporations, as protectors of global capitalism. This point is also illustrated 

by Michael Ignatieff, arguing that:  

 

This idea that human rights represent the moral arm of global capitalism falsifies the 

insurgent nature of the relationship between human rights activism and the global 

corporation. The activists of nongovernmental organizations (NGOS) who devote their 

lives to challenging the labor practices of global giants such as Nike and Royal 

Dutch/Shell would be astonished to discover that their human rights agenda has been 

serving the interests of global capital all along (Ignatieff, 2001, p.111). 
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Thus, the anti-globalists defending the rights of vulnerable workers in global industries seem 

to share the cosmopolitan ideals of solidarity beyond borders that we find in the theories of 

Beitz, Jones and Pogge. Nevertheless, does this indicate a kind of universalism that de facto 

advocates cultural, religious and political homogeneity based on western standards? If so, the 

approach is contradictory to the UDHR, but the equal status of individuals to many 

cosmopolitan thinkers also refers to diversity as a universal value. This means recognizing the 

equal moral values of people, establishing relationships of mutual respect in spite of different 

beliefs and value systems. Here equality does not mean sameness or equal ways of life, but 

equal value and opportunities within a world culture acknowledging diversity as the binding 

element– it is diversity that defines humanity. 

3.4 Approaches to human rights education 

In the context of discussing the theoretical framework of human rights education, Osler and 

Starkey have contributed significantly with their linking of HRE to education for 

cosmopolitan citizenship. Here they argue that human rights is also a cosmopolitan project, as 

its universal standards recognize rights beyond the national and territorial borders, that rights 

and duties go beyond national citizenship. Thus there are cosmopolitan dimensions of human 

rights that need to be addressed in the learning process, which do not replace national, state-

based identities, rights and duties, but come in addition to these. In their view, in line with 

Appiah, cosmopolitan citizenship is not an alternative to or in tension with national 

citizenship, but is integrated in our multiple identities, and recognizes others as essentially 

similar to ourselves. “The cosmopolitan citizenship is a way of being a citizen at any level, 

local, national, regional or global” (Osler & Starkey, 2005, p.23). Even though this 

interpretation of citizenship as both status, feeling and practice includes national citizenship, 

the approach challenges purely nationalistic conceptions that emphasize the primacy of the 

national community at the cost of other groups in society.  

In addition, this approach involves more explicitly both citizens and non-citizens of a given 

state including asylum seekers, rejected asylum seekers, immigrants, non-immigrants, migrant 

workers, refugees, stateless persons, and trafficked persons. These are vulnerable groups that 

tend to be excluded from national discourses of citizenship and citizens’ rights, while their 

human rights are manifested and guaranteed in international human rights law (Weissbrodt, 

2008). This gap between international law and the realities that meet these groups are also 

present in the Norwegian context (Berglund Steen, 2012; Brekke & Vevstad, 2007; Humlen & 

Myhre, 2014; Linha & Møkkelgjerd, 2014). Osler and Starkey make a crucial point that I 
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think is at the core of HRE, emphasizing the solidarity with the Other through combining both 

the local and the global level: 

 

Education for cosmopolitan citizenship must necessarily be about enabling learners to 

make connections between their immediate context and the global context; it 

encompasses citizenship learning as a whole. It implies a broader understanding of 

national identity; it requires recognition that British identity, for example, may be 

experienced differently by different people. It also implies recognition of our common 

humanity and a sense of solidarity with others. It is insufficient however, to feel and 

express a sense of solidarity with others elsewhere, if we cannot establish a sense of 

solidarity with others in our own communities, especially those others whom we 

perceive to be different from ourselves (Osler & Vincent, 2002, p. 124, in Osler & 

Starkey, 2005, p.23). 

 

The main point in this passage is that you cannot develop genuine solidarity with others 

elsewhere if we are incapable of acting solidary with the perceived Other in our own 

community.   

The powerful critique of HRE presented by Okafor & Agbakwa (2001) illustrates the 

challenges in creating international solidarity through human rights issues, if these are 

constituted only as dichotomies between the human rights Heaven of the West and the human 

rights Hell of the Third World. The scholars argue that at least three constitutive orthodoxies 

of HRE practice and conceptualization are dominant, and represent a challenge for the 

recognition of HRE as a worldwide educational field; the heaven-and hell binary, the one-way 

traffic paradigm and the abolitionist paradigm. Focusing on international human rights 

education, the scholars explain the binary nature of these typologies and why they are 

problematic. The heaven-hell binary splits the world into two conceptual communities, where 

the Third World is “hellish” and the Western societies are “heavenly” in terms of the conduct 

of human rights. The former is described and presented as violative of human rights, while the 

latter usually is described as respectful of human rights (Okafor & Agbakwa, 2001, p. 566). 

This dichotomy is both geographical and textual, as the (Western-based) HR corpus – 

international conventions and instruments are considered unquestionable and infallible in 

addition to the “lack of” human rights violations in Western societies. Their point is that such 

classification is an absolutism that reduces the complex variation within the two discursive 

positions, emphasizing a typology of HR practice“ (..) that all-too- often takes or evokes an 
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extremely dim view of most Third World societies while at the very same time taking an 

overly optimistic and benign view of most Western societies” (ibid., p.571). In their view, 

there is no place that is a human rights “heaven”, even though some states and societies are 

obviously better and worse than others in terms of their human rights record.  

Furthermore, they describe the flow of ideas and practices from the Western societies to the 

Third World as the one-way traffic paradigm. The practice is underlined by the tendency of 

Western HR activism basically devoted to preach the good life in the Third World, without 

focusing on the challenges to and the necessity for human rights practice within their own 

Western societies (ibid., p. 575-576). This patriarchal tendency is also evident in the HRE 

literature, in which ‘the wise Western teacher instructs the ignorant Third World student’ 

about the proper interpretation of human rights, with little knowledge and experiences from 

the Third World that might be valued as useful in the Western hemisphere.  

The abolitionist paradigm points more explicitly to an aspect of the one-way traffic; to abolish 

local cultural practice contravening “the dictates of international human rights law” (ibid., p. 

584), constructing culture as a general obstacle to a sustainable human rights regime. Even 

though they recognize that local cultural practice may be in opposition to HR practice, it is 

also ethnocentric to define local practice in general to be monolithic and static, without 

recognizing the possibility of local populations themselves to transform, adjust and contribute 

to the HR discourse.  

These orthodoxies are presented as an obstacle to HRE as a recognized educational strategy 

within the so-called Third World, as the orthodoxies represent superiority, ethnocentrism, 

arrogance and lack of complexity. The same arguments are also of high relevance to how 

HRE practice may be an obstacle in the so-called Western countries. An exclusive focus on 

human rights violations outside our national borders will create a sense of superiority and 

dichotomization that reconstitutes the image of the Other as a violent, chaotic and faceless 

element that threatens our own peaceful, rational and just society– the heaven-hell binary of 

violative societies and respectful societies when it comes to human rights. 72   

In addition, it may lead to an unintended dehumanization, where victims in alien parts of the 

world are being reduced to faceless numbers without names, identity and personal history–

                                                           
72 A similar tendency is also described in Said’s (1985) work on orientalism, where the ‘Orient’ and the 

representation of this term is basically being linked to alienation, chaos, irrational and exotic behavior in the 

literature as well as in political discourse, contrasting the well-developed, rational and prosperous societies in the 

West (Said, 1985).  
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without the human characteristics that are necessary to establishing moral ties between 

individuals. This focus on massive violations of human rights outside our society needs to be 

balanced by presenting violations in our own societies, on local and national levels as well as 

including the narratives of realization concerning human rights regimes in different societies 

to emphasize that changes and improvements are possible and realistic. This type of 

rehumanization is essential to developing empathy and empowerment (Syse, 2011; Vesterdal, 

2011) and constitutes a sense of solidarity with the Other both within and outside our own 

community. Without relativizing the distinctions between categories of human rights 

violations, both local and international narratives of rights’ struggles are needed to develop a 

human rights culture. The cosmopolitan vision of rights and duties beyond borders seems 

inadequate if solidarity is not addressed to those that are different from me within the border. 

Moreover, this must be linked to what Osler and Starkey refer to as the key concept of 

reciprocity: Person A’s rights cannot be secured unless person B is prepared to defend them, 

and vice versa. Inherent in the concept of human rights is the notion of horizontal 

responsibility: we have a responsibility to protect the rights of others. Finally, this 

cosmopolitan approach seems meaningless if we do not know these rights– “a right is not an 

effective right unless you know about it” (Osler & Starkey, 2010, p.16).  

3.4.1 Creating global activist citizens  

In the HRE literature, Joel Spring has made an important contribution to why HRE must be 

integrated as a key component in schooling, through a number of volumes on educational 

philosophy- and discourses. In his view, human rights education is concerned with creating 

global activist citizens (Spring, 2004, p. ix), rooted in the idea that inherent in human rights 

doctrines is a sense of collective responsibility. HRE in this sense, according to Spring, is a 

tool for counteracting the industrial-consumer paradigm that governments lean on to use the 

school system for educating consumer citizens,73 workers for global economic competition 

and controlling the population so that they stay loyal and patriotic (Spring, 2004, 2007, 2008, 

2009). HRE is a form of education that will liberate people from schooling used as an 

instrument of control and oppression. His phrase wheels in the head, originally introduced by 

German philosopher Max Stirner warning against ideologies that have the power to dominate 

individual action, describes how governments use education to control and manage their 

                                                           
73 Consumerism interpreted here is not just an aspect of market economy - consuming in this sense is the driving 

force of the society (Bauman, 2007), and Spring defines a consumer citizen as a "person who accepts any 

political situation as long as there is an abundance of consumer goods" (Spring, 2004, p. 4) - as a contrast to the 

global activist citizen questioning the legitimacy of corporate power and state power.  
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populations.74  Spring discusses key contributors to critical pedagogy and democratic 

education, and how these theories are important but not sufficient to develop anti-

authoritarian, democratic societies with a critical citizenry. These includes the works of 

Freire, Dewey, Giroux and Gutmann, where the former two focus on particular methodology 

to educate people in democratic ways, while Gutmann focuses on the principles of non-

repression and nondiscrimination as the two hallmarks of democratic education where 

teachers’ ‘democratic professionalism’ serves to protect these principles (Gutmann, 1999, p. 

76-77; Spring, 2000, p.92).75 

Dewey was also concerned with democratic education, focusing on democratic methods of 

inquiry and processes in all aspects common to life, in order to develop critical citizens – 

“democracy as a way of life”. He argued that the superficial explanation for the devotion of 

democracy is that governments “resting upon popular suffrage cannot be successful unless 

those who elect and who obey their governors are educated” (Dewey, 2008, p.101). The 

deeper explanation is directly related to democratic processes in education as well as through 

experience outside the school, where Dewey states that (…) democracy is more than a form of 

government, it is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated 

experience” (ibid.). Inspired by the Socratic methods (Dewey, 2008, p. 412-413)76 of inquiry 

and discussion to stimulate critical thinking as the cornerstone of real democracy, he saw 

conventional methods of education as encouraging passivity among students and thus as a 

threat to democracy (Dewey, 1990; Nussbaum, 2010, p. 65). He argues: “(…) the child 

approaches the book without intellectual hunger, without alertness, without a questioning 

attitude, and the result is the one so deplorably common: such abject dependence upon books 

as weakens and cripples vigor of thought and inquiry” (Dewey, 1990, p.112). A central issue 

here is that democracy will not survive without active citizens, and practical engagement 

through practical projects, experience and inquiry in the real world in addition to critical 

discussions and argumentation within the classrooms is crucial to achieving this (Dewey, 

2008; Nussbaum, 2010, p.65-66). This is a major contribution to education, which may be 

                                                           
74 Stirner is associated with individualist anarchism, especially through his main work- The Ego and Its 

Own(1844).  
75 She argues that a main problem in this context is ‘the threat of democratic repression and discrimination’, 

where “(…) citizens and public officials can use democratic processes to destroy democracy” (Gutmann, 1999, 

p. 14). These threats can be constrained by the principles of nonrepression and nondiscrimination integrated in 

teachers’ democratic professionalism, where these also derives from the primary ideal of democratic education 

(ibid., p.45). 
76 Still, there are differences concerning the concept of knowledge, where the Socratic understanding is related to 

knowledge as a reflection of the ideal forms or ultimate truth, while Dewey lean on knowledge as social 

constructions as a response to solving particular types of problems (Spring, 2008, p. 52).  
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linked to the second component of the HRE principles: learning through human rights, where 

the methods and learning strategies are participatory, inquiry-based and anti-authoritarian, and 

thus compatible with a human rights culture. Moreover, it encourages students to learn 

essential elements of citizenship– to live democracy, rather than just being told by authorities 

that democracy is the optimal way of making society work.  

However, as Spring (2008, p.56) demonstrates, even though democratic learning methods are 

necessary to the development of a democratic citizenry, how should these general proposals 

of methods be applied more specifically? Furthermore, is it not a ‘wheel in the head’ to rely 

on some particular methods to ensure the development of democratic citizenry, imposing 

these as the answer to maintaining the democratic state? 77 This may itself represent an 

authoritarian claim, suggesting that other methods are non-democratic.   

Moreover, I do not think it is sufficient to define open dialogues, democratic processes and 

methods in classrooms as the whole answer to achieving this aim, as the discussions and 

democratic deliberations in theory could as well serve, present, and produce non-democratic 

ideas and authoritarian, exclusive and discriminatory content. For instance, when visiting 

schools, memorials and learning centers both in Bosnia-Hercegovina and Norway, I witnessed 

that teachers who stress and are conscious of democratic methods, dialogue and deliberation 

could at the same time be using curricula, textbooks and topics that relate narratives of 

democracy with exclusive, nationalistic content and that do not reflect skills, values and 

knowledge compatible with human rights. To put this in an extreme context, if students and 

teachers deliberate along these dimensions, concluding that for instance their nation’s right to 

self-determination allows for ethnic cleansing of other nations on their territory, or a 

democratic dialogue that does not refer to human rights obligations, or that includes an 

acceptance of the surveillance state or torture for security reasons – will the principle of 

democratic methods be sufficient to legitimate such education? 

Hence, the question I am raising in relation to critical pedagogy and democratic methodology, 

despite its obvious significance: What about the content of education?78 As indicated above, I 

do not find an exclusive focus on democratic methods enough to secure the postulate: we need 

                                                           
77 It is also worth noting that Spring uses religious beliefs as an example, where democratic principles of non-

represssion and non-discrimination rejecting the basic principles that govern most religions on the sources of 

truth, is itself a democratic exclusion(Spring, 2008, p.63)  
78 The crucial significance of content is also a point made in environmental education (Foros, 1991) and in the 

more general didactic concepts of content knowledge, curricular knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge 

as presented by Shulman (1986). 
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to know our rights in order to enjoy and protect them. This is a crucial question that also 

Spring raises: “Are there subjects that people should learn that will ensure their freedom from 

oppression?” (ibid., p.220). The focus on content is in this context a way of resolving the 

conflict between authoritarian and democratic education, and in Spring’s view human rights 

education bridges these tensions and includes a commitment to action to protect human rights: 

“Concentrating on content circumvents the problem of finding proofs for methods of 

instruction based on psychological theories, such as those advocated by Dewey, Neill 

and Freire. In this context, the goal is to identify subject matter for instruction that is 

inherently antiauthoritarian and demands of the student a commitment to freedom of 

thought and action. (…) I believe that human rights education provides the matter for 

an education in human freedom. In addition, human rights education lends itself to 

utilization of progressive pedagogical theories such as those proposed by Freire, Amy 

Gutmann and John Dewey” (ibid., p.221).  

Indeed, Freire and Dewey, heavily influence the bottom-up approaches to human rights 

education developed primarily by NGOs, as opposed to the banking model of traditional 

education that serves as a tool for oppression and dehumanization (Freire, 1970). Course 

content however, must be included in order to learn for human rights. Knowing your rights 

and obligations also includes knowing how to protect and uphold these, what kind of 

mechanisms, institutions and channels of influence you have to engage with to make 

necessary changes in line with a human rights culture. It is vital that values and ideas about 

social (in) justice and asymmetric power relations be made conscious, and an understanding 

that without philosophical legitimation, action on to own may be purposeless. Legal and 

moral rights as identifiable entitlements that can be enforced and concretized on the political 

and legal level are powerful tools in challenging injustice. Herein lies the belief in the need 

for knowledge in the HRE context– learning about human rights mechanisms, how they work 

and how they can be used to challenge illegitimate authorities and discrimination in society, 

makes a difference in order to learn for human rights. Thus, there are three factors that point 

towards purposive empowerment in human rights education and make it distinct from other 

educational concepts: a) you need to know that you have the right, and b) you need to know 

how to protect and fulfil the right and c) you are obliged to protect and fulfil the right on 

behalf of others.  
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Here one may argue that human rights education serves as a ‘wheel in the head’ to control the 

population’s behavior and with the aim of leading it in a certain direction, but this one limits 

government hegemony. To quote Spring: “However, this wheel in the head provides 

protection against authoritarian ideas and domination. A knowledge of human rights, I 

maintain, provides protection against wheels in the head that control and exploit the 

individual” (Spring, 2008, p.223). This indicates a human rights culture that makes both the 

state and its citizens, majority and minority, responsible for protecting and promoting human 

rights through knowledge, attitudes and skills. The point of including the duties of both the 

state and the citizens can also be traced back to the ideas of John Locke, who argued that the 

purpose of the state is to protect the natural rights of its citizens, not for preserving the state 

(and its rulers) itself.79 Spring also categorizes the different rights, not merely through the 

usual distinction between political, civil, economic, social and cultural rights or between, for 

instance, legal and natural, positive and negative or individual and collective rights. He 

focuses on claim rights, in contrast to power rights, immunity rights and liberty rights.80 The 

latter requires only passive non-interference in the liberty of others, while the claim rights 

require human agency to protect HR: “For my purposes, I am considering human rights to be 

claim rights. These impose a duty on society and government to ensure that people have the 

ability to exercise a right” (Spring, 2008, p.226).  

The emphasis on obligations in the HRE discourse is also linked to the individual and its 

duties, which Spring asserts is downgraded at the expense of rights understood as passive 

liberty rights. The term respect for human rights connotes passive action, substituting for the 

duty of the state, society and the individual to protect– to exercise human action81 – in favor 

of human rights, not just to perform a passive respect for them (ibid., p. 227). This precept 

                                                           
79 Locke (2001, p.79) states: “For I do acknowledge, that the special and greatest point of difference that is 

between a rightful king and an usurping tyrant, is this, that whereas the proud and ambitious tyrant doth think his 

kingdom and people are only ordained for satisfaction of his desires and unreasonable appetites, the righteous 

and just king doth by the contrary acknowledge himself to be ordained for the procuring of the wealth and 

property of his people”.  
80 Hofeldian classification (Wesley N. Hohfeld) used in Nickel’s work (2007). 
81 Spring is on this point inspired by the philosopher Alan Gewirth, who focuses on rights as necessary 

conditions for human action in addition to considering human rights as a universal project within a Natural Law 

tradition, along with a explicit transformative/protest school- perspective on HRE. He argues consequently, that 

universal human rights should take precedence over “cultural practices” (Spring, 2008, p.227) and gives also 

priorities to some rights over others (ibid., p. 228-235) without clarifying sufficiently the interdependency 

between what he defines as primary and secondary rights, but states: “In summary, human rights doctrines 

require that cultural and religious practices do not violate human rights. In this sense, human rights are a form of 

cultural imperialism. On the other hand, the problem in recent centuries is protecting cultures and religions from 

eradication by outside forces. Human rights doctrines provide protection from these destructive forces” (ibid., p. 

235).  
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also shares some common elements with Ignatieff’s (2001) focus on justifying human rights 

as essential to protecting human agency rather than the mere idea of an inherent universal, 

rational nature of Man. Here agency makes us able to act positively, not just abstain from 

negative action and where responsibility is limited to avoiding interference into the rights of 

others.  

This dimension of HRE encourages a critical citizenry that is skeptical to, and questions the 

actions of governments, corporations, international organizations and other institutions that 

ignore such principles. The ‘activist’ dimension teaches people to hold powerful institutions 

to account, and encourages a moral duty to actively protect the rights of all (Spring, 2000). 

Within this critical and action-based learning lies the potential of transforming preservative 

education that creates passive citizens into education for active citizenship in participatory 

forms of democracy, not just as voter education, but its purpose being for people to participate 

to seek influence in decision-making that affects them, in and beyond elections. As 

individuals are increasingly affected by non-democratic and sometimes even corrupt decisions 

in international and transnational corporations and organizations, the HRE framework as 

presented here may be powerful tools for counteracting and making such institutions more 

democratic and transparent. Culpepper (2010), for instance, shows in his study of European 

and Japanese cases that corporate interests can shape public policy in various ways, through 

the term ”quiet politics”. Here he analyzed how corporate actors have been able or unable to 

influence the development of law relating to corporate governance and hostile takeovers. A 

central finding here indicates that as long as issues of corporate control remain politically 

unimportant among voters, politicians, workers and other affected groups, national policy will 

largely be determined by companies’ managers as long as these remain "low salience" issues 

– issues that have not engaged the voting public with any intensity. In this context, managerial 

organizations “generally win under these conditions because they have access to superior 

weapons for battles that take place away from the public spotlight” (Culpepper, 2010, p.4).  

The managerial weapons of choice in quiet politics are a strong lobbying capacity and the 

deference of legislators and reporters toward managerial expertise in setting the agenda for a 

profitable regulatory regime that protects their interests and position in the market: “As in the 

case of direct lobbying, the power of managers in this context is the power to set the terms of 

the debate in an environment that is established with an explicit eye to protecting their 

interests” (ibid., p. 9). Hence, the outcomes are those favored by business elites rather than 

elected officials and voter preferences. The tools of “low salience” however, are not so 
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decisive when the same issues are more accessible to the public and through media, which 

makes this example relevant for the activist dimension of HRE: “The more the public cares 

about an issue, the less managerial organizations will be able to exercise disproportionate 

influence over the rules governing that issue” (ibid., p. 177).82  

Thus, HRE in this sense also gives direction to corporate social responsibility (CSR), in which 

the rights discourse has both local and global implications in order to influence corporate 

behavior in the global economy (Sethi, 2014; Sethi & Schepers, 2013) as well as upholding 

democratic principles in the relations between state and powerful corporations. Hence, these 

dimensions represent the third and perhaps the crucial element of the ‘HRE Trinity’: learning 

for human rights.  

  

                                                           
82 Culpepper won the Stein Rokkan Prize for Comparative Social Research for his book “Quiet Politics and 

Business Power” in 2012 for his research on the role of economic interests in democratic politics, and how these 

processes represents a major problem in democracies (related to Rokkan’s own formulation: “votes count, but 

resources decide”).  
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3.4.2 Dimensions of human rights education: The HRE component model 

To summarize the ‘anatomy’ of human rights education as developed in this chapter, I have 

integrated key dimensions to a holistic approach. Democratic influence and rights discourse in 

this context need to be extended in order to challenge asymmetrical power relations and 

economic exploitation, and if people are not aware of their rights and duties, they are not in a 

position to advocate for them. The following figure synthesizes the different dimensions 

discussed in this chapter: 

 

 

Figure 2. HRE component model 

 

Figure 2 illustrates the HRE component model: key components of human rights education, in 

line with the discussions throughout this theoretical chapter on both content, approaches and 

purposes. The model may have various forms depending on the specific context, but some 

basic components seem to be necessary to include with the purpose of developing a 

comprehensive approach to human rights education. Here the cosmopolitan dimension 

stresses the close relation between local, national and international perspectives on such 
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education to develop an inclusive human rights culture and genuine solidarity beyond national 

borders. This acknowledges a notion of universal standards on the equal moral status of 

individuals, but on the other hand recognizes diversity as a universal value where the different 

beliefs and value systems define humanity itself. Here our human rights obligations do not 

end at national borders, but indicate an acknowledgement of obligations within and beyond 

these and beyond national citizenship. Without relativizing the distinctions between categories 

of human rights violations, both local and international narratives of rights’ struggles are 

needed to develop a human rights culture. An exclusive focus on human rights violations 

outside our national borders will create a sense of superiority and dichotomization that 

reconstitutes the image of the Other as a violent, chaotic and faceless element that threats our 

own peaceful, rational and just society – the heaven-hell binary of violative societies and 

respectful societies when it comes to human rights. In addition, it may lead to an unintended 

dehumanization, where victims in other parts of the world are reduced to faceless numbers 

without names, identity and personal history – without the human characteristics that are 

necessary to establish moral ties between individuals. This focus on massive violations of 

human rights outside our society needs to be balanced by presenting violations also found in 

our own societies, on local and national levels as well as including the narratives of 

realization concerning human rights regimes in different societies to emphasize that changes 

and improvements are possible and realistic. This type of rehumanization is essential to 

developing empathy and empowerment (Vesterdal, 2011) and constitutes a sense of solidarity 

with the Other both within and outside our own community 

The historical-philosophical dimension contributes to discussing the nature and legitimacy of 

human rights as well as its historical development, where examples like the French and 

American revolutions, the brutal experiences of World War II, phases of decolonization and 

the positivization of rights in international and domestic law exemplify nodal points that 

mirrors the necessity of human rights as well as its philosophical groundwork. This dimension 

also mirrors important aspects of the other components of the model, where reflections on the 

relations between the past, present and future through historical consciousness and 

philosophical justifications in different settings are of high relevance for HRE. 

The democratic- participatory dimension describes the importance of learning through human 

rights, in as much as such education has to be carried out in line with its principles, in a non-

authoritarian, non-discriminatory, democratic way with a high degree of autonomy and 
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horizontal ties among the learners, who should be included in all parts of the learning process 

as well participating in constructing and exploring the issues being raised. 

The vertical dimension empowers the learners to identify power structures of the society in 

order to influence and challenge asymmetric power relations, and be critical of dominant 

institutions such as governmental authorities, transnational corporations and international 

organizations with the purpose of holding them to account in line with the principles of human 

rights. Within this dimension, the politics of human rights, the knowledge of human rights 

mechanisms, as well as the incorporation of human rights into domestic law are addressed. 

Awareness of political processes concerning central human rights documents such as 

conventions, declarations and treaties of international law plays a significant role. With this 

perspective, the above-mentioned human rights documents should not be treated in an 

unquestioning way, it is necessary to keep a critical distance and debate the legitimacy of 

these as well.   

The contemporary dimension reflects that human rights issues are a part of our society here 

and now, and the awareness of this presence creates proximity, relevance and an incentive to 

get involved. This indicates a focus on both contemporary violations and on the realization of 

human rights principles in national and international contexts. The notion of human rights as a 

distant, vague concept, in both space and time integrated only as a part of memorialization 

and national identity construction, is insufficient. Focusing on contemporary issues 

contributes to learners questioning tendencies to describe the human rights struggle as having 

ended or happening elsewhere than in our own region.       

The last, but equally important, is the activist dimension where the ability to take action to 

protect the rights of others and themselves is being emphasized. If we know our rights, and 

know the tools for upholding and protecting them, we also have a higher probability of 

challenging injustice, inequality, illegitimate power and oppressive institutions and 

developing an inclusive human rights culture. The theories and dimensions addressed in the 

HRE component model will in this dissertation work as an analytic tool in order to discuss the 

empirical material adopted for the purpose of researching the roles of human rights education 

in Norway.  
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4 Methodology and methods 
 

This chapter describes and discusses methodological premises, positions and the methods 

applied in this thesis. This includes a discussion of the researcher’s pre-understanding, 

scientific position, research design, how and why I combine different research approaches and 

a detailed description of the research process and its different phases. It also raises ethical 

considerations and epistemological challenges related to the research and how this is 

integrated in the study. The first section though, presents methodological reflections and 

challenges concerning my research design.  

4.1 Studying human rights education: Positions and assumptions  

This section aims to discuss the basic scientific and philosophical framework and challenges 

to my Ph.D.-project concerning the roles of human rights education, efforts to deal with it, 

and the development of a scientific position on the questions involved. This indicates that I 

aim to reflect on the scientific assumptions that frame my research and how I place myself as 

a researcher within this process. Philosophy of science is concerned with systematic reflection 

on the assumptions on which our scientific activity and knowledge are based (Gilje & 

Grimen, 1993, p.17), and I will here locate and discuss some of these assumptions connected 

to my preferred approaches. I will also follow this path by stating underlying questions that I 

find important to raise in the process: To what degree are the premises for discourse analysis 

and hermeneutic category-based analysis fruitful and in line with what I seek to explore 

through my research? What is the relationship between agents and structure in my design, and 

how will I resolve this in a way that increases or maintains the credibility of my research? 

How does my own pre-understanding influence my research and how do I deal with this? 

How is the philosophy of science compatible with the applied methods?  

I will in the following argue how my methodology may be positioned within a social 

constructionist tradition. I will start by introducing the premises for arguing this position, and 

go on to discussing how my approaches are based on the social constructionist tradition. I will 

continue by discussing the relationship between methodological individualism and 

collectivism, and the degree of interdependency between these two, between agent/individual 

and structure, which illustrates the interplay between different levels of analysis in my project 

on human rights education. Third, I will discuss how a discourse- analytic approach and a 

hermeneutic, category-based analysis can be combined within this framework, grounded in a 

philosophy of science that shares some key premises with social constructionism, but where I 
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also face some challenges related to these premises. First though, I will reflect on my own 

role as a researcher, and how my pre-understanding shapes my interpretations and research 

strategies. If, as Bourdieu argues, social science is a social construction of a social 

construction (Bourdieu, 2007, p. 143), then I also need to take my own role as a researcher 

under scrutiny in a reflective way, as a scientific tool for understanding, reflecting and 

monitoring my position as a part of the world I aim to study (ibid., p. 141-151). 

4.1.1 The researcher’s pre-understanding: reflexivity and position 

As emphasized in the works of Alvesson and Skӧldberg (2009), the researcher’s pre-

understanding must be integrated into the research process; my own experiences, competence 

and perceptions influence the process both in terms of design, focus and demarcations. The 

positivist approaches based on pure empiricism, the objective, value-neutral and ‘Tabula rasa’ 

perspectives seem to be inadequate for describing my research on human rights education. 

Following the social-constructionist paradigm, my role as a researcher on the subject is 

shaped by my role as a teacher of human rights over many years, both as an educator for 

teachers, students at the university and college level, and pupils in secondary and high-

schools, in line with Alvesson and Skӧldberg who argues:  

The critics of empiricism – ranging from historians of science, sociologists of 

knowledge, psychologists of science and linguistic scholars, to ideological critics and 

philosophers- claim that culture , language, selective perception, subjective forms of 

cognition, social conventions, politics, ideology, power and narration all, in a 

complicated way, permeate scientific activity (Alvesson & Skӧldberg, 2009, p. 2) 

 

An epistemic reflection involves different factors, mechanisms and relations that implicitly 

and explicitly influence my interpretations during the research process. This is however, not 

to argue that these mechanisms moderate the credibility of the research. On the contrary, as 

Alvesson and Skӧldberg indicate above, consciousness concerning the epistemology, the 

conditions for how knowledge is materialized and interpreted, can be a useful instrument in 

all phases of a research project, and increase its credibility. I have both developed teaching 

methods and contents of human rights education to different groups including upper and 

lower secondary school students, especially through my work at the Falstad Centre (a 

memorial and human rights center) and Nord-Trøndelag University College in the last six 

years prior to the Ph.D. - period. Thus, my pre-understanding of the field indicates that I am a 
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participant as well as a researcher in the field of HRE, where both endeavors serve my 

understanding in a dialectic process.83  

It is also shaped by my former research on related fields, such as History didactics, Social 

Studies didactics and my background as a political scientist, with its emphasis on power 

structures, political processes and topics related to democracy building, human rights issues 

and, not least, the ambiguous role of human rights in international politics. Throughout my 

teaching and earlier research in the field, I have developed a position critical to the political 

will of states when it comes to integrating human rights education in the school system, not so 

much in terms of promotion, but in terms of implementation, purpose and contents.84 This 

indicates that my pre-understanding of the concept of HRE seems to be that I find it an 

empowering and necessary part of students’ and pupils’ education, as a tool for developing 

critical and active citizens. A starting point here is the works of Almond and Verba, who 

argue that if "a democratic political system is one in which the ordinary citizen participates in 

political decisions, a democratic political culture should consist of a set of beliefs, attitudes, 

norms, perceptions and the like, that support participation" (Almond & Verba, 1989, p. 178). 

Here the message is that the political culture must be congruent with the political structure, 

where the political culture includes democratic values, norms, beliefs and competencies that 

work as premises for the functioning of the system. I am however inclined to add as well as 

being critical towards the construction of these values, norms and beliefs and taken for 

granted truths about the nature of an inclusive, liberal democracy in the context of human 

rights, which questions the legitimacy of the political order only if it serves the majority.  

This dimension of democracy embodies the essence of the concept and its intertwined relation 

to human rights education, as it places emphasis on the rights and duties of the individual, 

along with systemic and collective dimensions of democracy. The ideas of intrinsic equality 

and personal autonomy (Dahl, 1989; Spring, 2008) represent a strong incentive to genuine 

democracy and human rights (Vesterdal, 2007, p.356-357) and has shaped my horizon of 

reflection. Hence, my point here is that my way of interpreting the empirical material is 

influenced by my own experiences, position and pre-understanding through my earlier 

                                                           
83 This field may also be defined as part of pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986) or subject didactics 

which is the most frequently used term in Scandinavia and Germany. Subject didactics “consists of all the 

reflections one may associate with a subject and the teaching of this subject that may lead to increased 

knowledge about the nature of the subject, the legitimacy of the subject, and increased knowledge about how the 

subject can be learned, taught and developed” (Lorentzen et al., 1998, p.7).  
84 This point is also discussed in the works of, among others, Cardenas (2005), Flowers (2004) and Mihr 

(2009b). 
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practice as a teacher and educator, as a researcher, through in-depth theoretical studies and 

other social, ‘non-formal’ experiences of life that have shaped my perceptions of political 

processes and society in general. My pre-understanding follows from recognizing that, prior 

to any interpretation, the researcher and the object of my interpretation exist and thus shapes 

the epistemology of the research.  

4.1.2 Premises of social constructionism 

This Ph.D.-project is a qualitative, interpretive study. It includes semi-structured interviews 

with teachers in upper secondary schools (high-schools), combined with analysis of state- and 

intergovernmental policy documents that are significant as purposes and guidelines for HRE, 

both national and international documents (Curricula, white papers, conventions, 

UN/UNESCO/CoE charters) and reports describing or indicating its position. In these 

interviews I focus on teachers’ perspectives and interpretations on the nature of human rights 

education, how they define the concept, their intentions and purposes in teaching HRE, the 

content and methods of their learning strategies and which perspectives they view as 

important within this topic. This may thus be seen as an approach where the teachers are 

regarded as key sources for studying the strategies of implementing HRE in the classrooms.  

The focus on its interpretation and purposes, its emphasis on the importance of the underlying 

premises and explanations for a given implementation strategy, seem to be in line with several 

epistemological premises that categorize social constructivism, or social constructionism 

(both terms are used with smaller differences– I use the latter) (Alvesson & Skӧldberg, 2009, 

p. 51; Kjørup, 2008, p. 163), rather than more ontology-oriented schools of thought concerned 

with the (objective) nature of scientific knowledge. Examples of the latter are positivism and 

critical realism, where positivists are seeking the objective truths in the world which exist 

independently from interpretations and subjective views. Critical realists also insist on the real 

world, that there are objective truths independent of context and so on, but with a strong 

emphasis on mechanisms and structure. These key premises of social constructionism do not 

exclude other common elements, but points to elements in the umbrella term, with all its 

multifaceted accesses: the term includes a wide range of dimensions, thus, the following four 

characteristics developed by Vivien Burr (in Jørgensen & Philips, 1999) seem to be 

interconnected across the different directions within social constructionism.  

The first premise is related to our critical view of objective knowledge; our knowledge about 

the world is not necessarily the objective truth. Reality is only available to us through our 
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categorization, and our knowledge and world views are not mere illustrations of the reality 

“out there” (Jørgensen & Philips, 1999, p. 13). Thus, reality is socially constructed, and data 

and facts are the constructed result of our interpretations. The second premise is concerned 

with historical and cultural specificity; we are basically historical and cultural beings, and our 

world views are conditioned or determined by these dimensions. The ways we interpret, 

represent and understand the world are historically and culturally contingent. Third, our ways 

of understanding the world or society, is created, and maintained through social processes. 

Knowledge is created through social interaction, where common truths are developed and 

negotiated among alternative claims of truth. The fourth premise involves the relationship 

between knowledge and social action. In a given world view, some forms of action are 

legitimate; others are not, they are even unthinkable. Hence, different world views lead to 

different social actions, and the social construction of knowledge and truth leads to concrete 

social consequences (Jørgensen & Philips, 1999, p. 14). 

These four premises, if we follow Burr, seem to represent common characteristics of social 

constructionism, but are not exhaustive or immune to criticism. The most obvious objection 

from my point of view is the inherent relativism that seems to be integrated in this scientific 

paradigm (Boghossian, 2006; Kjørup, 2000), indicating that any perception of the world is as 

valid as others. Connected to this is the relationship between knowledge and power, which 

Foucault (1977) claimed to be interdependent with, and decisive to the authority of ‘the truth’. 

Here this represents a discursive formation sustaining a regime of truth:  

Knowledge linked to power, not only assumes the authority of 'the truth' but has the 

power to make itself true. All knowledge, once applied in the real world, has effects, 

and in that sense at least, 'becomes true.' Knowledge, once used to regulate the conduct 

of others, entails constraint, regulation and the disciplining of practice. Thus, 'there is 

no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any 

knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time, power relations 

(Foucault, 1977, p.27). 

Thus, power relations also influence the epistemological reflections in my thesis, in addition 

to my reflections concerning how HRE itself may bring about social practices that uncover 

asymmetric power relations in society. Foucault’s contribution is relevant both to how agents 

involved in policy documents construct regimes of truths and how the power-knowledge 

nexus influences the interview situation and the researcher’s position to interpret statements 
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from the interviews in the analytic process. The latter includes obstacles concerning the 

knowledge production, where the research participants85 are less involved in the 

interpretations being made by the researcher in later phases of the analysis. I will come back 

to this when describing the analytic process. Another factor that should be noticed is the 

different degrees of, more radical or more moderate forms of social constructionism, and the 

different types that are located within this umbrella. Kjørup (2008, p. 165-166) for instance 

identifies four types of constructivisms (constructionisms), where he argues that the 

constructionisms may be of epistemological or ontological character: whether it is our 

recognition/erkennen of reality that is interpreted as a construction, or reality itself. The roots 

of social constructionism can be traced back to phenomenology, but is also linked to 

hermeneutics, postmodernism (post-structuralism) and critical theory. Berger and Luckmann, 

who wrote the classic work The Social Construction of Reality expressed that they also have 

been influenced by, for instance, Marx’ anthropological presuppositions, Durkheim’s and 

Weber’s (different) views on the nature of social reality, in addition to the direct link to the 

phenomenological works of Alfred Schutz and Mead’s symbolic interactionism (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966, p. 28-29). Hence, they are also influenced by somewhat paradoxical 

positions when it comes to some methodological and philosophical traditions, but aims to 

combine them in a dialectical way. I will come back to some critical points on a later stage, 

but will now comment on the relation between my project design and these premises.  

4.1.3 Compatibility between research design and social constructionism 

My research design on human rights education follows to a certain degree the premises for 

social constructionism. This perspective calls into question the existence of a purely rational, 

objective knowledge, as represented for instance in the school of positivism, rooted in the 

works of Auguste Comte, as well as contributors of the Vienna school, which advocated that 

data or facts exists out there (ontologically) as objective truths, and the researcher’s tasks 

becomes to gather and systematize them (Alvesson & Skӧldberg, 2009, p. 16-17). In this 

view, knowledge is based on experience, senses and positive verification, and the methods 

related to investigate the “measurable” objectivity can be applied in natural sciences as well 

as social sciences. This however, is not to argue categorically against positivist contributions 

to the discussion of the nature of social science, as I do not reject the existence of some 

objective truths also in these various disciplines. We cannot ignore the fact that social 

                                                           
85 I use the terms research participant and interviewee in addition to teachers when I refer to research 

participants in this project, depending on the specific context the teachers are referred to. 
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phenomena actually exist, even if they are socially constructed (this is not rejected by 

proponents of moderate social constructionism either), but in line with critical realists, I share 

the notion that reality exists independent from researcher’s ideas and descriptions of it:  

The fact that it is socially defined and produced does not make a societal phenomenon 

any less real. (…) Something is real if it has a casual effect, that is, if it affects 

behavior and makes a difference. (…) Reality does not just consists of material 

objects. Ideas and discourses are also real and can have casual effects (Alvesson & 

Skӧldberg, 2009, p. 41).  

This view, as I interpret it, is a more pragmatic approach that does not undermine the 

premises of social constructionism, but contributes to the multifaceted term in a way that 

opens up for some notion of objectivity and universal claims without necessarily viewing 

these as dichotomies or paradoxes.  

Nevertheless, my starting point concerning interviews with teachers is that human rights, in 

spite of its universal claims, there are different perspectives that are emphasized in the 

practical situations of teaching human rights. These different perspectives may also have 

different didactical and potentially social consequences, if we regard HRE as a tool for 

developing democratic citizenship and critical reflection among students and pupils. At the 

same time I recognize that we interpret reality and social phenomena in different ways; the 

social construction of reality. Dembour (2010) illustrates this point when she identifies four 

schools of thought when it comes to how we conceive human rights. Natural scholars 

conceive human rights as given, deliberate scholars as agreed upon, protest scholars as fought 

for, and discourse scholars conceive rights as talked about (Dembour, 2010, p. 2). These 

different dimensions of constructing and valuing human rights will obviously have 

consequences for the content of human rights learning, and how it is presented towards 

students and pupils.  

In addition to these ways of viewing the nature of human rights, we may also argue that 

teachers emphasize different perspectives of human rights; as philosophy and moral 

imperatives, as an integrated part of law-making (legal perspectives), the role of human rights 

in national and international politics (political perspectives), its universal application 

(universalism vs. cultural relativism), or national versus international perspectives on rights 

and duties. In sum, the different focus on these perspectives will have consequences for how 

the teachers construct their HRE-strategies and how this may be analyzed as learning about, 



104 
 

learning for or learning through human rights. These dimensions and theories of human rights 

education is integrated in my project as analytical tools, and thus, a part of my construction of 

the social construction made by teachers and policy makers.  

4.1.4 Methodological reflections: the interplay between agents and structures 

Charles Taylor (1985) argues that humans are self-interpreting animals, which is related to the 

nature of social sciences, where man’s perception of the self, its identity forms our 

interpretations of the society in different directions, which leads the social scientist to 

interpret and reinterpret phenomena that is already interpreted, social actors understanding of 

themselves, their role etc. Social scientists need to relate to a world that is already interpreted 

by the social actors themselves. (Gilje & Grimen, 1993, p.145). There is however, no 

consensus on how social scientists relate, or should relate, to the descriptions and activities 

social agents presents by themselves. One tradition relevant to this question follows the 

direction that the scientists have to ignore the social agents’ descriptions and interpretations of 

themselves, because they often are wrong or incorrect, and the concepts they use are 

unscientific. Durkheim, as a proponent of this tradition, means the researcher needs to 

liberate, cut loose, from the veil that everyday practice and its actors conceptualize their views 

from; he has to step aside and be as objective as possible and use scientific concepts (Gilje & 

Grimen, 1993, p. 145). The other tradition follows from the premise that scientists regard 

these descriptions as significant, because the agents’ own perceptions and interpretations give 

meaning and identity to their actions. Such science thus has to build on the agents 

descriptions. Max Weber is related to this tradition. He argues that sociology is based on the 

interpretative understanding of social action, and thus causal-explanatory to its development 

and consequences. Thus, it is crucial to build the research on the agents’ perceptions of its 

own actions (Gilje & Grimen, 1993, p. 145). 

In my project design, following my intentions to conduct semi-structured interviews with 

teachers to develop knowledge about interpretations, purposes and implementation of human 

rights education, I regard the social agent’s descriptions and interpretations of action as a 

necessary approach to understand social action. On the other hand, the impact of the school 

system and its guidelines, economic factors, curriculum guidelines, public educational policy, 

the role of power and hierarchies are structural factors that are impossible to ignore. What, for 

instance, are the interests of the nation-state in implementing human rights education? Why 

would states, most of which violate human rights norms to one degree or another, encourage 

dissent and run the risk of undermining their very legitimacy? When 
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citizens are aware of their rights, are they not more likely to demand that those 

rights are protected? If we interpret educational policies, among other purposes, as tools for 

social control (Spring, 2006), or if we interpret the state’s policy towards human rights 

education as preservative (serving the purpose of the government rather than its citizens) 

rather than transformative (developing critical consciousness) (Flowers, 2004), is this a major 

aspect of studying the roles of such education.  

This indicates that I also am concerned with hermeneutic approaches, both when it comes to 

dimensions of interpretations, but also reflexivity, pre-understanding and intention. 

Hermeneutics focus on the dialogue between researcher and text (and interviewees), where 

the researcher study and interpret and reinterpret actions and meaning in light of the context. 

Clifford Geertz’ approach (in Thagaard, 2009, p. 39) on the study of culture emphasizes the 

researcher’s ambition to present a thick description of the phenomenon to be studied, where 

statements and expressions also includes the interpretations of the actions described by the 

interviewees, the interpretations of the interviewees themselves, and the interpretations of the 

researcher, whose pre-understanding, including earlier research, practice, theoretical 

groundwork and other reflexive elements plays an important role in this sense. It is not given 

though, that this is a sufficient approach to develop a comprehensive understanding of the 

mechanisms that have effect on the roles of human rights education. The teachers, as pointed 

out above, may answer as they assume I want them to, they may present an ideal that is far 

from the reality in the classrooms, they may use incorrect or imprecise concepts that is far 

from representative, or they may have an self-interest in answering in rather vague terms to 

avoid problems that can raise from the conversation. They may also be unaware of systemic-

structural challenges that affect, directly or indirectly, their framework for implementing 

human rights education, or at least interpret these structural contexts in ways that affect (or 

not) their choice of strategies toward this topic.  

These critiques symbolize common elements of critique against research based on qualitative 

interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 179,196), and are related to the ontological placing 

of the project: what do I intend to produce knowledge about? It is not just the view of the 

teachers concerning human rights education I intend to study; they are research participants 

that can contribute to describe the content and methods of a given practice. How is HRE 

implemented and what are the core elements of this education? Here I regard the voices of the 

practicing teachers as an important source to knowledge concerning the content and 

approaches to human rights education, along with their intentions and factors they view as 



106 
 

significant for, and influence the implementation of this issue in the classrooms. In this 

qualitative interview situation, knowledge is negotiated between researcher and participant in 

an interpretive process, and is thus socially constructed through the interaction between these. 

The researcher in qualitative research is often a primary instrument for data collection and 

data analysis, but the “human instrument” has shortcomings and biases. Thus, it is important 

to take into consideration the credibility of the participants in every phase of the project, 

through an ongoing process of controlling, problematizing and interpreting the statements and 

expressions (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 181-184). The statements can also be linked to 

three levels of interpretation concerning discourse analysis; the discursive level, the ideational 

level and the level of action and social conditions. The latter two aims to, in addition to how 

phenomena is talked about and constituted in different contexts, indicate the possibility of 

interpreting meanings in utterances; meanings that go beyond the utterances themselves and 

their microcontext (Alvesson & Skӧldberg, 2009, p.234-236). Here, research can thus 

systematically address these three levels, in the sense that the researcher tries to keep the 

levels in mind in the analysis: “Discourse analysis could here be combined with and perhaps 

sharpen the source criticism of objective hermeneutics”, as pointed out by Alvesson & 

Skӧldberg (2009, p.236).  

This section has touched upon one of the main methodological debates in social sciences, 

concerning the starting point for how to explain social phenomena. What are the underlying 

premises for explaining these? Do we assume that these derive from the action of 

individuals/agents, or do we assume that this can be explained by structures, other social 

phenomena? This is related to the traditions of methodological individualism (atomism) and 

methodological collectivism (holism), which in many ways describe two opposite directions 

when it comes to explaining social action– do we start with the individuals or the structures in 

order to analyze the mechanisms (Gilje & Grimen, 1993, p. 176-177) ? Berger and 

Luckmann, who published their classic work The Social Construction of Reality in 1966 

which influenced the social constructionist school strongly, approached the two positions by 

combining them in a way that can be described as dialectic. Their starting point was the 

sociology of knowledge, and its relation to everyday life ( Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 13, 

33). This implies an interdependency between the agents and the structures, where the 

phenomena are the product of individual action, which again shape the action of the 

individual in a process of externalization, objectivation and internalization (Berger & 

Luckmann, 2000, p. 9):  
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Knowledge, in this sense, is at the heart of the fundamental dialectic of society. It 

programmes the channels in which externalization produces an objective world. It 

objectifies this world through language and the cognitive apparatus based on language, 

that is, it orders it into objects to be apprehended as reality. It is internalized again as 

objectively valid truth in the course of socialization. Knowledge about society is thus a 

realization in the double sense of the word, in the sense of apprehending the 

objectivated social reality, and in the sense of ongoingly producing this reality (Berger 

& Luckmann, 1966, p. 83-84). 

Significant contributions as Anthony Giddens’ structuration theory and Bourdieu’s 

methodological relationism (as referred to in Alvesson & Skӧldberg, 2009) have some 

common features to this, and are relevant for my focus on the combination of structure-based 

discourse analysis of policy documents and more hermeneutic, category-based analysis of 

interviews with teachers. Both scholars, though in different ways, emphasize that neither 

individuals nor structures alone sufficiently explain social phenomena, and that these can only 

be explained by focusing on the interaction and relation between the micro and macro levels 

(Alvesson & Skӧldberg, 2009, p. 36-37; Grønmo, 2004, p. 31-32). The two levels indicate a 

certain pragmatic approach to my project, where the challenge is how these approaches can be 

combined in a credible way that contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the 

phenomenon; human rights education and its roles.  

4.1.5 Discourse-analytical dimensions  

As described above, I also use discourse-analytic techniques as an approach to study the roles 

of human rights education. This however, represents some challenges concerning the 

application on the different levels of analysis in my project. The study of the policy level – the 

guidelines, curricula and key political documents that shape the legitimacy of human rights 

education, may be regarded as the macro level of my research. These represent the framework 

that teachers on the micro level base their strategies to implement human rights education. As 

underlined in chapter 1, the language of politics is not a neutral medium that conveys ideas 

independently formed, but an institutionalized structure of meanings that channels political 

thought and action in certain directions (Connolly, 1993). Policy documents at the 

governmental and intergovernmental level – as an important element of the groundwork for 

chosen political strategies– can be interpreted in light of this argument, where institutionalized 

structures of meaning channels action in the educational system in certain directions related to 

HRE. It forms a political discourse that refers to how meaning is constructed within the 
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framework of a certain vocabulary that influences both the inclusion and exclusion of 

concepts and terms and thereby includes and excludes elements of implementation. The 

relation between text, language, content and meaning can be illustrated by Fairclough, stating 

that:  

Discourse contributes to the constitutions of all those dimensions of social structure 

which directly or indirectly shapes relations, identities and institutions which lie 

behind them. Discourse is a practice not just representing the world, but signifying the 

world, constituting and constructing the world in meaning (Fairclough, 1992, p.64).  

Jørgensen and Philips (1999) point to some common social constructionist entries into 

discourse-analytic approaches; its view on language, which is based on structuralistic and 

post-structuralistic linguistic theories seem to be a fruitful tool when it comes to the study of 

policy and steering documents towards HRE. On the other hand, how can this be applied in 

terms of interviews of the agents at the micro level? If we interpret the advocates of discourse 

analysis of reducing individuals to victims of structures who is unable to make changes, and 

that language is not seen as reflecting external or internal conditions, then statements of 

teachers through the context of interviews seem inadequate or insufficient to describe how 

HRE is implemented in the classrooms. This “anti-objectivistic” view however, should be 

taken into account as a counterweight to naïve realism, but seem at the same time to be 

exaggerated and over-emphasized in its ideal form. Fairclough (1992) moderates some of the 

Foucauldian notions on power and structure as core elements of discourse analysis, 

emphasizing that agents creates and constitutes discourses, as well as structures (which again 

can be regarded as agent-made in methodological individualism). An exclusive focus on 

language use and speech acts can be too narrow an approach, where important questions are 

left unanswered (Alvesson & Skӧldberg, 2009, p. 234-235). Discourse-analytic dimensions 

concerning interviews in my project may however, contribute to more caution in drawing 

conclusions on the objectivity of the speech acts about the social phenomena, but more as an 

additional correction to the hermeneutic category-based analysis. Rather than trying to 

eliminate these biases or subjectivities, “it is important to identify them and monitor them as 

to how they may be shaping the collection and interpretation of data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 15). 

Thus, my two-level qualitative study on the roles of HRE combines discourse-analytic 

approaches with hermeneutic category-based analysis, where these are regarded as 

complementary rather than contradictory, acknowledging a moderate form of social 
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constructionism as the groundwork for developing a credible scientific position to my project 

design.  

Different forms of document analysis seem to be useful tools to explore and interpret meaning 

related to international incentives and national guidelines for human rights education. The 

assumption is that policy documents express a certain consensus of what actors and 

organizations on the international and national level emphasize as core elements in the 

discourse of HRE, what they value and why. This also indicates how states promote and give 

support to common values, norms and ideals they agree on flourishing in the respective 

societies, at least at the rhetoric level. Concerning my project it seems to leave a hole in my 

research not to analyze elements of these documents when it comes to the question of 

intentions and content of HRE.  

Hence, in light of the arguments presented above, where the necessity of studying language 

and terms to uncover directions of political discourses, seems appropriate to this study of key 

policy documents related to HRE, and a purposive way to analyze these documents is through 

discourse analysis. Here the access to reality, within a social-constructionist paradigm, 

materializes through language, and language both constitutes the social world and vice-versa. 

This approach seeks to “elucidate problematized objects of study by seeking their description, 

understanding and interpretation” (Howarth, 2005, p.319). One goal of the discourse analysis 

is to produce new interpretations about specific objects of investigation; it is not the 

ontological perspective of the being of things, but primarily an epistemological perspective: 

the appearance of things. The underlying methodological premise here is that data and facts 

are the constructions or results of interpretation, where our pre-understanding, experience, 

ideological and societal positions and other factors that explicitly and implicitly influence our 

interpretations must be integrated and reflected upon in our research, as emphasized by 

Alvesson and Skӧldberg (2009). The analysis of how and why social phenomena appear the 

way they do is an essential element for using discourse-analytic techniques (Neumann, 2001, 

p.14). This rests on an assumption that meaning is socially constructed, where the discourse 

consists of representations that are grouped in specific ways (Neumann, 2001, p.23). 

Representations may consequently identify different positions, to uncover constitutive 

elements and its authoritative basis. The main questions that the analyst seeks to answer in 

this framework may appear in different forms, but there are still some elements that are 

common for the researchers, of which most of them can contribute to the topic of human 

rights education, as indicated above: what are the constitutive elements of the HRE discourse? 



110 
 

What are the controversies that visualize the core elements of the discourse? What is included 

in the hegemonic position and how?  

4.2 Qualitative interviewing  
As described, this study includes qualitative interviews with teachers in upper secondary 

schools (high-schools), combined with analysis of governmental policy documents that are 

significant as intentions and guidelines for HRE, both national and international documents 

(Curricula, relevant white papers, action plans, conventions, UN/UNESCO/CoE charters). In 

these interviews I focus on teachers’ perspectives and interpretations on the nature of human 

rights education, how they define the concept, their intentions and purposes with HRE, the 

content and methods of their learning strategies and which perspectives they view as important 

within this topic. This may be seen as an approach where the teachers are regarded as key 

sources for studying the strategies of implementing HRE in the classrooms. Thus, a key 

question is the following: How can we interpret and develop knowledge deriving from 

interview-based data material? Neumann and Neumann (2012, p. 17-39) define the situated 

dimensions in three ways: in social science, we are situated autobiographically (reflexivity 

concerning own social position, background and experiences), in the field, and in the text. I will 

also discuss relevant theory concerning the use and nature of interviews, before describing this 

research process in detail in section 4.3.  

4.2.1 Why qualitative interviewing of teachers?  

There are several ways of doing research on the different roles of HRE in the school system. 

One possible way is to do observations in the classrooms over a given period of time to develop 

data and information on the emphasis and frequency of such education, its topics and learning 

strategies (Thagaard, 2009, p. 65-70). This could be combined with surveys focusing on the 

knowledge and to a certain degree attitudes, concerning the topic, along with structured and 

more semi-structured interviews of the teachers and students participating in such activities on 

their understandings, interpretations and purposes (Postholm, 2010, p. 69-72). Indeed, this 

method triangulation would give a unique insight into what is going on within one classroom 

when it comes to human rights activities that would have contributed to research on school 

practice within this educational field.     

Nevertheless, the purpose and the scope of the project requires, even if the abovementioned 

elements would have contributed to the study, that I focus on approaches that are more 

compatible with my research questions. To do observations indicates in most cases time 

consuming studies within one or a few classrooms, which limit the possibility of do research in 
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several schools with different contexts, group dynamics, student mass, and school priorities. 

Following Silverman, “(…) interviews are relatively economical in terms of time and 

resources” (2006, p.113). Moreover, we cannot ignore the significance of the researcher’s 

presence in the classrooms, which may have consequences for the credibility of the research. 

That includes the possibility of changing behavior in the researcher’s presence, it may lead to 

another classroom practice during the observation period than what is usually carried out, the 

teacher may have an interest in appearing in specific ways in the present of outsiders in her/his 

‘domain’ and other factors that may challenge the image of ‘everyday practice’ (Postholm, 

2010, p. 64-67; Thagaard, 2009, p. 80-82). Few agents have for instance, an interest in 

appearing as ignorant and incompetent, and may do what is necessary to make a good 

impression.86  

One of the major reasons for using these methods is to emphasize the voices of the teachers 

who are actually implementing human rights education on the everyday basis with their 

students– a grass root perspective that is closely connected to the nature of such education 

itself: learning through human rights. This indicates a more non-authoritarian, democratic 

way of doing research and transforming it into knowledge and understanding in collaboration 

with the teachers themselves to discuss their experiences, purposes, approaches and 

knowledge concerning human rights education– what may be defined as democratization of 

opinion (Holstein & Gubrium, 2003, p.7). In this sense, the methods selected to shed light on 

the research questions are also illustrating the legacy of historical struggles for recognition 

and participation, where a shift from the superior objectivity of the (white, male) researcher to 

a higher degree of interaction between researcher and research participants in addition to the 

focus on power/knowledge relations have been influenced by both feminism and 

postcolonialism (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Olesen, 2011; Thagaard, 2009). The influences 

of feminism (and postcolonialism) are illustrated through the nature of feminist qualitative 

research:  

If there is a dominant theme in feminist qualitative research, it is the issue of 

knowledges. Whose knowledges? Where and how obtained, by whom, from whom, 

and for what purpose? It moved feminist research from the lack or flawed attention to 

marginalized women, usually nonwhite, homosexual, or disabled, to recognition of 

differences among women and within the same groups of women and the recognition 

                                                           
86 These objections are also relevant when it comes to qualitative interviews (Alvesson, 2011; Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009; Thagaard 2009). 
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that multiple identities and subjectivities are constructed in particular historical and 

social contexts. It opened discussions of critical epistemological issues, the 

researcher’s characteristics and relationships to the research participants (Olesen, 

2011, p. 129-130). 

Olesen argues here that key critical questions made by feminist and postcolonial scholars have 

influenced epistemological and ethical issues in the research process and contributed to a 

higher focus on the complex relationships between researcher and research participants, and 

on the terms on which the researcher makes her/his interpretations. This is not to argue that 

the interview situation in this study necessary is on equal terms, although this is seen as an 

ideal. There are still several factors that include asymmetric positions between interviewer 

and interviewee, between different participants in the setting that we need to take into 

account. Power relations, gender, language, researcher’s position, location etc. may contribute 

to these asymmetric relations (Alvesson, 2011, p.80-84; Holstein & Gubrium, 2003, p.12-16; 

Neumann & Neumann, 2012, p. 102-113).87  

Additionally, one of my aims of the study is not necessarily to develop research that produces 

generalizations about the state of HRE in Norwegian schools, but to locate variations in order 

to find out whether context influences implementation and emphasis on the topic, in addition 

to explore dominant approaches and interpretations. Still, I will argue that transferability (to 

what degree the findings have applicability in other contexts) is a more precise term (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985) that is fruitful in this project. Here I got access to different types of upper 

secondary schools with different priority areas and school cultures, and thus got access to a 

diversity of teachers, which shed light on the research question in multiple ways. I will 

describe this process below. A key assumption concerning my focus on the teachers in this 

context is the significant role they play in several phases of students’ learning. Research, both 

national and international shows that teachers are one of the most (if not the most) important 

factor influencing student achievement (Hattie, 2009; the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development, 2005b; Øzerk, 2010).88 Moreover, there is a positive correlation 

between the teacher’s didactical competence, professional expertise and the student’s learning 

outcome (Darling-Hammond, 2002, 1999; Haug, 2008; Wilson, 2001). Hence, I find the 

                                                           
87 I have made further reflections on the relation between research participants and researcher in the section 

describing the analytical process.  
88 Socio-economic factors though, which is also of high importance, is not emphasized in these studies. Several 

studies shows that socio-economic background in different ways is decisive for students’ efforts (Bakken & 

Elstad, 2012; Beck, 2012; Hestbek, 2013), where, among others, class, ethnicity and gender influence the results.  
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voices of the teachers one of the most important sources in constructing knowledge about how 

human rights education is defined, implemented and intended in the upper secondary schools. 

The information from the teachers on this topic, their intentions, strategies and approaches, 

how they define, think and talk about the concept will contribute significantly to analyzing the 

role of human rights education in these Norwegian schools 

These arguments for the use of qualitative interviews are important to reflecting on our own 

research, its challenges and on the purpose of the project. The approach has several 

advantages that are relevant for my research, which seem less accessible through observation, 

structured interviews and surveys, as Byrne (in Silverman, 2006, p.114) suggests: 

Qualitative interviewing is particularly useful as a research method for accessing 

individuals’ attitudes and values– things that cannot necessarily be observed or 

accommodated in a formal questionnaire. Open-ended and flexible questions are likely 

to get a more considered response than closed questions and therefore provide better 

access to interviewers’ views, interpretation of events, understandings, experiences and 

opinions…[qualitative interviewing] when done well is able to achieve a level of depth 

and complexity that is not available to other, particularly survey-based, approaches.  

This is an interesting statement that seems to be applicable to this project. Tjora (2012, p.24) 

also emphasizes these qualities in such interviews, where the participant gives an account of 

their attitudes and thoughts; personal experiences and events that may have contributed to their 

attitudes and interpretations and additionally identifies topics and conditions that were not 

included as questions or themes when the inquiry was designed. Yet, even if this research 

method is particularly useful in such settings, the statement says less about how we access these 

attitudes and values, on which terms, and with what kind of epistemological reflections we 

approach the interview. As Silverman argues (2006, p. 117), interviews do not tell us directly 

about people’s experiences, but instead offer indirect representations of those experiences. 

What an interview produces, according to Silverman, is a particular representation of an 

individual’s views. This is a rather relativistic argument that leads to a discussion about the type 

of knowledge that is developed through qualitative interviews. I will in the following sections 

discuss these challenges.  

4.2.2 The active interview 

According to Silverman (2006), there are three different ways in which most social scientists 

view interview data; positivism, emotionalism and constructivism and refer to these 
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respectively as neo-positivism, romanticism and localism in somewhat similar ways 

(Alvesson, 2011, p.11). In the positivist position, interview data give us access to facts and 

beliefs about the real world if we generate data which are valid and reliable independently of 

the research setting (Silverman, 2001, p. 86). As Holstein and Gubrium indicate “the 

interview conversation is a pipeline for transmitting knowledge” (1995, p.3). The emotionalist 

position emphasizes that interviewees are viewed as experiencing subjects, where the primary 

issue is to generate data that represent an authentic insight into the experiences of people. 

Here the aim is not to obtain objective facts, but to unveil authentic accounts of the subjective, 

lived experience of the interviewees (Silverman, 2001, p. 87-90). In the social constructionist 

position however, both interviewees and interviewers are always actively engaged in 

constructing meaning (ibid.), where one sees the interviews as inherently interactional events 

(Rapley, 2004). One example of this active meaning construction is this conversation between 

the researcher and teacher 24 on the latter’s view on the role of human rights:89 

K: What is the significance or role of human rights for you as a teacher? 

Teacher 24: I do think it is important. Oh yes! Especially in terms of democracy this is important. So 

this is not just a cliché, you get things more concretized, what democracy means. And as a rule they 

accept it as well. It is worse to align and teach them that half of the world’s population does not 

understand what democracy is, and that human rights is a secondary issue. 

K: You mentioned that human rights are important in relation to democracy– what do you mean by 

that? That there is a connection between these? 

Teacher 24: Yes, it is so between the first human rights that evolved. These concern fundamental issues-

democracy– and they should learn about that. 

K: As a fundament for democracy? 

Teacher 24: Yes, this is about politics, right? And ‘I am not interested in politics’. This affects them 

after working with this, in my opinion. 

 

In this excerpt, the two parties negotiate and construct both the significance (‘I do think it is 

important’) and the role of human rights (‘These concern fundamental issues – democracy’) 

where the researcher not only asks questions about the teacher’s view on the topic, but also 

presents interpretations (‘As a fundament for democracy?’) of the response to open up for 

possible re-interpretations. The active interview, as conceptualized by Holstein and Gubrium, 

involves these aspects when they argue:  

                                                           
89 All the interview excerpts included in this thesis are with teachers in the upper secondary school subject called 

Social Studies and were carried out between February and October 2012. I have made teachers anonymous, but 

using numbers to distinguish between them. The gender is also made invisible. The letter K is the abbreviation of 

my first name, Knut. All interview excerpts in the thesis are my translations. 
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The parties to the interview are necessarily and ineluctably active.(…) Respondents 

are not so much repositories of knowledge –treasuries of information awaiting 

excavation, so to speak – as they are constructors of knowledge in collaboration with 

interviewers. Participation in an interview involves meaning making work (Holstein 

and Gubrium, 1995). If interviews are interpretively active, meaning-making 

occasions, interview data are unavoidably collaborative (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, 

p.114).  

These authors call for a position that also is relevant for my research, a mixed position where 

the social process and local conditions needs to be appreciated and actively managed, but by 

doing this it also shows appreciation for the interview, “(…) on the whole, as a valid source of 

knowledge-production” (Alvesson, 2011, p.22). Thus, the consciousness regarding the 

interplay between the hows and whats in the active interview gives the researcher a more 

trustworthy instrument for developing credible interpretations of the empirical material (ibid., 

p. 38).  

The process of analyzing data material deriving from interviews can be divided into different 

phases. I will here argue for a reflexive pragmatism view (Alvesson, 2011) on the interview as 

a method. This indicates that, although a (moderate) social constructionist perspective is the 

starting point, we can learn much more from the interviewees than how they talk about various 

subjects in specific social situations, arguing that although it is not a depiction of the real world, 

it is disconnected from it. 90 Here reflexivity includes the continuous challenging of the chosen 

interpretations, where the researcher confronts himself with alternative views, in addition to the 

researcher’s own positions, preconceptions and interests, the specific interview context and the 

positions and agendas of the interviewees. Pragmatism, according to Alvesson, builds on 

“awareness that time, space and patience are not unlimited and are a withholding of limitless 

reflexivity” (Alvesson, 2011, p. 107). That points to the importance of balancing between the 

often too rigorous, narrow constructionist view on interview statements as local and situation-

specific and its meaning as situated and mutually constructed (Silverman, 2006), with the notion 

that interviews also can be tools for accessing data, given a reflexive position on interpretations. 

Charmaz, who advocates a more social constructionist, interpretive approach to grounded 

theory than the classic objectivist version deriving from the positivist tradition, 

                                                           
90 The under-estimation of seeing interviewees as an important source to insight in social reality though, 

represent a radical constructionist position (Kjørup, 2008) and seems to narrow and myopic; this may lead to a 

too relativistic view unable to acknowledge any forms of knowledge.  
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argues:”(…)whether you judge a specific study to be constructivist or objectivist depends on 

the extent to which its key characteristics conform to one tradition or the other” (Charmaz, 

2006, p. 130).  

These notions of using interviews for studying people’s interpretations, understandings and 

conceptualization of the ‘real world’, their experiences and the clarifying of their own 

perspectives are central to my research on the roles of human rights education in schools, but 

my interpretations of the data material will be questioned and criticized on social constructionist 

terms in every phase of the analysis.  

4.3 The research process: From sample to coding and categorization 
Above I have discussed epistemological and analytical challenges concerning the use of 

qualitative interviews and why this approach is applicable in relation to my research 

questions. In the following section I will present how the research design was implemented 

through describing the different phases of the project. Dalen (2011, p.23) elucidates the 

following main steps that should be included and described in the study: a) selection of topic 

and developing research questions, b) selection of research participants/interviewees (sample), 

c) developing interview guide, d) application for permissions, e) performing interviews, f) 

coding, categorization and condensation of the data collection, g) interpretation and analysis 

of the interview material and h) presentation of main results in light of relevant theory. These 

steps are not exhaustive, but gives a brief overview of necessary elements that need to be 

included in order to describe the research process as detailed as possible as a way of 

integrating guidelines related to transparency, reliability and validity in qualitative research. 

Transparency is a basic requirement and involves the need to be open and explicit about the 

methods and procedures used– as an element of descriptive validity (Maxwell, 1992). 

Moreover, the whole research process should be considered in terms of research ethics, and 

here I followed the guidelines developed by the Norwegian National Research Ethics 

Committees in the Social Sciences and Humanities (NESH). Research ethics “refers to a 

complex set of values, standards and institutional schemes that help constitute and regulate 

scientific activity. Ultimately, research ethics is a codification of ethics of science in practice” 

(Norwegian National Research Ethics Committees in the Social Sciences and Humanities, 

2006, p.5). As I consider ethical standards as an integrated part throughout the process, I 

chose to integrate these reflections throughout this section, where ethical aspects are described 

in a specific context rather than as a separate issue. In general, the NESH guidelines became 

useful standards of ethical reflections beyond the basic requirements related to the obligation 
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to inform research subjects, the obligation to obtain free and informed consent, to respect 

confidentiality and storage of information that can identify individuals, and obligations to 

avoid injury and to respect human dignity, integrity, freedom and participation (ibid., p. 11-

20) – guidelines which all are integrated as far as possible in this study. It contributed to 

continuously reflecting on my own position as a researcher, in relation to the research 

participants as well as in the broader context as part of a research community and as a 

participant in a democratic, transparent society.  

I have already presented the topic and the research questions in chapter 1, and therefore 

continue by presenting the sample; the selection of participants to the study. This includes 

descriptions of types of schools, what kind of subjects and the teachers included in the study.  

4.3.1 Sample 

The process of deciding a sample needs to be carried out in light of my research questions, 

relevant methods, and the practical challenges to getting access to participants and so on. The 

primary concern though, is who, how many and what kind of selection criteria should apply in 

order to develop knowledge about the particular social phenomena under scrutiny. The main 

focus here is purposive sampling, where the participants hold capacities and qualifications 

that are strategic in terms of the research questions and theoretical perspectives (Thagaard, 

2009, p. 55). A practical concern is the number, because too many participants may be 

challenging since both the interviewing and working with the interview material are time 

consuming processes (Dalen, 2011). A simple answer to the appropriate number is to 

interview as many as necessary for answering what you need to know. In addition, the number 

also depends on the purpose of the study, its subject, the level of generalization it aims at, and 

the notion that there is not necessarily a correlation between the number and level of scientific 

credibility (Charmaz, 2006; Kvale & Brinkmann 2008). Kvale and Brinkmann (2008, p. 129) 

argue that in common interview studies the number is about 15+-, while Mason (2010) points 

to a variety of sizes in the methodology literature, ranging from 15 to 60, although most 

scholars emphasize the concept of saturation as the main guideline for sample size. Saturation 

refers to the point when the collection of new data does not shed any further light on the issue 

under investigation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Thagaard 2009). This is a useful starting point, 

but relies again on the purpose and nature of the study.  

In this study, where I find the interpretations, conceptualization and implementation from the 

teachers’ view as crucial for exploring the roles of human rights education, their reflections 
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and approaches on these issues may vary significantly, in light of their background, 

competence, experiences, type of school and geographical location as well as the composition 

of students. Thus, the sample size also depends on a subordinate aim, which is to study if 

there are any variations between teachers at the same schools or between different types of 

schools, and how these factors determine how HRE is implemented and understood. This 

approach is as a way of integrating a range of variation (Tjora, 2012, p.149). Here I wanted to 

use upper secondary schools that comprise different composition of students to find out 

whether this is an important factor in the role of human rights education. Second, also in 

relation to the first, I aimed to find out whether the type of school was decisive to see how and 

why HRE is implemented. This includes schools that are located in urban or more rural areas, 

schools that offer only general studies and schools that offer both vocational studies and 

general studies. Moreover, there are also schools that are regarded as more prestigious and 

average schools, and the intention was to locate potential variations or similarities between 

these as well. My aim was not to find schools considered to represent best practice or develop 

a representative sample of the ‘universe’ of schools teaching human rights, but to find 

different types that potentially represent variations concerning HRE, to shed light on varying 

approaches, even though schools are not the main target for the analysis, but the teachers.  

In the beginning of the research process, I aimed to find schools in different parts of the 

country, with a primary focus on the Oslo region and mid-Norway. The Oslo region 

(including the counties Akershus and Buskerud) was selected of two reasons. First, this region 

represents a population with a relative high degree of ethnic, cultural, religious and social 

diversity, and raises the question whether this factor itself is a vehicle for implementing 

human rights education and how diversity in the composition of students influences how HRE 

is approached. This is also interesting in light of research presented in the literature review on 

how diversity is used or misused in the context of education in democracy and human rights 

(Biseth, 2012; Centre of Conflict Management, 2003). The choice of region also fulfills my 

aim of using both urban and rural areas, where there are both schools considered as 

prestigious schools and schools with lower status in the urban areas.  

The selection aimed to develop a strategic sample that included these issues, but this became a 

great challenge when I started to contact the particular schools in this region in 2012. Out of 

11 upper secondary schools, only 5 responded to the request to participate in the study, where 

3 of these were negative, leaving two participants actually willing to participate. However low 

the participation in this region, they represent a part of the sample and are useful as 
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representing a certain degree of diversity in the selection of schools. I had few door-openers 

in this region, and this may be part of the reason for the lack of access in the schools. Another 

reason may be the degree of requests from different research institutions that try to access the 

schools here, as many researchers find the heterogeneous schools interesting in terms of 

challenges and potentials related to issues of diversity. One principal in the Oslo region 

responded negatively to the request, but gives an explanation that two other school leaders 

also suggest: “I have communicated the request, but nowadays the school is exposed to an 

asteroid-like storm from everybody that wants to use us as an arena of research” (email from a 

principal in Oslo region 03.09.2012).  

The response was significantly higher in mid-Norway, where 9 out of 12 upper secondary 

schools in 2012 responded positively about participating in the study. The school leaders 

were, in general, positive to the process and assisted me– as door-openers– in getting in touch 

with the teachers in the relevant subjects I had clarified in the project description (see 

appendix). One reason for this may be that there are fewer applications for such research in 

this region which makes the schools more open to giving access to researchers. Another 

reason may be that the university cooperates with some of the schools through practice for 

student teachers, and they may feel a higher degree of obligation when it comes to such 

requests. Nevertheless, this made the sample of schools somewhat different than was planned, 

where the schools with a high degree of diversity became fewer, while more homogenous 

schools were available. Still, some schools in the mid-Norway region include some degree of 

diversity in both the religious, cultural and social sense and I got access to these. Thus, the 

strategic selection concerning the relevance to the research questions and variation of the 

schools, included rural and urban schools, prestigious and average schools, vocational and 

general studies schools, though higher access to the schools in the Oslo-region could have 

contributed more to how diversity influences the role of HRE. In the analytical process 

though, I do not distinguish between the different school types explicitly, but refer to the 

teachers only (see chapter 7.1 for more information on this issue). Another factor that I 

focused on in the first phase of the selection was studying the schools’ websites in order to get 

an overview of priority areas in their educational approach. This was done during the period 

fall 2011- fall 2012, concluding that, although most of the schools in the sample include 

diversity, democratic processes, internationalization, equality, respect, inclusion and tolerance 

as core values in their pedagogical platform, none of them explicitly mention human rights as 

a priority area or in the pedagogical platform. This point was also addressed by consulting 
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researchers and human rights educators, where most referred to schools that have 

implemented various limited ad-hoc projects on human rights education, but few of these 

were familiar of schools that focused on the topic as a priority area.91  

As I am located in the mid-Norway region myself, the sample might be termed a convenience 

sampling, as the schools are not too far from my location and can be understood as a sample 

that is selected because of the availability to the researcher and that the sample is 

characterized by persons who are willing to participate (Bryman, 2012; Thagaard, 2009). This 

convenience though, does not necessarily contradict the purpose of the study if the other 

selection criteria are satisfied. Here I move forward to the type of teachers I wanted to access, 

which is the next step in describing the sample. This leads to the question of purposive 

sampling (Bryman, 2012), where I choose participants that are likely to yield useful 

information, so in this sense this sample is characterized as both a convenience and a 

purposive sampling.  

The total of 11 schools finally selected need to be seen in light of the assumption that they all 

offer the subjects that are relevant for this study. In this case, all schools are obliged to include 

the main target of this study, Social Studies, as it is a common core subject. The reasons for 

this selection is that this subject is mandatory for all students in upper secondary school, both 

in general studies and vocational studies, and represents a subject that is accessible to all and 

as such reaches a large number of students in Norway. Second, but not least, human rights are 

most explicitly integrated as a topic in the Social Studies curriculum among the common core 

subjects, giving a concrete mandate that includes human rights issues. Human rights 

education are explicitly integrated to a high degree in the Program of Specialization in 

General Studies, where the subject Politics and Human Rights is integrated in the program 

called Politics, the individual and the society, but this is not mandatory to students and is not 

offered as a subject in all schools. The subject however, is useful in several ways as some of 

the teachers teach both, and this can give some indications on variations between those who 

only teach Social Studies and those who have worked with both.  

Thus, I have selected teachers that work specifically with the subject Social Studies, to 

increase the validity through common subjects where they relate to the same curriculum. This 

is also a question of demarcation, to limit the scope of the study and to adjust the sample to 

                                                           
91 Some of them were UN-schools, where they have cooperation with the UN Association in Norway (FN-

Sambandet) which offers educational programmes related to the work of the UN.  
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subjects that are most relevant to the definitions of HRE as clarified in chapter 1 and at the 

same time theoretically reaches most students at this level. Nevertheless, there are also other 

subjects where human rights are integrated both explicitly and implicitly, and I found it useful 

to interview teachers in these subjects as well, as these may give other perspectives on how 

they approach human rights issues, as well as discovering common approaches that are 

present across the subjects.  

Hence, it is Social Studies that is the main object of my focus when interviewing teachers, but 

at the same time I used teachers’ reflections in the related subjects as a way of nuancing and 

comparing the patterns crystallized in the material. These are the program subjects Politics 

and Human Rights, History and Philosophy, Social Sciences, Law, and the common core 

subjects Religion and Ethics, History, Geography English and Norwegian, and thus serve as 

perspectives and correctives on the main target. This implies that I also discuss potential 

findings from these if they are distinct from the main patterns in the Social Studies. In sum, 27 

teachers were interviewed, where 19 of the participants teach Social Studies and 8 of the 

participants teach the other subjects mentioned above. 5 of these teach the subject Politics and 

Human Rights where 3 taught both this and Social Studies during the interview period of 

2012.92 This number is quite average according to Mason (2010), but here it was basically the 

point of saturation that guided the number, as I found that there was no significantly new 

relevant information emerging from further interviews. Another factor here is the time aspect, 

and as I considered the number as adequate in terms of saturation and variations in the 

interview material– which is decisive for the validity of qualitative research (Postholm, 2010, 

p. 164), I needed time to go on with the different phases of structuring and analyzing the 

existing empirical material.  

4.3.2 The teachers in the study  

Who were the participating teachers? The purposive sampling here is quite concrete. I 

selected teachers that were involved in the subjects most related to human rights education, 

where Social Studies curriculum both points explicitly to human rights education in its 

objectives and in the competence aims of the subject. In this perspective, I felt these teachers 

to be most likely to yield useful information on the topic, as an integrated part of the 

curriculum. This however, says less about their competence, interests and priorities in a 

                                                           
92 One teacher was interviewed in 2014. In addition, I interviewed several teachers and human rights educators in 

Bosnia-Hercegovina in 2011, as the project originally aimed to be a comparative study of Norway and BiH, but 

due to the time consuming scope of this project, I left BiH out of the study in order to focus on the role of HRE 

in a Norwegian context.  
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curriculum consisting of 35 competence aims, where 2 of these are explicitly expressed as 

human rights. Nevertheless, the subjects themselves implicitly open for a human rights 

perspective on most of them.93 The selection criteria are limited to requesting those who teach 

or have recently taught these subjects. In the letter to the schools requesting participants, I 

considered this as sufficient due to the content of the subject curriculum, and did not refer to 

their education, special interest in the topic, experiences or other factors that may have 

influenced their approaches. This point opens for a broader specter of participants within the 

sample, and my own experiences in schools and previous research (Human Rights Academy, 

2011; Husby, 2010; Svinvik, 2012) signal that few teachers have specific formal education in 

human rights in Norway, indicating that this would limit the sample significantly. This 

previous research also indicates that teachers in Social Studies have different educational 

backgrounds, both in terms of educational level and in terms of subject, but had been educated 

in social sciences and humanities. An inquiry from 2007 shows that most teachers in Social 

Studies in upper secondary school (VG1) are educated in History (45%) and Norwegian 

(35%), and only 1 of 4 have some background in Political science and Sociology, and few of 

these have a master’s degree, where below 15 % of those educated in Political Science and 

Sociology have more than 1 year’s education in these fields (Turmo & Aamodt, 2007, p.32-

33). Taken into consideration the competence aims of this subject, it is dominated (although 

not completely) by content related to primarily political science and sociology, and in light of 

this there were surprisingly few teachers that were educated in these disciplines. 

The teachers in the sample mirror this tendency, where the educational background is 

dominated by History and Norwegian, although there are was teachers educated in 

Geography, Political science, Sociology, Anthropology, Law, Religious studies, Social 

science and English. They had various university degrees, but approximately half of them 

state that they have master’s degree.94 Within this group, I find that most of them graduated 

with a master in History or Geography, but one with Political science, Religious studies, 

                                                           
93 The curriculum was revised and implemented in the school year 2013/2014, with some changes in the 

formulations from the original. The change concerning human rights in the curriculum is from the part called 

International affairs, where the new revision changed a competence aim. Here students shall find examples on 

different types of conflicts and human rights violations, and discuss what UN and other international actors can 

do. The curriculum in force through the period of the interviews stated in the same competence aim that the pupil 

shall be able to “elaborate on the UN's activities for peace and human rights and explain the UN's role in the 

international activities for indigenous peoples”(Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2013). Thus, 

the focus on conflict and human rights violations is more emphasized in the new revision, and open up for other 

actors than the UN in activities related to conflict and HR violations.  
94 There is an ongoing debate on the requirements for teachers’ subject competence, and how the requirements in 

Norwegian, Mathematics and English imply a higher status than for instance Sosial studies and esthetics (Norsk 

lektorlag, 2012). 
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Norwegian and English. Some of the participants had attended limited two to three day 

courses and seminars on human rights, developed by human rights organizations-and centers. 

A sample that had focused only on these would thus be too narrow, in a school where the 

diversity of backgrounds characterizes the teachers in this subject rather than their specific 

HRE competence. It would thus be insufficient in terms of how this selection mirrors the 

variation in the general target group (Dalen, 2011, p.50). Hence, the previous research as well 

as my pre-understanding of the context contributed to this selection criterion.95  

Furthermore, after defining who I wanted to interview, I also had to find out the best and most 

ethical way of accessing these people.96 I consulted my supervisors and other experienced 

researchers about this, and finally contacted school leaders as the first and most transparent 

step towards access to the teachers, sending requests and project descriptions to those 

described above. However, when I received positive responses from the school leaders and 

leaders of the subject teams, I was not in control over who of the teachers had responded 

positively and who had not. I requested from 1 to 4 teachers from each school, and the 

leaders– working both as door- openers and gatekeepers (ibid., p.32) – sent this request 

further to the teachers, where these responded positively or negatively to the leaders before I 

made contact. I then presented my project directly to the participants describing their role in 

it, in accordance with research ethical guidelines of NESH (2006). This implies that there are 

questions that are difficult to address: did the leaders ask those they were aware of were 

interested in the topic or had worked and had most experience in these topics? Did they ask 

only those that had expressed a certain devotion to HRE, or who they assumed were likely to 

respond positively? Their selection criterion from this researcher was teachers in the 

described subjects, where I preferred those working with Social science, but not limited to 

this.  

Furthermore, there may be teachers that responded negatively because of practical challenges 

due to time pressure and so on, but were willing to participate if they had been able to. In this 

respect, gatekeepers such as the school leaders can theoretically control who is part to the 

study and who they will leave out, to make sure that their contribution does not influence their 

school’s reputation. On the other hand, the requirements for full anonymity of both schools 

                                                           
95 I discuss the dilemmas concerning transparency, confidentiality and the choices regarding the quoted teachers 

in chapter 7.1.  
96 I have throughout the process followed the guidelines established by the National Committees for Research 

Ethics in Norway (2006).  
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and teachers reduce the importance of this aspect, and so do the selection criteria (on any 

teacher in Social Studies and related subjects) which were quite broad. Nevertheless, I cannot 

ignore the probability of getting positive response primarily from teachers that are devoted or 

interested in, and feel that they are more or less competent in the topic. This potential bias is 

relevant and should be taken into account in discussing the sample in this study. As the 

participation is voluntary (given that the school leaders have not given them requirements or 

incentives to participate– which I do not have knowledge of), one may ask if some are not 

comfortable with the topic, why should they participate in an interview where their lack of 

competence or interest is exposed and questioned? Or are confronted with issues that they do 

not cover at all or find unnecessary or against their own convictions? Tjora (2012, p. 148) 

addresses this problem in convenience sampling, by asking if are there reasons to believe that 

those who chose not to participate could have other approaches and interpretations. Could it 

also be that these experiences (or lack of them) have contributed to the decision not to 

participate? Thagaard also points to this challenge, where participants may feel that they are 

competent and do not mind being under scrutiny by the researcher:  

This can give the sample a bias that lead to the inquiry gives more information about 

how situations are managed than about particularly conflictual conditions. Persons that 

are not willing to participate, may represent more problematic aspects of the 

phenomena under scrutiny (Thagaard, 2009, p.57).  

These challenges may influence the sample. On the other hand, as pointed out in the 

methodological section, the reflexivity of the researcher in every phase of the research process 

also involves this critical position, where such challenges are incorporated in the interview 

situation as well as in the analysis of the interviews.  

Beyond the described selection criteria, I decided to be as flexible as possible in recruiting 

participants, and the risk of not getting access to an adequate number was also a driving force. 

This led to being explicit about the time and place of the interview, telling them that it would 

be on the teachers’ premises, offering to take as little time and resources as possible in their 

working time, stating that the interviews would take approximately 1 hour and could take 

place at their school. The requests involved their assistance in finding an available, suitable 

room for the interview and their approval of my using a digital voice recorder during our 

conversation. An interesting aspect of inquiry would be the significance of gender and age in 

exercising human rights education, but as the time aspect became more precarious I found it 
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more important to focus on accepting everyone willing to participate within the Social 

Studies, as the process of recruiting from this single criterion was itself more time consuming 

than expected.97 Hence, the sample is characterized as partly a purposive sampling and a 

convenience sampling, where both come under the broader category of non-probability 

sampling, defined as “a sample that has not been selected using a random selection method. 

Essentially, this implies that some units in the population are more likely to be selected than 

others” (Bryman, 2012, p.187). The next step in describing the research process is devoted to 

the preparation of the interviews and the interview process.  

4.3.3 Preparing the interviews: developing the interview guide 

The preparing of the interview also included different phases, and was considered decisive for 

the optimization of the interview situation and for the purpose of collecting information most 

relevant for my research questions. This includes both ethical, technical and practical 

preparation to optimize the concrete interview situation in addition to the theoretical 

preparation, where interview techniques-and approaches, the content and thematic focus of 

the interview and the establishment of interpersonal relations would play a vital role. I will 

here present my interview guide, why I chose to develop it in this particular direction and how 

I prepared the interview situation.  

As discussed in the methodological section, I define the type of qualitative interview in this 

study as active, semi-structured interviews, where the interviewees and the interviewer 

interact and construct knowledge in mutual collaboration. This involves the construction of an 

interview guide that specifies certain thematic directions and supporting questions that shed 

light on the research questions of the study. The main research question– How is human rights 

education implemented and interpreted in upper secondary schools in Norway, and what are 

the purposes? – needed to function in a purposive way to create an interview guide that 

actually generated information about these issues, and a set sub-questions was a relevant 

starting point. What do I want to develop knowledge about? How do I produce knowledge on 

implementation and purposes of HRE through interviewing teachers? What kind of topics 

should be included that would contribute to the study of the roles of human rights education? 

An interview guide is a script that structures the interview to one degree or another (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2008, p.143), and works as a checklist to make sure that all relevant topics are 

                                                           
97 Nevertheless, the gender distribution concerning the participants is about 50%, which is desirable and mirrors 

the gender distribution in upper secondary schools in general in the Norwegian system (Turmo & Aamodt, 2007, 

p. 14). The inquiry made by Turmo & Aamodt in 2007 also shows that in the Social Studies in upper secondary 

school, there are 56% Men and 44% women teaching the subject (ibid., p. 31).  
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covered (Dalen, 2011, p. 26; Postholm, 2010, p.165). I had the research questions in mind as 

the main guideline to developing the guide, and worked these into a thematic overview that I 

found fruitful and relevant to how teachers approach this topic. The didactic considerations of 

a teacher provided a useful framework in this sense, as these include reflections concerning 

the content of a certain subject, the strategies adapted in the learning process, and the 

purposes of the subject (Gundem, 2008, p.5) – in other words; the what, how and why 

concerning human rights education.98 In order to discuss the roles of HRE I found it necessary 

to know how teachers conceptualized and interpreted this topic, and what they interpreted as 

their educational framework and guidelines in the context of HRE.  

Moreover, I found it necessary to discuss their personal purposes, as this can influence their 

strategies and approaches as well as the direction of such education.99 Further, it was vital to 

know more about the content of HRE practice, since topics and thematic inclusion and 

exclusion described in the interviews indicate what kind of perspectives and categories of 

rights are emphasized or downgraded in the classrooms. The methods and strategies adopted 

in the learning process were also an aspect that could contribute to shedding light on the 

research question, as well as the potential challenges of such education. These factors were 

developed in line with and inspired by studying theoretical approaches in the field, as well 

previous research and my own experiences in the practice of HRE.  

Hence, in this process 5 main aspects or themes emerged as necessary to the interview guide, 

and were designed to develop a dramaturgy (Thagaard, 2009, p.99-101) that would contribute 

to a productive, credible interview in line with the research questions: 1. The teachers’ 

interpretation of framework and guidelines: how do they define human rights education and 

what gives direction to their practice? (for instance curricula, text books, the composition, 

level, knowledge and interests of the students, teaching aids, teacher’s competence, school’s 

priority areas, conditions etc.) 2. The ambitions and purposes of the teachers: what are their 

intentions when teaching human rights? What should the students be left with? (Why) 3. The 

                                                           
98 This is of course a simplified definition of didactics, and some will also include the when and where as crucial 

to didactical considerations, and scholars define the concept in various ways and at different level- for instance 

as theory, as guidelines for teaching and as an academic discipline (Gundem 2008). Shulman uses the concepts 

of content knowledge, curricular knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge as essential to the teaching of a 

given subject, where the latter is defined as such: “Within the category of pedagogical content knowledge I 

include, for the most regularly taught topics in one's subject area, the most useful forms of representation of 

those ideas, the most powerful analogies, illustrations, examples, explanations, and demonstrations – in a word, 

the ways of representing and formulating the subject that make it comprehensible to others” (Shulman, 1986, p. 

9).  
99 See chapter 3 on theoretical framework and chapter 7 on the purposes of human rights education.  
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content of human rights education: this may imply what kind of approaches and topics are 

included (and excluded), such as categories of rights, philosophical schools of thought, legal, 

political, moral, cultural, national/international perspectives etc. (What) 4. Methods/strategies 

used when working with human rights (How). 5. Challenges related to HRE: for instance the 

limits and potential difficulties concerning the implementation of human rights education.100  

These five themes were communicated to the teachers before the interview started, and 

represent points of reference for the conversation about human rights education. The 

chronology and emphasis of the themes was kept open, depending of what the teachers were 

most interested in spending time on. In addition to the five main elements, I found it useful to 

start with some introductory questions that worked as background variables in order to’ warm 

up’ before the main section of the interview (Tjora, 2012, p.112). In most cases these included 

questions about what subjects they teach and whether they were teaching in vocational or 

general studies, their educational background, and information about their school and related 

contextual, rather harmless questions. Tjora (2012, p.112-113) divides the in-depth interview 

into three phases that are useful in this semi-structured design process; warm-up questions, 

reflection questions and final questions. Thagaard (2009, p. 99-101) also underlines the 

significance of dramaturgy, where the design of the interview guide starts from more neutral, 

concrete questions to more reflexive, emotional questions and then back to a more neutral 

form towards the end. This dramaturgy can develop trust between interviewer and interviewee 

in accordance with ethical guidelines concerning respect for the individual (Norwegian 

National Research Ethics Committees in the Social Sciences and Humanities, 2006), as well 

as motivation to go deeper into the themes, which are the key elements of the interview. Here, 

follow-up questions and probes play an important role, where the researcher invites to more 

detailed descriptions of the phenomenon. Here I prepared different sub-questions that could 

be useful to challenge the interviewee if this was necessary. Probing includes detail-oriented 

and clarifying questions and body language (nodding, confirming sounds, engaging through 

eye contact, silence and so on) which invites deeper reflection (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2010, p. 

141-151; Postholm, 2010, p.166; Thagaard, 2009, p. 91).  

These aspects of interviewing about human rights education, although not exhaustive, 

contribute to knowledge on how the teachers approach the topic and interpret their mandate 

and consequently signal how practice, and why such practice is implemented in the 

                                                           
100 See appendix for further details on the interview guide and its supporting sub-questions which was included 

to structure and secure the covering of the main themes.  
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classrooms. The script thus elucidates the HRE discourse represented by agents at the grass-

root level, and how these integrate the structural level represented by the educational steering 

documents. 

4.3.4 Pilot testing 

I used pilot testing before starting the interviews with the participants of this study, which is 

an important element of the preparation phase. The pilot test supports the research in 

determining if there are flaws, limitations, or other weaknesses within the interview design 

and allows the interviewer to make necessary revisions prior to implementation in the study 

(Kvale, 2008). Dalen (2011, p.30-31) also points to the importance of this in terms of testing 

oneself as an interviewer, to receive response on his own behavior as well as his formulations 

of the questions and to test the technical equipment. In this study I tested the interview guide 

on two teachers who were both within the selection criteria described above. One of them was 

experienced in human rights education through teaching in both the subject Politics and 

Human Rights, Social Studies and Geography and had worked with different UN projects at 

the school that was within the context of human rights. Thus, I considered this teacher to have 

qualifications that could help me improve and structure the interviews in a fruitful way. The 

other teacher was also relevant here, representing the program subject called Law, where 

human rights are also included in several competence aims, and could give useful 

perspectives that were not included in the interview guide.  

Through these interviews, I came to the conclusion that, even though I wanted to perform a 

semi-structured, active interview with open-ended questions, I had to structure the guide and 

clarify some of the questions to a higher degree than I originally planned. The structuring of 

the 5 main themes or topics became clearer, and I developed a larger number of sub-questions 

to assist me in structuring the interview in a more purposive way. Moreover, I found it 

necessary to be more active in the interview situation, with follow-up questions and 

techniques that contributed to the mutual construction of knowledge. On the other hand, I 

found that the questions and themes invited reflective responses and rich descriptions of both 

participants’ practice, framework, approaches and purposes of implementing human rights 

education. Thus, I made some structural adjustments that contributed to the dramaturgy of the 

interview, as well as involving myself in a way that could clarify their interpretations and 

approaches through a higher degree of probing and techniques that confirmed, questioned or 

clarified what they meant. Rapley (in Thagaard, 2009, p.97) argues that there is not 
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necessarily a contradiction between neutrality and mutual openness, but different practices 

used by the researcher during the interview can be present in different phases of the interview.  

The interview with the teacher in Law was performed without a digital recorder, where I took 

notes during the conversation. The notes were time consuming and made the conversation 

more formal and limited in terms of openness, communication and flow. This strengthened 

the general view or rule (Tjora, 2012, p. 140) that a digital recorder was necessary in order to 

be more involved in the process, in addition to the obvious strengths of transcribing 

everything in order to keep their own utterances, to better analyze the transcriptions through 

coding, categorization, and condensation, and the opportunity to reflect on the responses 

during the interview in order to participate more actively (Dalen, 2011, p.28; Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009, p. 186-188; Tjora, 2012, p. 137). All the interviews of the participants were 

now performed with the use of a digital recorder with their consent. The use of digital 

recorder could potentially be difficult to accept for some participants (Dalen, 2011, p.28-29), 

but I had prepared them for this in advance and the size of the recorder also made it 

acceptable and reduced the dominant presence of the equipment. The participants seemed to 

be comfortable with the situation, even though we cannot know exactly how and to what 

degree this affected their responses. There were few indications of the recorder limited or 

restricted their behavior. I have some experience with recording in other projects, where body 

language and expressions signaled that the recorder dominated in the room, but these 

recorders were noisy and of a different size. In this study, the recorder did not dominate the 

room and was the size of a mobile phone, which is quite recognizable to teachers today. 

4.3.5 Practical preparations for the interviews 

In addition to the interview guide, a declaration of consent was developed to be signed by all 

teachers, where their rights as participants and the researcher’s obligations are emphasized 

throughout the research process. They had the right to withdraw from the interview at any 

time and to be kept anonymous. This also included ethical guidelines concerning the 

obligation to inform the research subjects about the content and purpose of the study, in 

addition to asking for their free and informed consent.101 I was also obligated to fill out a 

notification form where I described the research process and potential challenges to privacy 

                                                           
101 See appendix- declaration of informed consent. This is also important ethical guidelines integrated in the 

National Committees for Research Ethics’ framework (National Committees for Research Ethics in Norway, 

2006, p. 12-13).  
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and data protection (Dalen, 2011) and submitted it to the Data Protection Official for 

Research in 2012. This was registered and accepted. 

As mentioned above, I had a flexible approach to the time and place of the interviews, and 

made it clear that the teachers themselves could define their preferences. The feeling of being 

sufficiently comfortable to talk as freely as possible, is a relevant as well as an ethical aspect. 

In all cases, the participants chose to meet me at the school where they worked, at a time 

when they were not disturbed or which clashed with classes or meeting schedule. In the 

correspondence with the participants this factor was stressed from my side, as a way of 

developing trust and respect for their work and reducing asymmetric relations between 

researcher and participant. Symmetric relations and trust can be developed in different ways, 

and factors that reduce the distance between the different actors can contribute positively to 

the openness of an interview situation and contribute to upholding the dignity and integrity of 

the research participants. At the school they are situated in an environment they are familiar 

with, and could also choose the type of room in which to perform the interview. Most teachers 

found a small meeting room where we were alone, and with few disturbances that could 

influence the conversation and the recorder (Postholm, 2010, p. 82; Tjora 2012, p.120-122).  

As discussed in the methodology section on epistemological challenges, the role and position 

of the researcher may influence the interview situation in several ways. As a part of the 

preparation, I found it important to present my background as a way of developing trust and to 

be as transparent as possible. The risk of me representing an outside force that questions and 

scrutinizes their professional practice may lead to reluctance and suspicion in addition to the 

risk of being defined as ignorant and incapable of understanding their practice.  

As a way of coming to terms with this, I emphasized in the correspondence with the 

participants that I had experience from different school levels and also in upper secondary 

school in both Social Studies and related subjects such as History and Politics and Human 

Rights in addition to my work as a human rights educator in different settings. I experienced 

on several occasions that the participants asked me if I had worked as a teacher before, and I 

felt that this was important for them to know in order to accept me as a researcher in 

education. In my opinion, this background was a useful support in order to both understand 

their practice and their context as well as being a tool to develop a relationship based on 

mutual respect and trust, which is important in qualitative interviews. This point was also 

implicitly used in my approach to the teachers, where I could confirm and express that I 
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recognized some of their dilemmas because I have been there myself. This is not in 

contradiction with the critical distance one need as a researcher, but rather the strengthening 

of the possibility of being invited into their arena of interpretations, approaches and 

descriptions of educational practice without necessarily supporting their views. Their 

significance was also underlined in the interview situation, where I chose to signal that I had 

some experience in human rights education, but that I found the voice of the teachers as 

crucial to understanding and studying the role of HRE, and that this also was a learning 

process for me as a researcher and educator. This inclusive approach could contribute to a 

conversation on more equal terms, and reduce the risk of teachers being afraid of talking 

freely, even though this could not reduce the asymmetric relations completely. Here Tjora 

(2012, p.135) underlines the expectations of the participants of also being respondents to 

structured and prepared questions from the researcher, “creating an atmosphere of seriousness 

for the informants”, and this must obviously be presented in a balanced way. My experiences 

from previous projects are that a degree of equal terms and mutual respect produce the most 

fruitful interviews and generate a higher degree of credible data. Additionally, they contribute 

to a more non-authoritarian approach, where democratization of opinion is taken into 

consideration in the research process (Holstein & Gubrium, 2003).  

This approach however, presupposes competence in the subject and on the interview process 

as such (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p.102). The researcher should have qualified competence 

on topics brought into the interview as well as social competence. The questions raised during 

an interview must be considered as relevant for the participant (Postholm, 2010), and 

knowledge of the topic contributes to this and in addition help him to go into further detail on 

issues that shed light on and challenge the teachers to reflect on their views. As a way of 

coming to terms with this factor in fruitful interviewing, I have been teaching different 

perspectives of human rights, international law-and politics for ten years in diverse settings, in 

addition to previous research on democratization and studies of human rights theory. In sum, 

this gives me as a researcher useful competence in an interview situation. It helps me to 

analyze the responses throughout the interview, and to make relevant follow-up questions on 

the themes I chose to focus on, as well as it contributes to challenging teachers at strategic 

points during the conversation.  

Moreover, it made me able to support the participants in expressing their narratives of HRE 

and to conceptualizing their approaches in the mutual construction of knowledge about the 

issues. Kvale and Brinkmann (2010, p.176-178) list ten criteria that be met for a qualified 
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interviewer, and one of them is to be critical, raising critical questions to test the reliability 

and validity of the utterances made by the interviewee.102 Professional (and social) 

competence is a prerequisite for testing this reliability during the interview situations – you 

need to know your subject in order to be genuinely critical. These ten criteria were useful 

guidelines for me during the interview process and contributed to active participation and 

generally rich descriptions of the main topics addressed in this section.  

The interviews, taking place throughout 2012, were expected to last approximately 1 hour. 

This rough estimation was proposed in the correspondence with the teachers as well as to the 

school leaders, and gave the teachers a limited space of time that would be acceptable for 

them and adequate for my research, and this contributed to their participation. The reality was 

quite close to the expressed estimation of the interview time. Most of the interviews were 

performed within the limit of one hour, but a few also wanted to talk to up to one and a half 

hours, and these signaled that they had sufficient time, indicating that this was not 

problematic. 

4.3.6 Analyzing semi-structured interviews: an hermeneutic, category- based analysis  

How do I define and describe the analytic process? Here I will propose a hermeneutic 

category-based analysis that combines compatible elements of (social constructionist) 

discourse-analytic perspectives and abductive grounded theory. My aim here is not to describe 

the hows and whys of every phase of the analytic process. Rather, I focus primarily on some 

dimensions of interpretation, coding and categorization of the interview material in this 

section, to illustrate how pre-understanding, ‘empirical material’, interpretation and re-

interpretation interact in the different phases of the analysis.  

What is the essence of a hermeneutic category-based analysis? As underlined by Charmaz 

(2006) and Thagaard (2009), the continuous interplay between empirical data and theory is 

essential in analyzing qualitative interviews. Categorizing of data represents an interaction 

between the researcher’s pre-understanding, theory, previous research and tendencies in the 

data material. This dialectical process can also be defined as abduction in some versions of 

grounded theory given that it (as induction) starts from the empirical data (Charmaz, 2006; 

Reichertz, 2010). Grounded theory, in a more social constructionist version than its origin, 

implies the use of constant comparative methods to establish analytic distinctions. The 

                                                           
102 The ten criteria for interviewer qualifications are (briefly described) to be knowledgeable, structuring, clear, 

gentle, sensitive, open, steering, critical, remembering and interpreting (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 176-178). 
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concept however, is close to hermeneutics (Alvesson & Skӧldberg, 2009, p.4). Hermeneutics, 

as argued above, focuses on the dialogue between researcher, context and text (and 

interviewees). Here I see a close relationship to Giddens’ concept of double hermeneutics (in 

Alvesson & Skӧldberg, 2009, p. 271), where the researcher interprets a reality that is already 

interpreted by the participants (for instance, the teachers) in this reality. Circulus fructuosus, 

the hermeneutic circle, may also include the third level, where the interpretations of the 

researcher are returned to the interviewees for modification or clarification, which again leads 

the researcher to a deeper understanding and so on (triple hermeneutics) (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009, p. 314-315). These dimensions of interpretation and reflexivity are 

important in a hermeneutic category-based analysis, which was carried out to analyze the 

empirical material from interviews with teachers. Here, coding, categorization and 

interpretation of qualitative data to locate tendencies, patterns and variations of the content are 

influenced and shaped by both former research, context, theory, experiences of the researcher 

and his/her reflexivity (Holter & Kalleberg, 1996, p. 17-18). The approach has, technically, 

some similarities with the constant comparative method (grounded theory) developed by 

Glaser and Strauss, but with both inductive and deductive elements (abduction) where earlier 

research, theory and pre-understanding shape the comparisons, categorization and 

conceptualization of the data (Grønmo, 2004, p.246-251; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 122).  

As the project is described in terms of a category-based analysis, coding and categorization of 

the interview material are essential components of this analytic process. There are several 

ways of defining these concepts, and here I use Corbin and Strauss’ versions as a starting-

point, where coding is “extracting concepts from raw data and developing them in terms of 

their properties and dimensions”. Categories then, are “higher –level concepts under which 

analysts groups lower-level concepts according to shared properties. Categories are 

sometimes referred to as themes” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 159). These definitions say less 

about the role of the interpreter and how her/his presuppositions and theoretical background 

co-constitute the meanings interpreted. Here Kvale and Brinkmann’s more hermeneutical 

approach seems fruitful to include, where “coding involves attaching one or more keywords 

to a text segment in order to permit later identification of a statement, whereas categorization 

entails a more systematic conceptualization of a statement,” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 

201-202). The interpretations of statements are systematized through meaning, coding and 

condensation in order to categorize and locate patterns in the material. In the material from 

teacher interviews, the coding and categorization is shaped by the interview guide, which 



134 
 

again is shaped by previous research, theories, research questions and practices that have 

influenced the process. 

These phases include active meaning construction during the interview situation, memo 

writings (Charmaz, 2006, p. 72-80), through the transcription process, to further rereading the 

interviews where larger clusters of meaning and patterns are connected to relevant theory and 

previous studies. This indicates that the interpreter goes beyond what is directly said, “to work 

out structures and relations of meanings not immediately apparent in a text. In contrast to the 

decontextualization of statements through categorization, interpretations recontextualize the 

statements within broader frames of reference” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 207).  

An important challenge to the analysis of the qualitative interviews is the lack of interaction 

with the teachers in the aftermath of the interview process. As discussed in the section on 

methodological reflections, the researcher’s position in interpreting statements from the 

interviews represents an important contribution to the triple hermeneutic ideal as well as an 

ethical ideal if the research participants are involved and confronted with the researcher’s 

interpretations of their statements. Kvale and Brinkmann’s six steps of analysis include re-

interviewing, where the researcher confronts the research participant with the interpretations 

after analyzing the first interview. In this process, the research participant gets the opportunity 

to comment on the interpretations made by the researcher and elaborate on her/his statements 

and to clarify or criticize the interpretations (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 203). This is also 

an extension of the active, self-corrective interview that contributes to the democratization of 

opinion (Holstein & Gubrium, 2003) and is an empowering element where the research 

participants are involved in different phases of the analysis. 

In this project though, I was not able to re-interview the research participants, as proposed in 

the original plan. This is a limitation to the analysis, where the interaction between researcher 

and research participants ended after the interview situation. Hence, their participation in 

knowledge production is limited to the specific interview and they were not confronted with 

my interpretations of their statements and are thus were not being able to respond to, object to 

and criticize the analysis at this point. The plans for re-interviewing and focus groups were 

dropped, basically because of limited time and practical challenges, and the other parts of the 

research process, including the analysis of the policy documents and interviews were more 

time-consuming than was planned. It also became clear that re-interviewing all teachers was 

beyond the scope of this project, as it became a challenge to ask the teachers from different 
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schools in different areas to gather for a new interview within the limited period. In some 

senses, this lack of reinterpretation and adjustments to potential changes or corrections of the 

statements by the teachers can lead to some kind of objectification (Nussbaum, 1995), where I 

as a researcher use my position to ascribe the teachers’ statements a given interpretation out of 

my own context and not the teacher’s – as an instrumental use of the research participant that 

contradicts the democratization of opinion. This may also question the degree of interpretive 

validity (Maxwell, 1992), where the interpretations are potentially biased; only searching for 

proof that supports my personal views on the issues, which also represent an ethical 

challenge.  

On the other hand, there are some factors that reduce these potential tendencies. First, as 

argued above, the active interview approach invites to interaction between researcher and 

research participants, where both participated to clarify the meaning of the statements during 

the interview situation, and the teachers made and had the opportunity to make corrections 

and object to my interpretations when this was necessary. This became a fruitful way of 

confronting my interpretations ‘on site’, where teachers objected and corrected my 

conclusions as well as through my follow-up questions during the conversations. 

Additionally, the interpretations where guided by the principle of reflexive objectivity (Kvale 

& Brinkmann, 2009, p.247), where the researcher reflects on her/his contribution to 

knowledge production through confronting his own pre-understanding and biases and is 

critical to, and questions own interpretations throughout the analytical process. It can also be 

mentioned that the findings based on the teacher interviews have been presented and 

discussed at academic conferences as well as with groups of teachers at the same level (upper 

secondary schools) and subjects involved in this study. These presentations are elements of 

communicative validity, which emerges from the interaction between readers and the reported 

research (Lankshear & Knobel, 2004, p.363). It includes both a dialogue between the 

researcher and the participants, between the research report and the reader, and between 

various readers and discussants, such as other researchers, teachers and colleagues. The 

‘participant check’ may also include the confronting of interpretations during the interview in 

addition to additional interviews, and to achieve communicative validity “researchers must 

ensure that readers can judge their arguments to be coherent, logical and substantiated” 

(ibid.). This does not replace the triple hermeneutic and ethical ideal of confronting the 

research participants with my interpretations through re-interviewing, but it points to elements 

of interaction and reflexivity within the practical limitations emerging in this research process. 
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The interpretations are also the researcher’s responsibility (Fog, 2004) and it is difficult to 

avoid the researcher’s ‘expert’ position in the interpretations, in spite the goal towards equal 

terms (Olesen, 2011). The mutual construction of knowledge ended after the interview 

situation, but the risk of objectification is at the same time balanced through including the 

teachers’ own words and statements in the analysis, where a transparent approach is essential 

to illustrate the diversity of opinions, to maintain the individual voices and to explain what my 

interpretations are based on.   

4.3.7 The analytic techniques: description of coding and categorization 

I have outlined the analytic approaches as a hermeneutic category-based analysis, but now I 

will focus specifically on how the coding, categorization and meaning interpretation evolved 

in the process of working with the interview material. The analysis consists of different 

phases, where the first starts during the interview: “In such forms of analysis – interpreting 

“as you go”– considerable parts of the analysis are “pushed forward” into the interview 

situation itself” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p.190). This was truly applicable for this study, 

where I both listened to the utterances and categorized these in order to ask the teachers new 

questions or asked them to confirm or disagree with my interpretations of what they had said. 

Additionally, the second phase consists of the memos written immediately after leaving the 

interview situation that summarized the conversation. This phase I find important, as I still 

had the first impression on the major issues raised between the participants and interviewer, 

and could be compared with the third phase – listening to the interview while taking notes to 

locate the essence of the interview.  

The fourth phase was the transcription of the interview, which also is an interpretive process, 

where the oral speech is transformed to written texts. Body language, pauses, tone of the 

voice, sounds and combinations of visual and auditory expressions may not be accessible in 

the transformation to written text, and it should be taken into consideration that transcripts are 

“impoverished, decontextualized renderings of live interview conversations (ibid., p. 178). 

How precise to make the transcript though, depends on the type of analysis, and in this case 

speech mannerisms are not part of the research, and my focus was to ensure what I transcribed 

included the actual words spoken, word for word (Rubin & Rubin, 2012), but not sounds. I 

included high laughter and extremely long pauses. I also excluded parts where the teacher was 

interrupted, speaking with a colleague, or the like that I considered far from relevant for the 

study and additionally could involve personal information, in line with guidelines for research 

ethics (Dalen, 2011). I did all the transcriptions myself, as a unique possibility to familiarize 
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myself with the empirical material (Dalen, 2011; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009), to gain control 

of the material as an integrated part of the researcher’s mind, and as a significant part of the 

analysis. Here, in the interplay with the interview situation and memos, the emergence of 

detailed elements like events, themes, concepts and examples that “spoke to” my research 

questions resulted in explicit key words and concepts that were marked as essential or 

repeating.  

The fifth phase – here the coding, categorization and condensation are structured, concretized 

and systematized. The coding of the interviews into different categories or themes was central 

in my approach, asking relevant questions such as: Which concrete terms and concepts are 

used, and are there terms and concepts that are frequently used? What are the core elements of 

this part of the interview? How does the participant illustrate the view or event? Are there 

central ideas or perspectives that the repeated concepts or terms point towards? What 

characterizes their perspectives? By locating key terms and concepts and identifying in what 

context they are included, I was able to systematize condensations of meaning and categorize 

them in larger clusters. These were first located and structured in every interview, and then 

located across the interviews to identify possible patterns and common elements that were 

repeated and dominant. I also used the Word navigation to search the document for dominant 

terms after reading and rereading the transcripts to locate central concepts. In this process of 

listening to the interviews, through memos and writing transcriptions, I had for instance 

discovered the concept of human rights frequently characterized in combination with the 

terms “international” “violations” and “democracy”. I included all transcriptions in one Word-

file and searched these terms and the specific context where they were expressed, confirming 

that these terms were frequent when characterizing human rights in their educational practice. 

If the terms “UN” and “international” are combined, it became even more striking.103 So is the 

connection between human rights and the term “violations” or “violate” and “democracy” and 

“democratic”, where these terms also contribute to characterizing the teacher’s perspectives 

on the human rights concept. The discovery of these terms as dominant in characterizing 

human rights was categorized and placed in its thematic context in the specific interview, as 

well as across the interviews in the next stage. I preferred not to use computer programs to 

perform the coding processes, even though I used Word and Wordl to confirm for instance 

frequently used terms and in what passages these terms were involved. This included my 

                                                           
103 I also used Wordl to develop word-clouds that could illustrate frequently uttered terms. This is not to say that 

frequency necessarily define the pattern, the different contexts in which it is expressed is also a tool to consider 

its significance.  
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using “the time consuming “cut- and-paste” approach” (Kvale &Brinkmann, 2009, p.198) to 

structure the emerging categories in different files to better locate, compare and discuss these 

in the next phase.  

The interview guide, with its 5 main themes, structured my search in specified parts of the 

interview texts, depending on the aim of my search. A pre-defined theme in the interview 

guide, for instance the teacher’s purposes in implementing HRE – helped me with searching 

in the documents for aspects of the conversation that shed light on why teachers conducted 

education in human rights and what the students were to be left with. These passages were 

structured and placed in a file with passages of the same theme from other interviews for 

further comparison, interpretation and reinterpretation in the context of theoretical framework 

and previous research.  

To illustrate, I found and had noted different participants eager to wake up ignorant, affluent 

students from their “bubble”, and through reading and marking these passages and place these 

in common files, I was able to discover that this point was itself a central purpose of HRE for 

a great number of the teachers. Through the continuing re-reading of the interview texts, 

along with the research question and the structuring function of the themes developed in the 

interview guide, this process was carried out systematically in order to discover patterns and 

variations when it came to their approaches, interpretations and purposes of human rights 

education. Here I developed research questions for each chapter to structure and systematize 

the coding and categorization of the empirical material relevant for the respective chapters. 

The first concerning teachers’ approaches: How is human rights education interpreted by 

teachers in upper secondary schools in Norway and what are the contents? The second 

concerning teachers’ purposes: How is human rights education intended by teachers in upper 

secondary schools in Norway and what determines their purposes? Thus, these questions 

structured and gave direction to the categorization of the empirical material, as a hermeneutic 

process that also included my pre-understanding and theoretical framework, which in the next 

phase of the analysis was explicitly included to shed light on the emerging patterns of the 

empirical material. This is not to argue that the first phases were purely inductive. As 

discussed earlier, my pre-understanding and theoretical framework had already influenced and 

guided my (moderate social constructionist) lens how I was to interpret and define HRE. This 

consequently structured my interview guide and implicitly affects the inductive nature of the 

first phases of coding and categorization as well, stressing the hermeneutic nature of the 

whole analytic process through the continuing reflexive interplay between theory, previous 
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research, pre-understanding, and empirical data. These categories subsequently represented 

indications determining the role of HRE, through the way teachers talk about and approach 

this concept.  

  



140 
 

  



141 
 

5 Analysis: National identity construction and foreign policy – 

roles of human rights education in Norway 
 

The international trend toward promoting human rights education, also considered as an 

aspect of globalization (Cardenas, 2005; Mihr, 2009b; Osler, 2013; Ramirez & Suarez, 2004; 

Spring, 2009; Suarez, 2007), has also placed the concept on the national agenda. This may be 

interpreted as a response to declarations, charters and incentives from intergovernmental 

organizations such as the United Nations (UN) and the Council of Europe104 as engines for 

promoting and implementing educational strategies and standards that may contribute to 

building democratic societies based on recognized universal human rights (Cardenas, 2005, p. 

363). The concept however, seems to be ambiguous both in terms of its purpose and content 

(Flowers, 2004, p.105-106). What kind of perspectives and approaches to human rights are 

emphasized in the educational system, what is not included, and to what purpose? What and 

who does it serve – the state, the citizens or both? In this context, the interpretations and 

different approaches to HRE also have didactical and societal consequences. Considering 

globalization forces (Scholte, 2007) and increased interaction between national authorities and 

international institutions in the educational sector (Spring, 2009) as well as in other vital 

sectors, I presume that this also affects the role of human rights education.105    

Furthermore, it is not a given that education of this nature is in the interests of nation-states, in 

spite of rhetorical consensus on the inter-state level. Why then, do state authorities embrace 

human rights education and what do the policy documents express? In this chapter, I will 

explore and discuss possible relations between national identity construction, foreign policy 

and human rights education in Norway through the following research question: How is the 

interplay between foreign policy and national identity in Norway, and within this context; 

what is the role of human rights education? Using discourse- analytic approaches (Connolly, 

1993; Fairclough, 1992; Neumann, 2001), I will in the following argue that national identity 

in several ways is interdependent with foreign policy in Norway and within this reciprocal 

relationship, human rights education is an essential tool and component in constructing the 

                                                           
104 A certain international consensus concerning HRE is illustrated by the Council of Europe Charter on 

Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education (2010) and the UN Declaration on Human 

Rights Education and Learning (2011).  
105 Scholte (2007) discusses the different definitions globalization, both in terms of internationalization, 

liberalization, universalization and planetarization. He also discusses globalization as a driving force in different 

parts of society, relating the concept to its impacts on economy, governance, identity, security, equality, 

democracy etc. (Scholte, 2005). In this essay, I use the term as a context to the roles of human rights education 

within a state, without discussing globalization explicitly.  
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image of a “cosmonational” Norwegian identity. The image of a peace-loving country, 

promoter of democracy, human rights and development, has both domestic and ‘state-

branding’ functions and is intended to promote access to negotiating tables on the 

international scene, given some degree of credibility (and domestic consensus) concerning its 

image building. This however, is not to argue that Norwegian HRE policy is implemented 

sufficiently within the educational system; on the contrary, my empirical research indicates 

that Norway has yet to realize its self-image as a frontrunner in human rights education 

(Vesterdal, 2013), despite good results in ICCS surveys on democratic knowledge, values and 

attitudes (Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad & Lauglo, 2011).  

5.1 Why study HRE in this context?  
Human rights education has several purposes and plays different roles in Norwegian society. 

In theory, HRE involves empowerment of the individuals and vulnerable groups, developing 

awareness of rights and obligations, human rights mechanisms in local, national and 

international contexts, conflict resolution and developing active democratic citizenship (The 

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, 2012; Tibbits 2002). It further has a 

solidarity dimension that goes beyond the state or national borders, in many ways a 

cosmopolitan role that emphasizes our moral obligations in universal terms, independent of 

borders, religion, sex, race, culture, political views etc. that obliges us to assist those whose 

rights are violated. The critical aspect indicates multiperspectivity, tolerance and distance in 

order to reduce the probability of states’ using of education to control and manage their 

populations (Spring, 2008). However, this does not exclude other ways of discussing and 

interpreting the roles of human rights education, especially when it comes to the level of 

national policy. Why do states promote human rights education when, through empowering 

their citizens with human rights consciousness, risk losing their very legitimacy? If we 

reformulate the question, we may search other arenas to find relevant answers: How can 

Norway as a small state gain influence in international relations? How is her national identity 

constructed, what are the values that are worth promoting internationally, and how is her self-

image compatible with state-branding efforts abroad and to what purpose? These are 

questions that rarely are raised when it comes to the role of education and in educational 

research.  

Moreover, the states’ growing recognition of education as an essential component of staying 

competitive in global markets, as human capital contributing to economic growth (Karlsen, 

2006; The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2005a; Spring, 2009) 
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and for developing democratic, peaceful societies in and between states (Cardenas, 2005; 

Council of Europe, 2010; Suarez, 2007), makes the field of education more relevant than ever, 

also in terms of foreign policy. These questions force us to partly leave the educational system 

in order to understand and interpret its purposes on a societal level. Here, foreign policy as the 

bridge between domestic and international relations is closely connected to national identity 

politics and construction. It is then fruitful to keep an eye on this when discussing the roles of 

human rights education.  

5.2 Relations between national identity construction and foreign policy 
What are the core elements of Norwegian identity, and what are the consequences of this 

concerning the socialization of students through the school system? My aim here is not to 

draw in all possible elements regarding national identity in Norway, but to discuss some 

constitutive elements that are relevant for our discussion of the role of human rights education 

and its political framework. Benedict Anderson makes some significant points in this 

discussion in his study of nations as imagined communities, proposing the following 

definition of the nation:” it is an imagined political community – and imagined as both 

inherently limited and sovereign” (Anderson, 2006, p. 6). It is imagined for several reasons. 

First,” the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-

members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their 

communion”(ibid.). The nation is imagined as limited, as sovereign, and as a community. It is 

limited because it has finite boundaries, and beyond these boundaries there are other nations. 

Thus, a nation exists through its boundaries, which make clear distinctions as to what the 

nation identifies with, and what it does not identify itself with, as a free and sovereign group. 

Further, Anderson emphasizes the nation as an imagined community because, “regardless of 

the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived 

as a deep, horizontal comradeship” (ibid., p. 7).Hence, Anderson argues that a nation is a 

socially constructed community, where people see themselves as part of this unity. Nations in 

this sense are products of modernity and have been created and developed in a long-term 

process, as means to political and economic ends (Anderson, 1996, p.47-56).    

These arguments concerning the “nature” of a nation as an imagined community specify that 

this community is not necessarily static, but also open towards change and more dynamic 

interpretations vis-à-vis its contents and constitutive elements of national identity. Identity is a 

multifaceted concept, and here I follow Johnston (1999) who defines the term national 

identity as a social category: 
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“(…) where members of a group develop a common understanding of the name and 

content of the social category to which they belong. In this case, the name usually is 

country and the content usually refers to valued traits that are believed to characterize 

members of the group, and that are worth promoting domestically and defending 

internationally” (Johnston, 1999, p.4). 

Both Johnston and Anderson refer to some shared notions of community that are thought to be 

distinct from other nations, where markers of identity represent constitutive elements that 

distinguish this nation from the others, differences between the Self and the Other; imagined 

or not. On a national level, the need for legitimacy of both the nation, the state and regime 

type have both internal and external purposes and functions. If we recognize the sphere of 

foreign policy as both the bridge between domestic and international relations and the wall 

between the secure and the insecure, the predictable and the unpredictable (Leira et al., 2007, 

p. 8), then this policy sector has significant impact on how national identity is constructed as 

well. In this discussion, I combine the purposes and nature of foreign policy with its relations 

to the school system as a key engineer of national identity construction.  

Building up an argument on the interdependency between foreign policy, national identity 

construction and the role of human rights education in Norway includes some key 

assumptions. Here Johnston’s arguments on the relations between legitimation, foreign policy 

and national identity are fruitful, stating that 1) Regime legitimation involves the construction 

of a “national identity” among the members of a society, and 2) identity construction rests on 

establishing and perpetuating differences between the in-group and all other outgroups. 3) 

Foreign policy is a process in which differences between a sovereign nation-state in-group 

and a sovereign nation-state outgroup are recreated. 4) Therefore, foreign policy is critical for 

identity construction and thus for legitimation (Johnston, 1999, p. 4). When there is some 

degree of consistency between internal identities and “the normatively appropriate, pro-group 

behavior expected by international audiences”, there will be optimal balance of internal and 

external legitimation. In this context, democratic states operating inside democratic security 

communities maximize legitimation because domestic strategies (e.g. human rights, 

democratic deliberation, and relative social peace) get high rewards from the community of 

democracies; these status rewards, in turn, get high rewards from domestic constituencies 

(Johnston, 1999, p. 13).  
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These assumptions are somewhat harmonious with Global opinion theory (Rusciano, 2003), 

which argues that “(…) the construction of national identity derives, in part, from a 

negotiation between a nation's Selbstbild (or the nation's national consciousness, or the image 

its citizens have of their country) and a nation's Fremdbild (or the nation's perceived or actual 

international image in world opinion” (Rusciano, 2003, p. 361). The identity constructions 

developed from these negotiations will necessarily be dynamic, responding to changing 

contexts, time and what is valued as credible in internal and external spheres, and how this 

credibility is appreciated in domestic spheres. For instance, through empirical studies of 

eleven countries representing five different world regions, Risse, Roppe & Sikkink (1999) 

illustrate that states are sensitive to international criticism when it comes to human rights 

violations and this leads to changing norms and oppressive behavior, indicating that, using the 

terms of Rusciano, Fremdbild in turn also may change Selbstbild. Rusciano, using survey data 

on 23 nations from the International Social Survey, confirms the hypotheses about 

constructing national identity as ongoing negotiations. 

Johnston’s argument on the close relationship between foreign policy and national identity 

construction is also emphasized by David Campbell. In his classic work, Writing Security – 

United States Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity, he argues that foreign policy in 

general has to be understood as identity politics aiming to discipline society (Campbell, 

1998). He argues that foreign policy is less about defending territorial boundaries than 

defending the boundaries of American identity and “our way of life”. Here, the preserving and 

reproduction of identity are constituted through the writing of an external threat: “Instead of 

asking how United States foreign policy serves the national interest, it examines how, through 

the inscription of foreignness, United States foreign policy helps produce and reproduce the 

political identity of the doer supposedly behind the deed” (Campbell, 1998, p. x.). The 

external threat is related to the “Self” and the “Other, and is not necessarily external in terms 

of territorial boundaries, but creates the distinction between what “we” are or not are: 

“At one time or another, European and American discourse has inscribed women, the 

working class, Eastern Europeans, Jews, blacks. Criminals, coloured, mulattos, 

Africans, drug addicts, Arabs, the insane, Asians, the Orient, the Third World, 

terrorists and other others through tropes that have written their identity as inferior, 

often in terms of being a mob or horde (sometimes passive and sometimes threatening) 

that is without culture, devoid of morals, infected with disease, lacking in industry, 



146 
 

incapable of achievement, prone to be unruly, inspired by emotion, given to passion, 

indebted to tradition, or…whatever “we” are not” (Campbell, 1998, p. 89).  

Thus, national identity is, according to Campbell, in many ways developed through images of 

otherness, which is also interesting in terms of constructing national identity in Norway 

through, among other methods, human rights education. With this theoretical foundation in 

mind, we turn to the Norwegian perspectives on foreign policy, national identity construction 

and the role of human rights education. 

5.3 The role of human rights in the Norwegian context 

Why do states promote human rights education? We may point to several mechanisms where 

HRE seems to play a significant role, as discussed in other chapters of this thesis. As 

Cardenas (2005, p. 364) states: “According to its proponents, HRE should appeal to states 

because it promises to foster social tolerance, a democratic citizenry, and a climate wherein 

human rights abuses are less likely to occur”. Thus, for these reasons it should be in the self-

interests of the states to embrace the concept.  

On the other hand, the concept can lead to awareness among the population of the state that 

may undermine the legitimacy of the political leaders and its regime. If people are aware of 

their rights, are they not more likely to demand that those rights be protected? Following this 

logic, Cardenas asks an essential question: “Why would states, most of which violate human 

rights to one degree or another, encourage dissent and run the risk of undermining their very 

legitimacy?” (ibid.). What are the motives of states to comply and promote international 

standards concerning human rights, and specifically human rights education? If we reason 

from a classical realist position in the study of international politics, such education seems 

inadequate, naïve or even irrational and consequently, not driven by classical interest-based 

policies that emphasize constituting elements such as power, regime stability, control of the 

state and its citizens, economic growth, geopolitical and military-strategic factors. As Risse et. 

al. (1999) finds in their studies, states are sensitive to international criticism concerning 

human rights, implying that the explanations of state behavior in terms of classical power 

politics appear insufficient.           

An alternative (neo) realist position would be that states embrace HRE hypocritically, simply 

expecting to “reap the international benefits of doing so” (Cardenas, 2005, p. 364). Moreover, 

the promotion of HRE may contribute to regime stability through the construction of a set of 

common values and norms that include both majority and minority groups; the construction of 
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the national and cosmopolitan hybrid which I will describe as a “cosmonational” identity. I 

will in the following argue that policies concerning Norwegian identity construction can fit 

into such a framework, and how this is being implemented through, among several 

educational components, human rights education. This version of human rights education, 

however, is mainly a preservative one; only to a lesser degree do we find the transformative, 

inclusive and empowering elements of human rights education. Hence, I argue that HRE 

policies in Norway also are instruments for identity construction in the domestic sphere, and 

as state-branding or image-building (incarnated in the soft power-based Norwegian model) in 

the foreign policy sphere, as much as a tool for empowering individuals to challenge human 

rights violations.         

When former State Secretary Gahr Støre came to office in 2005, he emphasized that the 

foreign policy of Norway must be recognizable (Dagens Næringsliv, 2005). Here he 

underlined the continuity of Norwegian foreign policy, where the United Nations represents 

one of its cornerstones.106 He also underlined other important elements of his foreign policy; 

peace, reconciliation and human rights, ‘as his predecessors’.107 Most of these were 

reaffirmed in 2012, highlighting that key priorities are human rights, rule of law and support 

for nations in transition.108 These ambitions and core elements of Norway’s foreign policy are 

important for our discussion on the role of human rights education, if we take this starting 

point into consideration and relate it to the theories of Anderson, Campbell and Johnston. 

Foreign policy is here considered in terms of both the bridge between national and 

international politics, but also the wall between the two spheres, creating the frontier between 

the “we” and “them”, the secure and the insecure, and as the outer limit for our ‘unique’ 

norms, values and system. In both cases, it is fruitful to describe foreign policy as identity 

politics (Leira et al., 2007, p.8). In a Norwegian context, this view of foreign policy seems to 

be a useful one for several reasons, which I will come back to throughout this discussion. It is 

however, particularly appealing in terms of regarding this field as part of a political discourse:  

The images of states, in its own population and in other states, are created through 

statements about foreign policy and through action may the same images be 

                                                           
106 Former Prime Minister Stoltenberg also underlines UN as a cornerstone (Stoltenberg, 2006). 
107 The recognizable elements is repeated by Støre on several occasions, see for instance Støre (2006). The new 

Minister of Foreign Affairs from fall 2013, Børge Brende, also emphasizes the broad consensus on Norwegian 

foreign policy (Hofstad & Wolden, 2013).  
108 Norway’s foreign policy priorities in 2012, see for instance: http://www.norway-

un.org/NorwayandUN/Norwegian_Politics/Norways-foreign-policy---2012/  

http://www.norway-un.org/NorwayandUN/Norwegian_Politics/Norways-foreign-policy---2012/
http://www.norway-un.org/NorwayandUN/Norwegian_Politics/Norways-foreign-policy---2012/
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reproduced or challenged, strengthened or weakened. Foreign policy may thus be 

considered in terms of nation-building, and images about foreign policy are a necessity 

(Leira et al., 2007, p. 8).  

According to Tvedt (2007, p. 614-635), discourse is useful when it comes to the Norwegian 

southern political system and the national 'do-gooder's regime’ and how to frame the 

Norwegian strategic communicative regime concerning the world and itself. In his view, 

Norway attaches her state branding to development- and peace policy in the global arena, and 

that this policy field also has worked as an important reservoir for national identity production 

(Tvedt, 2003).            

In his argument about the exercise of soft power, Nye (2004) uses Norway as an example of 

states that enjoy more political influence internationally than their military and economic 

weight because such countries define their national interest to include legitimate or (morally) 

attractive causes such as economic aid or peacemaking. The image as peacemaker identifies 

Norway with values shared by other nations, resulting in access to negotiating tables in other, 

even more vital, arenas in world politics (ibid., p.10) – a soft power approach. Hence, there 

are both external and internal motives for constructing a national identity based on the image 

of a “humanitarian superpower”109. Nonetheless, the construction of this identity cannot be 

effective or flourish within a society without some kind of consensus and the consensus also 

needs to be based not only within political elites, but in the population as well. The building 

of self-image and identity needs to be carried out through ongoing processes of production, 

reproduction, and manifestations that constitute and reaffirm the core elements of the 

framework on which a given national identity is developed. Given this, state branding and 

public diplomacy needs credibility to establish a good, positive reputation abroad (Widvey, 

2003). This credibility depends on the compatibility between image-building and political 

action and on the compatibility between the content of image-building and the national 

identity. If Norway aims to establish an international image based on high moral standards, 

advocating peace, democratic rule and human rights standards, then this is necessarily 

conditioned by some degree of consensus in the general public.  

                                                           
109 A concept related to a report by Leonard & Small (2003) (requested by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs) on the significance of Norwegian public diplomacy: “Norway might only be 115th in the world in terms 

of its size, but it is leading the world as a humanitarian power – outperforming all other countries in terms of its 

contributions to aid, its role in peace-keeping and peace processes and its commitment to developing new kinds 

of global governance”. 
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Following this logic, the role of the education system seems to be significant in order to 

influence people’s norms, values and attitudes and to establish a common national identity. 

The works of Telhaug and Mediås (2003) and Lorentzen (2005) have also emphasized the 

role of the school as a crucial arena for nation-building and national identity construction. 

Consequently, considering the constituting elements of national identity and image building 

that is emphasized here, education for democratic citizenship and human rights education are 

subjects that are of high relevance to this discussion. However – if we follow a Machiavellian 

thought – is it not sufficient that the state appear to be virtuous? The appearance of being a 

human rights- peace-democracy- aid champion could as well produce similar outcomes in the 

international arena, as long as the citizens identify with these elements and values without 

pointing to gaps between image, identity and realpolitik in the domestic sphere as well as in 

foreign policy. Moreover, the role of the state has a contradictory component in relation to 

HRE, as such education aspires partly to end and prevent the abuses committed, perpetuated, 

or tolerated by states (Cardenas, 2005, p.365). If we go further to integrate public documents 

related to human rights education in Norway, I will argue that there are recognizable elements 

that support the idea of HRE as playing a role in constructing and confirming a (cosmo-) 

national identity.  

5.4 How is HRE constituted in Norwegian documents and reports?  
In this section, I will illustrate how human rights education is integrated in the construction of 

national identity, and as a component to public diplomacy, through its presence in policy 

documents such as the white paper no. 21, the Core Curriculum and purpose clause of the 

Educational Act, as well excerpts of Norwegian reports to international organizations on the 

topic (CoE, UN, UNESCO). My starting point here is the Norwegian Human Rights Act of 

1999, aiming to strengthen the status of human rights in Norwegian jurisdiction, followed by 

White Paper no.21, 1999-2000, where the Government submitted a plan of action for human 

rights, called Focus on Human Dignity. This white paper represented the first plan of action 

explicitly focusing on human rights since White Paper no. 93 (1976-77). This is also the last 

plan of action concerning human rights so far, in spite of the national institution on human 

rights calling for a new plan, without any response.110  

                                                           
110 White Paper no. 10 (2014-2015) though, manifests the decisive role of HR in Norwegian foreign policy, but 

is not an action plan for human rights within Norway. The NCHR however, stated in 2009: ”The present lack of 

a comprehensive plan leaves Norway without a holistic approach to human rights. In addition, Norway has no 

body that gives attention to these matters on an overall basis. The NCHR recommends that Norway strengthens 

the implementation of human rights by developing a new National Plan of Action for human rights as 

recommended in the 1993 Vienna Declaration. The work should be led by a high-level National Committee for 
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5.4.1 The plan of action for human rights 

The plan of action included a general plan to “provide information, instruction and education 

with a view to protecting and promoting human rights in Norway” (White Paper no. 21, 1999-

2000, p.243). It further states, concerning goals and measures, that “(…) the government 

regards information, instruction and education as important tools to protect and promote 

human rights in Norway” (ibid., p. 245). Here the policymakers acknowledge the importance 

of HRE as a tool for strengthening the human rights culture in the country, also in the school 

system as well as a field of research: “In the years to come, therefore, the Government will 

seek to strengthen training in the field of human rights in public educational institutions at all 

levels, and will intensify research on human rights in Norway” (ibid.). Based on a review 

ahead of the action plan however, evaluating how knowledge of human rights is disseminated 

in the educational system at that moment (1999), the government claimed that “the human 

rights aspect appears to be safeguarded satisfactorily in legislation and regulations in the field 

of education”(ibid., p.244). This reaffirms the (self) image of the promoter of human rights 

already before the plan was implemented. 

The first argument used in the plan on the justification of HRE, is that Norway is obliged 

under international law to do so, through the ratifying of human rights conventions she is 

obliged to promote knowledge and awareness through education and information. In line with 

the theoretical framework of this chapter, this falls in with the ambition of the state of being a 

promoter of international law, who respects universal human rights and works for protecting 

these. This interest-based policy can also be interpreted as a part of international image-

building, based on Nye’s concept of soft power, alongside with the identity- constructing 

aspect of following international obligations, in addition to the more normative dimension of 

respecting international human rights norms because it leads to peace, tolerance and creating a 

political culture that facilitates democratic rule. Presenting the reasons for why Norway needs 

a plan of action for human rights in general, we may also recognize this topic as a way of 

drawing the line between the secure and the insecure, the We and the Other in identity 

construction process, and confirming the image of Norway as the “frontrunner”:  

The major challenges in the field of human rights are to be found in the international 

arena, where human rights situations may be far more complicated and serious than is 

                                                           
Human Rights – a national coordinating and monitoring body – either at the Government or Parliament level.” 

(Butenschӧn & Kjørholt, 2009). The Norwegian Helsinki Committee (NHC) also emphasized the need for a new 

action plan in an open letter to the government in October 2013 (Engesland & Ekeløve-Slydal, 2013). 
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the case in Norway. The poverty problem is a key factor and is compounded by violent 

conflicts. Very often, human rights violations are large-scale and extremely grave. (…) 

Norway is one of the first countries in the western world to present a separate national 

plan of action to promote human rights. The Government has reported on its efforts to 

draw up the Plan in international fora, and the response has been favourable. The 

Government hopes that the process behind this plan and the lessons that can be learned 

from the process will provide inspiration and assistance in efforts to draw up similar 

plans of action in other countries (White Paper no.21, 1999-2000, p. 2-4).  

Although it is recognized that human rights violations occur in Norway too, the message is 

that human rights is basically a problem outside Norwegian borders, where the violations are 

large-scale and extremely grave. The insecure conditions outside the borders are contrasted 

with the harmonious nature of the Norwegian society, aiming to serve as a role model for 

other countries that have not reached “our” level. Hence, the document is also constructing a 

sense of moral superiority that has both domestic and state-branding functions. This 

superiority share some common elements to Orientalism, where Said (1985) describes the 

stereotyping conceptions in the West that through centuries have been established about 

humans and cultures in the third world. The western world represents rational, developed, 

tolerant and harmonious people, while the people of the East (and South) are the opposite: 

irrational, superstitious, primitive, chaotic and intolerant:  

(…) a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient's special 

place in European Western Experience. The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is 

also the place of Europe's greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of its 

civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, and one of its deepest and most 

recurring images of the Other. In addition, the Orient has helped to define Europe (or 

the West) as its contrasting image, idea, personality, experience (Said, 1985, p.1-2). 

If the Action Plan is a relevant starting point for legitimating an explicit HRE agenda in 

Norway, the Education Act and the curricula are the policy tools for implementing it in the 

educational system. In line with the Action Plan, the role of human rights is highlighted in the 

Purpose Clause of the Education Act, where education and training are to be based on values 

“(…rooted in human rights”(Education Act ,2008, sect. 1-1). This strong imperative leaves 

the impression of human rights as the cornerstone of Norwegian education, indicating that the 

term is also integrated as a significant concept in the curricula. Following the Core 
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Curriculum, which is part of the Quality Framework of the school system, it is stated that 

human rights are part of the fundamental values of the school system because it is part of our 

Norwegian traditions: “Our Christian and humanistic tradition places equality, human rights 

and rationality at the fore”(Core Curriculum, 1993, p. 7). The statements in this part of the 

curriculum seem to establish and constitute human rights and democracy as part of the unique 

‘Norwegianness’, the cultural heritage, as a fundament of Norwegian national identity that is 

important to uphold, educating future generations to be a part of.  

5.4.2 Reporting to intergovernmental organizations: HRE “satisfactorily safeguarded” 

Norway has also signed and supports the main international agreements and standards 

concerning human rights education, both the Council of Europe Charter on Education for 

Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education (Recommendation CM/Rec (2010)7, 

adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 11 May 2010), and the United Nations Declaration 

on Human Rights Education and Training (General Assembly resolution 66/137, adopted 19 

December 2011). In addition, Norway is party to the UNESCO Recommendation of 1974 on 

Education for International Understanding, Cooperation and Peace and Education relating to 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. In light of these, I aim to illustrate how 

Norwegian authorities describe and constitute the status of HRE in their reports to the 

international institutions monitoring these processes. The reports aim to describe the current 

situation concerning how HRE is implemented, to what degree and possible challenges related 

to the implementation of the subject in this country. Following the adoption of the EDC/HRE 

Charter in 2010, a questionnaire on the implementation of the Charter was carried out in 2012 

to collect information on the status within the signatory states (Norwegian Directorate of 

Education and Training, 2012). Commenting to CoE to what extent these topics are included, 

the Norwegian authorities argue that EDC/HRE is to a large degree implemented in Core 

Curriculum and in subject curricula. Moreover, the Norwegian respondents argue: 

ICCS also indicates that Norwegian pupils as competent in knowledge about 

EDC/HRE, for EDC/HRE and in willingness to put EDC/HRE into practice. The Core 

Curriculum and the Quality Framework instructs teachers and leaders to promote 

human equality and equal rights, intellectual freedom, democracy and tolerance 

(Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2012, p. 6). 

Concerning the question whether concrete measures/activities have been taken to promote 

implementation of the Charter in the country, the answer is negative, arguing “(…) the 
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measures in the Charter are already a part of Norwegian education policy in this area. It has 

therefore not been necessary with specific activities to promote the implementation of the 

Charter” (ibid., p. 8). A similar response can be found in the Norwegian report to UNESCO’s 

Recommendation of 1974 on Education for International Understanding, Cooperation and 

Peace and Education Relating to Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. Commenting on 

the implementation of the Recommendation, the report says that it has not been developed a 

strategy related specifically to the Recommendation, and that “no decision has been taken on 

the national implementation of the World Programme for Human Rights Education” 

(Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2010b, p.6). It further argues, as in the 

report to CoE, that: “Norwegian policy and activities generally have been developed 

independently of the WPHRE. The main reason for this is that themes and activities 

embedded in the program are perceived to be well integrated into the Norwegian education 

system” (ibid.). The Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, in its responses 

concerning the questionnaire for governments UNESCO evaluation of the 1st phase of the 

World Programme for Human Rights Education, also stresses that the human rights aspects 

are satisfactorily safeguarded in the field of education, but recognizes that some devoted 

professionals and activists find the visibility of human rights issues and themes insufficient 

(ibid.). The Universal Periodic Review (UPR) to the UN human rights council in 2009 

however, indicates a lack of overview over courses, teacher qualifications and implementation 

of such education (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009, p. 20).  

5.5 Producing self-image and political currency through human rights  

These passages from the Norwegian reporting to intergovernmental organizations on the 

status of HRE indicate that the authorities find the implementation of HRE satisfactory and 

well integrated into the educational system, confirming the image of a state dedicated to 

human rights. Here the message to the international society is that HRE is well taken care of, 

and the ICCS results along with the references to curriculum, policy and activities, are the 

evidence that confirms the important role of such education in Norway. In general, the reports 

indicate that Norwegian authorities support and recognize the importance of both the CoE 

Charter on EDC/HRE, the UN Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training, the 

WPHRE and the UNESCO 1974 Recommendation, but chooses not to use these international 

educational tools explicitly in the educational sector, arguing that it is implemented: the 

topics, strategies and activities related to HRE are already in action.    
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The study of relevant theoretical contributions, policy documents and reports contributes to 

strengthening the argument of human rights education as both a component of identity 

construction and as state-branding in the international arena. Promotion of human rights thus 

produces a national self-image and valuable political currency in addition to its purpose of 

developing citizenship. The purpose of the new amendments to the Norwegian Constitution in 

2014 was to strengthen the position of human rights in the Norwegian system (Kierulf, 2015), 

where article 109 involves a constitutional right to HRE through the right to education. This 

may potentially increase the focus on these issues at the school level. However, this legal right 

was already incorporated in Norwegian law for instance through the International Covenant 

on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (art. 13) in the Human Rights Act in 1999 and 

through the incorporation of Convention on the Rights of the Child (art.29) in 2003. 

Nevertheless, this analysis raises questions about the substance of the subject in Norwegian 

schools, as there seems to be a gap between rhetoric and practice, between the (self) image, 

the political will to implement comprehensive human rights education and the purposes of 

human rights education (see chap. 6-8 of this thesis). If this gap is to be avoided, it needs to 

clarify human rights principles and mechanisms more explicitly in order to reduce the 

possibility of defining human rights along national, exclusive lines emphasizing only majority 

rights and the glory of the nation. A state’s human rights culture and democratic level are 

measured by the treatment of its most vulnerable groups, and HRE may empower oppressed 

people also within so-called stable, affluent societies. The next chapters explore these issues 

further, both through the position of HRE in steering documents as well as upper secondary 

teachers’ approaches and interpretations of human rights education.  

  



155 
 

6 Analysis: The position of human rights education in steering 

documents 
 

How is human rights education positioned in Norwegian steering documents concerning 

education? As the section on the role of HRE in national identity construction suggests, 

human rights and democracy is constituted as a component of Norwegian identity both 

through foreign policy understood as identity politics and as an element of image building 

influential to soft power strategies in international relations. HRE is an important vehicle for 

incorporating this through the school system. Although contested (Thorkildsen & Kavli, 

2009; Toje, 2012, 2010), de Carvalho & Lie(2014) conclude that the image of a ‘humanitarian 

superpower’ through a policy of involvement has contributed to making Norway more visible 

to great powers and clearly has given Norway status rewards:  

Being a state with a reputation of being able to act in order to solve difficult conflicts, 

and also having a reputation of consistent involvement in peacekeeping operations, has 

helped to put Norway in a club reserved for those with higher status (de Carvalho & 

Lie, 2014, p.69). 

Lægreid (1996, p.229) argues that, although emerging as a response to being marginalized as 

a non-member of the EU, this branding strategy has probably had more domestic effects than 

international ones in the form of support for the sitting government. Hence, the human rights 

component in state branding also nurtures the domestic arena in a real-political Machiavellian 

perspective, where this construction serves the government’s need of appearing as a morally 

responsible actor and as an advocate of human rights, peace and democracy. Within this 

framework, I have shown how statements by politicians, policy documents and reports on 

educational issues contribute to integrating this component of national identity construction. 

Still, there may also be other purposes of incorporating human rights in the Norwegian society 

through the school system. An interesting question here is obviously related to identity 

construction, but follows the path of describing human rights as a vital and necessary 

component for developing a democratic, inclusive society; how is human rights education 

positioned by educational authorities and to what purpose? One aspect of this is to discuss 

the human rights dimensions of the Purpose Clause in the Educational Act, and the subject in 

this particular study – Social Studies in upper secondary school: which perspectives of human 

rights are emphasized in the Social Studies curriculum? These two documents will be 

examined specifically, while the Official Norwegian Report (Norwegian Ministry of 
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Education and Research, 2007:6) paving the way for the Purpose Clause is also included as 

part of the empirical material.  

6.1 Human rights in the Purpose Clause 
The term human rights is explicitly referred to in key policy documents concerning education 

in Norway. As mentioned in the former section, the Purpose Clause of the Education Act 

stresses that education is to be based on values rooted in human rights. Its position however, 

is shared with other sources of fundamental values:  

Education and training shall be based on fundamental values in Christian and humanist 

heritage and traditions, such as respect for human dignity and nature, on intellectual 

freedom, charity, forgiveness, equality and solidarity, values that also appear in 

different religions and beliefs and are rooted in human rights (Education Act, 2008, 

sec.1-1,) 

The preferred values in this passage are connected to our Christian and humanist heritage and 

tradition, while acknowledging that they are present in different religions and beliefs. These 

can be seen in light of the first sentence of the Purpose Clause, stating that education and 

training shall “(…) open doors to the world and give the pupils and apprentices historical and 

cultural insight and anchorage” (ibid.). This balancing between focusing on the national 

heritage and at the same time opening doors to the world are repeated in section 1-1, calling 

for a ‘cosmonational’ view where citizens’ fundamental values should be both anchored in 

national identity and have a global outlook, as a mixture of cosmopolitan citizenship (Osler & 

Starkey, 2005), and national citizenship. The balancing continues through the next passage 

where education is to help increase “the knowledge and understanding of the national cultural 

heritage and our common international cultural traditions” and further “provide insight into 

cultural diversity and show respect for the individual’s convictions” and simultaneously 

promote democracy, equality and scientific thinking (ibid.). These different ambitions point 

towards an implicit ambition – that of developing social cohesion and avoid social unrest and 

division in a society increasingly characterized by diversity. 

In this context inclusion is an important element, as also underlined by the Bostad Committee 

that developed the proposal for the new Purpose Clause in 2007.111 Here the committee 

                                                           
111 The new Purpose clause was initiated partly as a response to the criticisms raised by the UN’s Human Rights 

Committee in 2004 and the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) in 2007 of the Norwegian model for 

religious education in primary and secondary schools (the case of Folgerø and others v. Norway, Application no. 

15472/02, (European Court of Human Rights, 2007).  



157 
 

stresses the importance of a purpose clause that has a consensus-based unifying function with 

a strong emphasis on common values, and at the same time being as inclusive, leaving less 

space for the separation of ‘us’ and ‘them’, downgrading the Christian presence of the former 

document to mirror the heterogeneity of the population (Norwegian Ministry of Education 

and research, 2007, p.6). Here human rights gets the role of being an including, cross-cultural, 

universal set of values that both the majority and the different minorities of the Norwegian 

society are assumed to embrace, along with the recognition of cross-religious values. Still, the 

formulations leave the impression that the common values (rooted in human rights) are 

primarily Christian and humanistic, as for instance human dignity that itself is one of the key 

purposes to which universal human rights are constructed to protect in the first place. In the 

cosmopolitan approach, diversity is a two-way process, it is not just about immigrants and 

minorities educating into a static, (mono) cultural heritage and accept these terms to enter the 

collective identity (Okafor & Agbakwa, 2001). A genuine recognition of diversity is a 

reciprocal practice, where also the majority acknowledges and learns about different 

minorities and integrates narratives of these groups within their society as a way of accepting 

different ways of being Norwegian (Osler & Lybæk, 2014). There are multiple identities 

within both the majority and the minorities that challenge and question static views about for 

instance ‘Norwegianness’ (Chinga-Ramirez, 2015; Eriksen, 2001), and this form of 

multiperspectivity is less visible in the Purpose Clause.  

When discussing the role of human rights in this paragraph however, I will argue that it is 

included as a part of the value platform that is regarded as cross-cultural and compatible with 

different religions and beliefs. The participatory dimension of human rights is not particularly 

visible, while respect  ̶ which Spring (2008) associates with non-interference and passive 

compliance  ̶ is more prominent in the Purpose Clause. The committee comments on the 

position of human rights in the report on the Purpose Clause (Norwegian Ministry of 

Education and Research, 2007). Here it emphasizes human rights as “an anchor point for the 

values and to balance the religions” (ibid., p.29). Nonetheless, it is not just religions that are 

being balanced in the document, as national cultural heritage is balanced to common 

international norms, particularism to universalism, traditions to modernity and national 

identity to cosmopolitan identity. The committee argues that the human rights conventions are 

legal documents regulating the relation between state and individuals, which mirror basic 

values that recently have made a global breakthrough as a common reference of ethical and 

political deliberation (ibid.). In light of this, human rights serve as suitable values in a 
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modern, pluralistic society, and the purpose clause harmonize with human rights, according to 

the committee. Here the concept serves as a guideline to which the other formulations are 

measured against; the principles cannot be inconsistent with human rights. This indicates that 

education shall be in line with international obligations. As the committee argues, it is not 

sufficient that the purposes do not violate human rights; they should also be “anchored in 

human rights values” and be guiding principles for respecting human rights in kindergarten 

and education (ibid., p.39-40).  

Can this be regarded as an incentive to implement comprehensive human rights education? I 

will argue that from a HRE perspective this is partly legitimated in the Act, where the 

inclusive values underpinning the concept are highlighted, but not necessarily, the full 

implementation of HRE as defined in the UN documents. These values are in the Purpose 

Clause concretized by mention of promotion of democracy and terms like dignity, equality, 

solidarity and respect, which all are core human rights values along with the concept of 

freedom and justice. Still, the explicit incentives to not only implement educational strategies 

in line with human rights, but the mandating of moral as well as legal and political dimensions 

of HRE are less obvious. Education as described in the paragraph 1-1 could well be 

implemented as a normative value framework without paying attention to other crucial 

principles of HRE when operationalizing it to the curricular level, although it opens for 

interpreting it in this direction. The common values as defined in the paragraph include and 

recognize different beliefs, cultural traditions and religions, but is the nation still being 

constructed as the primary unit of belonging? Even though there is recognition of Norway as a 

pluralistic society with an increased degree of cultural and religious diversity, the common 

values aim to nurture the Norwegian identity, as discussed in the former section. This set of 

values represents the glue that aims to bind society within a national context and promote a 

democratic culture.  

The need for establishing common values is highlighted in the report of the Bostad 

Committee as a unifying factor across the diversity of beliefs and cultures within the national 

context, indicating that these values both reflect the increasing degree of diversity in the 

Norwegian society, as well as giving direction to developing a democratic culture based on 

consensus. Here human rights seem to be principles equated with democracy signaling that 

these are identical rather than complementary. It is the fundamental values that are rooted in 

human rights that education shall be based on, signaling that they are in line with human 

rights, more than the active promotion of the explicit concept. Education and training “are to 
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promote democracy, equality and scientific thinking” and shall combat all forms of 

discrimination (Education Act 1-1). Equality and the non-discrimination principle are core 

elements of the human rights framework, but in the paragraph these are constructed more as 

elements of democracy rather than an explicit reference to human rights, which would 

position the latter concept as an integrated, mandatory element of education in line with 

international obligations to implement HRE as defined in this thesis.  

A challenge here is that the critical dimension of the HRE as a tool to question relations 

between majority and minority, and between the state and the individual can be downgraded 

in the educational practice. As I argue in chapter 1, there is a risk of teaching HRE as voter 

education and teaching citizenship as passive compliance, without questioning the legitimacy 

of powerful institutions and authorities and without giving sufficient attention to empowering 

students to become active citizens protecting fellow citizens and non-citizens, which 

incidentally is also a challenge in other European states (Mahler, Mihr & Toivanen, 2009; 

Osler & Starkey, 2005). Here both horizontal and vertical dimensions of HRE are necessary, 

while the Purpose Clause seems to stress basically the horizontal ties between people, to 

develop a harmonic, stable and unified society with respect and tolerance among the citizens 

and to avoid social unrest. The sentence of learning “to think critically and act ethically” is a 

more empowering incentive here, and modifies the harmonizing tendency, although it does 

not specify what to be critical about and signals no critical position concerning the political 

system itself.  

Nevertheless, the overall and dominant message stresses the importance of common 

preservative values and may be interpreted as a “cosmonational” approach, with elements of 

cosmopolitan and national perspectives – balancing international norms and multiple 

identities to national anchorage, constructing a Norwegian, democratic culture in which 

people shall be educated in. Osler and Lybæk (2014, p. 15) also identifies “(…) a tension in 

policy between recognition of diversity and concerns about social cohesion”. This version of 

political upbringing shares some common elements with Almond and Verba’s (1989) civic 

culture, where the political structure and political culture must be congruent in order to 

develop a stable democratic society, and education plays a key role to integrate it. The 

political culture in this context includes democratic values, norms, beliefs and competencies 

that work as premises for the functioning of the system, and these democratic dispositions 

need to be learned (Børhaug, 2007; Solhaug, 2003; Strømsnes, 2009). Døving (2009) links 

Durkheim’s functionalistic theory, where common identity and value systems are necessary to 
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be integrated in society, to the Norwegian integration policy within this framework, when 

discussing the subject “Religion, philosophies of life and ethics”. This is also relevant in 

terms of interpreting the Purpose Clause, although the balancing towards recognizing 

diversity is more dominant here. The operationalization of these purposes in the subject 

curricula is the next step in studying the role of HRE in the educational policy and guidelines, 

where I discuss the presence of human rights in the curriculum of Social Studies in the upper 

secondary school. 

6.2 Human rights in the curriculum of Social Studies in upper secondary 

school  
Before discussing the position of human rights in the Social Studies curriculum, I have to 

clarify that the curriculum was revised and came into force in August 2013 (Norwegian 

Directorate for Education and Training, 2013). I will comment on some of the changes, but 

here I have chosen to focus on the curriculum guiding the interview period, which was valid 

through 2012, and thus the previous curriculum was the point of reference for the teachers 

(Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2010b). In order to harmonize their 

interpretations and the existing steering documents during this period, it is necessary to 

discuss these. On the other hand, I will comment on changes and continuity in the relevant 

competence aims and objectives, to clarify how and if this may potentially change practice.  

6.2.1 Human rights references in the objectives of Social Studies 

In the objectives of the Social Studies, human rights are constituted at the core of the subject. 

The first sentences highlight basic human rights as essential along with equality, democratic 

values and active citizenship: “The purpose of the social studies subject is to help create 

understanding and belief in fundamental human rights, democratic values and equality, and to 

encourage the idea of active citizenship and democratic participation” (Norwegian Directorate 

for Education and Training, 2010b, p.1). These formulations indicate that these are key 

purposes of the subject, somewhat corresponding to the democratic mandate constituted in the 

Purpose Clause of the Education Act. These objectives imply that there are certain values, 

knowledge, attitudes and skills that are constituted as vital to the Norwegian society, where 

concepts like human rights and democracy are at the core. At the same time, it tells us that 

education is not value neutral; it is also a kind of moral upbringing where defined values are 

expected to thrive among the students. They also “(…) mirror an ideological battle about the 

values underpinning the society and about priorities between different interests (…) 

(Koritzinsky, 2012, p.65), and are as such not taken for granted. On the other side, the 
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formulations are common values that connote to a stable, harmonic society based on respect, 

equality and tolerance, where there is less space for reflecting on the conflictual dimensions of 

society, although there is a sentence about awareness of politics as both conflict and 

collaboration.  

The subject aims at contributing to understanding and support of the highlighted concepts of 

the first sentence. Understanding may involve cognitive skills and knowledge about the 

concept and the underlying justification of them, while support may also include compliance 

and acceptance of the concepts, without necessarily questioning them or have a critical stance 

to these. Moreover, it is basic human rights that are underlined. Does this means all the 

human rights of the Universal Declaration or is it the most basic ones? Consequently, which 

of these rights are basic? This confusion may include all rights of the UDHR, but may be 

interpreted as those rights and freedoms often held to include the right to life and liberty, 

freedom of thought and expression, and equality before the law; the classical political and 

civil rights belonging to the first generation of rights. It may also include what the UNA (UN 

Association in Norway) as well as the Norwegian authorities define as inalienable rights, such 

as the right to life, restrictions on death penalty, freedom from torture, freedom from slavery 

and freedom from discrimination without distinction to sex, race, religion or language112. 

These inalienable rights are also defined by NDLA, which is a national digital learning 

platform for upper secondary school (Nissen, n.d.). If this interpretation of basic human rights 

limits the learning of the comprehensive set of rights where both the political, civil, social, 

cultural and economic rights are integrated, then it may encourage a hierarchy where the 

interdependence between the different categories is downgraded. Consequently, the students 

can get the impression of economic, social and cultural rights as less important, and for 

instance civil and political rights as the essence of human rights, which the study of Mahler, 

Mihr and Toivanen (2009) have shown and likewise Donnelly (2003) points to. 

Furthermore, there is an incentive for the individual to participate in and influence the society 

through understanding and seeking knowledge about the political system and through 

understanding different ways of life and the diversity of cultures, as illustrated here:  

The social studies subject shall thus provide deeper understanding of the relationship 

between social life and personal life, and stimulate recognition of the diversity in 

                                                           
112 The Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2014b) frames inalienable rights within this category, as also 

defined by United Nations Association of Norway (n.d.).  
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social forms and ways of living. Bearing this in mind, the subject shall provide pupils 

with a greater ability to think freely, from many perspectives, in a critical and tolerant 

way. By influencing the desire to seek knowledge about society and culture, the 

subject will also promote the ability to discuss, reason and solve social problems 

(Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2010b, p.1).  

In this passage it is an incentive to develop multiperspectivity and to be critical in order to 

discuss as well as solve social problems. The ability to influence the society as an individual 

is further underlined in the objectives, stating that: “As a political individual, a person can 

influence his or her surroundings. As a moral individual, a person is responsible for the 

consequences of his or her actions” (ibid.). This is primarily an agent-based approach placing 

responsibility on the individual, with less focus on the system and structures shaping the 

potential influence of the agents. This may be seen in relation to the neo-liberal shift from 

more collectivistic educational approaches to individualism in Norwegian educational policy, 

as argued by Telhaug, Mediås and Aasen (2004). Still, if the passage is left isolated from 

objectives as a whole, it opens for empowering students to participate and to develop critical 

skills. Human rights though, are not explicitly mentioned as powerful tools to become active, 

it is the general knowledge of personal life, society and of the political system that shall 

encourage students in this direction. Moreover, what should the students be critical to? These 

formulations are vague and general on this point, but the dominant incentive to the support of 

and belief in democracy and human rights signal that these concepts are left out from this 

critical consciousness, leading to a kind of sacralization that contradict their purposes. If these 

concepts themselves are not questioned and scrutinized, how do they differ from ideologies 

and value systems that are regarded as illegitimate or authoritarian? I will here argue, in line 

with Spring (2000, 2008) that ‘even’ democracy and human rights need to be questioned to 

deliberate among its strengths and weaknesses to prevent students from compliance and 

loyalty to illegitimate authorities. In the objectives it is more or less taken for granted that 

these concepts are justified and do not need further explanation – they are self-explanatory. 

How do we know that the students’ convictions of democracy for instance, will make them 

active and critical when democratic decisions lead to oppression or higher degree of control 

and surveillance? On the other hand, how can they be sure that the labeling of action or 

legalization as ‘in line with the human rights framework’ is automatically legitimate?  

Again, taking the objectives as a whole, it is the belief in fundamental human rights, equality 

and democratic values that aim to create active citizenship. In this context, these virtues are 
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recognizable to the passages in the Purpose Clause, contributing to construct the Norwegian 

identity as based on human rights and democratic values, in addition to the references to 

national historical anchorage (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2010b). 

This tends towards learning about more than learning for human rights, which is quite 

surprising when the focus on competences is characteristic for the curricula after the 

Knowledge Promotion Reform (The Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 

2014), highlighting what one is able to do with knowledge more than what kind of knowledge 

is acquired (Norwegian Competence Report, 2005). This overview of objectives and the 

position of human rights among these, opens for discussing the competence aims of the 

curriculum in Social Studies, which for the teachers represent the crucial guidelines to their 

practice in the subject (see chapter 8).  

6.2.2 Human rights references in the competence aims 

How and to what degree is the human rights framework expressed and integrated in the 

competence aims? With a view to the interview material concerning teachers in Social Studies 

in upper secondary school, all teachers express that the competence aims are the most 

important guidelines for their practice in the classrooms, and are consequently a significant 

element to explore and understand the role of human rights education at this level. Moreover, 

the Knowledge Promotion Reform of 2006 created competence-based curricula, which 

describe what competencies the student should acquire, where it is up to the schools to select 

the content of the education, for instance learning content, activities and methods.113 This 

mirrors the focus on learning outcomes in the subject curriculum more than learning content 

and process. Competence in the Knowledge Promotion Reform is defined as the ability to 

master a complex challenge or execute a complex activity or task. The competence aims 

describe what the students shall be able to and master after the end of the school year, where 

verbs and its context indicate the topic and direction of the specific aim (The Norwegian 

Directorate for Education and Training, 2014). Hence, the competence aims are essential 

guidelines in Social Studies as well as in other subjects, and represent the main engine 

determining central aspects of the practice for schools and teachers. 

In the curriculum for Social Studies, there are 35 competence aims, divided in 5 main subject 

areas: the individual and the society b) working and business life c) politics and democracy d) 

culture and e) international affairs (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 

                                                           
113 A description of competencies and competence aims is located in the guidelines to curricula (Norwegian 

Directorate for Education and Training, 2014). 
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2010b). There are 2 of the 35 competence aims that explicitly mention human rights. The first 

competence aim explicitly expressing the position of human rights is placed within the main 

subject area of Politics and democracy. Here the student shall be able to “(…) discuss 

relations between systems of government, the state governed by law and human rights” (ibid., 

p.10). The second competence aim explicitly mentioning human rights is placed within the 

main subject area of International affairs, where the student shall be able to: “(…) elaborate 

on the UN's activities for peace and human rights and explain the UN's role in the 

international activities for indigenous peoples”(ibid.). In relation to its central place in the 

objectives, I will in one aspect argue that there is a misfit between the ambitions constituted 

here and its moderate presence in the competence aims. On the other hand, the subject aims to 

“create understanding and belief in fundamental human rights”, and the competence aims 

actually go along this path, where support and belief of human rights and democracy seem to 

be the main role of HRE.  

Moreover, there are several of the competence aims that implicitly involve human rights 

perspectives. According to Koritzinsky (2012, p.122), the topics and themes of the curriculum 

give several and diverse opportunities to address human rights issues. Additionally, it also 

rests upon the competence aims of lower secondary and primary school, where Koritzinsky 

finds a significant emphasis on human rights education (ibid., p. 121-122) when summing up 

the objectives and competence aims. Nevertheless, most of the competence aims that he 

claims relevant to human rights are implicit, with only a few concrete references to the human 

rights framework. I will argue, in line with my theoretical foundation and previous research, 

that the lack of more explicit references represents a challenge. If rights only are implicit 

terms or vague ideals without concretization, there is a risk of not learning the comprehensive 

framework of rights in both its legal, political and moral dimensions (Kirchschlaeger, 2009). 

In order to uphold and protect human rights, one correspondingly has to know and recognize 

these as such. In addition, learning human rights also implies the ‘mantra’ of the Quality 

Framework – to focus on competences as learning outcomes – and one aspect of this is to 

develop a clear idea of how to take action in the realization of human rights after a learning 

process on this issue. This is not to argue that the other competence aims are irrelevant to 

HRE; they give fruitful possibilities to develop a human rights perspective on several issues. 

For the students it is potentially a purposive way of studying the interplay between different 

topics in the curricula; how both power structures, institutions and agents shape the 

development of the society and how different groups and different interests use (and misuse) 
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human rights discourse to make changes (Dembour, 2010; Forsythe, 2000; Risse, Roppe & 

Sikkink, 1999). The point is that if HRE are regarded as important in the educational system 

to develop active citizenship, it also needs to be explicit on the content and purposes of the 

concept.  

The two competence aims illustrate these challenges in different ways. The first aim in 

discussing relationships between system of government, rule of law and human rights is 

basically linked to political and civil rights. It is important to note that this is placed within the 

context of politics and democracy, which could make it convenient in the learning process to 

underline the close relationships between democratic regimes to the rule of law and human 

rights. The formulation, though, is open and quite vague on the direction, opening for 

different interpretations of the interplay between the concepts. Accordingly, it does not 

exclude a critical dimension, as the verb ‘discuss’ may involve both comparisons, critical and 

alternative perspectives on these relationships. Its position along with the rule of law and the 

dominant concept of democracy is primarily to nourish and consolidate the support of the 

political system rather than being an independent concept complementing the role of 

democracy and rule of law, and the competence aim does not give any signals on the 

empowering and active dimension of HRE. The European study by Mahler, Mihr and 

Toivanen (2009) and studies by Osler and Starkey (2001) show that the human rights 

dimensions often are downgraded in educational policy, where civic education and/or 

democratic education are regarded as sufficient to cover these topics. The tendency is present 

also in the Norwegian context, where support for the political system is more dominant in the 

competence aims. This tends to encourage learners to compliance and neglect the vertical 

obligations between state authorities and individuals. As Mihr observes when governments in 

European countries included HRE in the curricula (although a main goal of NGO initiatives):  

“(…) it became clear that the moment governments take ownership of human rights 

education it would not be about educating people to become critical and in many cases 

disobedient citizens. Human rights became political rights and they were shaped by 

the way governmental authorities preferred them to be” (Mihr, 2009a, p. 92)  

The main subject area of Politics and democracy consists of several competence aims, where 

the student is expected to be able to elaborate on the political system and the system of 

government, challenges for democracy, and identify differences between political parties 

(Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2010b, p.10). These verbs give fewer 
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incentives for critical dimensions. The formulation of the aim concerning human rights also 

imply that the students already have knowledge about different systems of government, rule 

of law and human rights, as this is necessary in order to discuss them. However, if the concept 

of human rights is constituted as a set of common values, this also may have consequences for 

how this competence aim is interpreted and understood. It is here up to the teachers and the 

school to interpret and decide how this aim is operationalized in practice. Yet, if we take into 

account the focus of the objectives and the Purpose Clause on democracy and human rights as 

a universal platform of values, it seems to implicitly address only the common elements, 

ignoring the differences and the critical dimensions. I will argue that the formulation may 

encourage a non-critical view of the rights/democracy nexus to develop support for the 

existing political system, where alternative systems of government gets the role of contrasting 

the consolidated Norwegian norms where democracy, rule of law and human rights is ‘the 

only game in town’(Linz & Stepan, 1996, p.15).  

The revised curriculum introduced in 2013 has integrated basic skills and a new main subject 

area, ‘the explorer’, which focuses on how to develop knowledge and understanding of 

society and social phenomena, through critical use of sources, how to develop social-scientific 

hypotheses, use and discuss statistics and so on (Norwegian Directorate for Education and 

Training, 2013). This represents a step forward in developing critical consciousness along 

scientific lines. Moreover, the term “power” has been integrated more explicitly, where 

students shall be able to identify power relations, identify powerful institutions, and how 

power structures influence different groups in society. This also represents a higher emphasis 

on critical consciousness, which is an essential dimension of learning through and for human 

rights. The competence aim concerning relations between system of government, rule of law 

and human rights, though, is not changed. Thus, similar to the former curriculum there is little 

focus on knowledge concerning human rights mechanisms, its philosophical framework, legal 

instruments and central documents, and the lack of focus on these essentials still represents a 

challenge in the Norwegian education in human rights.  

The other competence aim placed within the main subject area of international affairs, is 

primarily concerned with the work of the United Nations. Here the specific intergovernmental 

organization is the dominant topic, where the term ‘human rights’ is an integrated element in 

activities carried out by the UN. As discussed in chapter 5, UN represents a cornerstone in 

Norwegian foreign policy, symbolizing the promotion of international law, development, 

peace and work for human rights across the globe (Børhaug & Solhaug, 2012; Tvedt, 2003). 
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The focus on UN in Social Studies needs to be understood in light of this, as a source for 

developing international solidarity as well as to reaffirm and manifest the image of Norway as 

an active supporter of UN and contributor to its activities.  

In one aspect, knowledge of UN activities can contribute to global solidarity, and as a starting 

point for studying both conflict and cooperation across borders. As the global symbol of 

peace, development and human rights deriving from the aftermath of World War II, it could 

also illustrate the relation between power and international law, at the crossroads between 

state sovereignty and supranational authority. International law though, is not mentioned in 

the curricula, which is quite striking taken into consideration how Norwegian authorities 

highlight this as a constitutive element of foreign policy, as decisive in the protection of 

national interests. Neither is humanitarian law or war conventions included, which could 

contribute to discussing the ethics of war (jus in bello and jus ad bellum) as well as states’ 

legal obligations in war conduct (Tesόn, 1997; Walzer, 1992; Wheeler, 2000). There is a 

competence aim concerning power and “how power is practiced in the world” and 

international law and war conventions can indirectly be included here, along with combining 

different competence aims within this main subject area. These elements are crucial to make 

students able to discuss international politics, where power, national interests, international 

law and ethics of war are part of the daily media coverage, and intertwined with the human 

rights discourses.  

The concepts of the competence aim can also be interpreted as idealistic, if isolated from 

other aims in the area. Here UN activities are connected with “peace”, “human rights” and 

“international activities for indigenous people”, painting a harmonic picture of an 

intergovernmental organization without pointing to its complex composition of powerful 

states and small states, the role of the Security Council and its limitations. The lack of critical 

aspects may strengthen the consensus of UN as an IGO taking world leadership in combating 

poverty and pollution, developing peace and human rights cultures. At the same time, this 

image also nurtures the image of Norway as a significant actor within the UN system, and 

thus as a significant promoter of the same values. This is not necessarily a negative image, as 

these activities are important and may contribute to positive changes in many regions. 

Education covering these issues is crucial also in developing knowledge, attitudes such as 

international solidarity and reflections on distributive justice, environmental issues, causes of 

poverty and conflicts. Nonetheless, the critical dimension should be present also in discussing 

the UN institution, despite its qualities and normative position in international relations.  
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Human rights is in this competence aim positioned as an international issue to elaborate on 

UN activities. The positioning of human rights in this context is quite common also in other 

European countries (Mahler, Mihr & Toivanen, 2009; Matilainen & Kallioniemi, 2012; 

Toivanen, 2007), and is related to learning about armed conflicts, authoritarian regimes and 

poverty in countries far away. The competence aim is thus not unique, and international 

perspectives on rights mirror the concept of HRE as a way of developing awareness 

concerning the world outside the national borders. Here too, the term is integrated with other 

concepts, as a task for the UN to monitor, promote and implement on a global level. The 

international dimension is fruitful in shedding light on challenges and realization of HR, and 

can indirectly point to states’ obligations concerning international law within this framework, 

along with reflections on how to improve the situation in regions facing injustice, poverty and 

discrimination. The question though, is whether this gives the impression of human rights 

challenges as primarily a challenge outside the Norwegian border, in countries that contrast 

the domestic human rights records. If so, it further contributes to reproduce and strengthen the 

image of the harmonious Norwegian society as an exception to the chaotic world outside, 

nurturing the dichotomies between the “West” and the “Third World” as described by Okafor 

and Agbakwa (2001) and to orientalist perceptions as argued by Said (1978). This seems to be 

balanced by the inclusion of human rights also in the domestic-based area of Politics and 

democracy described in the curriculum. However, the interview material of teachers’ 

approaches indicates that international perspectives on human rights are dominating, 

combined with violations of HR as the main element in HRE practice.114  

6.3 Steering documents: Human rights as a platform of values 
In this chapter I have located and discussed how human rights education is positioned in 

steering documents that guide educational practice in the school system. The concept is 

included in both the Purpose Clause, the Core Curriculum and in the Social Studies 

curriculum which was the target here. The presence of human rights in different levels of 

educational documents signal that the concept is constituted as a component in national 

identity construction, as a legitimating component as well as representing a platform of values 

that the students should understand and support. As described in chapter 2, the Norwegian 

Directorate for Education and Training (NDET) issued a report mapping the Norwegian 

curricula and competence aims related to human rights and democratic understanding, 

concluding that these topics are well integrated in both the Core Curriculum, the Quality 

                                                           
114 See chapter 8 for a detailed discussion of teachers’ approaches to HRE.  
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Framework and several subject curricula (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 

2010a). In line with this analysis, I agree on the fact that there are several references to human 

rights in the different documents, but question whether this fact legitimates the conclusion of 

being well integrated. I find that it is basically education aimed at supporting the democratic 

values and government that are integrated, where also (voter) participation is included as a 

key ambition. The competence aims and objectives put significant emphasis on the 

democratic system, while the human rights dimension of this is secondary and works as a set 

of universal values underpinning democracy. As underlined in chapter 1, these two concepts 

are complementary, and regulate relations between majority and minority, between state and 

the individual, and this relationship is downgraded in educational policy, tending to exclude 

other categories of rights and downplaying the critical dimension at the cost of compliance 

and more harmonizing incentives. In other words, there is a lack of explicit references to 

essential elements of HRE, where its content boils down to a moral imperative, leaving other 

necessary aspects to comprehensive HRE out of the discourse.  
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7 Analysis: Puncturing the bubble – teachers’ purposes of HRE 
 

7.1 Analysis of teacher interviews: Introductory remarks 
In the following chapters I go from the policy level to the teacher level. How do teachers 

interpret and implement human rights education and why? This chapter and chapter 8 explore 

the roles of human rights education through the perspectives of teachers working in upper 

secondary schools, where chapter 7 discusses their purposes of integrating HRE, and chapter 

8 discusses their approaches, perspectives and strategies concerning HRE. As described in 

chapter 4, a majority of the teachers included in the sample teach Social Studies. Out of 27 

teachers interviewed, 19 of these teach this subject, which was the main target of the study, 

and 8 teachers in other related subjects, as referred to in section 4.3.1 and 4.3.2. This indicates 

that I wanted to focus on the subject Social Studies (of reasons presented in section 4.3.1. and 

4.3.2.), while the others in related subjects were interviewed as a way of locating variations or 

similarities between the main subject and the other subjects when it comes to the 

interpretations, approaches and purposes of HRE. This dimension of the study was also 

included when it comes to the schools, integrating a range of variation (Tjora, 2012) with 

studying upper secondary schools that comprise different compositions of students, 

geographical variations, and potential variations concerning their pedagogical platform, and 

type of education offered. This leads us to the information about the teachers that are actually 

quoted in the analysis, as a way of contributing to the level of validity concerning this study. I 

will here emphasize that those who are quoted represent examples that describe main 

tendencies in the empirical material, except where I explicitly note that the specific quote 

represent alternative approaches or exception to the tendency I discuss in the particular 

context. I have given the quoted teachers specific numbers, referring to the number given on 

the digital voice recorder (which explains why the numbers are higher than the total number 

of research participants).  

Another, more important reason for giving them numbers is to give the teachers full 

anonymity. There is a dilemma here, where transparency involves the need to be open and 

explicit about the methods and procedures used– as an element of descriptive validity 

(Maxwell, 1992). On the other hand, research ethics also involves the requirement of not 

identifying the research participants. Although I stress the significance of being as transparent 

as possible, also through presenting information of participants, there are some limits related 

to this principle. In small places and schools in quite small regions, there are reasons to 
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believe that “someone with knowledge of the school district could likely identify individual 

teachers based on traits such as age, gender, and number of years with the school district” 

(Kaiser, 2009, p.1632). This is also the case concerning detailed descriptions of their 

combination of subjects, where these specific details may identify the school as well as the 

teachers involved in particular subjects that are not offered in every upper secondary school in 

the regions. The same can be argued about their educational background, where these specific 

details could likely identify the individual teachers. In this dissertation, I have chosen to quote 

among those 19 research participants who teach the compulsory subject Social Studies (the 

main target of the study), and this makes it easier for the reader to follow what kind of subject 

the teacher is referring to. I have quoted 16 teachers of the 19 teaching this subject, from 8 

different schools (out of 11 schools in the total sample). These are the teachers numbered 8, 9, 

10, 11, 12, 13, 16, 17, 18, 22, 24, 26, 27, 28, 29 and 30, thus giving voice to three quarters of 

teachers in Social Studies (and over half of the total sample of 27 teachers). Teachers 

numbered 8, 11, 13, 16, 17, 18 and 30 work in upper secondary schools in larger urban areas 

(in a Norwegian context) , with some or a significant degree of heterogeneous composite of 

students with both offering vocational studies and general studies. The teachers numbered 9, 

10, 12 and 24 work in upper secondary schools in smaller towns, with a rather homogenous 

composite of students, offering both vocational studies and general studies. The teachers 

numbered 22, 26, 27, 28 and 29 work in upper secondary schools in more rural areas, with a 

minor degree of diversity among the students.115  

The focus on Social Studies does not indicate that the 8 teachers in the other subjects are 

excluded from the study. Their perspectives and approaches was still part of the analysis, but 

more as an implicit corrective or perspective on the main target if alternative or distinct 

interpretations and approaches from the main tendencies emerged, as mentioned in section 

4.3.1. However, given my emphasis on Social Studies, and the diverse topics and ‘nature’ of 

the other subjects, the validity of the study is secured to a higher degree through limiting the 

focus to quote and describe main tendencies within the same ‘universe’, also due to 

comparing the different teachers’ approaches with the same curricular guidelines. 

Nevertheless, the tendencies based on the teachers of other subjects are quite similar to those 

                                                           
115 These demographic characteristics are quite broad and does not give a full description of neither the areas nor 

the composition of students, but gives an impression of the basic conditions of the learning arena. Diversity, 

homogeneity and heterogeneity may be imprecise concepts, meaning different things for different people. In this 

context it refers to religious and cultural diversity, although this excludes other forms of diversity for instance 

concerning subcultures within these categories as well as subcultures within the ‘majority culture’, socio-

economic class relations, sexual orientations, political preferences etc. (Eriksen, 2001).  
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teaching Social Studies, even though their priorities are diverse, based on the content of their 

curriculum and the competence aims. Rather, I observed the variations that have implications 

for their HRE practice in the Social Studies, as the teachers in the sample teach several 

subjects which are related to HRE that nourishes their understanding and perspectives on the 

main target of the analysis. In this context, some of those who also teach (or have taught) the 

program subject Politics and Human Rights have involved knowledge, competences and 

practice that to a higher degree use the human rights framework more explicitly than those 

who teach other subjects involved in this study. This subject (which is only optional, and not 

offered in every school) addresses the human rights framework explicitly with about half of 

the competence aims directly referring to human rights issues (Norwegian Directorate for 

Education and Training, 2010a). Thus, there seem to be a link between consciousness and 

competence on HRE (as defined in this project) and the other subjects they teach, where 

Politics and Human Rights seems to be particularly relevant in order to develop HRE practice 

also in the Social Studies. This may further indicate a nexus between personal interest or 

engagement and HRE practice, where these teachers additionally expressed that they are 

personally engaged in human rights organizations or activities initiated by the United Nations 

Associates of Norway. Nevertheless, these combinations (however few in this sample) 

contribute to a more explicit way of teaching human rights, but also more critical perspectives 

where both legal, moral and political aspects of rights are presented, where the students are 

encouraged to explore and study local and global issues within a human rights perspective in a 

higher degree.  

In light of this, the information about the teachers’ background and competence is important 

to locate conditions for HRE practice, as well as for the transparency and validity of the study. 

As mentioned in chapter 4, on the individual level there are potentially several factors that 

may shed light on teachers’ interpretations and approaches to HRE, as for instance age, 

gender, experience, educational background or political preferences. However, as a way to 

limit the scope of the study, the confidentiality of the research participants and due to the 

research questions, I have not focused on the impact of age, gender and length of service, 

although recognizing that these factors may influence their practice. If information about the 

schools (as I generally described above) is combined with information about the teachers’ 

age, gender, length of service, educational background and subjects they teach in addition to 

Social Studies, they could well be identified by someone with knowledge to the school 

districts. Thus, I have not included these characteristics when presenting the quotes of the 
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particular teachers, as it would have been beyond the scope of this thesis, they were not a part 

of the selection criteria of the sample (teaching in Social Studies or related subjects) or the 

research questions, and with reference to the principles of full anonymity.116 On a general 

level, of the 19 teachers involved in Social Studies there are equally distributed in terms of 

gender (10 female teachers and 9 male teachers), but they vary in age and length in service.  

In this sample, as described in section 4.3.1. and 4.3.2, there are diverse educational 

backgrounds relevant for the subject Social Studies, but none of them state that they had any 

formal education in human rights and HRE (although many states their studies as related to 

several human rights issues without having an explicit basis in the human rights framework). 

A smaller group of 6 teachers states that they have participated in informal human rights or 

HRE courses and seminars lasting two or three days. This indicates that within this sample, 

the level of formal competence on human rights and HRE are quite low, a similar tendency to 

the international research described in chapter 2. An evaluation report by the Human Rights 

Academy in the aftermath of three informal human rights courses with teachers in upper 

secondary schools confirms this tendency. Here 75 % of the respondents report that they do 

not have any formal education in human rights and 70% had not participated in informal 

courses on human rights before (Human Rights Academy, 2011, p. 5-6).  

Furthermore, I find no significant differences between the schools’ explicit focus on human 

rights or HRE as a priority area, where none of the teachers describe that human rights are 

explicitly mentioned in this context at their schools. All schools though, embrace values 

related to human rights in their pedagogical and ethical platforms, according to the research 

participants (see also ch.4.3.1). As commented in chapter 4, the low access to schools with a 

significantly heterogeneous composition of students made it more challenging to explore and 

compare the potential influence of HRE in this context. However, when discussing the impact 

of diversity both in rather homogenous and more heterogeneous schools, rural or urban areas, 

there seem to be minor differences when it comes to the degree of whether HRE is prioritized 

in the target schools or by their teachers, as a potential tool to explore and deal with this 

dimension of the Norwegian society. The approaches in this sample do not seem to be 

determined by the degree of diversity or if they are located in urban or rural areas, while some 

                                                           
116 This is not to argue that these characteristics are not influencing teachers’ HRE practice, but can be a next 

step of exploring teachers’ approaches to HRE in a new research project involving for instance classroom 

observation, quantitative surveys and/or narrative analysis to go deeper into these factors’ influence on the target 

groups (Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Thagaard, 2010).  
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of the teachers at schools with a certain degree of cultural or religious diversity state that it is 

particularly important to integrate universal human rights values in these schools to develop 

tolerance, respect and equality ─ as an important argument for their HRE practice. The 

tendency corresponds to the CCM report described in chapter 2, where schools with a high 

percent of students with multilingual backgrounds, and with “multicultural challenges” 

underline the necessity of such education while the strategies and methods are quite common, 

independent of the different size of the schools, degree of diversity and composite of students. 

This can be interpreted in terms of Dembour’s Natural Law school, as a set of given, universal 

values that is likely to solve tensions between groups and create non-discriminatory 

communities. It can also be linked to Bajaj’s classification, where HRE for Coexistence 

focuses on interpersonal and intergroup relations to promote social cohesion and mutual 

understanding, in other words as ‘a way of living together’ (Bajaj, 2011).117 The small 

differences regarding how diversity and the composition of students influences teachers’ HRE 

practice though, is not a clear tendency and must be seen in light of the small sample of 

schools with a high degree of diversity in this study. This dimension needs more research, 

also in light of for instance Biseth’s findings on multicultural schools in Scandinavia, showing 

that diversity present in the school population is rarely linked to democracy, but represents a 

problem or a challenge to the teaching of democracy rather than a natural consequence of it 

(Biseth, 2011). The conceptualization of HRE as teaching about values, mutual understanding 

and interpersonal relations is further discussed in chapter 8.  

To summarize these remarks, I will in the following analysis (chapters 7 and 8) present the 

quoted teachers with numbers, and avoid information about their gender, age and length in 

service, but underline that all the quoted teachers teach the compulsory subject Social Studies, 

which was part of the selection criteria of the sample. Moreover, I have here described their 

educational background, and a brief description of their schools on a sample level rather than 

on an individual level, as a way of coming to terms with principles of validity and 

transparency, as well as to anonymity.  

                                                           
117 Bajaj argues that that the ideological orientations of most HRE initiatives are generally rooted in one of the 

following three categories: (1) HRE for Global Citizenship; (2) HRE for Coexistence; or (3) HRE for 

Transformative Action. The latter “usually involves learners who are marginalized from economic and political 

power and for whom HRE includes a significant process of understanding their own realities”. HRE for Global 

Citizenship seeks to the repositioning of learners as members of a global community instead of simply as 

national citizens with international human rights standards as the ideal (Bajaj, 2011, 489-490). 
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7.2 What’s the point of HRE, anyway? 
How is human rights education (HRE) interpreted and intended by teachers in upper 

secondary schools in Norway and what determines their purposes? In this chapter of my Ph.D. 

- dissertation on the roles of human rights education in Norway, I present main tendencies 

concerning purposes of HRE from the teacher’s viewpoint. Thus, the focus is now turned 

from the policy level in the previous chapter to the teacher level, which represents the second 

key empirical source to my analysis of purposes and implementation of human rights 

education in a sample of Norwegian upper secondary schools – pointing to the roles of HRE. 

Whatever the gap between theory and practice, “most states today prominently feature appeals 

to human rights, democracy, and development in their efforts to establish national and 

international legitimacy” (Donnelly, 1999, p. 611). Within this increasing recognition, there is 

a conviction of HRE as an essential tool to prevent human rights abuses118, and that 

“education shall be directed to (…) the strengthening of respect for human rights”119. These 

two purposes, preventing human rights abuses and the strengthening of respect for human 

rights, point on the one hand to the struggle against its negation and on the other hand, the 

struggle for the realization of a universal human rights culture, and the interdependency of 

these two core elements. If these represent the basic purposes of human rights education, as 

expressed in international charters and main political documents, how do these correspond 

when it comes to the practice of those who are actually implementing human rights education 

in the classrooms in Norway – the teachers? What are their purposes of implementing human 

rights in the learning processes? What purpose does it serve to implement HRE and what 

should the students be left with, according to the teachers?     

A key assumption concerning my focus on the teachers in this context is the significant role 

they play in several phases of students’ learning. As referred to in chapter 4, both national and 

international research shows that teachers are one of the most important factors influencing 

student achievement, in addition to socio-economic factors and parents’ educational level. 

Moreover, the positive coherence between the teacher’s didactical competence, professional 

expertise and the student’s learning outcome (Darling-Hammond, 2002, 1999; Haug, 2008; 

Wilson, 2001) is also of high relevance to including the teacher level when discussing the role 

of HRE. Hence, I find the voices of the teachers as one of the most important sources to 

knowledge about how human rights education is defined, implemented and intended in the 

                                                           
118 Explicitly underlined in Article 2(1) of the UN Declaration on Human Rights Education and Learning.  
119 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, General Assembly Resolution 217A(III), 10 December 1948, Art. 

26(2). 
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upper secondary schools. The voices of the teachers on this topic, their intentions and 

purposes, strategies and approaches, how they define, think and talk about the concept will 

contribute significantly to my analysis of the role of human rights education in these 

Norwegian schools. In this chapter, I will focus on the teachers’ purposes of HRE. 

Consequently, this brings me to present a research question crucial to shedding light on HRE 

in terms of purposes: How is human rights education interpreted and intended by teachers in 

upper secondary schools in Norway and what determines their purposes? In this section, I 

present three main tendencies concerning purposes of human rights education from the 

teacher’s viewpoint. The first tendency is the emphasis on the necessity of human rights as 

fundamental values, where awareness of the dichotomies connected to a) consumerism vs. 

human rights and b) totalitarianism vs. human rights represents a purpose of HRE in its own 

right. The second is the focus on human rights as a moral compass, a set of common values, 

or normative ‘GPS’ that guides and indicates where you stand and where you should be going 

in terms of an ethical framework. Third, linked to the human rights/totalitarianism dichotomy 

above, it aims to develop democratic citizens – a democratic disposition necessary to uphold a 

well-functioning democracy. These three tendencies are intertwined and mirror the central 

message of the teachers: Human rights represent the cornerstones of the society, and students 

need to be informed and need to understand these fundamental values to make democracy 

work. These purposes, however well-intended and politically legitimized through its 

framework, are more focused on a passive values- and attitudes- approach than critical action-

oriented, empowering approaches to actively protect rights on behalf of fellow individuals and 

vulnerable groups. On the other hand, the material also indicates a genuine commitment to 

human rights among teachers, which should not be underestimated in the process of 

implementing comprehensive human rights approaches in the Norwegian school system.  

7.3 The significance of purposes – educational consequences 
What do the teachers emphasize discussing their purposes for teaching human rights? During 

the conversations, this was one of five topics that were included in the interview guide. The 

heading of this part of the interview were “Teachers’ motivations, intentions/purposes and 

definitions of human rights education”. Here the interviewees discussed why they find HRE 

important (or not), how they define the concept, and their purposes of implementing these 

topics in the learning processes. In many ways, this part of the conversations could give 

indications on how teachers, as key agents of implementing HRE in the classrooms, 

emphasize the role of human rights, and what the students should be left with. I will also 
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make a distinction between the concepts intention and purpose, where the former points to the 

immediate aims of the specific learning session, what they are expected to have knowledge 

about, understand and be able to reflect upon in the specific context. The teacher’s intention 

of e.g. yesterday’s class was to cover and work with the competence aim concerning 

“relations between systems of government, the state governed by law and human rights”. His 

purpose of working with this aim was for instance, “to create understanding and belief in 

fundamental human rights, democratic values and equality”, in line with the overall objectives 

of the Social Studies subject in Norway. Purpose in this context gives direction to education, 

not just as a way of covering the curriculum and to prepare the students for exams, but also as 

a key component in creating convergence between content and method in the learning process 

within a broader cultural and societal perspective. Moreover, the individual purposes of the 

teachers can complement and contextualize the intentions and purposes at the national level. 

Teachers may work with the same competence aims, using the same textbooks and other 

teaching aids, but have completely different purposes for working with it. One thing is to 

integrate HRE as part of the curriculum and actually implement human rights issues in the 

classrooms; quite another thing is to reflect on the purposes and functions of the approaches 

and practices that are to be carried out in interaction with the students.  

For instance, four different teachers can in theory have four different purposes of their HRE 

practice, and this may leave the students with diverse perspectives on human rights, as well as 

diverse levels of skills to uphold and protect rights. Teacher A may do only what is required 

to cover this part of the curricula, leaving the pupils with some degree of knowledge about the 

topic, more or less sufficient to pass the exams without necessarily placing the topic within a 

broader societal context. Teacher B on the other hand, considers human rights education as 

one of several components of human and social capital that prepares students for competition 

at the global market.120 This teacher aim to develop workers that function in a global economy 

characterized by socially heterogeneous workforces, where the value of education is measured 

by economic growth and development (Spring, 2009). A third purpose may be to connect 

human rights to a specific political arrangement where there is a fit between “culture” and 

“structure”121, where teacher C conceptualizes HRE as a way of constructing collective 

                                                           
120 This is partially inspired by OECD’s definition and selection of key competencies – DeSeCo (Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2005a).  
121 The fit between culture and structure in this context is borrowed from and inspired by Almond & Verba’s 

work (1989, p. 33) The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations. W.A. Galston’s (1991; 

2001) views on the purpose of civic education is also relevant in light of this.  
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identity along national lines. Here the values and attitudes of human rights and democracy are 

promoted to contribute to a political culture based on harmony, moral homogeneity and social 

cohesion, without including critical and participatory dimensions. Teacher D though, opposes 

education for the purpose of economic growth and national identity construction, while 

promoting education for active democratic citizenship based on human rights and the 

corresponding duties to protect these. This teacher aims to develop active citizens that take 

action, both in moral, legal and political terms, in order to promote and secure a holistic 

human rights regime.  

These divergent purposes mirror the significance of purpose also in the question of teaching 

human rights. These examples are not intended to work as analytical tools, only illustrating 

how purpose may influence practice and outcome. Some teachers may regard HRE (as 

opposite to teacher B and C) as an effective tool to combat profit-dominated, anti-democratic 

tendencies in contemporary societies, as described by Nussbaum:  

Radical changes are occurring in what democratic societies teach the young, and these 

changes have not been well thought through. Thirsty for national profit, nations all 

over the world will soon be producing generations of useful machines, rather than 

complete citizens who can think for themselves, criticize tradition, and understand the 

significance of another person’s sufferings and achievements. The future of the 

world’s democracies hangs on the balance (Nussbaum, 2010, p.2).  

The four fictional examples of teachers may use the same time resources and teaching aids, 

but leave the students with very different perspectives, motivations and incentives to applying 

their competences beyond the classroom and in their daily lives. The assumption here, in 

addition to (and sometimes consistent with) the teacher’s competence of the subject, is that the 

purposes of teaching human rights may differ from teacher to teacher, from school to school. 

Thus, the consciousness concerning how students embrace and employ the knowledge, 

attitudes and skills in their society will vary in similar ways, and this diverse level of skills 

will subsequently have societal consequences as well.  

7.4 Human rights as the cornerstone of society 
First, the teachers argue that one of the main purposes of human rights education is actually to 

raise consciousness about the necessity of human rights as fundamental values in society. 

There are several examples in the material pointing to this tendency, which in itself is not 

surprising as a way of legitimizing HRE in the classrooms, but in this case also as a purpose 
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in its own right. The tendency is manifested through statements concerning the materialistic 

life of Norwegian students, where HRE is a way in which to counteract apathetic 

consumerism, contrasting the comfort zones of the wealthy and ignorant youth whose worries 

are related to fitness, shopping and fashion trends more than the lives of poor and oppressed 

people. In this scenario, human rights education is an instrument for waking up the students, 

showing them that there exist a world out there that is not like “ours”, where atrocities, 

poverty and dictatorship dominates the everyday life of people, in deep contrast to their own 

prosperous society which they are lucky enough to be a part of. The focus by some of the 

teachers on questioning consumerism through human rights is interesting in several ways. 

First, the nexus between human rights and anti-consumerism is not necessarily an obvious 

one, as the latter could also be linked to environmentalism, climate change and other aspects 

of economic growth. For these teachers, those concepts could have been defined as 

intertwined, integrated as the third generation of rights or as collective solidarity rights, but 

this does not seem to be the primary cause. The most important link is the apathy and egoism 

produced by consumerism, as a contrast to the suffering of poor oppressed people outside the 

Norwegian (or to a lesser degree- the European) border. Hence, the contextual starting point 

for these teachers is apathetic consumerism, while the purpose is to produce consciousness 

about the importance of human rights as the fundament of society. Some excerpts from the 

interview material illustrate these tendencies. Teacher 26 points explicitly to elements of 

consumerism as the key obstacle to developing engagement and empathy among his students:  

K: (…) Is there, we are now talking about your intentions, any particular reasons why Norwegian 

students should focus on this? Is it the role of Norway to promote it? 

Teacher 26: Yes of course! We have created an image of being an exporter of democracy and human 

rights, and thus it is innate that it gets an important role in school as well. However, it is ok that is 

becomes so, but it is in itself a human right to be interested in human rights, I think. As a human being 

you should be engaged in it. Then we are back to making the students understand, reflect and engage in 

these issues, and this is our challenge. And it is, one can puzzle over why things evolve, but it must be 

something about the society we live in, youth are very self-centered and concerned about their own 

sphere, and this… bubble they live in. And in material terms, we are doing great! It is a bit risky to say 

so, but it looks like materialism is an obstacle to engagement and empathy towards other peoples. Then 

it is even more important that someone takes responsibility and talks about human rights, and here the 

school is a most convenient arena. And it is an important issue for our youth, that they are challenged on 

this, they need some other perspectives to real life than American TV-series, Facebook, Twitter and 

shopping! This affects our spiritual life. Thus it is important that someone presents them with something 
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else. Show them that we live in our world, but to show that there are others that have other challenges in 

life. 

K; So these issues can contribute to problematize their consumerist mentality? Puncture the bubble? 

Teacher 26: yes, kind of puncture the bubble. Then the hope is that one has enabled them to see beyond 

their bubble. Because that is an extremely important issue! From that angle, this has to do with caring 

about other people, their fellow students and teachers in everyday life, that they have some empathy for 

others, right? So egoism doesn’t drown us completely. 

K: Interesting theory about materialism building the wall instead of opening up for empathy. 

Teacher 26: Yes, wasn’t it someone who once said that it is no use in talking about socialism in a 

country where they eat themselves to death? The same could be said here, that it does not help talking 

about ideology and political issues in a society where we buy and eat ourselves to death. To push things 

to extremes. 

In this conversation, the teacher’s purpose of teaching human rights seem to be raising 

consciousness about the importance of human rights through puncturing the bubble which the 

students live in. Alternatively, is the use of human rights presented as a tool to counteract 

consumerist apathy among the students? In this particular interview it seem that human rights 

is one of the perspectives applied to wake the students from their consumerist life based on 

TV-series, Facebook and Twitter, to show them that the’ real life is out there’, where people 

are suffering on a daily basis, and it is almost an immoral act not to reflect on these contrasts. 

Teacher 18 also emphasize consumerism as a starting point or a context for teaching human 

rights, but are even more focused on the impact of human rights values in contrast to their 

everyday focus on consuming:  

K: (…) That is the kind of issues I find exciting to discuss; what is the aim of this education, is it to 

develop a set of knowledge, a set of attitudes or is it…? 

Teacher 18: It is both. We sure aim to educate them, not just feed them with facts. It is a formation 

project we are serving. 

K: Formation project? What then, should they be formed towards? 

Teacher 18: They are formed to be good citizens! This is a generation that is basically engaged with 

material goods, each one gets their own PC, and they just “this PC suck!”. Like that. We have to weed 

out such attitudes. 

K: They take material goods for granted? 
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Teacher 18: Not everybody, but... I remember just the other day one student said: “This PC is defect, I 

don’t take the trouble of fixing it, I don’t want to spend money on these stupid school-PCs, I have my 

own.” Such attitudes make me mad, so we have to work with this guy. But there are many excellent 

young students that are engaged. 

K: This example that you are referring to, is that about a consumerist culture you aim to counteract? 

Teacher 18: yeah, that sure is an ambitious project! In any case raise their consciousness that there are 

values that are indeed much more essential, and human rights is the fundament of this. How many 17-

year- olds in the world can say “I have my own PC” that he hardly has paid for, in addition to the one at 

home, and then “we throw the one at school, because it is not good enough”. 

This teacher explicitly expresses the importance of values that are more essential than those 

related to consumerism and material goods, and human rights are at the core of these values 

which she/he aims to raise consciousness about. Her/his context and purpose seems to be two 

sides of the same coin, where she/he aims to “weed out” the throw-away mentality to create 

space for human rights values. In her/his interpretation the two sets of values work as fruitful 

contrasts to raise consciousness about human rights, as a cornerstone of the formation project 

to develop “good citizens”. A similar approach is held by teacher 22, following the logic 

claiming that if the students are aware of oppression and poverty, then this knowledge make 

them reflect upon these challenges and consequently, creating spaces for solidarity and make 

it more difficult for them to accept injustice:  

K: (…) If you consider, what is your purpose of teaching about this? 

Teacher 22: That is to show them the enormous differences that exist in the world, that we are a little bit 

spoilt here in Norway contra lots of others in the world. Then it is good to focus on these enormous 

differences, in addition to equality and justice. And make them think themselves, get some ideas about 

what we can do to make a difference – are we able to influence the world society as one single 

Norwegian, what can we do? And then we often think of the organizations, Norway gives a great deal to 

foreign aid, we are watching it, we give money, but does it help? Do we get something back? If not, 

what do we do? Particularly concerning poverty it raises discussions about what we can do, what works 

and what doesn’t. 

K: Is it a kind of consciousness-raising you aim to develop? 

Teacher 22: Yeah… if we watch the news about hunger in Africa, then we’re thinking “well, just 

another catastrophe” and don’t reflect more about it, but... It is to raise awareness and make them think 

about it. 

K: How then, are they going to utilize this? 

Teacher 22: Hopefully something about justice and injustice. Even if they are well-off in Norway, they 

can end up in situations where they either are affluent or very poor, and this is a way of thinking about 

something else than themselves – that they don’t become so narrow-minded that “we do what we do, 

and we’re well-off”, but look beyond this. Now we have a situation in Europe with economic decline, 
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where a great number of people lose their jobs in western countries. If you ask the students about the 

economic situation in Europe today, few know about it. Not just students, but adults as well. Because 

we have got away with it, to a certain degree. 

K: We live in a kind of bubble…? 

Teacher 22: Yes, that’s for sure, basically you need to feel it in your bones to reflect and understand it. 

That’s how it is here, too. 

K: Yes, there are probably some correlations here, I assume. In relation to this, you argue that we are 

well-off here, why then, do we need this kind of education? The role and position of Norway in this 

matter, why is this important? 

Teacher 22: Little bit like we talked about recently, what can a small country like Norway do in the 

world, should we contribute to more justice in the world, or just continue to live in our bubble as we do 

now, and ignore the injustice and differences that exist? Obviously we can discuss and share our 

opinions about this, but it is also consciousness-raising. Now the world has become globalized and we 

travel a lot and have the opportunity to get out and experience, we have TV and internet, there are a lot 

of options to develop knowledge, and I wish they do, also independently of the school duties, but then 

you need to trig their motivation – and that is probably my task- to trig their curiosity. 

K: So, human rights is a tool to trig something inside the students? 

Teacher 22: Yes, absolutely. 

The expressions in this excerpt leave little doubt about a teacher dedicated to human rights, 

where the concept is interpreted as a tool to create awareness in an affluent country like 

Norway, to develop empathy and solidarity in contrast to predominant narrow-mindedness. 

The utterances refers to the “enormous differences” in the world, indicating the prosperous 

“we” that are different from the poor “others”. This dichotomy is created to cultivate 

reflections regarding justice and injustice, raising questions about their own role as 

individuals, in addition to the role of the country to counteract injustice in a global setting. 

Thus, her/his role as a teacher of human right issues is to trigger the students’ curiosity to 

develop knowledge about the world outside, though it is unclear how and what this 

consciousness will produce or if awareness itself is the purpose. This is also vague in the two 

former excerpts, raising some key questions: Is their purpose to change students’ consumerist 

behavior, or does it basically serve as a contrast to raise awareness about the real world of 

poverty and human rights violations outside? Or do the teachers actually aim at empowering 

students to be aware of rights and duties in order to take action on behalf of others’ dignity 

and agency? I will discuss these questions in the next section. 

7.4.1 Human rights education as catharsis? 

The teachers are in general concerned about the “shopocalypse” (Sandlin & McLaren, 2010), 

and how it affects the everyday life of their students, their identity and their way of thinking. 

During the interviews most teachers underlined the challenges of consumerism as a point of 
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departure when the conversation turned to intentions and purposes of human rights education, 

without the interviewer suggesting this direction. This starting point is described as a major 

obstacle preventing the development of a critical consciousness about human rights and they 

give the impression of this aspect of Norwegian society as a threat to building solidarity and 

empathy. Consumer behavior in this context, “rather than work or productive activity has 

become the cognitive and moral focus of life, the integrative bond of society” (Usher, Bryant 

& Johnston, 1997, p.16). Here teachers consider that the school system play a crucial role in 

opposing these tendencies and create conscious citizens rather than apathetic consumers, 

addicted to the temptations of Mammon. This point of departure in the context of HRE is 

frequent both in rural and urban schools, elite or average. Their shared observations about 

consumerism in every day practice make it a distinctive point that shape and influence their 

didactical choices and approaches, and in similar ways motivates them to go beyond the mere 

requirements and competence aims of the curriculum.  

Bauman points to a consumerist revolution in terms of consuming as an operational force 

society, defining the concept as “a type of social arrangement that results from recycling 

mundane, permanent and so to speak ‘regime-neutral’ human wants, desires and longings into 

the principal force of society” (Bauman, 2007, p.28). Moreover, this force coordinates social 

integration and stratification, systemic reproduction and the formation of individuals, “as well 

as playing a major role in the processes of the individual and group-self-identification and in 

the selection and pursuit of individual life policies” (ibid.). Here the human rights discourse, 

interpreted by many teachers as our moral compass, works as a powerful counterforce to 

make the students look beyond their own axis to prevent “drowning in egoism”. This strong 

belief in schooling to citizenship is underlined by the fact that none of the teachers considers 

the school system to actually reproduce the consumerist mechanisms they describe (Denzin, 

2010; Spring 2010). Denzin (2010, p. xiii) argues that “educational institutions produce 

gendered, classed and racialized subjects – subjects whose identities forged out of exchanges 

in the consumer marketplace”.     

Within this interpretation, the schools are sites where consumer practices are taught more than 

opposed, where identities connected to fashion, celebrity culture and advertising are 

encouraged, which again may be related to economic growth and global competitiveness as a 

main purpose of neoliberal educational policy (Karlsen, 2006; Spring, 2009). From the 

teachers’ point of view however, human rights education may contribute to prevent consumer-

driven lifestyles from dominating society, as it represents the realization and protection of the 
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autonomous, righteous individual in a world of powerful, impersonal, invisible and sometimes 

destructive structures that shape our lives whether we want it or not. HRE gives substance, 

value and legitimacy to their practice, personality and emotions to their macro-based 

requirements; in other words – purpose to learning. Hence, from a purposive perspective, the 

teachers are quite concrete on the nexus between HRE, consumerism and oppression, where 

the former is necessary to oppose and be conscious of the latter, given that the students climb 

up from the shadows of consumerism. In this sense, human rights education also serves the 

role as a kind of (moral) catharsis, in a script that involves both the students and teachers as 

actors in a reciprocal process that reestablish their sense of innocence and positions as 

virtuous beings in spite of the cruel, materialistic world surrounding them. The catharsis 

though, is not completed without integrating basic values that guide our conduct as 

individuals and citizens. The next section analyzes what kind of values that are being 

constructed as fundamental, and the role of these values in the learning process.  

7.5 Human rights interpreted as values: our moral compass  
Here I will start with a passage from a teacher that illustrates the essence of this section: how 

teachers interpret human rights education as teaching about and for a platform of values – a 

horizontal dimension of human rights. Discussing the purpose of HRE, teacher 8 explains the 

significance of human rights as a set of values that may guide the students in the future: 

K: Back to students and its utility, what do you think is the essence of what they should be left with? 

Teacher 8: They need to know their rights, but also their obligations. Responsibility. I want them to feel 

responsibility towards their fellow human beings in the world, basically. And I hope there is a 

continuing interest in paying attention to and increasing their knowledge. That implies human rights, 

but I think that if they are concerned about what goes on and are able to tell right from wrong, 

understand the background of conflicts… if they are able to analyze this, you may develop something. 

And preferably, it should be founded in the values; that human rights and democracy are important. But 

I also discuss whether it is legitimate to assume that democracy is the right thing? But it takes time to 

build it. It is not given that they succeed immediately. In Syria and such, right? But I hope they carry the 

good values in the future. No right-wing extremist ideas. 

K: So it is some kind of ethical tool you are trying to build? 

Teacher 8: Yes, I hope so. Build it up to last. That the ability to reflect can persist throughout life. Then 

I think they become skilled people no matter what profession they end up in; that they keep this 

capacity. I think this is very important – reflection and a critical mindset – that you don’t always take 

things for granted. There are lots of exciting topics. 

As illustrated in this excerpt, I find a great number of teachers who interpret human rights 

education as establishing a platform of values. Here the starting point is teaching human rights 

as a tool for developing values and “good” attitudes: Human rights in this approach, is the 
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moral imperative on which our society is based and these are values that students need to 

know and understand in order to contribute to a society based on respect and tolerance. As I 

interpret it, the teachers understand human rights to be a platform of values both as a purpose 

of such education and as the content of their conduct towards the topic. Here the values 

underpinning human rights shape what is perceived as preferred attitudes of society and 

intend to work as a moral compass to guide the students into citizenship. Moreover, values are 

topics in their own right, where these are integrated and understood as human rights, rarely 

making distinctions between rights and values. In general, a great number of teachers in the 

sample speak of values as a whole, without necessarily specifying what kind of values they 

include in the platform for developing ‘good’ attitudes. In this regard, a frequently mentioned 

term is “respect” and different issues related to tolerance and multiperspectivity. This is 

especially the case when it comes to discussing cultural and religious diversity, where 

prejudices, xenophobia and racism are integrated discursive elements. Racism however, is not 

a frequently used term.  

When I challenged the teachers to specify what kind of values they promoted, it became clear 

that the concept values seemed to be sufficient in itself and taken for granted as a given 

category of connotations that nurtured their definitions of human rights and its core elements. 

They are more explicit on negative attitudes and values that are incompatible with human 

rights, and it could be that it is easier to express its contradiction in order to clarify core values 

of human rights. Some teachers also include critical thinking and reflection as an important 

aspect of HRE, but the main pattern is the emphasis of values as crucial to the formation of 

attitudes. In this context, teachers argue that lack of knowledge about other peoples and 

cultures generate bad attitudes and represent an obstacle to social cohesion, where (universal) 

human rights talk brings in fruitful elements in building an inclusive society. The passage 

below concerning teacher 27’s purposes for HRE, is one of several indicating this direction: 

K: If we think about your motivation and purpose of conducting this, why do you think it is important to 

conduct human rights education? 

Teacher 27: It is one of the most important tools to create a tolerant and better world. I have an idea that 

we don’t know each other sufficiently, and this causes a lot of situations. We have an idea that if we 

teach some student s to be more tolerant, we have done a good job. Then I have managed to change 

someone who had bad attitudes to foreign cultures and if we manage, it may be some of the most 

important things we do in this subject. It isn’t more complicated than this, that humans have tolerance 

towards each other, and teach understanding and knowledge of each other. I think this can counter 

prejudices and racism, to strengthen human rights among people. 

K: You mean that it is a tool to develop knowledge and tolerance in the society? 
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Teacher 27: Yes, I think so. Ideologically I prefer that people know each other better, and that they 

cooperate across borders. 

K: Now you mean borders within society? 

Teacher 27: Yes, I mean borders between states but also borders between people in small places or a 

municipality. There are many that are principally skeptical to people from other countries. I hear this 

attitude among youth – not violent incidents. But how to accept who they are, to create meeting points 

for understanding each other. Then I think the existing borders between people may vanish. 

K: And then such education is a way of approaching this challenge? 

Teacher 27: Yes I think so. At least, that is the purpose. I think that through knowledge they develop 

attitudes. It is the vacuum of knowledge among many students that creates these biased, dogmatic 

attitudes. 

K: (…) If they develop this knowledge, what should it contribute to? 

Teacher 27: What it contributes to? I think that knowledge develop the preferred attitudes to a society. 

This goes both ways, you don’t have any guarantee that increased knowledge creates preferred attitudes; 

it may also be the opposite. But I think that for most people it will increase the level of understanding 

and increase the level of tolerance. Thus, it takes more knowledge, and that they can employ this 

knowledge in different contexts, that is the next step – how to use this in a constructive way. 

 

This passage combines knowledge to “preferred attitudes”, where education in human rights 

contributes to a society based on tolerance as a core value, and it is the production of attitudes 

through increased knowledge that counter prejudices and racism. This type of knowledge 

points to horizontal dimensions of HRE, where the interpersonal relations and obligations 

between human beings are emphasized, not the vertical relations between the individual and 

the state. The following teacher also stresses the platform of values as essential in human 

rights education, but here tolerance is replaced by the term respect, while the same focus on 

knowledge as a premise for developing ‘good’ attitudes is present: 

K: But what kind of attitudes should they have? You talk about promoting attitudes, what kind of 

attitudes are you thinking of? 

Teacher 28: In relation to other people, you mean? It is about… not take the position of… one has 

prejudices, right? Not to have prejudices towards other human beings, to learn about people – as I used 

to say, there is something positive in all humans. And we should have respect for other people. We 

shouldn’t judge from what we read, we must learn to know the human being to be able to meet the other 

person. There are other groups of people, also in this area, but we don’t know them sufficiently. And a 

lot of the students have negative thoughts about other peoples. This includes a lot of them – a great 

number. It derives from their lack of knowledge about them. It is related to the lack of knowledge. And 

I try to say that we must meet them, talk with them and see them. (…)We have discussed crime now, 

and most people thought crime was committed by people with other ethnic origin. But then we found 

statistical material stating that most crimes related to violence are committed by Norwegians (laughs). 

K: Yeah, sometimes it is useful to apply statistics to counter myths. Accordingly, I interpret you to see 

this as a tool for attitude formation. What should they be left with, then? 
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Teacher 28: At least to understand that you should not judge before you know the person or have met 

the person. Not to judge in advance, that “he looks like that, ok then we classify him as such. I tell them: 

never do that! It is dangerous. We must meet and talk with this human being. I think that some in this 

area are good at contacting other groups of people, but that the majority resists it. But you must never 

judge a person from what you read in the news, or hear about immigrants on TV, you should meet the 

human being. It is very important for me to emphasize, but here there are predisposed attitudes and 

views among youth that sometimes make you feel… bad. 

K: (…) What do you think is the most important factor to communicate when it comes to human rights? 

Teacher 28: Well, I’ve always had a positive view of humanity, that there is something good in all of us. 

So we need to develop this, I usually say. At the same time, respect – we must respect each other. I 

respect you, but you also need to respect me. When “Ola” speaks, we respect him by keeping our 

mouths shut. So I try to communicate the positive view on humanity and to teach respect for each other. 

That there is something good in all of us. Similar to the theory of Nils Arne Eggen that I support; I try to 

develop this. 

This excerpt, although sharing some common elements with the former, includes a positive 

view of humanity that needs to be nurtured through continuing face- to- face interactions 

between different groups of people, and human rights talk gives substance to the knowledge 

necessary to create mutual respect, according to this teacher. The obligations of the state is 

almost absent in these value-based interpretations of human rights, where the focus is on how 

people treat and respect each other. In this image, the HRE approach is constructed as a moral 

compass containing a set of values shaping the attitudes of the youth. The echo of Immanuel 

Kant’s (2003) categorical imperative is present, and the tendency here is the describing of 

rights as universal values in a Kantian Natural Law tradition. This can be understood within 

the cosmopolitan principles discussed in the theory chapter where a notion of universality is 

underlined, as outlined by Beitz (1999) and Pogge (1992). In this version of cosmopolitanism 

diversity is also defined as a universal value, recognizing the equal moral values of people, 

establishing relationships of mutual respect in spite of different beliefs and value systems 

(Osler & Starkey, 2010). In the interview material, the recognition of diversity varies, where 

most teachers acknowledge cultural and religious difference as a principle, but it seems to be 

quite diverse perceptions regarding the potential limits of acceptance; where is the line at 

which tolerance and respect seem irrelevant or unacceptable? Teacher 10 regards the 

universality of human rights as fruitful guidelines to what is acceptable or not: 

 

Teacher 10: (…) One of my main intentions is to develop a positive view of human beings, respect for 

human beings, how this is anchored. Meanwhile I wish as a teacher also of the subject Religion, that 

they understand this within religions and cultures – one cannot accept everything only because it is 

religion. I try to make them conscious on this, so they don’t unreflectingly accept something that 

actually is contrary to human rights. For instance, we talk about sharia, stoning, forced marriage, 
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circumcision etc. Thus, a state needs to set limits – as individuals there are a need to set limits. (…) It 

tends to discuss religion, integration and immigration. The discussions are frequently about what a 

society should accept when things are at odds with universal human rights. What can we accept because 

of cultural differences, what is unacceptable?  

 

The passage illustrates that human rights are seen as universal principles which validity stands 

above culture and religion. Still, will this position be radically different from other ideologies, 

religions and beliefs anchored in Divine Law, as this view also claims the same monopoly on 

Truth, this time through Natural Law and Universal Reason? Universal Reason, as described 

by Kant (2003), implies that there are certain moral standards, norms and values that stand 

above the specific cultural and religious features that we often must take into consideration 

when deciding forms of action. The moral law has universal validity, applying to all equally, 

and can be discerned by unaided reason (Ramet, 2001, p. 10).  

This tendency in the material is not unambiguous in terms of frequent examples of discussing 

cultural relativism, limits of universality and multiperspectivity, but the underlying premise is 

often the universal validity of human rights principles, and the purpose of the discussions 

seem to be to justify its universal nature. Here I think the Kantian principles are relevant to 

understand teachers’ interpretations on the nature of human rights and how it influence HRE 

practice. Kant started with locating the position of logic, which cannot derive from our 

sensuous experience of objects and from this it follows that it must be regarded as non-

empirical science; a priori science. Thus, if there are moral principles in accordance with 

which men ought to act, knowledge of these principle must be a priori knowledge. Reason 

functions actively in accordance with principles which it can know and understand (Kant, 

2003, p. 54-55). Hence, Kant claimed that all rational purposive behavior must accord with 

conditions known independently from experience. If it is so, there is an assumption that we 

are in possession of a rationality that makes us able to distinguish between good and evil. 

Knowledge has two sources, in Kant’s view: the a priori and the posteriori, where the former 

is connected to rational reflection and the latter to experience. The a priori rationality leads to 

a deontological moral theory, which emphasizes the moral motives of an agent’s action. The 

principles that guide our actions must be universalizable. Thus, if there are universal 

principles, our actions must also be guided by our moral obligations. In this view, there is no 

right without duty, and actions are morally good if they are done for the sake of duty. The true 

nature of duty can only be shown by a priori ethics, because posteriori ethics may be 

combined with self-interest, which is connected to experience, a virtue that cannot show us 
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true universal principles. Consequently, an action done from duty has its moral worth, not 

from the results it gets, or seeks to get, but from the universal principle of doing one’s duty 

whatever that may be (ibid., p. 63-65). 

The argument sketched above is the foundation of Kant’s categorical imperative: "act only on 

that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal 

law"(ibid., p.67). The rather optimistic view on human nature is the basic of this argument. 

The capacities implanted in man by nature are not all for evil; they are “(…) destined to 

unfold themselves completely in the course of time, and in accordance with the end to which 

they are adapted” (ibid., p.47). These premises for the universal approach to HRE are not 

explicit in the empirical material, but the examples above point in this direction, where the 

categorical imperative is manifested through the values and principles of human rights and 

serve as a guideline that students should integrate in their moral upbringing. Hence, the echo 

of Kant is evident, but not necessarily exposed as a way of justifying human rights on 

philosophical grounds. Rather, the universal values are often self-explanatory, as I will 

discuss below. The values connected to the discourse are combined with the strong belief in 

attitudes as the fundamental source of a harmonic democratic society. The justifications above 

indicate that the concept is understood as, following Dembour’s (2010) classification, a given 

category, although there are exceptions that tends towards the deliberative school, defining 

human rights as agreed upon. 

7.5.1 Establishing human rights as a self-explanatory category  

The interpretations of the teachers of the nature of human rights as a moral compass can be 

understood and re-interpreted in different directions. This value-based approach seems to 

have a hegemonic position in the HRE discourse, where competing or alternative 

representations are visible, but exceptional. Taking into consideration that this dissertation 

aim to explore, describe and interpret the different roles of human rights education in 

Norwegian upper secondary schools, I will start with discussing how such an approach may 

contribute to HRE practice, and consequently discuss how alternative discourses visible in the 

empirical material may contribute to strengthen HRE in upper secondary schools.  

The teachers taking the position of value-based human rights education focus on the students’ 

ability to respect and tolerate differences, to cultivate an open, inclusive attitude towards other 

people, which again aims at social cohesion and reducing the level of conflict in society. 

Several teachers state that this is a main purpose of HRE, where I interpret this as developing 
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the moral compass which will guide students to democratic citizenship. Here the values also 

seem to define what human rights are, but without justifying why these values are valid or 

how they apply. In some ways, this way of interpreting the purpose of human rights education 

tends to be self-explanatory, where the values do not need any further justification or 

explanation – it seems to go without saying what kind of values are at stake and why they are 

applicable.122 As Ignatieff (2000, p.320) argues, human rights have become “the lingua franca 

of global moral thought” a kind of idolatry that seems to be as tautological as its religious 

counterparts. If so, we may speak of a secular sacralization that obstructs the potential of 

philosophical justifications of a value-laden concept. On the other hand, some of the teachers 

find it necessary and motivating to question the moral justifications of human rights and often 

include discussions of the universality of the concept, where cultural-relativistic critiques are 

involved to expose a notion of multiperspectivity concerning the nature of human rights, here 

exemplified by teacher 17:  

K: (…) What are your purposes and intentions concerning education in human rights, what does it mean 

to you? 

Teacher 17: Primarily that they should exercise tolerance, to be open towards new things, that they shall 

be open towards other cultures, have a culture relativistic attitude to other cultures. That is perhaps the 

point of human rights. Also, as mentioned, the relation between the constitutional state and how we can 

influence the democracy and how the UN works to promote human rights. 

Teacher 17 further explains the essence of HRE, whether it is defined along the lines of 

knowledge, values, specific topics or other dimensions: 

Teacher 17: Both. It is about knowledge, but I think it first and foremost concerns values and attitudes. I 

think it is important that the students know what it is and that the student know the basic idea of it, its 

purpose, be able to give examples of human rights, but also to be aware of criticism of human rights not 

being universally valid, that they are more influenced by western philosophy. So that is what I aim to 

promote when transferring it to the students.  

This teacher explicitly underlines key ingredients of human rights education, in addition to 

critical, alternative views on the universality of human rights. In line with a major part of the 

sample, the main focus is also here on human rights in terms of its values. Consequently, the 

concept is used and integrated as a relevant and fruitful tool to counter racism, prejudices and 

                                                           
122 These approaches emphasizing values and attitudes more than skills to take action for human rights is similar 

to the Council of Europe’s definition of HRE and human rights culture which is quite horizontal, paying most 

attention to attitudes between people and only to a lesser degree include the vertical obligations of states to 

protect human rights (Council of Europe, 2012). 
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nationalistic or ethnocentric mindsets, where the philosophy of human rights give substantial 

justifications to the opposite. As described in the section concerning the necessity of human 

rights, much of the justification lies in its negations, and the teachers places the HR concept in 

a chain of arguments that aims to undermine the prejudices existing in society, in favor of the 

discursive power of the human rights values. Again, it is the horizontal relations – how 

individuals and people can live together – that dominate the discourse, where attitude 

formation is the aim of this kind of education. Still, is this pointing towards a harmony-based 

teaching of human rights where the values of tolerance, respect, justice, freedom, equality and 

solidarity are at the core of the debate? It obviously points to the significance of a set of 

common values that the teachers find crucial for the students to not only reflect on, but to 

integrate as a way of thinking and acting in a democratic society. These values are both self-

explanatory and tautological and are not necessarily subject to critical reflection. In several 

conversations these values were highlighted as the basis of human rights, but also as the basis 

of the Norwegian democratic society – indicating that these are projected as two sides of the 

same coin. As discussed in the chapter on Norwegian identity construction, there are 

tendencies in this direction when it comes to the role of human rights as a component of 

Norwegian identity, and the role of HRE as a strategy and tool to manifest and reproduce this 

identity. Here I will argue that there are congruent patterns between the teacher level and at 

the policy level, where the educational system is a decisive arena in which to perpetuate 

common values as part of the identity. Teacher 30 however, represents some of the exceptions 

in the interview material, emphasizing a more critical approach to my questions on the 

purposes of HRE: 

Teacher 30: (…) I hope they become more critical to how the international system operates in relation 

to nation-states through learning thoroughly where human rights derives from, that it is something that 

breaks through based on the society’s own preferences. I think that so far as I can see, we have never 

succeeded of creating democracy through intervention , and why is it so?(…) 

K: To make aware of – thus to create a kind of critical consciousness, is that what you aim at? 

Teacher 30: Yes, that is my aim. 

K: How should they use this consciousness, then? 

Teacher 30: Good question. Norway profiles itself as a peace nation willing to participate in the 

international society’s actions concerning peace enforcement and peacekeeping, and we prefer 

appearing as a significant contributor here. I think it is important that they have a constructive a critical 

view on this, whether it is an effective use of human resources, time and money. 

Here the focus is on critical consciousness and political perspectives such as the role of 

human rights in international relations, the limits of humanitarian interventions and Norway’s 
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international role in the promotion of rights. This perspective though, is rare in the interview 

material, where the value-based learning is more dominant. The strong emphasis on a 

common foundation of values is also present in the objectives of the Social Studies 

curriculum, Core Curriculum and the Purpose Clause of the Education Act, while human 

rights as a legal category is almost absent in the curriculum in Social Studies. The national 

Plan of Action for Human Rights, also mirrors this tendency: 

Much of the value-oriented, attitude-building efforts that are carried out at day- care 

institutions, schools and in other teaching is not directly related to human rights, 

although indirectly they maybe said to reinforce respect for human rights and draw 

attention to the values on which human rights are based. Nevertheless, it is important 

that, in addition to explaining what human rights are, instruction in human rights in 

schools and other types of training can also inspire pupils to focus on the values on 

which human rights are based. (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 1999, p.244).  

The message of this passage is recognizable and present in the interview material concerning 

the teacher level, where human rights seems to represent a set of common values on which 

society is based and pursued in the education system. The role of human rights and 

democratic principles as basic, common values of Norwegian society was reaffirmed through 

the work on Norwegian integration and inclusion policy by the Inclusion Committee, where it 

states in the Official Norwegian Report:  

The Committee finds that there is a need to have a clear set of common values for 

society. This consensual set of values should consist of common values grounded in 

universal human rights, acceptance of existing law and support of democracy as a 

basis of government and conflict resolution. All people living in Norway, immigrants 

and the general population alike, should support this set of values (Norwegian 

Ministry of Children, Equality and Social Inclusion, 2011) (English Summary)). 

This was confirmed in the White Paper no. 6:2012 (“A comprehensive integration policy – 

diversity and community”), which was based on this report, illustrating that the focus on 

common values and framework is essential for “peaceful coexistence”, where”trust and a 

sense of belonging are requirements for a safe and inclusive community for all who live in 

Norway” (Norwegian Ministry of Children, Equality and Social Inclusion, 2012., p. 14). The 
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need for common values123, and how human rights education can be understood in light of 

this, seems to be highly relevant in the teachers’ perspective, and represents as such a transfer 

of national identity construction to the teacher level. When I first started interviewing the 

teachers, I was expecting to discuss and learn how they communicated the history and 

philosophy of HR, its political dimensions, how they used human rights mechanisms and 

standards, what kind of conventions or parts of for instance international humanitarian law 

that dominated the HRE discourse in the classrooms. In this context I found that, although 

there are exceptions, it is primarily the value-based dimensions of human rights that dominate 

the practice, through discourses about tolerance, respect and to a certain degree, justice and 

equality. These discourses are obviously a crucial part of human rights education, as they 

represent the values on which rights are based upon and thus represent moral justifications of 

human rights and how injustice and discrimination are incompatible with the concept. It also 

nurtures theories related to the role of education in developing civic culture (Almond & 

Verba, 1989) where the political culture must be congruent with the political structure, where 

the political culture in this context includes democratic values, norms, beliefs and 

competencies that work as premises for the functioning of the system, and these democratic 

dispositions needs to be learned (Børhaug, 2007; Solhaug, 2003; Strømsnes, 2009).  

This kind of political education may also be understood as political upbringing if these values, 

norms and beliefs are not linked to a critical dimension and are questioned on the same 

premises as alternative norm systems, regimes and cultures. Stirner’s phrase “wheels in the 

head” illustrates this, fearing that fixed ideas control population also in the context of 

education: 

Man, your head is haunted; you have wheels in your head! You imagine great things, 

and depict to yourself a whole world of gods that has an existence for you, a spirit-

realm to which you suppose yourself to be called, an ideal that beckons to you. You 

have a fixed idea! Do not think that I am jesting or speaking figuratively when I regard 

those persons who cling to the Higher, and (because the vast majority belongs under 

this head) almost the whole world of men, as veritable fools, fools in a madhouse. 

What is it, then, that is called a "fixed idea"? An idea that has subjected the man to 

                                                           
123 Døving (2009) also points to the functionalist theory of Durkheim, where common values are the key to 

solidarity and an integrated society. According to Døving, this seems to be dominant view in integration policy 

in Norway, where the necessity of common values is evident in integration policy as well as in educational 

policy.  
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itself. When you recognize, with regard to such a fixed idea, that it is a folly, you shut 

its slave up in an asylum. And is the truth of the faith, say, which we are not to doubt; 

the majesty of (e. g.) the people, which we are not to strike at (he who does is guilty of 

-- lese-majesty); virtue, against which the censor is not to let a word pass, that morality 

may be kept pure; – are these not "fixed ideas"? (Stirner, 1995, p. 54-55). 

As discussed, Spring also (2008) stresses this challenge of education as a means to control a 

population rather than to empower people to be active citizens. Nevertheless, the implicit and 

explicit expressions concerning human rights as universal values and as common Norwegian 

values can also be problematic. If these values are regarded as valid and universal, there are 

reasons for interpreting this as within a Natural Law tradition, similar to Dembour (2010) 

where human rights are taught as a given category. In light of this, the notion of human rights 

taught as universal values may reproduce the Othering it aims to combat through education. If 

human rights replace religion as a universalistic, secular ideology of self-explanatory fixed 

ideas, how does this develop critical consciousness and active citizenship? Those who 

represent the alternative ideas and value systems, how will they be presented in this narrative? 

Will they risk being dehumanized as an excluded group outside the “congregation” of 

believers? Such claims of self-evident values with universal validity may itself represent 

authoritarian education, where dissidents or critics are defined as out-groups threatening the 

harmonic Norwegian society rooted in human rights values.124 Moreover, if this leads to 

assimilation without real inclusion, it will run counter to the cosmopolitan view on diversity, 

replaced by monoculturalism and ethnocentrism, thus confirming the moral superiority of 

Norwegian values as universal. Chinga-Ramirez’ Ph.D.-study (2015) also points to some of 

these challenges in the Norwegian school, where minority students in her study experience to 

be positioned outside the ‘normality’ discourse and the equality principle of the educational 

system, which is often understood as sameness linked to Norwegian heritage and origin. 

Although not directly linked to human rights, this recent qualitative study locates and 

describes how the school structure, organization and social discourses produce social 

inequality within the Norwegian school system. Here the postcolonial heritage frames an 

invisible sense of normality, unconsciously creating cultural hierarchies and favoring the 

(white, ethnic, Norwegian middleclass) ideal student. In this process, minority students get the 

sense of being Othered as a different and homogenous group outside the imagined community 

                                                           
124 Alasdair MacIntyre’s (1985) claim that ‘there are no such rights, and belief in them is one with belief in 

witches and in unicorns’ is an example of critical voices when it comes to the justification of human rights. 
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of ‘Norwegianness’ through their skin colour, ethnicity and religious affiliation. This 

establishes social hierarchies where the students of (non-Western) minority backgrounds 

becomes the Subaltern (ibid.). The example indicates a lack of recognizing diversity that also 

devaluate alternative sets of norms and value systems, placing the Western, and thus, the 

Norwegian culture as superior. This aspect also implies elements of moral universalism that 

points to human rights as cultural imperialism or as a western construct to continue global 

domination (Donnelly, 2007; Freeman, 2002; Ignatieff, 2001).  

The moral universalism inherent in the existing HRE practice is also challenged in my 

theoretical framework through Okafor and Agbakwa’s heaven- and -hell dichotomy, stating 

that the human rights corpus is too often conceived of as perfect and watertight. “It is viewed 

as heavenly largely because it presents a particular picture of the good life that ought not be 

challenged at all, and is in any case, incontrovertible. Gospel like, it is a final set of truths” 

(Okafor & Agbakwa, 2001, p.566). These values, instruments and treaties are opposed to the 

texts based on alternative definitions of human dignity that we find in other traditions and 

cultures. These are viewed as hellish, including the texts of Islam, Hinduism and African 

traditional religions (ibid., p. 567). This dichotomization of ‘our common values’ as heavenly 

and the other value systems as hellish represent an exclusive way of interpreting human rights 

values, where those representing the hellish texts also represents the opposite of “us” and thus 

are at risk of being excluded from the human family whose connecting ties are indisputable 

truths.  

Taking the theoretical framework into the discussion, I identify certain elements of the 

cosmopolitan dimension and the historical-philosophical dimension as present in the teachers’ 

focus on values. Human rights understood as moral obligations beyond and within borders, as 

the cosmopolitan approaches of Beitz, Pogge and Osler & Starkey underline that the inclusion 

of the Other is crucial, and this seems to be important for teachers in terms of the role of HRE 

as a tool to counter prejudices. However, the tendency is at the same time towards 

universalism in terms of the nature of the HR values, questioning whether there also are 

counterproductive elements within this interpretation. The historical-philosophical dimension, 

where the evolution of values, ideas and principles are represented, seems to be partially 

represented in the interview material, but here there are fewer references to philosophical 

justifications or critical viewpoints on these self-explanatory values which for the teachers 

constitute as essential to human rights. I will further discuss why the distinction between 
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values and rights is important in HRE practice and how legal moral and political dimensions 

addresses key components of the HRE model developed in the theory chapter.  

7.5.2 Alternative discourses: learning human rights as an enforcing concept 

In the discussions concerning both the content and purpose of HRE, it is unclear whether the 

teachers distinguish the term values from the term rights, or intentionally use the terms as if it 

was the same concept. The values mentioned above are considered essential to human dignity. 

Human rights are a way of protecting and realizing human dignity, but there are still 

distinctions between the terms. Human rights are rooted in values that are vital to the 

realization of human dignity, but are at the same time something different, as rights can be 

claimed in national and international courts of justice, values cannot. The legal dimension of 

rights, in addition to its values, political and philosophical groundwork, makes the concept 

more than rhetoric and norms without obligation, as these also are legal tools that regulate the 

relation between individual and the state, protecting the individual from state violation 

(Andenæs & Bjørge, 2012; Høstmælingen, 2005) and limiting the power of influential 

institutions, organizations and corporations (Jones, 1999; Pogge, 1992; Spring, 2009). These 

represent vertical obligations that need to be integrated, as underlined in the theory chapter. 

This aspect of human rights is not to advocate a legalist position on human rights, but to point 

to its relevance in the HRE discourse. There are few of the teachers that include legal 

dimensions of human rights in their approaches, which seem to represent a downgraded 

component in spite of its significance to learning for human rights. Teacher 30 represents one 

of the exceptions to the pattern of value-based learning:  

Teacher 30: I use to give them links to conventions and declarations, so they can actively use 

paragraphs of those conventions and declarations to learn how to use them and show how empirical 

material and the human rights subject encounter. 

K: It seems to be a broad specter of sources you give access to? Web resources and textbooks are only 

starting points as I interpret your statements? 

Teacher 30: It sure is. I think they might as well go straight to the conventions and study these. Go to 

the Refugee Convention and find out about article 1, what is the definition of a refugee and study cases 

from this point of departure. That is quite as instructive as reading about it in the textbook. I rather use 

the primary sources – the book also refers to these – why not go straight to these? 

 

Thus, a few of the interviewed teachers point to practice that include legal dimensions, and 

this teacher was maybe the most concrete case in the sample of this particular dimension. The 

potential of empowering people through the awareness of relations between the state and 
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individuals is also concerned with power structures and the ability to question, criticize and 

influence institutions that affects the daily life of citizens and non-citizens. The values 

underpinning human rights are a necessary starting point to justify and to deliberate about 

how rights contribute to the realization of human dignity and agency. Values are also decisive 

for developing attitudes that may foster a human rights culture and democratic citizenship, 

and build a moral compass that can help take a stand on dilemmas within and beyond borders.  

Still, it is not given that preferred attitudes lead to action to protect human rights. Some 

teachers rightly argue that action also involves developing respect and tolerance to counter 

xenophobia and prejudices. Here the ability to resist negative authorities and discriminating 

acts in their own environment and develop standpoints based on multiperspectivity and 

unprejudiced dialogues seem to be an integrated part of teachers’ purposes. The ability to 

resist understood as non-interference however, can also be interpreted as a passive approach 

where positive action to defend the rights of others is downgraded. As Spring (2008) argues in 

the theory chapter, to claim rights imposes a duty on individuals, society and government to 

ensure that people have the ability to actually exercise their rights, which requires some kind 

of human activity to protect, not just passive non-interference in other’s liberties. In the 

interview material, the purposes of teachers’ HRE practice as a moral compass and their 

interpretation of human rights as a platform of values run along the lines of non-interference 

in other’s liberties and thus only partially represent learning for HR. If HRE is regarded a 

bulwark against xenophobia, intolerance and prejudices, then both the passive non-

interference and the action skills to protect and uphold HR are required, depending on the 

actual situation. Here this includes that a person for instance develop tolerant attitudes, 

involving that the person takes a stand in accordance with the non-discrimination principle or 

does not violate the dignity of others, i.e. does not intervene in the other’s liberties. In 

addition, it may involve a person’s ability to actually intervene if others’ dignity is threatened, 

by preventing the violation herself or by making relevant authorities aware of the violation to 

make them accountable; ensuring that appropriate action is taken.  

In a school context the human rights framework represents explicit obligations to address 

discrimination in the students’ own environment and can be a powerful and effective tool in 

the prevention of racism and bullying prevention programs.125 Greene (2006, p.60) finds that 

                                                           
125 Chapter 9a of the Norwegian Education Act addressing “the pupils’ school environment” also clarify these 

obligations and a mandate to intervene in cases of bullying, racism and other forms of discrimination (Education 

Act, 1998, chap.9a, 1-9).  
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infusion of the HR framework “increases the effectiveness and sustainability of school-based 

bullying prevention programs”. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) is a 

concrete point of departure where article 29(1) addresses the obligations of the educational 

authorities (school owners and leaders and principals) in addition to teachers, students and 

parents to prevent discrimination. Here the principle of Drittwirkung – the third party effect of 

basic rights – has resulted in states being held responsible for failing to provide individuals 

with legal protection against rights violations by other individuals. This is integrated in the 

European Convention on Human Rights as well, where article 1 states that “the High 

Contracting Parties shall secure to everyone within their jurisdiction the rights and freedoms 

defined in Section I of this Convention” (Andenæs & Bjørge 2012:129). Moreover, this is 

also emphasized in the General Comment to the CRC article 29(1) on the aims of education: 

“A school which allows bullying or other violent and exclusionary practices is not one which 

meets the requirements of article 29(1) of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child” 

(United Nations, 2001, p. 6). Within this statement there is a strong incentive, in addition to 

furthering public awareness campaigns urging people to respect each other, to make school 

owners accountable through explicit references to the human rights framework. An effective 

inclusion of children’s rights involves the students, teachers, school leaders and management 

and requires a fundamental change in the school culture, as suggested in research by Carter 

and Osler (2000) and Osler & Starkey (1996, 1998). The RRR initiative described in chapter 3 

mirrors a direct link between the CRC and positive impacts on the society, indicating that the 

implementation of children’s human rights education may contribute to counter bullying as 

well as social disadvantage and improve educational outcomes (Covell, 2013; Covell and 

Howe, 2008; Covell, Howe & Pragelato, 2011).  

Hence, to prevent bullying and racism in a local community or at a local school involves both 

horizontal and vertical obligations, where the attitudes to develop an inclusive, tolerant 

democratic culture and the action skills to prevent bullying and racism are needed. These 

action skills include a key postulate of my theoretical approach – we need to know our rights 

in order to enjoy and protect them. Furthermore, it also includes the experience and skills to 

uncover asymmetric power structures and the use of relevant democratic channels of 

influence through and beyond elections, such as the different kinds of public and social 

media, human rights organizations and protest movements.126 The latter ones are increasingly 

                                                           
126 The Occupy Movement is one example, addressing negative aspects of globalization both on local, national 

and global level. Suggesting the close connection between global injustice and global capitalism, or market 

globalism (Steger & James, 2013) the Occupy Movement advocates justice globalism based on equity, rights, 
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important, as influence on public policy through traditional democratic elections is being 

reduced in proportion with the transfer of power from democratically elected national bodies 

to supranational legalization (The Program on Power and Democracy, Official Norwegian 

Report, 2003), through international organizations such as WTO, NATO and EU/EEA and the 

dominance of global corporations (Barley, 2007; Culpepper, 2010; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). 

Roach (2007) underlines the growth of corporate power beyond the economic sphere:  

 

(…) the impact of global corporations extends well beyond the economic 

realm. The production decisions of large firms have significant environmental 

implications at the national and global level. Corporations exert political influence to 

obtain subsidies, reduce their tax burdens, and shape public policy. Corporate policies 

on working conditions, benefits, and wages affect the quality of life of millions of 

people (Roach, 2007, p.1). 

 

In this system, human rights through international law has the potential to influence policy 

and reduce corporate power beyond borders where the national-democratic ability to influence 

decision-making concerning corporations ends at the national border. In light of these topics, 

education in human rights involves the moral, as well as the political and legal dimensions of 

the concept (HRE), and suggests a more holistic educational approach that goes further than 

only the values underpinning rights. The civil courage to stand up against negative authorities 

(Broz, 2005) is thus understood as personal involvement and as making governments and 

influential institutions accountable, which indicates a move forward from a more passive 

acceptance or compliance with a set of common values to an active, empowering approach.  

7.6 HRE as a tool for developing democratic citizens 
This section focuses on the teachers’ purposes of HRE understood in terms of democratic 

skills and dispositions. Here an essential role of learning human rights is to develop 

democratic citizens, primarily understood through democratic processes in schools, open 

classrooms, voter education and citizens’ rights. As The International Civic and Citizenship 

Survey (ICCS) showed, Norwegian (lower secondary) students score well on democratic 

values and understanding (Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad & Lauglo, 2011). Here, as for instance in 

                                                           
sustainability and diversity. The protest movement “articulates a very different set of claims suggesting that the 

process of globalization is powered corporate interests; that the process can take different pathways; that the 

democracy carried by global processes tends to be thin and procedural; and that “globalization- from -above” or 

“ corporate globalism” is associated with increasing equities within and between nation-states, greater 

environmental destruction and a marginalization of the poor” (Steger & James, 2013, p. 27-28).  
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neighboring country Denmark, the results were trumpeted as proof of the quality of education 

for democratic citizenship in the school systems, where a high percentage shows a solid 

support of democracy, as well as its fundamental values. Thus, democratic understanding is 

described as one of the strengths of the Norwegian schools127, and somewhat consistent with a 

main purpose of the education, as defined in the Purpose Clause of the Education Act and the 

Norwegian Quality Framework, where the school shall “stimulate pupils and 

apprentices/trainees in their personal development, in the development of identity and ethical, 

social and cultural competence, and in the ability to understand democracy and democratic 

participation”128.  

The term democratic participation though, is an active dimension of democracy where 

understanding the democratic values is a precondition of democratic practice more than just a 

proof of democratic citizenship itself. Another precondition of democratic practice vital to this 

discussion is to know about the democratic institutions and other arenas for political 

participation, and not least knowhow concerning mechanisms, power relations and access to 

these channels of influence and the skills to be active through these (learning through and for 

democracy). The ICCS-survey tells us less about these active, participatory skills of the 

students, despite promising results concerning democratic dispositions interpreted as values 

and understanding. Does this also indicate active democratic participation beyond democratic 

practice in the classrooms? Using the results from the ICCS-survey, Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad and 

Lauglo find that it is not a primary aim of Norwegian teachers to develop active political 

participation when implementing education for democratic citizenship. This background is 

useful when it comes to the teachers’ purposes, where the nexus between human rights and 

democracy is quite concrete.  

7.6.1 Constituting human rights as democratic rights 

In my study, a great number of teachers in the material define democracy and human rights as 

almost similar concepts mutually reinforcing each other. Some argue that human rights are 

essential to building a democracy, where the purpose of learning about human rights is to 

create democratic citizens. The following section will illustrate this position through a 

                                                           
127 As emphasized by Minister of Education Kristin Halvorsen (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 

2010a) in the press release on the ICCS survey in 2010. 
128 This principle is located in the Learning Poster integrated in The Quality Framework (Norwegian Directorate 

for Education and Training, 2011). 
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conversation with teacher 24 talking about both human rights, what it means to her/him as a 

teacher and the purpose of teaching human rights: 

K: What is the significance or role of human rights for you as a teacher? 

Teacher 24: I do think it is important. Oh yes! Especially in terms of democracy is this important. So 

this is not just a cliché, you get things more concretized, what democracy means. And as a rule they 

accept it as well. It is worse to align and learn them that half of the world’s population does not 

understand what democracy is, and that human rights is a secondary issue (…). 

K: (…) You mentioned that human rights are important in relation to democracy – what do you mean 

by that? That there is a connection between these? 

Teacher 24: Yes, it is so between the first human rights that evolved. These concern fundamental issues 

– democracy – and they should learn about that. 

K: As a fundament for democracy? 

Teacher 24: Yes, this is about politics, right? And ‘I am not interested in politics’. This affects them 

after working with this, in my opinion (…). 

K: (…) So in your opinion this is an international legal system? 

Teacher 24: Yes, it is integrated in this field, you know. Pretty much, actually. And thus they need to 

know what political and civil rights are – and the concepts must be present in advance and then it gets 

easier to speak about this thing, in my experience. 

K: If so, what should the students be left with after working with this? 

Teacher 24: They should have a democratic disposition. 

K: Which means..? 

Teacher 24: That they have faith in the fundamental… human rights; right to vote, majority rule and… I 

think that is important in social studies. That they become democratic. I believe in this myself, I defend 

this and that is basically in line with the aims as well. 

K: (…) According to how they should use this, you say that they should be democratic, how are they 

going to use that? 

Teacher 24: That is to be a righteous human being. Or that they realize that this is the most attractive 

form of government, the best alternative. I do not argue about that. I insist, and as a rule they accept 

this. 

These quotations from the interview with a teacher in Social Studies points to three common 

opinions in the empirical material: the first one constitutes the view of human rights as a 
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somewhat synonymous concept with democracy. The other focal point made in this section is 

that the most important human rights are the political rights and civil rights. The third point 

being emphasized here is linked to this teacher’s main purpose of teaching HRE: to develop a 

democratic disposition. There are several examples of these positions in the interviews, but 

teacher 24 makes the connections explicitly and is one of those who highlight this 

conceptualization on different occasions during the conversation. The following excerpt with 

teacher 16 underlines similar elements in terms of the normative roles of HRE: 

K: (…) Which functions do you think human rights education should have? I interpret your descriptions 

as you want them to think that there exists something outside themselves, a kind of solidarity element? 

Teacher 16: Yes, that they get engaged in injustice in the world, and that our democracy is built on 

human rights, that democratic rights and human rights are pretty much the same thing. It isn’t just a 

declaration intended just as an ideal, but to us... yeah, that we have developed a democracy based on 

such rights. And that not everybody possesses these. They know this very well, but a little bit about why 

this is so, what can be done, or efforts, – to try to tone down fatalism and the contempt for politicians, in 

any case among those who express strong opinions. 

These constitutive elements in the material are recognizable as educational policy and its 

intentions as analyzed in chapter 5 of this project, where the importance of developing 

democratic citizenship is an obvious one, but not what kind of democratic citizenship that 

should be developed. This is also, as we have seen, in accordance with the international 

guidelines as presented by the Council of Europe, where Education for Democratic 

Citizenship (EDC) and HRE are presented as mutually reinforcing and interdependent 

concepts. The consensus on these intentions is also recognizable in the theoretical framework 

presented by Almond & Verba, where the civic culture and its value system is crucial to 

develop a liberal democratic system, but also in Dahl’s (1989) position on personal autonomy 

and intrinsic equality as main justifications for participating in democratic elections and 

political decision-making. These interpretations of human rights education are also relevant in 

terms of the traditional “western” emphasis on political and civil rights as contrasted with the 

“Eastern” focus on economic, social and cultural rights,129 where the former are also 

described as negative rights, and the latter as positive rights – rights against the government 

vs. rights from the government (Donnelly, 2003, p. 27-33; Landman, 2006, p. 9-12). Political 

                                                           
129 As noted by the OHCHR, referring to the Cold war period: “The market economies of the West tended to put 

greater emphasis on civil and political rights, while the centrally planned economies of the Eastern bloc 

highlighted the importance of economic, social and cultural rights” (Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner of Human Rights (n.d.4).  
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and civil rights are also defined as the “first generation” of rights deriving from the 

Enlightenment ideas of the French and American revolutions during the 18.century, where 

second generation includes the economic, social and cultural rights, while the third generation 

(and described as the most progressive) includes solidarity rights focusing on development, 

environment and distributive justice. With regard to these arguments, the teachers’ 

interpretations of HRE are compatible with curricula, policy and significant contributions to 

the theoretical framework of developing a kind of democratic citizenship, while inadequate in 

terms of comprehensive human rights education, explicitly addressing all categories of rights.  

7.6.2 Learning through human rights? Learning processes and methods 

An important aspect of HRE to develop a genuine human rights culture, is how the learning 

strategies and methods are carried out. As discussed in the theory chapter, this is linked to the 

democratic-participatory dimension of the HRE component model. Here education has to be 

carried out in line with human rights principles, in a critical, non-authoritarian, non-

discriminatory, democratic way with a high degree of autonomy and horizontal ties among the 

learners, who should be included in all parts of the learning process as well as participate in 

constructing and exploring the issues being raised. If education in human rights is practiced 

without this dimension it is contradicting its very purposes, where preaching human rights and 

democracy represent an authoritarian paradox. This challenge comes close to the «banking 

concept of education», as Freire (1970, p. 72-73) describes traditional teaching were the 

hierarchical positions between teacher and students may block critical thinking and learning 

as a genuine democratic process itself. In terms of these dimensions, how do the teachers 

describe their methods and why? In the interview material, there seems to be consensus on the 

use of open and inclusive strategies in the classrooms, where discussions and dialogue are at 

the core, and the students’ ability to express themselves in the learning process are regarded 

as vital. This is also corresponding to the findings in the ICCS study where students in lower 

secondary school describe an open and democratic classroom climate encouraging free speech 

and participation in the school environment, and where the “the ability to stand up for your 

opinions” is the most important aim among the teachers (Mikkelsen, Fjeldstad & Lauglo, 

2011).  

Additionally, a great number underline the importance of variation when discussing what 

kind of methods and strategies they prefer. Here the variation implies a mixture of strategies 

depending on context and topic as well as adaption to learning styles preferred by the 

individual students. The most expressed strategy in the Social Studies (but also in the other 
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subjects involved in the study) is classroom discussion and dialogues between teacher and 

students, while minor group work with presentations and individual work with tasks from 

textbooks are frequently applied practices, too. Some teachers also challenge the students 

through role-plays and smaller projects when studying specific topics related to human rights, 

where they, for instance, choose specific conflicts and their causes and consequences, where 

an integrated element is to find and discuss relevant sources to shed light on the topic in a 

critical way. Social Studies is a subject taught three hours a week, and this consequently limits 

the ability to develop larger projects, according to the teachers. In addition, Social Studies is 

described as an oral subject, where the competence aims and objectives are suited for 

discussion and dialogue. These elements are mirrored in the following passages, where 

teachers discuss why student-centered activities, classroom discussions and variation are 

essential in the subject:  

K: Exciting, indeed! As you hear, I am extremely curious, and there’s a lot to learn here. Are there 

specific reasons why you choose these types of methods? 

Teacher 10: There are a lot of discussions and debates. I find this important, it makes them relax in a 

way to make them able to express their opinions, and thus make up their own minds instead of 

reproducing. No matter what they deliver and write it is often reproduction of facts than an oral debate 

and discussion – here they can deliberate in a relaxed way, for those who love to talk, of course… and I 

do, I love to talk! Thus, these methods are more congenial to me as a type. That is probably why I 

appreciate subjects related to politics too; I like the dialogue with the students. 

K: These are diverse reasons – you have the personal incentive and that you want the students to 

deliberate and create critical reflections? 

Teacher 10: Yes of course. And the feedback from the students also indicates it, that discussion and 

debate are important matters to them. I see this with weaker groups that hardly pass the Social Studies: 

when there are discussions that provoke a little. Yesterday we had a discussion on the trial going on, 

and suddenly everyone was involved, they looked up from their caps and joined the debate. There are 

few topics that unite them, but this is a topic they are connected to and have meanings about. 

Teacher 10 points to both a motivating element and a democratic element to explain why 

dialogue and discussions make up an essential strategy. The teacher emphasizes the strategy 

as a way of involving the students in the construction of knowledge instead of encouraging 

the reproduction of facts and represents thus a constructivist view of learning (Koritzinsky, 

2012) in addition to elements of the (Bakhtinian) dialogical approaches where social 

interaction produces meaning (Dysthe, 2006). The following teachers integrate discussions as 

a vital part of the practice, but underline the importance of variation to motivate the students: 
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K: (…) Why do you choose these approaches? Are there specific reasons for these decisions? 

Teacher 17: For me as a teacher it is important to not just talk and students sitting passively and 

receiving knowledge. And I have to admit that it sometimes is difficult, to stand there and lecture and 

they don’t participate. So I try to involve the students, make them work and study different topics to 

motivate and engage them. And the more we vary the teaching, the more engaged are the students. 

K: Variation is the argument here, in order to motivate? 

Teacher 17: Mmm.Yeah. But also that all students learn in different ways, some learns best by sitting 

and receiving information, others work optimally and read on their own while others works best in 

groups. Some likes to cooperate. 

The motivating factor is also the focus of teacher 18’s comments on the variation of strategies: 

Teacher 18: Yes. But it is a part of the strategy to attract the best students, and thus we need some 

carrots. There’s an endless amount of methods. Both in English and in Social Studies. 

K: What do you think works best when it comes to the topics we discuss here? 

Teacher 18: The thing that works is variation. That you have several approaches, not using just one 

strategy. 

K: It isn’t necessarily one method that works, but a variation of different strategies? 

Teacher 18: Yes, it varies what students prefer. Some likes role plays, others hate it. Most like movies, 

some likes that we write on the board while taking notes – a more passive role– others like groups work, 

while others don’t. 

K: A mixture? 

Teacher 18: Yes, but most of them say that we have to vary, all agree on that. Variation and movies, but 

beyond this it varies a lot. 

Here the teachers explain variation as a way of including the student’s preferences, and to 

motivate and engage the students to participation. The arguments in these passages can be 

interpreted as a way of democratizing the classroom by listening to what the students prefer as 

motivating processes of learning and actually integrate these in practice. This contributes to 

participation by the students in the decision-making concerning learning strategies, and thus is 

a dimension of learning through human rights that seems to be important among the 

interviewed teachers. On the other hand, few of the teachers explicitly express the learning of 

democratic practice and democratic processes as the main reason for the variation. It is 

primarily the motivation factor that guides their choices – motivation meaning practice that 

engage students and keep them interested and give incentives to work with the given topic. 

These strategies may or may not be in line with the principle of learning through human rights 

as it also can include more authoritarian and non-participatory practices. Nevertheless, even 
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though the purpose of involving students through dialogues and discussions varies, the 

teachers are generally open to implementing strategies that are in line with human right 

principles and democratic processes. Still, does this indicate that the learning processes in this 

subject produces participatory, critical students based on human rights principles? In the 

following I will discuss implications of teachers’ purposes of human rights education in terms 

of the emphasis on developing democratic citizens.  

7.7 HRE as democratic education – necessary but insufficient? 
The purpose of educating democratic citizens must be seen in relation to the discussion of 

how I distinguish between HRE and EDC in chapter 1. Here I argue that these are 

complementary where the democratic rights are a decisive and necessary part of HRE, but not 

sufficient to develop a comprehensive educational approach. It is also necessary to question 

whether this points to a critical democratic disposition or compliance with the political 

system, where non-citizens may not be included in the narratives, as well as developing a 

notion of voter education understood as political upbringing.  

Teachers in this sample point to the strong relation between democracy and human rights, 

some also tending to treat them as similar concepts. As I have argued in chapter 1, the 

concepts share several elements as well as they are distinct from each other, and the 

consciousness of their complementary roles in education as in society should not be 

underestimated. First, the tendencies mirror the concerns of limiting human rights to focus 

basically on political and civil rights, or as citizens’ rights linked to constitutional status and 

voter education. This has implications for the content included in human rights learning in 

several ways. First, this focus leads to asking: what other rights do citizens require if their 

basic democratic right of having a voice in public affairs is to be effective? Rights like the 

freedoms of expression, of association, of assembly, and of movement are evident, and 

without this people cannot effectively have a voice (Beetham, 2000). Still, political equality 

among citizens may not be adequate to ensure equal opportunity to participate effectively in 

political processes, where also structural dimensions in terms of social, economic and cultural 

factors play an important role in deciding the level of access to decision-making as Donnelly 

(2003) underlines, advocating the indivisibility and interdependence of HR. Social, economic 

and cultural rights are necessary for genuine political participation, and any discussion of 

democracy and HR which does not include these, “is only half done” (Beetham, 2000, p. 94). 

The interdependence of different rights is rarely discussed among the teachers, but teacher 11 

nuances this tendency through emphasizing rights as a whole “package”: 
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K: What do you want the students to learn through such education? 

Teacher 11: I wish they will understand the breadth of human rights, that human rights are a “package”. 

You cannot choose something and exclude issues that don’t fit. Those rights you wish for yourself, you 

also have to accept for others. This is not always easy to accept, and it may cause conflicts. One has to 

look at how far do human rights go, what is the nature of free speech? Is it the freedom to make any 

statement? Or should you consider it in relation to conflicting freedoms and rights? That includes being 

able to turn the logic and ask if you are protecting my dignity? That they see their own role, but also 

how they perceive the others in this context. 

K: Do you mean that it can be a tool for watching one’s own society through a bird's-eye view? 

Teacher 11: Yes. 

K: Ok. Interesting perspective and I think there are different ways of interpreting the purposes of the 

teachers, which is exciting. If you define what human rights are about and why it is important, how do 

you express that? 

Teacher 11: What I find important about human rights is that these are rights that cannot be taken away 

in the Norwegian interpretation. It is basic security for every human being to be protected within certain 

areas, but it isn’t all countries that interpret it this way. Some people also view human rights as a list to 

select from, shopping what they want and exclude other aspects. To some degree we also do that, even 

though we shouldn’t. It is not intended to choose three out of five and be satisfied. The intention and the 

conventions are clear – we have signed the whole package. 

Teacher 11 indicates that human rights education must include all rights and the focus on only 

selected parts are insufficient to develop a genuine comprehensive approach to the concept. 

Moreover, if HRE is understood as learning political and civil rights, it may produce an 

understanding of the other categories as non-existing in terms of rights, and reduces the 

students’ ability to reflect on relations between power structures, economic and social 

structures and the exercise of human rights in their own communities as well as on a global 

scale. 

Second, if HRE is understood as and limited to learning about citizens’ rights, who are 

included in the narratives of rights-holders in society? How can we be sure that those who do 

not enjoy the constitutional status of citizenship, or minority groups that are legally 

recognized but are treated as second-class citizens, are included as right-holders in the HRE 

programmes in the school system? Weissbrodt (2008, 2003) finds support in international 

human rights law that non-citizens should, by virtue of their essential humanity, enjoy all 

human rights unless exceptional distinctions serve a legitimate state objective. The reality 
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though, is different from this legal norm and Weissbrodt points to a broad range of issues 

where rights of non-citizens are not protected, the diverse categories of non-citizens are 

subject to discrimination in a significantly higher degree and enjoy fewer freedoms than 

‘recognized’ citizens. The position of minority groups in citizenship education programs are 

also questioned by several scholars, pointing to exclusion and lack of representation of these 

in narratives aiming at educating students for citizenship (Banks, 2009; Mahler, Mihr & 

Toivanen, 2009; Osler, 2009). This research also addresses tendencies of implementing 

education for democratic citizenship (EDC) as HRE, where such national programs may 

encourage allegiance to the homogenous nation-state rather than encouraging critical citizenry 

where diversity is a part of instead of an obstacle to democracy. EDC and citizenship 

education in this sense is exclusive according to Tomaševski (2003), because it excludes all 

people defined as non-citizens working or living in a given state. It is less common among the 

teachers in the interview material to discuss and raise the issues of these groups, and how their 

status in the society is reflected through their position in educational textbooks, curricula and 

practice. Mihr (2009a) found that it was easier to get funding from national institutions and 

governments to carry out educational projects if it was labeled as ‘citizenship education’ 

fostering citizen rights, electoral rights and “loyalty towards national constitutions and 

governments” instead of “increasing citizen’s critical awareness of the full spectrum of 

international human rights norms and standards”(Mihr, 2009a, p. 92).  

If education concerning the issues discussed in this section has been under the explicit 

terminology of HRE, would it contribute to strengthening the human rights regime of the 

country? Mahler, Mihr & Toivanen’s (2009) research on selected countries after the UN 

Decade for Human rights education 1995-2004 showed that national governments throughout 

Europe were committed to citizenship education with elements like citizens’ rights, electoral 

rights knowledge about the national constitution rather than to more holistic HRE discourses 

like critical awareness and protection of human rights mechanisms, norms and standards. This 

constitutive component is also expressed at the teacher level in Norway and corresponds with 

the view of teachers emphasizing political rights both as content and as purpose in their 

approach.  

The European study mentioned above also included Finland (Toivanen, 2007), which is a 

country that Norwegian educators, researchers and educational authorities describe as a role 

model in different aspects of education. In the matter of human rights education however, the 

two countries’ approaches are quite similar. In both countries human rights are included as a 
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mainstream basic value without clarifying directions with reference to scope and content, and 

the teachers are left with little proper training in human rights education at the teacher 

education institutions in both countries. The teachers of subjects that in some way relate to 

human rights can get their degrees without being educated explicitly in international human 

rights standards. Finland, as Norway, also stresses the importance of citizenship education and 

have funded several projects with the aim of strengthening this in the school system, while the 

UN Decade for Human Rights Education was communicated mostly at the rhetorical level, if 

at all (the World Programme for Human Rights Education was never launched in Norway 

because it is “perceived to be well integrated into the Norwegian education system” 

(Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2010b). In Toivanen’s view, Finland has a 

long way to go in implementing HRE sufficiently: “Future teachers should know that human 

rights are not just empty rhetoric but include many important dimensions, not the least of 

which is that they also are binding international law” (Toivanen, 2007, p. 41).  

Here it is relevant to underline Donnelly’s distinction between democracy and HR, where 

democracy aims to empower the people, to ensure that they, rather than some other group in 

society, rule. By contrast, human rights aim to empower individuals, thus limiting rather than 

strengthening the sovereignty of people and their government (Donnelly, 1999). The debate 

about so-called paperless migrants in Norway illustrates this challenge, which was put on the 

national agenda through the story of Maria Amelie who became the personal image of this 

vulnerable group in the Norwegian society. This debate of non-citizens’ rights however, may 

be excluded without an explicit HRE component. Merely majority –based political education 

is excluding a growing number of people, adults as well as children throughout Europe, 

including Norway. Moreover, Norway has some of the strictest laws concerning paperless 

persons (Papirløse, 2012), while the European states cooperate on different levels to regulate 

migration into the area, through among others, the Dublin II Regulations and the FRONTEX, 

which coordinates the migration and protects the European borders. These institutions 

however, have been criticized of denying or violating human rights of migrants. In Germany 

for instance, refugees and asylum-seekers have established movements, organizations and 

protests against German authorities concerning the lack of rights of non-citizens in the 

country, questioning whether human rights are ignored at the cost of citizens’ rights leaving 

the impression that the non-citizens are inhuman (the Caravan – for the Rights of Refugees 
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and Migrants, 2013).130 Some of the movements even legitimate their presence through 

colonial injustice, arguing that they are migrating because the rich states destroy and exploit 

their countries, leaving them with no other option than to migrate to Europe to survive:  

The wealth of the so-called rich countries of the North, especially “the Group of 8”, 

the Greedy 8, accrue from the massive and inhuman exploitation and colonization of 

our countries. At the same time the governments are building borders and electric 

fences to ward-off the ”unwelcomed and unwanted” from the countries they have so 

shamelessly and brazenly exploited (Flüchtlingsrat Hamburg, 2007). 

Similar challenges can be found in the debates concerning Roma people in Norway arriving 

from East-European countries to make a living, although these are citizens within the 

European fences. These discourses are also related to the distinction between citizens and 

non-citizens, as well as implicit dehumanization of the group as a whole. The political 

discourses that dominate are more connected to legislation on how to prevent or deter defined 

groups of people (non-citizens) from entering the country, rather than questioning how the 

authorities can protect the dignity and human rights of these individuals. Again, if education 

concerning the issues discussed in this chapter has been under the explicit terminology of 

HRE, it may enlighten and clarify to students about legal and moral obligations of the state to 

ensure that also the rights of non-citizens are an integrated part of international human rights 

law which Norway is part of through different conventions presented in chapter 1. The right 

to have rights, as postulated by Arendt (1973), risks of being linked only to citizenship status 

where the stateless and other categories of the non-citizen is the new Other (Belton, 2011) 

excluded from rights discourses, also in learning processes in Norwegian schools.   

A third factor, how does the focus on HRE – if this is interpreted as preaching respect and 

compliance to the political system and its institutions – ensure critical voices to be heard in 

the class-room practice? In an upper-secondary school in Mid-Norway, a student pointed to 

the role of the U.S. in supporting Mujahedin (linking the group to today’s al-Qaida) to make 

the Soviet Union withdraw from Afghanistan while discussing terrorism in a Social Studies 

class. The student was reported to the local police, where the school was concerned about his 

critical attitude (Ryen Eidem, 2014). What happens if school leaders and teachers, although 

                                                           
130 The International Refugee Tribunal against the Federal Republic of Germany was established by different 

refugee movements and held workshops and demonstrations in Kreuzberg, Berlin in June 2013, calling for a 

higher focus on the lack of rights on behalf of refugees and other groups of non-citizens in Germany. My 

informants at the camp in Kreuzberg were placed in Lampedusa before entering Germany.  
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highlighting dialogue and democratic processes, decide to exclude certain ideas and 

alternative voices that contradict and question the acts of democratic regimes from the free 

discussions? One thing is the prevention of discrimination and hate speech in the classrooms, 

quite another thing is to prevent and silence critical voices questioning asymmetric power 

structures of the society, given truths and dominant images of contemporary events. In this 

interview material there are also examples tending towards compliance, where democratic 

rule is above criticism and are rarely questioned, even though critical consciousness itself is 

presented as, and truly is, a crucial element of democracy. I have argued that in general it 

seems that teachers encourage open classrooms and discussions in their practice, and focus on 

involving and including the students to participate in the various strategies they adopt. The 

purpose of variation however, is not necessary to develop the democratic citizenship or a 

human rights culture, but to motivate the students to work with the issues. This might 

integrate participatory and democratic skills where students are empowered to take action to 

defend the rights of others, but it seems that this is limited to smaller projects compatible with 

their limited time resources.  

Thus, the elements of learning through human rights is to a certain degree taken seriously 

through the emphasis on open classrooms and dialogue, but there are fewer strategies 

focusing on the principle of doing democracy and human rights practice also outside the 

classroom, where projects developed by the students can be empowering experiences of 

learning for HR. The examples from chapter 3 on the civic education program Project Citizen 

(Bentahar & Fry, 2013) and the initiative in London to develop participatory identities 

(Hudson, 2005) show the positive impact of active approaches to learning for human rights 

and democracy. Nonetheless, to apply human rights mechanisms in their own communities 

and see how they intertwine with global forces, seem to be lacking in the Norwegian context. 

So do strategies of investigating local democratic practice in their municipality to develop 

skills for influencing through different democratic channels beyond elections. How do we 

develop active citizenship without actually practicing it outside the classrooms? This is not to 

argue that democratic classrooms are insignificant; practice and learning processes in line 

with human rights principles are decisive. Still, as I argue in the theory chapter, the process 

must also include purposive content that produce action, meaning that knowledge, attitudes 

and skills are needed in order to uphold and protect rights, in addition to democratic 

processes. The discussion in this section implies that there are elements of described practice 

that points towards important parts of human rights education, where political and civil rights 
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are categories that dominate the HRE discourse. So is the open classroom climate and 

dialogues as dominant strategies in the learning process. On the other hand, the combination 

of these integrated elements points more towards democratic upbringing and voter education 

rather than a comprehensive approach with the purpose of empowering students to become 

active defenders of human rights, and works in this sense as contributing to preservative 

national identity construction and national citizenship rather than more cosmopolitan and 

transformative dimensions.  

I have argued that purpose is decisive for the role of human rights education, where this 

component gives direction and motivates the actors to create substance to learning beyond the 

mere instrumental ones. The three main purposes of human rights education as expressed by 

the teachers – the importance of human rights as the cornerstone of society, as a moral 

compass and as a tool for democratic disposition – are in this context discussed combining 

empirical material with theoretical reflections and research from other countries. Their 

purposes illustrate high ambitions and belief in HRE as a key component in developing moral 

consciousness and democratic citizenship, and as a tool to combat apathetic consumerism and 

anti-democratic tendencies. Nevertheless, I will argue that these purposes are an important 

starting-point, while an increased emphasis on the empowering, participating part of a 

comprehensive HRE-approach is necessary to further develop the human rights regime in a 

more inclusive and transformative direction. 
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8 Analysis: HRE and teachers’ approaches 
 

As argued in the theory chapter, there is a need to also study the content of human rights 

education (Spring, 2008). This aspect gives direction to what kind of approaches are dominant 

and guides the students through education in human rights, and how this is compatible with 

the purposes of HRE as empowering and critical learning. This also implies the discussion of 

the absence of approaches in the school, and what the implications of downgrading certain 

dimensions represent. Here is the premise that human rights topics and perspectives, as 

presented in other chapters, serve different roles and that these didactic considerations have 

consequences for what the students are left with and the types of skills and attitudes they 

develop (Osler & Starkey, 2010; Toivanen, 2009) Learning about human rights mechanisms, 

how they work and how they can be used to challenge illegitimate authorities and 

discrimination in the society, makes a difference in order to learn for human rights, 

recognizing that democratic methods and learning through human rights are necessary, but not 

sufficient. This chapter presents an overview of the findings related to the teachers’ 

approaches to HRE, where content, topics and perspectives on human rights are explored and 

analyzed. I will first comment on the thematic diversity that evolved from the interview 

material, before discussing the main patterns and characteristics of HRE practice as described 

by the teachers.  

8.1 The thematic diversity of teachers’ interpretations 
Through the empirical material of teacher interviews, the content of human rights education is 

diverse, and is often being raised implicitly, as a perspective on culture and migration, gender, 

labor, and sometimes to environmental issues. None of the teachers has incentives from the 

school administration to the effect that human rights education is a priority area, even though 

there are a few referring to more general programs at some schools on the importance of 

respect and elements of the Learning Poster (The Quality Framework, 2006) as guiding 

principles, along with relevant legitimation through the Core Curriculum, stating that 

education should be based on the principle of human rights, but only two of the teachers refer 

to the Core Curriculum as guidelines for their teaching. Their main guidelines when teaching 

Social Studies are the subject curricula, and the competence aims are the leading principles 

for deciding the content and thematic approach, according to all of the teachers interviewed. 
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The competence aims are decisive for their choices, but as an oral subject focusing on a broad 

range of social phenomena and processes, Social Studies also open for actualization through 

present events that are relevant for the subject, and all teachers highlights the significance of 

including this throughout the school year. Furthermore, the textbooks are also guiding, as 

most of them are developed to mirror the competence aims, and represent a way of 

operationalizing the competence aims for the teachers. However, in many conversations I 

experienced that the textbooks were one of several sources, where teachers stressed that the 

different internet sources, newspapers and other media played a more and more important role 

in their practice. In this light, the textbook was positioned as a common point of departure, but 

that other sources were usually exploring social phenomena in deeper directions, including 

human rights issues. A few claimed that human rights rarely is expressed and studied in an 

explicit way in the classrooms, as this is a minor part of the competence aims in the subject (2 

out of 35 in Social Studies).  

Nonetheless, when discussed explicitly, human rights are most frequently related to the work 

of the United Nations, war and conflict and in combination with studying democracy and 

democratic institutions, where political and civil rights are central. I will here present some 

excerpts of teachers illuminating the diversity of topics when discussing the content of HRE. 

Teacher 10 describes some of the topics related to human rights, ranging from HR issues in 

genocidal conflicts, wars, totalitarian and authoritarian regimes as well as the different 

interpretations of human rights in different regions and in development aid: 

K: Yes, then we move to the third issue which also is exciting for me studying this- the content of this 

education, what do you do? I am interested in topics, so if you can tell me a little bit? If there are 

examples you use, or why you do it, how it is related to human rights (…) 

Teacher 10: Yes. Both in the program subject and the common subject the students can choose a post- 

1945 conflict, in light of the declaration of human rights. In the common subject they have to say 

something about the role of the UN. And in the program subject it is expected that they point to human 

rights violations connected to that. Rwanda is a very popular conflict which is chosen by several 

students. I know this conflict quite well now, I’ve heard several presentations. There are many students 

choosing this, probably because of the role of the UN. We discuss the role of the Rwanda conflict, 

whether it has become influential afterwards because of the passivity of the UN. Such things are we 

discussing in every conflict. Now in February there were two groups worked on Kosovo and North 

Korea, the Korean War and more general on North Korea, as it per definition still is a state of war there. 

And there was a representative of the parliament from the Right Wing Party in the county which I 

invited. Just because I wanted them to meet a politician and because he is a major general and has a lot 

of experience from international military operations, the bombing of Belgrade … He listened to them 
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and he presented this in details more than I can. These differences in how we interpret human rights, 

only between USA, Norge and within Europe! So that was quite interesting. 

K: You mean types of rights being emphasized? 

Teacher 10: Yes that as well, in relation to the degree and how important they are in light of their own 

interests. 

K: Realpolitik… 

Teacher 10: Yeah right? But of course… in the religion class I have given some examples they might 

not have considered. We had for instance an example of Christian being oppressed in China. Like “oh, 

are Christians being oppressed too?” Or concerning fundamentalism both within Islam and Christianity. 

In the USA you have both extremities to study, raising the ethical discussion of abortion. What may be 

a human rights issue today that maybe was not considered in 1945? What are human rights in 2012, 

maybe it should be expanded? And the highlighting of human rights, I use Maslow here, covering the 

basic needs, we discuss that. We often bring up the most important, to go further. 

K: Ok, it starts at the basics? 

Teacher 10: And something concerning development aid. We have talked a bit about aid and things like 

that. More concretely on what this implies, I use, what’s the name- Globalis? 

K: The UN Association webpages? 

Teacher 10: Yes. We study how much funding for aid goes there, what is funded and so on, and we see 

that it is – I don’t remember the classification of human rights, not the civil rights, but the basic rights, 

the right to life, food and peace right? And later we work on the freedom of speech, freedom of religion. 

We discuss the degrees of it. Looking at Saudi-Arabia which may be a good society to live in, and then 

there is the repression of the women, among other things. 

This broad range of topics are not complete, as she/he also mentions Norwegian issues on 

immigration, culture, the hijab discussion and freedom of religion into the human rights 

discourse. Norwegian issues are a starting point to teacher 22, where the textbook and the 

competence aims guide the topics: 

Teacher 22: Yes it is the book and the competence aims that are the guidelines. Or the book is 

developed in in line with the competence aims, in five different topics, and we work thematically. I 

don’t know, should I say something about the topics? 

K: Yes, if you remember something relevant for human rights education, if there are specific topics you 

think of. 

Teacher 22: Yes, there is a chapter on the political system, how it is structured, the democracy, the 

parliament, how it works. And of course freedom of speech and democracy and… I don’t know if it is 
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directed explicitly towards human rights, but I have the possibility, through freedom of speech and 

elections. That is something we take for granted, right, where for others it is not. Then we have a 

chapter on international relations, and then it is the world’s conflicts, several wars, poverty. Then it is 

the UN, and it is perhaps here it is most specifically directed to human rights, and here the competence 

aim is visible. 

K: In international relations? Ok. Are there specific conflicts that you work with? 

Teacher 22: Yes, we work on the Israel/Palestine conflict specifically. And Norway has been active in 

Afghanistan, so a little bit here as well. Now there has been produced three documentaries I think, 

which is interesting. How we enter the everyday life of both Norwegians and soldiers and the people in 

Afghanistan. Of course, last year Libya and the Arabic Spring emerged, as a gift to this teaching. 

Here the topics are partially decided by the textbook, but opens up for actualizing the subject 

through the contemporary events taking place on the international scene. Teacher 27 also 

gives an insight into the diversity in terms of focus and topics addressed within a human 

rights perspective, focusing on different international issues: 

K: Ok, we can go deeper into the content, what kind of topics do you study? If you have some 

examples. 

Teacher 27: Do you think about internationalization? 

K: About human rights. As you define it. 

Teacher 27: It is focus on… what can I say, as a point of reference we study states that do not have 

human rights, then we compare a bit with ourselves, looking at what is good, if there is something, and 

what can be done to raise the country to our level. Addressing crisis, wars and their backgrounds, why it 

has emerged as such. And then study the role of international organizations in these. If it is the UN as 

peacekeepers or other organizations that works... multinational corporations that works for their own 

profit. These can play a role in the conflict. 

K: Yes, more realist-based viewpoints? 

Teacher 27: Yeah, looking at how such a conflict can be solved, there is a lot to explore. But I don’t 

know if this was your question? 

K: Yes, for instance, you mention conflicts and where rights are not respected, do you have examples of 

conflicts being studied? 

Teacher 27: We have worked a lot on conflicts and where rights are not respected… We saw the 

Balkans in the 90’s, then we have Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran and the conflicts in the Middle East that has 

lasted for a long time. 
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K: That is probably a repeating one? 

Teacher 27: Sure. The mother of conflicts, the conflict in the Middle East. So that is one we often study, 

but we try to combine with other continents, so it does not give the impression of problem on just one 

continent. It is everywhere, with causes and everlasting conflicts and lots of them... look at Africa; 

Rwanda, Congo, South America, everywhere really. 

These passages do not give a complete overview of the different topics addressed in human 

rights education, but indicate that there are few limits and can be included in legal, political, 

philosophical, cultural, social and economic issues, according to the teachers.131 Some also 

argue that even though there are few competence aims directly pointing to human rights, it is 

possible to have a human rights perspective on most of the competence aims.  

However, this also signals that human rights are interpreted in various ways, and that HRE is 

vaguely defined. Discussing the essence of human rights, I experienced that there was 

divergent positions on the concept. Some take, in line with Dembour’s (2010) classification, 

the position of human rights as given, as something we have simply because we are human 

beings (Donnelly, 2007). Others argue along the lines that HR is a set of universal values, 

while others did not explain what it is, but pointing to HR as something that has been fought 

for in struggles against injustice (Dembour, 2010). A few teachers argued that HR are rights 

and freedoms individuals have towards the state authorities (Høstmælingen, 2005), which is 

close to Dembour’s deliberative school stressing that these are standards that are agreed upon 

rather than carrying a more metaphysical justifications. The latter is also similar to the 

definition used in this dissertation (Nickel, 2007) underlining the vertical relations between 

state and individual along with the more horizontal ties of recognition, respect, equality and 

solidarity between individuals. Consequently, when it comes to the framework of HRE, the 

topics and focus are diverse, and explain some of the variations in this field. This implies that 

there are very different interpretations of what HRE involves and how this is implemented in 

the school.  

Nevertheless, despite the variations in topics and definitions there are also clear patterns of 

common approaches and perspectives that most teachers interpret as essential in their HRE 

practice. In the following sections I will present and discuss these findings, where specific 

                                                           
131 An interesting aspect of the interview situation is that teachers expressed awareness of the human rights 

perspectives on other topics during the conversation. A great number suggested that the interview made them 

think more explicitly on human rights issues, and found it fruitful to participate because they seldom got the 

chance to discuss such issues with their colleagues.  
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dimensions of human rights have been revealed: HRE as learning about violations, primarily 

outside the national border.  

8.2 HRE as massive human rights violations in foreign countries  
Through the teacher interviews I have found a variety of perspectives and approaches to 

human rights education, and the topics they include in the learning processes point to different 

directions, as was the case concerning their purposes. Nevertheless, there are some evident 

patterns concerning their way of presenting and approaching human rights in the classrooms: 

teachers communicate human rights issues to a large degree through a ‘lens of violations’. 

The tendency of teaching human rights through its negations is a dominating one. The 

violations of human rights – exemplified and illustrated with atrocities, suffering and 

discrimination in conflicts and in non-democratic regimes – play a very important role in the 

HRE discourse throughout most of the schools in the study. Moreover, human rights issues 

are basically interpreted as international issues, only to a lesser degree and with other lenses is 

this talked about in a Norwegian context.  

In this analysis section I will present examples from the interview material that illustrates 

these findings and analyze them through my theoretical framework and previous research in 

order to explore and interpret its roles in education. I will first discuss the dominating 

approach of presenting human rights through the violations, primarily understood as a 

problem outside the Norwegian border. Teacher 9 mirrors this tendency in an excerpt 

discussing the essence of teaching human rights, establishing violations outside Norway as the 

core of the approach:    

K: You have already touched upon it, but I am interested in what different perspectives you emphasize 

in this kind of education, for instance, is it more national or international approaches you present and 

discuss in this context? 

Teacher 9: It is mostly international approaches. Because there is no doubt that it is outside Norway that 

the massive and most grave human rights violations occur. We are not innocent we either, but these are 

peanuts compared to this. If we have got complaints because of use of detention, these are small matters 

in the big picture, after all. Thus, the focus is mostly outside the country. 

K: That is also interesting – what kind of examples are you using – is it conflicts or is it where human 

rights are realized and respected, or where there are violations? 

Teacher 9: It is necessarily where they are not respected, pretty much. This is problem-oriented, so it 

goes without saying that the main issue is where they are violated – that is the focus. That’s it. So it is a 

little bit tabloid-based, right? Where everything is ok, that is not so interesting. 
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The interview material shows several examples of this aspect, and the concept is often linked 

to armed conflicts and brutal wars, where the violations are most explicit and horrifying as an 

emotional tool to put human rights on the agenda for the students. Teacher 16 legitimizes the 

obvious focus on international perspectives through the negation: 

 

K: (…) But what are you discussing? Is it conflicts, legal perspectives on human rights or what in 

particular is it..? 

Teacher 16: Well, the easiest way to engage…especially in male classes, is war and peace – they are 

interested in war. Death penalty as well, often very strong opinions about this, frequently in favor of – 

especially now concerning Behring Breivik (…).  

K: You talk about war and peace, what kinds of conflicts/cases are being presented? 

Teacher 16: It has primarily been Afghanistan the recent years. Iraq, and then I often use examples from 

conflicts that I am more familiar with. The former Yugoslavia for instance, we have people that belong 

there, too. More Albanians lately, Kosovo, to…well, what creates conflicts, what is the background, I 

should have learnt more about international law, a little short there. But it is the action that surrounds 

them that affects them most of course, not historical… Well, World War II never stops fascinating. 

Unfortunately I’m not a history teacher, but I have some knowledge, so it should be possible to 

exemplify this, I assume. 

K: What do you think is the reason why you basically teach international perspectives? Because you 

have that particular interest? 

Teacher 16: Yes, it is probably my own interest. And it is also that I find it most…interesting with the 

most precarious problems, that we can give little attention to small problems, so we take the most severe 

ones. But one could think differently, that it is the problems next door that are most important. 

K: One may argue that wars – what is most juicy– are most motivating for the students? 

Teacher 16: Yes. The more extreme, the… that’s how it is. Torture, as an example of human rights 

violations, is easier to reach consensus on its awfulness than people’s right to work. 

K: It is human rights violations that they find important? 

Teacher 16: To the degree it feels important… this is what they immediately connote to human rights, 

and which they agree on. Not concluding that this is the most important issue to discuss, but…  
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Here teacher 16 points to an important and frequent reason why these perspectives are 

dominating: because the students find it motivating and exciting and thus grave violations 

represent a tool to activate them. Moreover, the teacher also finds the precarious violations 

most interesting, and thus explains why international perspectives are in focus at the cost of 

domestic human rights issues. The constituting essence of HRE practice – the link between 

human rights violations and foreign countries is even more explicit in the words of teacher 

18, when I ask about the most important perspectives of the subject:  

K: Do you talk about human rights in terms of its violations or more as a …normative matter? 

Teacher 18: (…) We talk about violations of human rights, basically in other countries. We have 

experienced detention in Norway, crime is also a part of the Social Studies. That is something Norway 

has been criticized of, the widespread use of detention. Apart from that, violations occur in other 

countries.  

Talking about the content of HRE, which topics are included and what motivates the students, 

teacher 26 also focuses on human rights violations in different theatres of war such as Iraq, 

Syria, Afghanistan, while recognizing that violations occur in Norway, in terms of dignity and 

equality. However, it is the massive violations of rights occurring outside the borders that 

engage the students and in this excerpt teacher 26 explain why this is the main focus: 

Teacher 26: Yes, these things are trigging them a little, because it is action and excitement related to it 

as well. Demonstrations in those countries too, and lots of different views, and that engage them. And 

then there are the conflicts that are frequently discussed in the media, these affects them, of course, with 

various level of interest. Some are excluded because they think it is too much – they can’t take into 

account these facts. But then there are those who think it is horrible. They see that here there are 

massive human rights violations, right? Indeed. 

(…) K: It sounds to me that they are more engaged by the human rights violation, than talking about the 

legal aspects of human rights? 

Teacher 26: Yes, without doubt. It is of course possible to make it a very theoretical practice, but then I 

think we lose them. So you have to go the opposite direction. It has to be actualized through the 

example of violations of rights, where it is obvious and easy to see that this is a violation. Then you 

could always go further in the material with law and… but to scrutinize every article in the human 

rights convention, we don’t do that. It is possible, but we don’t do it. More that they are familiar with 

the basics of it, but that they are able to locate it in events occurring around us. This has to be the task, I 

think. That is how I think of it, that it is recognizable, that there is no doubt that people are being treated 

terribly, groups being treated tragically. An awareness. 
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This is further elaborated through teacher 29, discussing content and the means to include 

human rights in the classroom: 

Teacher 29: (…) I use a sample of visual means, as making newspapers about concentration camps, 

regions experiencing hunger, war regions around the world or showing them movie clips. 

K: About human rights violations, you mean? 

Teacher 29: Yes. Simply human rights violations. That is kind of the most important way to engage 

them, because they are not there. In their mind there are no human rights in Norway, because these 

means human rights violations for them. So I always start with that. And when they have become aware 

of it, that not all humans enjoy it, then we start discussing what kind of human rights should be basic. 

And then it the right to school, not everybody enjoy this. They would never imagined before watching 

those movies, for them it is far out that people don’t go to school. But it’s a reality. Such things. Then 

we start with the positive human rights, the right to life, the right to listen to music, the right to be 

happy, the right to have someone to love, for instance. I have to disillusion them first, make them reflect 

and realize that they are not the center of the world. 

K: So to show violations is a mechanism to shock them? 

Teacher 29: There’s a shock effect. And my intention is to shock them, but when we are done, we enter 

the grey areas; that human rights violations exist in Norway, too. Even though we can attend school, we 

experience things in everyday life that may involve violations of human rights. To take it down to a 

more tangible level. 

Violations are also the essence of teaching about human rights to teacher 10, illustrating the 

view of a great number of the research participants and why this is so:  

Teacher 10: Yes, this is the easiest… It is often this [violations] that screams at you, right? That is the 

easiest way of elucidating what we talk about.. 

K: So you find it kind of easier to motivate them as well? Through talking about violations, but not 

realization? 

Teacher 10: Yes, it is those that the media give attention to, and thus it is most accessible to me as well. 

Of course we have observed, a little superficially, trials after the war in Yugoslavia, as an example of 

how the legal system works to enforce human rights. But this gets boring after a short while. 

K: The students are motivated through some kind of, I was going to say…action? 

Teacher 10: Mm. and very divergent attitudes – ve-ery divergent attitudes. Extreme differences between 

VG3 general studies, which I teach now, and VG2 vocational (…) – a purely male class. They are not 

so motivated and don’t have too much background knowledge about society. Thus, in VG3 there are 
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lots of skilled students that have been in the USA and know more about the world and have traveled 

more than I do, so it is two totally different ways of teaching. 

K: You have to adjust the context? 

Teacher 10: Yes, that is obvious. As these boys, it gets very sensation-based to develop a discussion at 

all, move their focus from the PC, away from other disturbing elements and may get their attention a 

little bit. So it is obvious that I have to be a little tabloid to provoke them, to take a discussion (…). 

The passages above point to a two-fold explanation of the teachers’ choice of focusing on 

massive human rights violations in states far away. First, the teachers argue that it is first and 

foremost violations of rights that engage the students and motivates them to go deeper into the 

subject. And for a great number, this implies the gravest violations, like genocide, ethnic 

cleansing, torture and other massive crimes against humanity, and for the teachers such cases 

coincide with events occurring in what traditionally was called the Orient and the Third 

World (Okafor & Agbakwa, 2001; Said, 1985). Second, the violation tends to be the first 

association of human rights, both for teachers and students, and is most accessible for them as 

well, through mass media, popular culture and public discourse, according to several teachers. 

Examples that are frequently referred to are the genocide in Rwanda in 1994, were almost 1 

million Tutsis and moderate Hutus were massacred, or the wars in the former Yugoslavia with 

a focus on mass rapes, massacres and other forms of ethnic cleansing and mass atrocities. 

Another case that teachers often refer to, is the holocaust, both as contextualizing the 

emergence of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights after WWII, but also as the 

ultimate human rights violation – as Adorno (2003, p. 19) described it – the “relapse into 

barbarism”. 

Thus, both historical and contemporary armed conflicts where obvious, brutal and 

unquestionable violations seem to play a decisive role in the HRE practice. This is also the 

case about the focus on unstable, chaotic societies, authoritarian and totalitarian regimes, 

which also is included as an important element of HRE practice. Oppressed people in regimes 

such as Iran, Afghanistan, Burma, Syria, Saudi-Arabia, China or North Korea relating it to the 

lack of free speech, political participation, arbitrary arrests and state-based violence to control 

populations are other frequent examples that describe human rights issues discussed in the 

classrooms. 

8.2.1 Constructing the necessity of human rights through their negation 

All these examples above show the negation of human rights, but in what ways may learning 

about genocide, radical evil and massive cruelties contribute to the protection of human rights 
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within a society? I will argue that in the perspective of presenting human rights as violations, 

the discourse seems to share some common elements with the discourse of genocide and 

holocaust education, where these nourishes this variant of HRE. In this context it serves the 

important role of constituting the necessity of human rights regimes – to develop support of 

human rights as a cornerstone of the society. This is also compatible with teachers’ purposes 

as discussed in the previous chapter, where the support of human rights as a necessity is one 

of the three most prominent purposes of HRE. It is a crucial contribution to the legitimation of 

human rights as presented in the theory chapter – that there may be diverse philosophical 

premises explaining why we have rights, but through human history we are aware of the 

necessity of rights as minimum standards to protect human dignity and agency. Consequently, 

to be able to prevent violations, you need to recognize them as such, and this frequently used 

HRE approach points this out.      

Adorno wrote his essay Education After Auschwitz, claiming that “every debate about the 

ideals of education is trivial and inconsequential compared to this single ideal: “never again 

Auschwitz” (Adorno, 2003, p. 19). The imperative Never Again has been central in 

educational programs about the holocaust and “belongs to the core of the universal 

remembrance discourse on holocaust” (Kverndokk, 2011, p. 152), both in a national and 

international context pointing to the main purpose of holocaust education: to avoid new 

genocides. In relation to this purpose, it is often linked to historical consciousness and 

democratic upbringing, through narratives about the opposite – the consequences of 

totalitarianism (Syse, 2011; Vesterdal, 2011). Barton and Levstik (2004, p. 40) even argue 

that the very purpose of teaching history in general, is to develop a participatory, pluralist and 

deliberative democratic citizenship, “and its practices must be structured to achieve that end”.  

The Eidsvåg report (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2011) describes how 

Norwegian schools can work systematically and comprehensively against racism, anti-

Semitism and discrimination, and illustrates through some of its suggestions for educational 

practice the consensus on the teaching about holocaust and other genocides as effective 

strategies to develop an inclusive democratic culture – as a vaccination against present 

xenophobia and racism (Zander, 2000, p. 286).132 Statements in the interviews point to similar 

                                                           
132 The Eidsvåg report though, is not limited to the use of holocaust as a case to the prevention of racism, 

discrimination and xenophobia. It is a significant contribution to develop an inclusive democratic culture based 

on different topics including holocaust education and intercultural education, while the report is less explicit on 

using the human rights framework to work with these issues.  
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logic, where the horror of genocide, persecution, ethnic cleansing or different forms of torture 

create an emotional “orgy” which aims to mobilize students to develop tolerance and 

democratic values, “to prevent racism”, “to protect democracy against totalitarian tendencies” 

and “oppose xenophobia” as some teachers justify these perspectives. In other words, 

teaching about violations of human rights in its most extreme form is considered important as 

a bulwark against anti-democratic tendencies; a cure to eliminate undesirable ideologies and 

attitudes in the spirit of Adorno’s “Never Again”. His phrase was however, intended to 

educate people to autonomy and critical self-reflection primarily through awareness of the 

mechanisms guiding perpetrators and oppressors: 

 

The roots must be sought in the persecutors, not in the victims who are murdered 

under the paltriest of pretenses. What is necessary is what I once in this respect called 

the turn to the subject. One must come to know the mechanisms that render people 

capable of such deeds, must reveal these mechanisms to them, and strive, by 

awakening a general awareness of those mechanisms, to prevent people from 

becoming so again. It is not the victims who are guilty, not even in the sophistic and 

caricatured sense in which still today many like to construe it. Only those who 

unreflectingly vented their hate and aggression upon them are guilty. One must labor 

against this lack of reflection, must dissuade people from striking outward without 

reflecting upon themselves. The only education that has any sense at all is an 

education toward critical self-reflection (Adorno, 2003, p. 21).  

 

Here he underlines that the key to preventing the emergence of hate and aggression is 

reflection on the mechanisms that develop these attitudes, how people can recognize their 

own role in this process in order to resist negative authorities. This calls for reflection on the 

role of the perpetrators and oppressors, as well as the victims, bystanders and not least the 

rescuers in for instance genocide or other mass atrocities. If we link this to the framework of 

HRE practice, it seems to be necessary to include the dehumanized victims of violations, 

whom we can identify with and develop empathy with in order to protect their rights. 

Identification and empathy are crucial prerequisites for becoming active participants of 

democracy (Kvande & Naastad, 2013, p. 108-113; Vesterdal, 2011, p. 177-179), where the 

human dimension in historical and contemporary events plays a significant role (Barton & 

Levstik, 2004, p. 150-151). Following this logic it seems insufficient to present only a macro-

historical approach to violations, where the victims are reduced to numbers, faceless bodies 
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representing the horror of war and terror in exotic regions. Even though macro-historical 

perspectives are necessary, they may in a human rights perspective alienate the students from 

identifying with the victims, as they are still being dehumanized in terms of being reduced to 

statistics without human agency to change their destiny.       

 

These perspectives are obviously included in the teachers’ approaches as a tool to wake the 

students from their ‘bubble’ of self-centered consumerism, as discussed in the previous 

chapter. The strong macro-historical means aiming to both shock and motivate students 

though, may be counter-productive in the context of developing active protectors of human 

rights, if not balanced with narratives of individual stories identifying the people whose basic 

rights are violated. The brutality and magnitude of these violations can serve both the role of 

motivating students through frustration and anger to search for more knowledge on a certain 

issue, or create distance and apathy because of the overwhelming powerful structures 

alienating the individuals’ capability to contribute to change society. Rehumanization is thus a 

crucial part of HRE practice, where victims (and perpetrators) also are human beings with 

their own history, names, faces and ability to act as moral agents, and thus are part of the 

same moral universe as the students, establishing the tie that makes people responsible for 

protecting the “other’s” dignity. In the aftermath of the apartheid regime in South Africa for 

instance, the rehumanization aspect became an essential part of the reconciliation processes 

(Gobodo-Madikizela, 2002; Oelofsen, 2009).133  

 

8.2.2 “The horror” as a prism for promoting human rights 

Focusing on the violations of human rights in HRE practice is often presented along the lines 

of emotional approaches, where teachers argue that emotions need to be involved to engage 

the students. This view corresponds with the German study presented in the literature review, 

where Mueller (2009) finds that teachers prefer affective, emotional approaches, where 

studying the violation of rights is an effective tool within this approach. In this context, the 

fascination of “the horror” seems to play an important role in order to mobilize or motivate 

the students, in addition to the role of building bulwark against anti-democratic forces.  

 

                                                           
133 Gobodo-Madikizela operates with both humanization of victims and rehumanization of perpetrators - the 

former whether a “survivor or a victim who died, that is, seeing the victim as a human being instead of as 

dehumanized “other.” the latter is the rehumanization of the perpetrator and opening the door to his readmission 

into the realm of moral humanity” (Gobodo-Madikizela, 2002, p. 23).  
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Further, one may argue that this approach negatively exemplifies Arendt’s (1973, p. 298) 

postulate the right to have rights, which represents a premise for enjoying other human rights, 

and therefore is a legitimate starting point to work towards a more holistic approach of HRE. 

The examples of dehumanization, where people are deprived of their status as both citizens 

and humans and consequently of their basic rights, may be effective “starters” to explore the 

mechanisms leading to violations. Another interconnected argument is that in order to take 

action and stand up against human rights violations, you need to recognize when and how 

these rights are violated. Here the focus on violations can also lead to questioning the motives 

and driving forces of the perpetrators and oppressors. The focus on the victims is here only 

one of several aspects, where the mechanisms and motives of the perpetrator represent a 

complex, but crucial dimension to reflect on how violations can be prevented.   

  

These two connected arguments as a starting point to explore the mechanisms and motives of 

those responsible of the crimes though, are rarely expressed in the interviews, as the main 

focus is the use of violations as a tool to engage the students and contribute to their 

vaccination against anti-democratic tendencies. Such a vaccination though, may also be 

authoritarian, as it implies compliance and ‘wheels in the head’ (as discussed in the theory 

chapter) in addition to a passive respect for a set of values, more than critical and participatory 

engagement. I will argue that there is an empowering potential in focusing on HR violations, 

but that considerations concerning both its context and its purpose are decisive to develop 

students’ knowledge, attitudes and skills compatible with the nature of human rights 

education as defined in this thesis. Many teachers see the examples of negations as the 

essence of HRE, and it seems to serve a role as the mise-en-scene: the emotional entrance to 

human rights learning. The victims and the crime are the ingredients, pointing to the threats of 

war and anti-democratic regimes, aiming at creating empathy and solidarity with those who 

suffer through an awareness of their agony.  

 

But how does this approach make students knowledgeable of human rights mechanisms and 

their realization, as legal, moral and political tools to challenge those who oppress and protect 

the rights of others? In a majority of the interviews, it seems to end at this emotional entrance, 

ignoring the narratives of human rights realization, the mechanisms for their protection and 

the motives of the perpetrators and activists – which represent necessary components to 

learning for human rights. That being said, there are also exceptions where teachers 

emphasize the negation as a way of discussing causes and effects of a given conflict, or as a 



229 
 

way to stimulate students to find solutions to the specific challenge, through role plays or 

group work in order to make students aware of existing means to improve the situation using 

primary sources of human rights instruments. The role-play is an empowering teaching tool 

for teacher 8 talking about topics where this strategy is included: 

 

Teacher 8: (…) We have worked with role-plays, where the students have been involved in working 

with the topic through a longer period; UNs’ Millennium Development Goals and such issues. 

K: Have you had role-plays sessions featuring both these goals and conflicts? 

Teacher 8: Yes. One year we had the case of North and South Korea where 150 students were involved. 

And last year we worked with the UN Millennium Development Goals where the students were divided 

in different committees aiming to discuss for instance the HIV-AIDS problem. They represented 

different countries, and these committees were composed by the students from all five classes and 

mixed together, joining meetings prior to the day of the role- play. So this is exciting, they have to 

prepare the view of their country and how they could contribute to improve the situation, measures and 

how to interplay with other countries, cooperation and so on. This was exciting! 

 

An example of adopting the human rights instruments as a concrete strategy is teacher 30 

using human rights conventions actively in HRE practice:  

 

K: I interpret you as a teacher that adopts human rights as a tool in your teaching in different ways? 

Teacher 30: Yes, we do use human rights conventions as our primary sources, both the 1948 

Declaration and conventions that were ‘born’ through this declaration and we work directly with the 

formulations in these conventions and study how these are implemented in Norway and internationally. 

 

Such approaches seem to go beyond the emotional entrance and enter a more empowering 

stage of HRE practice that involves, in Pestalozzi’s words; head, heart and hand. This is more 

explicitly explored by a limited number of teachers that also teaches the non-mandatory 

program subject in programs for specialization in special studies called Politics and Human 

Rights in addition to Social Studies.  

 

The focus on victims in the violations’ approach described above, however necessary, needs 

to be addressed in relation to other agents involved, and that includes both the perpetrator, the 

bystander and the rescuer. What are the motives of the perpetrator when depriving people of 

their human rights? What are the driving forces for committing mass atrocities against groups 

of people? Scholars in different disciplines developed models of explanation that illuminate 

these challenges and contribute to their prevention (Browning, 1992; Christie, 1972; 
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Goldhagen, 1996; Staub, 2012; Svendsen, 2001; Vetlesen, 2005) Both structure and agent-

based perspectives shed light on these questions, and may contribute to the recognition of 

mechanisms and asymmetrical power structures often present in oppressive regimes and 

situations of genocide and other massive HR violations (Bauman, 2005; Chalk & Jonassohn, 

1990; Fein, 1993, Harff, 2003; Harff & Gurr, 1988; Kuper, 1981; Staunton, 1998). Genocide 

education with focusing on the motives and latitudes of the perpetrator is complex and include 

a broad range of challenges concerning identification, claims of revisionism, relativization 

and so on, but brings in useful elements to the reflection on and the prevention of massive 

human rights violations. Without learning about the motives of the perpetrators and 

oppressors, we are not able to identify the sources of violation and to develop effective 

strategies for their prevention.  

 

This claim is not arguing that historical and/or contemporary events are not unique, and 

comparing events across time and space has several analytical and educational obstacles that 

may lead to fallacy and misinterpretations (Kvande & Naastad, 2013, p. 51-54). A common 

example of this is the line between bullying, stereotyping and holocaust, concluding with 

“now I understand what bullying leads to” or “the Muslims are today’s Jews”. This may leave 

the impression that their future is determined to end up in death camps or that stereotyping 

alone leads to genocide, ignoring the complexity and distinctions between these processes. 

Every narrative of human rights has its own dynamic and nature, but studying both 

similarities and differences are fruitful comparisons (comparing is not equating) in an 

educational perspective, not just constructing common elements without being conscious of 

the specific context of the violation. Eckmann (2010, p. 10) argues on comparisons between 

history and present in education that “(…) it is impossible to know everything about the 

Holocaust, but lessons must be taught carefully and based on historical sources wherever 

possible. Then students can compare, once they are clear about what, how, and why to 

compare”.    

 

In the continuation of this challenge, is how explicit holocaust-and genocide education are on 

the human rights framework, which is the main focus here. To what degree are human rights 

integrated in such education, and how can it legitimately be a part of learning that is based on 

the opposite – the lack of human dignity and agency? Some teachers argue that human rights 

are implicitly integrated in such cases, pointing to the importance of human rights. Others 

refer to the immediate background for the emergence of the United Nations and the UDHR as 
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historical perspectives on human rights, where the experiences of World War II were essential 

to establish these principles; this can be referred to as learning about human rights (Eckmann, 

2010, p. 11-12). Here the UDHR emerged as a consequence of and response to holocaust. 

Certainly, these experiences offer a concrete possibility to establish a link within the 

historical-philosophical dimension of HRE, as presented in the HRE component model of the 

theory chapter. This includes both the immediate circumstances of the founding of the UDHR 

and Genocide Convention in 1948, but also to trace the roots of the human rights concept in 

different philosophical traditions, the discussions of its validity and universality, and how 

struggles for human dignity, equality and freedom have developed throughout different 

contexts and periods, from idealization to positivization and realization (Bergem, Karlsen, & 

Slydal, 2004: Donnelly, 2007; Eide, 1998; Hayden, 2001; Høstmælingen, 2005).  

 

Discussing the links between holocaust education (HE) and HRE, Eckmann (2010, p. 12) 

argues that in holocaust education “this strong bridge between the two is mainly shown 

through the extreme violations of HR”, and that this traumatic experience led to “a 

fundamental reconceptualising of human rights, and favored the embrace of human rights 

worldwide and the broad adoption of the universal declaration”. She argues here that these 

links are most relevant in learning about and through HR, but only to a limited degree linked 

to learning for human rights, as the worst violation of rights is not a lesson in how to prevent 

discrimination or how to fight against violations. Further, such education gives few explicit 

opportunities to experiment with the various competencies required for action, such as 

lobbying and advocacy, where explicit learning in human rights aims to address HR struggles 

today in one’s own national and social context (ibid., p. 12-14). The teachers linking 

traumatic past to HRE must be conscious on these challenges, not only take for granted that 

the teaching about the worst atrocities is a lesson in human rights.  

 

Furthermore, what is the latitude of the bystander, what kind of choices and obligations are 

there when witnessing people being slaughtered, as the frequent references by teachers to the 

genocide in Rwanda potentially address? And finally, what separates the bystander turning 

his/her back on the violation, from the rescuer that stands up against violations, to prevent or 

protect the rights of others as well as their own (Broz, 2006, 2005; Hagtvet, 2008, p. 38)? The 

focus on the rescuer, or the upstander, represents the most empowering dimension of genocide 

education, where the narratives of civil courage, those who resist negative authorities in their 

genocidal surroundings to rescue people from being killed are at the core of the discourse. 
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This is highly relevant in times of war as well as in times of peace, and mirrors the imperative 

of acting to defend the dignity of others. Svetlana Broz in the non-governmental organization 

GARIWO in Bosnia-Hercegovina defines civil courage as: 

 

“Civil courage is the will and ability to disobey, resist, oppose and to end by  

non-violent means the abuse of power by any public authority, private enterprise or 

individuals who deliberately neglect their duties to society or illegally use for their 

own advantage the levers of their political, economic or social power violating human 

rights – whether in the media, academic, ecclesiastical or family spheres“(GARIWO, 

n.d.).134 

 

Broz has collected thousands of testimonies of civil courage during the wars in the former 

Yugoslavia, showing how people rescued individuals of different origin from being killed, 

raped or deported. Her organization GARIWO uses the narratives as a starting point to 

encourage young people in the Balkans to stand up against negative authorities in their own 

communities. An important aspect of this is that through the testimonies she found that most 

of the rescuers and upstanders were ordinary people135, but had themselves heard stories of 

civil courage within their families and the local community; thus there was an existence of 

local role models and family narratives on civil courage that partially explain why they 

became rescuers rather than bystanders. GARIWO builds further on this premise through its 

emphasis on developing local role models among the youth (interview with Broz 24.01.2011).  

 

Through expanding the scene with the different agents and their moral dilemmas, choices and 

latitudes, narratives of violations can also represent transformative learning that aims to 

develop active citizens. These questions touch upon how the ultimate human rights violations, 

which seems to be central to a great number of teachers, may contribute to human rights 

education. I will in the next section further discuss the major challenges of this approach, 

especially in terms of focusing on the gross violations in combination with addressing these as 

basically a problem outside our own borders.  

 

                                                           
134 Garden of the Righteous Worldwide in Sarajevo, Bosnia-Hercegovina advocates civil courage among young 

people in the Balkans “to stand up against ethnic and religious antagonisms, bigotry, intolerance of diversity, all 

kinds of group prejudice, corruption, intimidation, bullying, physical abuse and violence” (GARIWO, n.d.).  
135 As some of the scholars studying the perpetrators of genocide also argue- ordinary men in extreme 

circumstances (Browning, 1992; Christie, 1972).  
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8.3 The construction of HRE as an international issue 
As the empirical material indicates, the teachers’ approaches to HRE practice often relate 

violations to foreign countries, with frequent references to the genocide in Rwanda, but also 

to Bosnia, holocaust and contemporary armed conflicts in Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan, Sudan and 

Congo. As some of the teachers suggest, the reasons for this is that the worst atrocities occur 

in these regions and must be integrated in the international parts of the Social Studies, as a 

response to the need to cover competence aims related to discussions about how to understand 

contemporary and historical conflicts.  

 

Human rights are also linked to the main subject area International Affairs in the Social 

Studies curriculum, where both the work of the UN and to choose and present different 

conflicts and violations of human rights are included as competence aims here (Norwegian 

Directorate for Education and Training, 2014). “UN” and “conflict” are the most used terms 

in relation to human rights in the interview material (along with “democracy”, which I will 

come back to), and this corresponds to how policy documents examined in this study 

constitute the essence of human rights education. It is further a response to media coverage, as 

this is “what screams at you” and is most accessible to the teachers. Moreover, the motivation 

of the students plays a vital role in selecting cases convenient for working with clear human 

rights issues, and action, wars and horror are key ingredients to engage the students, therefore 

they select the worst cases to meet these expectations. It also seems that the teachers 

themselves are internationally oriented when it comes to human rights issues, both as a 

personal interest, and as a belief in creating global solidarity through puncturing the self-

centered bubble of many students by presenting a different, more brutal reality than the 

peaceful, wealthy society in which they live. Here the international focus aims to develop 

knowledge about the world outside the Norwegian borders, and teaching about human rights 

violations is regarded an effective tool to motivate the students to develop their international 

horizon and recognize injustice. The worst atrocities like genocide, ethnic cleansing and other 

crimes against humanity then, help to clarify where basic rights are denied on a large scale 

and who is targeted as victims.  

 

These approaches are not unique, as research in Germany (Mueller, 2009) and Finland 

(Matilainen & Kallioniemi, 2012; Toivanen, 2007) and works by Osler and Starkey (2005, 

2010) describe similar tendencies in several countries, as described in the literature review. 

The frequent practice along these dimensions however, raises some crucial questions 
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concerning its role in human rights education in Norway, how it corresponds to the purposes 

of HRE and consequences of constituting the image of human rights as mainly an 

international problem.  

 

8.3.1 Human rights violations as a distant phenomenon? 

First, I will argue that the focus on the worst abuses and mass atrocities in general needs to be 

balanced by other and more ‘ordinary’ and less obvious forms of discrimination and abuses to 

make human rights issues relevant in the everyday life of students. This will create 

connections between the different categories of rights and how these interplay – by combining 

local, national and global issues will we be able to develop genuine solidarity necessary to 

protect human rights. One reason for advocating the link between local and global issues is 

the challenge of recognizing our moral obligations and what we interpret as a human rights 

issue. The focus on only the worst atrocities may distort our understanding of what we 

consider a human rights violation and not, reducing those abuses not included in the ‘horror 

narratives’ to events outside the human rights discourse.136 To discuss human rights issues 

exclusively through the ultimate evils – genocide, massacres, slavery, ethnic cleansing and 

mass deportation and the like – can also obstruct the students’ ability to deliberate and 

recognize categories of rights that do not fall into the worst case scenario described above, for 

instance articles described within the categories of social, economic and cultural rights. This 

point is not intended to relativize the gravity of the ultimate atrocities, but to stress HRE 

practice as a holistic concept (Mihr, 2009b) underlining the indivisibility, interrelatedness and 

interdependence of rights (Donnelly, 2003; UN Vienna Declaration, 1993). When some 

teachers downgrade the significance of violations in their own country, they implicitly 

construct the conception of human rights as a distant phenomenon and accept the existence 

and continuation of other forms of discrimination and oppression of interdependent human 

rights principles. The magnitude of the Rwanda genocide, the ethnic cleansing in the former 

Yugoslavia or the holocaust make discrimination on a smaller scale secondary, or in the 

words of a teacher – “peanuts”.         

  

                                                           
136 In a similar way Moshman (2001) argues that the role of the holocaust as the measure and threshold for 

comparing and discussing genocide within genocide studies and genocide education is hegemonic and reduces 

other genocides, which also is catastrophic HR violations, to secondary cases leaving them outside the genocide 

discourse.  
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On the other hand, it is plausible to present these cases; it would be rather peculiar to leave the 

students unaware of these reference points of human suffering of the 20th century to illustrate 

the necessity of a human rights regime, given the perspectives discussed above and on the 

importance of context and purpose. Besides, the holocaust for instance, seems to represent an 

example of collective remembrance and memorialization at an international level, (Reitan, 

2011; Risto Nilssen, 2008) or even at a cosmopolitan level as a symbol of good and evil 

(Levy & Sznaider, 2002).137 Genocides and other crimes against humanity also give substance 

to the role of the international society in such circumstances, where for instance the 

legitimacy of humanitarian intervention stands at the crossroad between the protection of 

human rights and state sovereignty, between realism and idealism in international politics, and 

between power, law and morality, and represents a most relevant concept to discuss within the 

framework of HRE. In terms of learning for human rights however, such cases illustrate 

catastrophic outcomes that may connote hopelessness rather than an optimistic attitude 

towards the possibility of improving the situation. The disastrous results can lead to apathy or 

frustration, signaling to potential activists or promoters that there is nothing to be done about 

such abuses, as described by Mihr (2012, p. 8):  

 

(…) it is important to never leave a learner/ students outside the classroom, without a 

tentative idea what s/he can do about a situation of human rights abuse. To stay at the 

cognitive, normative level or conclude with a moral imperative after getting emotional 

after being confronted with an image of great injustice or atrocity e.g. film or story 

about the genocide in Rwanda, the Holocaust or images of torture victims, will lead to 

frustration and even disgust of feeling helpless and overwhelmed. After being 

confronted with such images many learners and students often feel incapable of doing 

anything to change the situation, more so, if they are confronted with atrocities that 

took place in the past. 

 

This is also in danger of alienating the students from the horror as well, as they may 

experience distance to such crimes, both in terms of time, space and how the perpetrator and 

                                                           
137 For instance, the International Holocaust Remembrance Day on 27th January is an international memorial day 

commemorating the victims of holocaust, designated by the UN General Assembly resolution 60/7, and urges all 

UN member nations to do so. Moreover, the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) is an 

intergovernmental body aiming to support holocaust education, remembrance and research in national and 

international contexts, illustrating the international emphasis on this genocide as a collective memory binding the 

society of states together (the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, n.d.). 
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victim is presented. The empathy expressed may also be an internal response without being 

extended to a social response, as the presented findings of the American study by Gaudelli 

and Fernekes (2004) shows. The affective images of monstrous perpetrators and 

dehumanized, faceless victims in war-torn regions may be emotional, but do they 

automatically lead to engagement and skills for action? A regional broadcasting in Norway 

reported that a local law museum experienced that young pupils and students fainted when 

visiting the site, where people are informed, among other things, about different execution 

methods throughout history in Norway. The curator reported that five persons fainted in one 

day, pointing to the visit as a shocking experience (Persson, 2014). This local example 

indicate that the use of strong educational means can indeed be emotional, but says nothing 

about how the strategy makes people reflect and draw lessons from it beyond the 

“entertainment” of being shocked. The images showing the mass graves in the death camps 

during World War II, bodies floating down the river in Rwanda in 1994 or beheadings and 

mass executions in IS-dominated areas in Syria and Iraq in 2014 also represents strong 

educational means that produce shock and negative emotions. But does such an approach 

respond to demands from action-driven students that need to be entertained, or is it a genuine 

conviction of the horror as the path to empowerment and critical reflection? With the 

considerations of how the violations approach may contribute to HRE in mind, I will argue 

that a purely international perspective may be counter-productive, constructing dichotomies 

that further complacency, moral superiority and national identity construction rather than 

learning for human rights, where the image of the Other in the negative sense is reproduced. 

 

8.3.2 Dichotomization and national identity construction through HRE practice 

The excerpts constituting the focus on human rights violations as an international issue may 

lead to, as Mihr argue above, distance and powerlessness. Still, I will underline that the 

benefits discussed in this analysis are legitimate and shows the significance of this dimension 

in HRE practice if the selected cases are substantial in terms of the context and purposes. 

Nevertheless, the downgrading of domestic human rights violations represents a major 

obstacle to HRE practice of several reasons. I will start with arguing that dichotomization is 

problematic both as practice and as consequence. Here I use the term to describe contrasting 

positions – binaries that are constructed as opposite to each other. In this context the focus is 

on the construction of Norwegian human rights record versus Other countries’ human rights 

record in HRE discourse, which is present both at policy level and at the teacher level. Here 
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Norway, as argued in an earlier chapter, represents the harmonious, stable and liberal-

democratic human rights defenders, promoting and respecting human rights both nationally 

and internationally, while a sample of unstable, war-torn, repressive and authoritarian states 

represent the image of the human rights violators outside the Norwegian border. At the policy 

level I argued that human rights education also serve the role of constructing national identity 

both for domestic consumption and state-branding purposes, where human rights is an 

essential component of the self-image as well as a component in Norwegian foreign policy.  

After analyzing the teacher level I also find these elements here, through the degree of 

dichotomization present in their interpretations of HRE, which comes close to the problematic 

orthodoxies of international human rights education as discussed by Okafor and Agbakwa 

(2001) in the theory chapter. The heaven-hell binary distinction between the human rights 

societies of the West and the more violent societies of the Third World is a particularly 

recognizable approach to HRE. First, a pure heaven-hell narrative gives the notion of the 

world out there as dangerous, chaotic and violent, societies characterized by a Hobbesian state 

of nature, leaving less space to a more complex, nuanced version where stories of 

development, reconciliation and restoration of peace and respect of human rights also are 

included. This signals that the worst human rights abuses occur only in so-called non-western 

societies, where uncivilized and barbaric acts not only flourish, but is an on-going everlasting 

problem that defines these societies as such. Thus, the struggle for human rights is basically 

interpreted as a problem that is best addressed by studying abuses in these regions, and there 

is a need for assistance (from modern, liberal democracies) to overcome this barbarism. Lack 

of complexity and one-sided versions of human rights violations in other parts of the world 

are ingredients where those are addressed explicitly in the discourse, while human rights 

issues become more implicitly when addressed within the national border. Moreover, in an 

allegory to my argument on foreign policy as shaping the production of national identity, this 

heaven-hell dichotomy marks the frontier to the threats from outside – outgroups of states that 

threaten the existence of a universal human rights culture. People coming from the “hellish” 

countries, can consequently fall into the same category of outgroups representing the Other 

understood as a threat to the human rights-based image of Norway, carrying a luggage of non-

democratic, repressive norms and values that contrast “our” peaceful society. These 

challenges are comparable to what Chinga-Ramirez (2015) describes, showing experiences of 

Othering and social inequality among ethnic minorities in the Norwegian school system. In 

this setting, the HRE practice focusing exclusively on authoritarian regimes and brutal 
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conflicts far away can be counter-productive, reproducing the contrasting image of the We 

and the Other within and between societies instead of developing solidarity and moral 

obligations to defend the dignity of people. Referring to the cosmopolitan dimension of HRE, 

rehumanization implies recognition of diversity to establish a sense of solidarity with the 

Other also in our own community. The tendencies of dichotomization between 

Norwegianness and Otherness present in several teachers’ approaches may therefore run 

counter to cosmopolitan perspectives understood as making connections between the local, 

national and global context. In this binary framework, the global context only illustrate the 

negation of human rights, leaving the students with the impression of a distant concept, 

irrelevant for their local environment, and thus for their obligations towards people they 

perceive different from themselves within their own spheres.  

This is related to the second reason for arguing the problematic nature of dichotomization – 

the role of HRE in constructing national identity where the state’s commitment to human 

rights is an essential component to the Norwegian self -image. This is not to argue that 

national identity construction based on human rights is negative per se, it may even contribute 

to strengthening the human rights culture if carried out properly. However, the heaven-hell 

dichotomization can create complacency and moral superiority, where domestic human rights 

issues falls outside the violation discourse, making these invisible and thus difficult to 

recognize as a relevant category in a national context. There is a connection between the focus 

on international challenges, the downgrading of domestic challenges, and national identity 

construction on both policy and teacher level. This trend points towards a human rights 

discourse in Norway as a reservoir in which can be drawn upon to reproduce exclusive 

complacency but also compliance with the state and influential market forces.138 How and 

why should people be critical towards a state that has received international recognition for its 

global work on human rights, and where the majority of the citizens are affluent, enjoying 

freedoms and welfare rights? The complacency produces passive rather than active 

citizenship, because the status quo within the country appears to be satisfactory, and passive 

citizenship produces compliance. Here the state is not held responsible and accountable, 

which in turn makes society less democratic and more oppressive, where injustice and 

inequality appears to be non-existent. Esquivel (in Ikeda, 2008) underlines this challenge 

                                                           
138 As the human rights scholar Jack Donnelly argues, free markets are an economic analogue to a political 

system of majority rule without minority rights (Donnelly, 2007, p. 203).  
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arguing that “nothing suits the authorities better than the apathy of the people, than their 

feeling of powerlessness and their acceptance of violations of human rights”.139 

The tendencies in this analysis must be seen in light of the fact that Norway scores well on 

human rights-related records (Freedom House, 2013; Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

UPR reports, 2009, 2014a; United Nations Development Programme, 2014), and opponents 

will argue that these findings are quite obvious, since human rights are well integrated in 

Norwegian society and needs to be understood within this background. The well-developed 

welfare state and the democratic institutions going back to the constitution of 1814, the 

commitment to international law and human rights conventions as well as the long periods of 

stability and peace (with the exception of World War II) are powerful and frequently used 

arguments to describe the Norwegian society as a well-functioning liberal democracy that 

welcomes diversity and with relatively few human rights challenges (Høstmælingen, 2005, p. 

126-128). 140 This is a relevant objection, indicating that such education is contextual and 

interpreted with regard to its target group and their local environment. Still, it signals that as 

long as the human rights record is described as satisfactory, critical reflections on one’s own 

country are unnecessary and self-blaming, which may even threaten political trust, patriotism 

and national identity. On the contrary, I will argue that there is not necessarily a tension 

between being conscious of the achievements and feeling proud of one’s country, and to be 

critical in order to make improvements and develop the human rights regime further. As 

Okafor and Agbakwa (2001, p. 581) argue, human rights heavens do not exist, even though 

there are states that are much better off than others (Høstmælingen, 2005, p. 126). An open 

mind on domestic issues prevents self-censorship and contributes to a critical patriotism 

necessary to improve the conditions in the local communities:  

Patriotism is a double-edged sword… the accusation of ‘unpatriotic behaviour’ can 

intimidate teachers and students into self-censorship. They may bow to conformist 

pressure from powerful media, clergymen and the government as to what is legitimate 

and what is out of bonds. To guard against abuses of patriotism, teachers should 

emphasize critical patriotism. This approach eschews the irrational ‘My country, right 

                                                           
139 Nobel Peace Prize winner 1980 and human rights activist from Argentina Dr. Perez Esquivel in an interview 

on social injustice (Ikeda, 2008). 
140 Some of these points are also touched upon in the Objectives Document for the Bicentenary of the Norwegian 

Constitution 2014 and other policy documents focusing on the 200th anniversary, although it also open for 

reflection on future challenges (Stortinget, 2014) .  
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or wrong!’ Critical patriotism encourages reasoned loyalty; pride in the ‘rights’ of the 

nation alongside a commitment to correct its ‘wrongs’ (Banks et.al, 2005, in Osler & 

Starkey 2010, p. 126).  

Patriotism in this sense is a more inclusive approach to national identity construction, where 

the human rights framework is a lens not only to judge the behavior of foreign states, but also 

to reflect on and challenge discrimination, inequality and injustice in one’s own 

neighborhood. Thune (2004) argues that it is important for Norway’s international credibility 

that HR principles are also followed within the Norwegian borders, pointing to the general 

tendency of believing that this works automatically here (Thune, 2004, p. 94). She makes it 

clear why human rights in Norway are just as important here as in the “hellish” countries we 

give assistance to, emphasizing the protection this gives to those who are perceived different 

in society: criminals, homeless people, asylum seekers, prostitutes, psychiatric patients, 

aggressive activists, drug addicts and mentally disabled. Even in a liberal democracy the 

authorities can misuse their power, and human rights protect these vulnerable groups against 

such abuses (ibid., p. 96-97). 

In Norwegian HRE as described by the teachers, most of them acknowledge the existence of 

human rights challenges in Norway, pointing to detention, discrimination of migrants in 

employment and social dumping, but use human rights discourse more implicitly in domestic 

cases, which represent exceptions or details “in the big picture”. To many teachers, domestic 

violations are “peanuts” and policy documents also indicate indirectly that domestic issues 

represents exceptions rather than structural problems on a wider scale, due to the lack of focus 

on this in the Social Studies curriculum and Religion and Ethics curriculum. Børhaug, 

Christophersen and Aarre (2008, p. 30) argue in similar ways regarding the curricula in social 

science (the Knowledge Promotion Reform – LK06), where inequality in Norwegian society 

is made almost invisible. Inequality between for instance other minority groups, immigrants 

and gender are placed in a global and geographical context, indicating, implicitly or explicitly, 

that these are international challenges, not national. This in turn, strengthens the harmonious 

image of the Norwegian society and widens the gap between the (Norwegian) Self and the 

Other. Teacher 11 though, raises the issue of self-satisfaction when discussing the function of 

HRE in Norway:  

Teacher 11: I think it is important, because I think a great number of us in Norway see ourselves as 

completed on this field, we have a problem with seeing ourselves from outside, and see the 

preconditions for people in other countries in relation to human rights. (…) So I think when we talk 
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about human rights in Norway, we have to be conscious of developing to improve because we can, and 

because it is our duty as human beings. Still, we are pretty satisfied with our own conduct.  

Some other teachers also share this concern, and use human rights conventions to see 

Norwegian issues from outside, regarding it as useful to make students reflect on rhetoric and 

reality in Norway, to create a more nuanced picture of the situation, stressing that the concept 

is relevant in Norway as well, both historically and in contemporary issues. As described in 

the literature review, Lile (2011) addresses the lack of knowledge and focus on the Norwegian 

indigenous people and the national minorities in the school system, and in light of the 

downgrading of domestic issues discussed here, this study partially supports this view, 

although there are examples of teachers raising these issues in the Social Studies and History. 

Discrimination, injustice and violations committed by state authorities against these groups 

throughout history, seem to be secondary as a topic in HRE policy and practice at the cost of 

violations in the international sphere. Teacher 29 though, describe that racism is a problem in 

this particular school, and try to put this in a historical context: 

 

Teacher 29: (…) But we have a very actual case in Norwegian politics nowadays, with the Roma 

people. Here we discuss some historical perspectives – that we always have to hate someone. We have 

hated Jews for a while, they haven’t had access to the country, historically. And it was other groups, 

we’ve had gay people being marginalized, mentally and physically disabled people have been in this 

position, and then it is the Muslims the last ten years that we have hated most. And now lately we have 

turned to the Roma people. We tell somebody that they don’t fit in here, that they belong to another 

country, that we can’t build a toilet in the park because they don’t deserve it, for instance. So it is an 

actualization within Norwegian politics. 

Osler also points to this educational challenge, when discussing how to make human rights 

relevant in the everyday lives in the local communities, using the words of E. Roosevelt to 

make a crucial point: “Unless these rights have meaning there [close to home, schools, 

factories etc.], they have little meaning anywhere. Without concerned citizen action to uphold 

them close to home, we shall look in vain for progress in the larger world” (Osler, 2013, 

p.69). Roosevelt stressed the need to give substance to the human rights struggle close to 

home, and Norwegian society deals with a broad range of human rights issues that concretizes 

the argument of proximity, both past and present forms of discrimination and abuses, as well 

as actions and policy programs that have strengthened the HR regime in the country.141 The 

                                                           
141 For examples and overviews of violations in Norway, see the annual publication The Yearbook for Human 

Rights in Norway (NCHR), but also Aas & Vestgården (2014), Kvande & Naastad (2013), Berglund-Steen 

(2012). 
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main point here is that domestic human rights issues must be addressed explicitly in HRE 

practice, to balance the view of a Norwegian human rights heaven, in order to make such 

education meaningful beyond knowledge and awareness of the need for human rights 

protection “out there”. Some projects and role-plays do address suggestions for improvements 

and prevention of human rights violations. This takes usually place as gestalting the dilemmas 

of the UN Security Council in cases of genocide, international terrorism, famines and threats 

against international security, where students act as diplomats and politicians developing 

resolutions to stop the wars and prevent abuses.142 These role- plays are described as 

motivating and popular, and may contribute to strengthen the knowledge and skills regarding 

the nature of international politics and global dilemmas and how these may be solved, and 

thus have an empowering dimension where students reflect on global solutions. 

 

On the other hand, these approaches can also be adopted on the local and national level, to 

make students reflect on and learn how to influence local and national human rights issues 

“close to home”, but these approaches are rare. In the post-conflict society of Bosnia-

Hercegovina, dealing with nationalism, ethnic division and low political trust and little faith in 

the political system, a great number of schools has implemented the educational program of 

the organization Civitas called Project Citizen (similar to the program described by Bentahar 

& Fry, 2013) that aims to empower lower-and upper secondary students to become active in 

their local communities, to educate for democratic citizenship through studying local 

challenges. The students scrutinize and explore local issues from pollution, infrastructure, 

corporate influence, injustice and reconciliation, where they choose their own topics and find 

suggestions to solve the problems, culminating in a national conference in the Bosnian 

parliament to present their projects (Interview with Ivana Kesić, 24.01.2011).143 This is an 

example from a country that we usually do not perceive as a frontrunner in HRE and EDC, 

but this particular practice is transferable to other countries as well, including Norway, as the 

non-authoritarian approach and purpose of empowering students is relevant in most school 

systems as an alternative to a neoliberal ‘Human Capital World Model’ for competitiveness 

and economic growth (Spring, 2008, 2009). Likewise, Foros (1991) underlines the 

significance of local engagement and student-based investigations in environmental 

                                                           
142 Schools adopting this approach are often UN schools, referring to their membership in the Norwegian FN-

Sambandet where facilitators from the organization assist the students in implementing the role play. Three of 

the schools in this study are UN-schools and most of the teachers at these schools find the cooperation useful in 

terms of learning about global human rights issues, environmental challenges and international politics.  
143 I also attended the student conference in Sarajevo in May 2011.  
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education, where pollution, consumerism and production and transportation of goods also are 

relevant for human rights issues on local and global levels. Studying one’s own environment 

also “prepares students to interpret their own actions according to whether or not they support 

or violate human rights” (Spring, 2009, p. 134) and concretizes the ability to influence power 

relations that impede the realization of human rights.  

 

Thus, the need for the combination of global, national and local narratives serves several 

components of holistic HRE. First, it reduces the strong tendencies of dichotomization that 

contributes to reproducing the Other as inferior. Second, it makes students aware of human 

rights as relevant for them, here and now, not only as a distant concept associated with 

humanitarian aid, authoritarian regimes and genocide-like events far away from them in time 

and space. Third, it contributes to a critical patriotism that holds governments to account 

through active citizenship rather than complacency and passive compliance with the state and 

the market. These three factors harmonize with the HRE component model, where both the 

vertical and horizontal obligations are addressed, the cosmopolitan dimensions through 

connections between local, national and global issues, contemporary and historical 

dimensions are present, in addition to these pointing towards a participatory process to take 

action: the activist dimension.  

  



244 
 

  



245 
 

9 Conclusions 
 

Dear Teacher, 

I am a survivor of a concentration camp. My eyes saw what no man should witness: Gas 

chambers built by learned engineers. Children poisoned by educated physicians. Infants killed 

by trained nurses. Women and babies shot and burned by high school and college graduates. 

So I am suspicious of education. My request is: Help your students become human. Your 

efforts must never produce learned monsters, skilled psychopaths, educated Eichmanns. 

Reading, writing, and arithmetic are important only if they serve to make our children more 

human (Ginott, 1993, p. 317). 

 

The study of human rights education in Norway has been a multifaceted process, from 

exploring previous research, literature and definitions of the concept, through developing 

theoretical and methodological platforms for analyzing empirical material of policy and 

teacher perspectives. Through these different phases it has been essential to tie the purpose of 

the study – to explore and discuss the roles of HRE – to the research question, which was 

formulated as: How is human rights education constituted and implemented in the Norwegian 

school system, and what are the purposes? The following sub-questions contributed to shed 

light on the roles of HRE at the policy level: 1.How is human rights education posited by 

educational authorities and to what purpose? 2. How is the interplay between foreign policy 

and national identity in Norway, and within this context; what is the role of human rights 

education? Furthermore, the subsequent sub-questions shed light on HRE at the teacher level 

3. How is human rights education interpreted by teachers in upper secondary schools in 

Norway and what are their purposes? 4. Which perspectives and topics of human rights are 

described as dominant in the classrooms and why? 

In the following, I will summarize the findings and then discuss these in a broader context, 

how they relate and where I clarify the most significant contributions of the study and the 

implications for future research, policy and practice of human rights education. 

Recognizing the significance of education to develop democratic sustainable societies, 

Nussbaum (2010) warns about the tendency of educating people merely for nations’ economic 

growth instead of educating for “complete citizens who can think for themselves, criticize 

tradition, and understand the significance of another person’s sufferings and achievements”. 

Although she does not speak explicitly about human rights education, it is a relevant argument 
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to the theoretical framework developed in this thesis, where I developed a HRE component 

model that includes a cosmopolitan dimension, a historical-philosophical dimension, a 

democratic-participatory dimension, a vertical dimension, a contemporary dimension and 

finally an activist dimension, and where these are interdependent in developing a 

comprehensive human rights approach. This was based on the postulate that you need to know 

your rights (and obligations) in order to enjoy and protect them, as these are created to uphold 

the human dignity-and agency of all people, not just within a national context. This goes 

beyond a premise that education itself is sufficient; only specific forms of education are 

compatible with these goals and HRE represents a comprehensive approach that addresses 

such issues.144 The concept also integrates core elements of democratic learning where HRE 

and EDC are complementary rather than identical concepts. 

9.1 The position of HRE in educational policy 
Through examining policy documents, statements and reports I aimed to explore the roles of 

human rights education at the policy level through its purposes, positions and emphasis. First, 

I argue that human rights is a significant component of national identity construction and 

HRE plays an important role of educating citizens along these lines. Here the image of 

Norway as an international human rights defender, promoting peace and supporting 

democratization and development programs – the “do-gooder’ regime” as described by Tvedt 

(2005) – both constitute a component of foreign policy as an active soft power strategy to gain 

access to international decision-making, as well as state-branding also produce a consensus-

based national identity. Here HRE contributes to produce and reaffirm the self- image of 

Norway as an international ‘frontrunner’ in human rights issues.  

Furthermore, through studying educational steering documents such as white papers and 

Norwegian official reports, the Purpose Clause of the Education Act, Social Studies and Core 

Curriculum, human rights are positioned as fundamental values of education, constituted as 

being an inclusive, cross-cultural, universal set of values. At the same time, these inclusive, 

fundamental values are placed side by side with elements of national anchorage, where a 

common cultural heritage primarily based on Christianity and humanistic values are 

underlined as unifying dimensions, giving the impression of developing both cosmopolitan 

and national citizenship – a hybrid I define as ‘cosmonational’, mixing and balancing the two 

                                                           
144 I will argue that for instance environmental education (EE) has a lot of common with human rights education, 

and could well be interconnected in same ways as HRE and EDC are. However, the scope of this thesis resulted 

in excluding the topic in this specific project.  
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perspectives. These two however, are not necessarily incompatible, as a cosmopolitan 

perspective includes multiple levels of identity and recognizes diversity at local, national and 

global levels, and the recognition of diversity is quite explicit in the Purpose Clause. 

Nevertheless, through the important focus on human rights as common, fundamental values – 

as horizontal ties – there is less attention given to human rights as an empowering, critical 

concept. The formulations tend to give democracy and human rights a self-explanatory status 

that is placed above criticism, which is a form of sacralization that is counter-productive. Here 

it is limited space of human rights as a source to address vertical responsibilities, questioning 

the relations between the individual and the state or other influential structures affecting 

people’s lives, such as corporate power, media and international institutions beyond 

democratic control. In a HRE perspective, although there are incentives to encourage 

democratic and open learning processes in the Social Studies curriculum, the steering 

documents tend to represent preservative more than transformative learning with few explicit 

references to human rights and critical, active citizenship beyond participation in elections 

and knowledge of the political system, here described as voter education (Solhaug & 

Børhaug, 2012). Hence, in light of the Norwegian support of HRE in national and 

international discourses, there seems to be a gap between promotion and implementation of 

human rights education.  

9.2 HRE through the perspectives of teachers in upper secondary school 

The teachers interviewed in the study gave multiple perspectives on the content, approaches 

and purposes of HRE, and the diversity of interpretations concerning the concept was itself a 

tendency, indicating autonomous teachers of the subject, but also lack of knowledge and 

vague guidelines concerning the framework or nature of this topic in the Norwegian school 

system. Few teachers reported that they have formal training or competence on human rights, 

while most teachers expressed the importance of HRE, showing a high degree of support for 

including human rights in the learning process. The lack of formal competence correlates to 

several other studies on HRE, both in the national context (Centre for Peacebuilding and 

Conflict Management, 2003; Human Rights Academy, 2011; Husby, 2010; Lile, 2011; 

Svinvik, 2012) and the international context (BEMIS, 2013; Decara, 2013; Mahler, Mihr & 

Toivanen, 2009; Matilainen & Kallioniemi, 2012; Osler & Starkey, 2010; Toivanen, 2007; 

Waldron et.al., 2011). The competence aims of the subject Social Studies are viewed as their 

key guidelines on which they base the learning process, and few of the teachers included the 

Core Curriculum as a source to their approach. The competence aims are, except from the two 
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explicitly addressing human rights within the work of the UN and trough the interplay with 

democracy and rule of law, only implicitly opening for HRE activities. Thus, the learning 

approaches are also being implicit on HR issues, where these often evolve as a perspective on 

other issues without necessarily referring to the HR framework. This is a part of the problem, 

which correlates to the newly published study of the Danish school system conducted by the 

Danish Institute for Human Rights with the aim of mapping HRE. The study shows that 

human rights education is often conducted “without the teacher explicitly mentioning ‘human 

rights’ or ‘rights’”, nor “the courts and institutions that monitor a country’s observance of 

human rights” (Decara, 2013, p. 30). The implicit teaching of HRE is present in other 

European studies as well (BEMIS, 2013; Mahler, Mihr & Toivanen, 2009; Matilainen & 

Kallioniemi, 2012; Osler & Starkey, 2010; Toivanen, 2007; Waldron et.al., 2011), and 

represent an obstacle that Norwegian education shares with a number of states. 

In addition, there are two factors emerging from the interviews that guide the direction of 

HRE practice beyond the focus on competence aims. The first is the student composition, 

where the level of the students in the particular class is decisive for how you approach the 

topic as a teacher, and the second seems to be the competence of the teacher, where teachers 

that had experience in, or at the same time taught the program subject Politics and Human 

Rights, were more conscious on multiperspectivity and comprehensive approaches to HRE 

and transferred their experiences from the program subject to the Social Studies when this 

was possible.  

The teachers’ purposes of implementing the concept are also of high relevance when it comes 

to the roles of HRE in upper secondary school. I have argued that purpose is decisive to 

education and gives direction to the learning process, to the content and to the learning 

outcome. Here to develop awareness concerning the necessity of human rights emerged as a 

key purpose through the interviews, as a bulwark against authoritarian and totalitarian 

tendencies and against consumerism and apathetic tendencies. Furthermore, the fundamental 

values of human rights aim to work as a moral compass for the students, to guide their ethical 

orientations and their behavior towards others. This purpose is also connected to the widely 

accepted purpose of developing democratic citizens, where human rights and democracy are 

constituted as somewhat identical concepts with less attention given to their complementary 

nature. This purposes shows that teachers are dedicated to human rights as a guiding principle 

underpinning a democratic society and represent as such a promising starting point for 

implementing holistic HRE.  
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Still, similar to tendencies at the policy level, the principle of learning for human rights is 

particularly pointing towards one of its pillars, namely the strengthening of respect for human 

rights. This is truly a significant element of learning to protect human rights, as a negative 

incentive to act in line with the non-discrimination principle and not to interfere in the rights 

of others. On the other hand, learning for human rights also means to actively protect and 

uphold the rights of others, implying a positive obligation to act where people’s rights are 

violated or are at risk of being discriminated. This activist-oriented, participatory aspect of 

learning for human rights is less visible, although a few teachers point to this as one potential 

dimension of the learning process, but not as a main goal. Thus, I will argue that in line with 

the findings at the policy level, there is a tendency of sacralization of the concepts of human 

rights and democracy, which places them above criticism. Moreover, the horizontal ties where 

HR are seen as values to guide relations between individuals are emphasized in this context, 

where the vertical dimension of making authorities accountable to the recognized human 

rights framework are downgraded in the interview material, with a few exceptions. 

When it comes to the content and approaches described by the teachers, there are some 

interesting patterns that shed light on the dominant perspectives of the HRE practice in the 

upper secondary schools included in this study. First, there is a clear tendency of presenting 

human rights through their negation, meaning that it is narratives concerning human rights 

violations that dominate their described practice. Here it is often the worst violations that are 

presented where genocide, ethnic cleansing, and mass atrocities in war-torn, authoritarian and 

totalitarian societies is the point of reference to discuss human rights. Moreover, there are 

basically violations outside the Norwegian border that are emphasized in the context of 

human rights, as the worst abuses occur ‘there’ and represent clear examples that are expected 

to motivate and engage the students to work with such issues and to develop solidarity 

(although freedom of speech and freedom of religion are referred to as a discussion topic in a 

national context). I argue that this tendency of dichotomization between the harmonic Norway 

as a human rights heaven and the chaotic, violent world outside is counterproductive, and 

reconstitutes the image of the Other as a violent, irrational and faceless element that threatens 

our own peaceful, rational and just society. If not balanced with alternative, inclusive 

narratives and approaches addressing human rights problems also within the local and 

national context, this tendency may lead to both alienation of the human rights concept as a 

distant non-recognizable obstacle irrelevant for the students’ own environment, and a kind of 

dehumanization instead of a key ingredient in HRE practice – the rehumanization of the 
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individual. Rehumanization also concerns the power of HRE as an explicit framework to 

strengthen the recognition of pluralism, addressing human dignity across ethnic, cultural, 

religious and gender-based or sexual orientations, as well as across class-based, political, 

social and economic cleavages within a society. As Fritzche (2004, p. 166) argues, 

commenting on the nature of HRE: “Only those who have experienced recognition 

themselves are capable of accepting others as equal and tolerating their differences”. 

Recognition in this sense is not equal to relativism or uncritical tolerance. On the contrary, 

recognition within a human rights framework draws a clear line against authoritarian and 

totalitarian tendencies in all its versions and disguises, positioning the dignity and agency of 

the autonomous human being at the core, which is a key purpose of human rights in the first 

place. 

To summarize, I have shown that human rights education have different roles in the 

Norwegian school system, both through examining the policy level and through the 

perspectives of the teachers. There are some common characteristics to both levels, where the 

emphasis on human rights education as a tool to develop fundamental values and awareness 

of the necessity for human rights, as a way of developing democratic citizenship through an 

open classroom climate and dialogue focusing on political and civil rights, and as a 

component of national identity construction describe a certain coherence between 

policymaking and teachers approaches. Moreover, the lack of emphasis on some of the 

empowering elements of HRE, where the explicit learning of the human rights framework and 

their mechanisms for protection are crucial, and as a critical tool to question and act towards 

illegitimate authorities and asymmetrical power structures are also coherent concerning the 

two levels. A distinct dimension is the teachers’ emphasis on human rights learning as a key 

aspect of education combined with constituting HRE as a bulwark against apathetic 

consumerism, which represent a more transformative perspective of the concept than its more 

preservative position in the steering documents. Another dominating dimension of the 

interview material is the focus on human rights as violations, combined with an emphasis on 

human rights as an international challenge more than a Norwegian problem. If not balanced 

with local and national narratives, this dichotomization may be counterproductive and 

contribute to reconstituting the image of the Other as a threat and thus actually lead to 

dehumanization rather than rehumanization of the individual, which itself is a key ingredient 

of HRE practice.  
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9.3 How do the findings of the study correspond to previous research?  
There are several tendencies in this study that correlate to other studies on human rights 

education both in a national context and in international and cross-national research. As 

discussed in several chapters, the European and cross-national study by Mahler, Mihr and 

Toivanen (2009) is relevant and corresponds to the findings in this study, concerning the more 

preservative and disciplining nature of the educational approaches implemented through 

policy and described by the teachers, at the cost of more transformative, empowering 

dimensions of HRE practice. Moreover, they found that most governments argue that human 

rights are well integrated in the curricula, where civic values or education for democratic 

citizenship is seen as a sufficient exercise to learn about human rights. This seem to be the 

case also in Norway as shown through this analysis of policy documents and reports, but also 

through the sample of teacher interviews where EDC and HRE are often used as identical 

concepts. The ICCS study (2009), where Norwegian students scored well on democratic 

dispositions, has become the authoritative basis on which policymakers and politicians refer 

to as the success story of Norwegian education for democratic citizenship. It remains unclear 

and questionable though, how their knowledge and skills on the broader concept of the human 

rights framework are, as the ICCS study focuses primarily on values, knowledge and skills of 

political and civil rights.  

My study also corresponds with Finnish research (Matilainen & Kallioniemi, 2012; Toivanen, 

2007), finding that human rights are regarded as problems in other countries, not in Finland. 

Their findings on the lack of formal competence on HRE among teachers as well as a lack of 

essential knowledge in order to promote and protect human rights is present also in the 

Norwegian context, as the CCM report on Norwegian HRE practice from 2003 also indicates. 

The minor focus on human rights education as an obligation through international law in 

Finland and through the Norwegian study of Lile (2011) is recognizable to my findings in 

Norwegian policy documents and through the interviews. The emotional approaches 

dominates in Mueller’s (2009) study, where “Current examples of human rights violations” 

rank highest among the teachers’ reported HR content which they find most important. These 

are similar to teachers in Norway and their emphasis on working with human rights violations 

as a way to motivate and engage students ‘living in a bubble’ through presenting narratives 

that wake them up. Moreover, the research from the Danish Institute for Human Rights 

(Decara, 2013) and from other European states (BEMIS, 2013; Mahler, Mihr & Toivanen, 

2009; Matilainen & Kallioniemi,2012; Osler & Starkey, 2010; Toivanen, 2007; Waldron 
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et.al., 2011), correspond to this study on the tendency of implicit learning of human rights, 

with fewer references to the explicit human rights framework or the institutions monitoring a 

country’s human rights record. In light of the examples referred to here, this study builds on 

previous research and my findings correspond in many perspectives to studies on human 

rights education in other European countries and cross-national studies. In this context, the 

role of HRE in Norway is not significantly different from other states along these dimensions. 

However, this is not to argue that HRE practice in Norway is similar to other countries, only 

indicating that several states face similar challenges in spite of different contexts and school 

systems. Democratic deficit and problems of racism, xenophobia and intolerance towards 

different minority groups have made increasingly heterogeneous European societies more 

supportive to a higher emphasis on citizenship education to develop inclusive, democratic 

societies (Georgi, 2008; Kerr, 2008). The question is how these trends are met and what kind 

of citizenship is embraced and emphasized to address these issues. I will in the following 

discuss the findings of this study in light of its contributions to citizenship and the role of the 

school system in educating for citizenship.  

9.4 HRE as transformative learning in the formal school system 
This Ph.D.-project has addressed the different roles of human rights education through its 

implementation, positions and purposes, and the diverse findings have evolved through a 

social constructionist scientific position where a combination of discourse-analytic and 

hermeneutic category-based methods have framed the research process. The findings have 

been discussed along theoretical lines and in the light of previous research, where also the 

concepts of citizenship and democracy have shed light on exploring HRE in Norway. 

However, I have limited the study to the formal school system and the way HRE is 

approached within this institution, saying less about the influence of civil society and NGOs 

on this subject, only referring to its transformative purposes developed by human rights 

activists and NGOs, whose struggles contributed to set it on the international agenda in the 

post-Cold War period. Hence, how does a concept that has developed as a bottom-up or NGO 

grass-root movement, to empower people to protection against state oppression (Cardenas, 

2005; Suarez & Ramirez, 2004), maintain its critical and activist-oriented dimensions within a 

state-based public school system? In addition, what kind of citizenship do Norwegian 

approaches to HRE tend towards? These questions are intertwined, as they address the nature 

of HRE and how these dilemmas can be solved within the formal school system.  
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The promoting of an educational concept which, as Toivanen (2009) argues, seeks to question 

hierarchies, hegemonies and customs, is always about challenging governments and existing 

power structures, and hence represents a dilemma to its implementation in formal education 

which traditionally has been integral to the formation and consolidation of modern states. As 

Cardenas points to, political leaders have embraced national education because it promises, 

among other things, to be "an institutional agency for creating uniformities among the 

heterogeneous status and class groupings in society” (Cardenas, 2005, p. 365). Within this 

context HRE represents an alternative that goes beyond educating for economic growth and 

exclusive forms of citizenship education that preserve the prevailing social and political order. 

Toivanen (2009, p. 39) claims that “this is why human rights education may prove to be 

incongruous with other educative goals”. As discussed in chapter 5, empowering people to 

uphold and protect their rights is not necessarily in the interest of the state if this leads to 

social unrest or undermines the legitimacy of the government or other influential institutions 

of the society. 

Thus, how can HRE within the formal education system avoid the risk of losing its 

transformative potential and maintain the bottom-up approaches that represent an essential 

part of the concept? Similar to the protest school’s skepticism towards legalization of human 

rights (Dembour, 2010), HRE in the formal school system may lead to favor the elite and 

reduce its critical potential. The NGO-sector which traditionally has been the engine of 

promoting HRE with its activist-oriented dimensions, are not automatically transferable to the 

formal sector of schooling, where the conditions, structures and functions are different in 

many ways. However, these conditions and structures do not undermine the possibility of 

developing participatory and non-authoritarian activities that may develop active individuals 

beyond the school context and between elections. On the contrary, non-binding declarations, 

recommendations and binding conventions pointing to HRE under international law assume 

active citizenship to develop a human rights culture and make democracy work. The 

Norwegian steering documents as referred to in chapter 6, also open for encouraging 

participation and active citizenship as an objective (Norwegian Directorate for Education and 

Training, 2010b, p. 1), although the support of common values are more dominant than the 

critical and participatory dimensions of democracy. Furthermore, activism is a multifaceted 

concept that includes a wide range of strategies through democratic channels aiming to 

influence political decisions and trends in society that directly or indirectly affect people’s 

lives both through and between elections and thus represents transformative learning that 
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actually counteract democratic deficit and passive citizenship both in terms of values, 

attitudes and skills.  

In light of encouraging active citizenship, the combination of moral, political and legal 

dimensions of human rights mechanisms could here be seen in light of the numerous 

achievements and accomplishments resulting from human rights activism, which also tend to 

be downgraded when it comes to the content of HRE in Norwegian schools. If one of the 

purposes of HRE is to create consciousness and to empower students to actively participate in 

society in order to protect human rights, then they also need the knowledge and awareness 

about struggles and engagements that have the potential to improve the human rights situation 

or development in a given region; that change through action is possible (Koritzinsky, 2012; 

Osler, 2013). As Mihr (2012, p. 8) argues, when teaching human rights “it is important to 

never leave a learner/ student outside the classroom, without a tentative idea what s/he can do 

about a situation of human rights abuse”. Here this essential point is illustrated by teacher 12 

who represents a more activist approach in the interview material:  

K: What is your motivation and intention of teaching this topic? 

Teacher 12: In human rights? I try to make the students aware of the fact that this hasn’t arrived 

automatically to us, it is something that has been fought for in a very long process and it isn’t something 

we should take for granted. Concerning those rights that have been worked for throughout the years and 

lives have been lost. So it is important that they stand up and uphold the rights we have fought for. That 

is really my intention. Make them aware of that. 

K: What does it imply to uphold them? 

Teacher 12: To be politically active, to vote, to take a stand in political issues, to care about what’s 

going on in the society. Take care of those who suffer, and find out in what ways these can be 

supported, find out which mechanisms that contribute to it and who needs help. I try to make scenarios 

where things lapse, how it could have been – counterfactually – and illustrate with examples. I ask a lot 

of questions, I am interrogative, and they’d like me to answer sometimes, but I argue that ‘it is you that 

have to think’, and they say that they learn a lot from that. 

 

A critical activist dimension of HRE practice also integrates the capabilities (and challenges) 

of international human rights regimes to facilitate the claims, protection and respect of human 

agency and dignity within states, which is analyzed by several scholars with different 

approaches (Forsythe, 2000; Landman, 2005; Risse, Roppe & Sikkink, 1999). These represent 

a reservoir of macro-level, empirical perspectives on the impact of human rights, along with 

the micro-level narratives that personify the human rights struggles, and illustrate the big 

picture and the connections between these (Vesterdal, 2011). Comparative studies from a 
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broad set of disciplines show that in spite of backlashes, new conflicts and challenges, there 

has been a significant growth of the international law of human rights, which many argue 

comprise an international regime for the promotion and protection of human rights, as an 

increasing number of countries have formally committed themselves to the different human 

rights conventions (Landman, 2005, p. 1).  

The role of activism to set the international agenda through transnational networking, NGOs 

and movements that work both locally and globally has a significant impact. These provide 

information on human rights issues, and challenge, question and criticize states and 

transnational companies (TNCs) based on legal and moral principles that are internationally 

recognized. As Forsythe argues through studies on the impact of human rights in international 

relations: “It is difficult to believe the making and implementing of human rights standards 

would operate in the same way without these advocacy groups” (Forsythe, 2000, p.187). Such 

is the situation for the international relief-and development system, leading Forsythe to argue 

that states and their inter-governmental organizations are dependent on NGOs to both set the 

agenda and get the job done (ibid.). For instance, in June 2014 the UN Human Rights Council 

adopted a resolution on the establishment of a working group aiming to draft a legally binding 

instrument that will enforce human rights obligations on transnational corporations, whose 

impunity has been a great challenge to the international human rights regime.145 Transnational 

networks of human rights activists and social movements played a key role in setting the 

agenda in order to adopt the resolution. Here shaming as a mechanism of moral 

consciousness-raising to follow international human rights norms is essential. Roppe, Risse & 

Sikkink (1999, p. 245) find that shaming is a strategy that works in many cases. They studied 

countries and their “regime vulnerability” that also implies moral vulnerability, where they 

find that states are sensitive to their international reputation and image as “normal” members 

of the international community: “(…) transnational networks of human rights activists are 

indeed the single most important group of actors to put a norm-violating government on the 

international agenda through a process of moral consciousness-raising” (ibid., p. 242).  

This awareness of successful activism and promoting of HR that actually create change of 

policy and improved conditions for people can also be transferred to empowering HRE 

practice in the local communities, as the cosmopolitan approach involves the local, national 

and global context (Osler & Starkey, 2010), and the critical activist dimension (Spring, 2008, 

                                                           
145 The resolution (A/HRC/26/L.22/Rev.1) is regarded as promising in terms of making transnational 

corporations accountable to human rights conduct (Human Rights Council, 2014). 
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2009) of HRE comprises empowerment to protect the rights of others and to combat social 

injustice locally as well. The local community is in this sense the most convenient arena to 

make students engaged and develop the skills to improve conditions in their own 

environment. This is also inspiring and motivating for students learning for human rights, as it 

mirrors a potential to make changes through their participation, illustrated for instance by the 

studies of Fry and Bentahar (2013) and Hudson (2005). This participation though, cannot be 

artificial or quasi-democratic, where students ‘participation does not lead to real 

consequences. Local initiatives where students engage through researching challenges locally 

and confront the municipality and local authorities in order to gain justice or create changes 

are empowering experiences that also develop trust in the political system. Few teachers 

report about the inclusion of local issues, but some bring in a combination of local and global 

issues through introducing the students to human rights issues of the garment-and textile 

industry. The clothes sold by transnational corporations are often produced in states with low 

wages, weak legislation on labor rights and low taxes, and is a point of departure for 

exploring the ethical and legal aspects of the production as well as the consumption of cheap 

clothes produced by workers whose rights may be violated, as described by teacher 13 

discussing consumption, injustice and human rights issues in the Social Studies: 

Teacher 13: Yes. And perhaps contribute to maintaining the unjust world order. One could say that 

human rights are indirectly a topic here as well. Because it is very convenient that we can maintain our 

standard of living. Ironically said! 

K: Is it the political dimension of human rights you talk about here? 

Teacher 13: Exactly. We can be very idealistic and politically correct right? But after all, are we willing 

to actually do anything to improve the situation? 

K: Then you discuss patterns of consumption? 

Teacher 13: For instance. It is a good way of making it visible – our purchasing power and standard of 

living, how much are we willing to decrease it and this leads to interesting discussions. 

K: How? 

Teacher 13: Well, in terms of consumption and purchasing power I use to exemplify my own youth. I 

remember well how many sweaters I had in my closet as a teenager, now I don’t know. That’s how it is 

for the youth as well, they buy and buy and have forgotten what they own, and... making this visible. 

Again, it is not directly pointing to human rights, but it has something to do with our exploitation of 

poor people. We get produced cheap clothes that cost nothing. We can buy and buy. Thus we obviously 

enter the topic of pollution, transporting raw materials to China and back, all this issues. 

K: One enters into different aspects just by these issues… 

Teacher 13: Yes, isn’t? About labor rights, wages, they are modern slaves! We have seen some horrible 

examples; we can make it visible through movies, to show how their conditions are. 
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This is an example of using a defined industry that students may feel connected to through 

fashion and trends, along with international standards and ethical dilemmas they are facing 

through working with such projects. Here the combination of a value-based perspective along 

with a legal perspective in a local and global context can give fruitful learning for students. 

Moreover, local narratives of human rights struggles remind learners that this is a subject with 

local, national and global implications, and how the different levels often are intertwined. It 

also reminds the learners that values are a necessary point of departure. Still, knowledge about 

mechanisms and skills to influence the community is of equal significance, where narratives 

of civil courage to protect rights of others generate good examples to follow in similar 

situations (Broz, 2005).  

The discussion above pointing to some of the teachers’ emphasis on transformative learning 

processes and activities illustrates the relevance and possibilities within the school system as 

well, where students uses the human rights framework as a starting point to study chosen 

issues in their own local environment and develop strategies to find solutions to these issues 

or how their own actions affects the rights and living conditions of people in other parts of the 

world – connecting local, national and global processes. These dimensions share core 

elements of cosmopolitan citizenship as well as a more participatory form of democracy that 

in recent years has been increasingly embraced also by European institutions such as the 

European Union and the Council of Europe (in which Norway is an active member state)146 as 

a way to meet diversity and to counteract democratic deficit (Georgi, 2008; Venables & 

Holford, 2008). This points to the essential factor of empowerment through the students’ local 

environment; learning for human rights includes opportunities to experience rights-related 

issues “in real life, close to their home”. In line with what Dewey (1938) argued, if knowledge 

is conceived as something external to experience, human beings are deprived of the capacity 

to direct their societies and control the institutions that affect their lives. This participatory 

approach is also related to building resilient and sustainable environments locally (Hopkins, 

2013), in ways that produce safe environments and may generate local initiatives on related 

sectors that affect everyday life as well, such as environmental issues, cultural activities and 

                                                           
146 Norway is the largest donor-country (measured in voluntary contributions) to the Council of Europe, and 

supports its work in different areas. The Norwegian Permanent Mission to the Council of Europe underlines at 

their website: “Norway is prepared to play a leading role in upholding and reinforcing Council of Europe values 

and principles. Through the EEA and Norway Grants and a Framework Agreement for financial project support, 

Norway has established an extensive partnership with the Council of Europe addressing challenges relating to 

fundamental rights, judiciary reform, the protection of minorities and the fight against intolerance and hate 

speech” (Norway – the Permanent Mission to the Council of Europe, n.d.). 
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negative aspects of consumption which encompass local, national and global solidarity. Such 

approaches too, must obviously avoid being a disciplining arena, but rather encouraging 

students’ own ideas and interests to study issues they find important and affect their life and 

community. In this sense, HRE as well as EDC can represent transformative learning within 

the disciplining structures of a formal school system. Moreover, such education can represent 

more than preparing students for the society, as future voters or citizens. Indeed, 

empowerment through the human rights framework do not have age limits, applying to 

students here and now as recognized human beings independent of voting age and adult 

status. The Convention on the Rights of the Child underlines this dimension with an explicit 

obligation to integrate human rights education through article 29(1). Several studies points to 

the benefits and potentials of integrating the CRC and HRE as the educational platform and as 

a starting point to develop a sustainable school culture (Carter & Osler, 2000; Covell, 2013; 

Covell and Howe, 2008; Covell, Howe & Pragelato, 2011; DeCoene & deCock, 1996; Osler 

& Starkey, 1996; 1998). Thus, HRE is not only about something they should be prepared for 

some time in the future, but implies a contemporary dimension as well, recognizing children 

as citizens and consequently transforming the schools to arenas of social change and social 

justice rather being a system for disciplining students to accept status quo.  

9.5 Future perspectives: Implications for research, policy and practice  
The essential findings of this dissertation contribute to existing knowledge in different ways 

and at distinct levels. In spite of its non-probability sample where we should be cautious of 

making generalizations, I argue in chapter 4 that transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) is a 

more precise term applicable to this qualitative, interpretive study, also inviting readers of the 

research to make associations between elements of research and their own experiences, 

deciding to what degree it can be transferred to other contexts (Dalen, 2011; Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009; Thagaard, 2009). Having this in mind, I will argue that the implications of 

this research can be divided into research, policy and practice. First, exploring the roles of 

human rights education in Norway through its implementation and purposes has contributed 

to knowledge in educational research in the field of HRE specifically, and to different forms 

of education for citizenship and social studies education and didactics. As clarified in chapter 

2, there has been a lack of research and mapping of HRE in Norway and the present 

dissertation represents a way of filling the gap, although the study is limited in terms of its 

scope. Here there is a need for more research in both quantitative and qualitative approaches, 

and this study has indicated that research on how and to what degree HRE is implemented in 
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teacher education and as supplementary training seems necessary. There are few studies on 

the degree of formal competence in human rights, or mapping of to what degree teacher 

education programs offer HRE within their courses. This study shows some tendencies, where 

few of the teachers had formal competence in human rights beyond two-day courses of 

supplementary training, but here it is necessary to develop a more comprehensive study 

addressing these issues.  

 

Second, there is also a need for addressing research concerning best practice through, for 

instance, action research and studies on practice in the classrooms, both involving the 

teachers, school leaders and not least the students in the learning processes to further develop 

knowledge on HRE as well as knowledge on the impact of practice. Evaluation research of 

educational programs and practice has also been emphasized and in the United Nations (the 

World Programme for Human Rights Education) and through the Council of Europe’s 

activities on HRE/EDC. This thesis has focused on policy level and the perspectives of the 

teachers, saying less about the experiences from the students’ perspective, which could be a 

fruitful and necessary step towards developing HRE practice in line with inclusive human 

rights principles placing the learner at the center of the process.  

 

Third, concerning policy I have argued above that there are reasons for improving curricular 

content on human rights issues. This goes along the lines of clarifying the critical dimensions 

as well as the empowering potential of HRE, where specific incentives to encourage 

participatory skills as well as the vertical dimensions of the human rights framework 

concerning relations between the individual, state and other powerful institutions should be 

strengthened.147 This also concerns one of the major challenges of HRE in this study – the 

lack of explicit references to the human rights framework in policy as well as in approaches 

described by the teachers. This is closely connected to the postulate developed in the chapter 

3, where a) you need to know that you have the right, and b) you need to know how to protect 

and fulfil the right and c) you are obliged to protect and fulfil the right on behalf of others. 

Furthermore, the issues of Environmental Education (EE) and Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD) also address key human rights aspects and dilemmas connected to 

consumerism and environmental issues (McKeown & Hopkins, 2003). These fields should, as 

                                                           
147 The new curriculum on Social Studies (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2013) has 

included a higher emphasis on the concept of power and power relations, although without an explicit reference 

to the human rights context.  
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well as the connections between HRE and EDC, holocaust education, genocide education and 

intercultural education illustrate, be integrated in relation to human rights, especially due to 

the bottom-up, empowering aspects which is common with HRE.  

Fourth, a way of maintaining the bottom-up approaches in the HRE practice discussed above, 

is an increased cooperation between NGOs and the school system in developing curricula, as 

well as including NGOs in the teacher training and school activities with its active, critical 

approaches. As Cardenas (2005, p. 370) argues, “such cooperation would capitalize on the 

strengths of each actor, while infusing HRE with greater legitimacy”. Independent educational 

centers and memorials addressing human rights issues as well as non-commercial 

organizations such as Amnesty International, the Helsinki Committee, Red Cross and the UN 

Association are examples of such initiatives, but the new independent national institution of 

human rights to be established in 2015 (Stortinget, 2014) should have a coordinating role in 

safeguarding the implementation of comprehensive HRE, in accordance with Norway’s 

obligations through international human rights law. This also includes a plan of action and 

independent reporting on human rights education as a way of establishing and securing 

sustainable policies and practices.  

In light of these recommendations this study can be a significant contribution to develop 

policy and practice, as it has explored the roles of HRE in educational policy and steering 

documents, and through the perspectives of teachers. As I have pointed to, there are both 

strengths in Norwegian HRE, but also challenges that need to be addressed. In addition, the 

study has contributed to developing theoretical framework through the HRE component 

model, which operationalizes and specifies essential dimensions, contents and purposes of this 

field. In sum, these findings and perspectives have provided new knowledge to the 

educational discourse that is of high relevance to practice as well as to bridge the gap between 

promoting and implementing comprehensive HRE. The start of this conclusion pointed to a 

crucial purpose of education; reading, writing, and arithmetic are important only if they serve 

to make our children more human. In light of this, human rights education serve as a powerful 

tool to realize such a key purpose, through facilitating critical and active citizenship in a 

heterogeneous society based on human rights principles.  
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Appendix 1 - Information letter sent to the principals and teachers 
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Appendix 2 - Declaration of informed consent to the teachers 
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Appendix 3 - Approval from the Norwegian Social Science Data Services 
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Appendix 4 - Interview guide 

Intervjuguide: Dybdeintervjuer (semistrukturerte) med lærere i videregående skole 

Planlagt tid pr. intervju: ca. 1- 1,5 time.  

Innledende fra forskeren: Forteller om prosjektet, bakgrunn og gjennomføring, informert 

samtykke,deltagerens anonymitet og rett til å bryte av etc.  

1. tema: Rammer og føringer for menneskerettighetsundervisning 
 

Alternative oppfølgingsspørsmål: 

 I hvilke fag trekker du inn menneskerettighetsundervisning?  

 Hvordan trekkes læreplaner, kompetansemål formålsparagrafer og andre relevante 

føringer og retningslinjer inn i undervisning knyttet til menneskerettigheter? 

 Hvordan tolker du læreplanenes vekting av/fokus på menneskerettigheter? 

 Hvordan planlegges menneskerettighetsundervisningen på din skole? 

 Hvilke lærebøker og andre læremidler bruker du for å belyse menneskerettslige 

temaer? 

 Spesielle forhold ved din skole som legger føringer for denne type undervisning? 

(satsningsområder, elevsammensetting, spesifikke hendelser, geografisk beliggenhet 

etc.) 

 Hvilke ressurser har du til rådighet (tid, tilgang på læremidler, ekskursjoner, 

kompetanse etc.) 

 Hvilken utdanningsbakgrunn har du? 

 

 

2. tema: Lærerens motivasjon, intensjoner, og definisjoner av 

menneskerettighetsundervisning 
 

Alternative oppfølgingsspørsmål: 

 Hvilken rolle/betydning har menneskerettigheter for deg som lærer? 

 Hva definerer du som menneskerettighetsundervisning? Hva handler emnet om, i dine 

øyne? Forholdet til folkerett og demokrati? 

 Hvilke intensjoner har du med undervisning knyttet til menneskerettigheter? Hvilke 

hensikter vil du trekke fram som sentrale? 

 Hva er det sentrale, kunnskap, verdier/holdninger eller handlingskompetanse? 

 Hva syns du elevene skal sitte igjen med i menneskerettighetsundervisningen? 

 Hvilken rolle syns du menneskerettigheter og undervisning rundt dette bør ha i Norge 

som land, og ev. hvorfor/hvorfor ikke bør Norge satse på slik undervisning?  

 Hvilken funksjon syns du MR bør ha i opplæringen i videregående skole? 
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3. tema: Innhold i menneskerettighetsundervisningen 

 
Alternative oppfølgingsspørsmål: 

 Hva vil du trekke frem som essensielt i det du formidler om menneskerettigheter 

(MR)? 

 Hvilke temaer tar du opp i undervisning knyttet til menneskerettigheter? Gi 

eksempler! Kan du begrunne hvorfor du velger disse temaene? 

 (Ev. oppfølging langs disse dimensjonene): 

o Verdigrunnlag, juridiske og politiske perspektiver på MR? 

o Nasjonale/lokale/internasjonale perspektiver? Spesifikke case/konflikter? 

o Historiebruk og MR 

o Rettigheter og plikter? Forholdet mellom f.eks stat og individ, folkerett 

o Flerkulturelle perspektiver 

o Organisasjoner, beskyttelsesmekanismer, kontroll og ivaretakelse 

o Sivile/politiske, økonomiske, sosiale og kulturelle rettigheter 

 

4. tema: Metodikk og tilnærminger 

 
Alternative oppfølgingsspørsmål: 

 Hvilke metoder og læringsstrategier anvender du i menneskerettighetsundervisningen? 

 Eksempler på hvordan du legger opp undervisningen? 

 Kan du begrunne hvorfor du velger disse tilnærmingene? 

 Elevaktiviserende strategier 

 Lærerstyrte strategier 

 (I hvilken grad er valg av metodikk (og innhold) avhengig av kontekst og 

rammefaktorer?) Se nedenfor.   

 

5. tema: Utfordringer knyttet til menneskerettighetsundervisning 
 

Alternative oppfølgingsspørsmål: 

 Hva syns du er de største utfordringene når det gjelder mr-undervisning? 

 Tema/innholdsmessige utfordringer 

 Metodiske utfordringer 

 Rammefaktorer 

 Ev. oppfølging:  

o Tid 

o Ressurser  

o Kompetanse i emnet 

o Kontekstuelle faktorer 

o Klassesammensetning 

o Elevinteresse/motivasjon 

o Rammevilkår 

o Legitimering og føringer i skolen 
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6. tema: Avslutning:  

 
 Har deltageren noen avsluttende kommentarer, spørsmål og innspill som ikke er tatt 

opp, og som kan være relevante å inkludere? 

 Avsluttende kommentarer: Uklarheter som kan ryddes opp i, tilbakemeldinger, 

muligheter for å komme med innspill i etterkant av intervjuet.  

 


