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Could Do Better: Improving Human 
Rights Learning in the UK  

BEN  MILLS* 

 

Human rights have featured in the courtroom for quite some 

time, but the importance of human rights in the classroom is 

only recently beginning to attract serious recognition. This 

article examines the extent of human rights learning (HRL) 

in the UK. It first considers the conceptual problems in fram-

ing HRL within citizenship education, including the extent to 

which this framing is conceptually legitimate and compatible 

with human rights. It is argued that the values of citizenship 

education and those of HRL do not necessarily overlap. It 

then considers various methodological issues for HRL, par-

ticularly the inherent conflict of interest where states are re-

sponsible for implementing HRL within education yet are al-

so primarily responsible for most human rights infringements. 

Finally the issues of accessibility and impact are considered, 

with the focus on broadening the availability of HRL beyond 

schools and determining when HRL can be judged as suc-

cessful. It is argued that the current state of HRL in the UK is 

minimal and tokenistic at best, and that significant concep-

tual and methodological changes are required in addition to 

considerable improvement in accessibility and impact as-

sessment. If this is achieved, the UK’s contribution to human 

rights would be radically improved. 

 

Introduction 

History sadly illustrates the depth of cruelty one human is capable of 

inflicting upon another. Legal approaches through the establishment 

of international norms and litigation have their place in attempting 

to respond to existing human rights violations and discourage future 

violations, but prevention cannot realistically occur without exten-

sive learning on the importance of respect for human rights. It is 
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therefore of some relief that human rights education is finally begin-

ning to receive some attention from international organisations, 

NGOs, academics, and policy-makers. However, the term ‘educa-

tion’ has been criticised for implying a degree of information-transfer 

and content-based instruction, as opposed to ‘learning’ which signi-

fies inquiry-based models of critical discovery and learner engage-

ment.1 There is a need to establish that the human rights education 

bandwagon is more than merely a marketing tool for international 

NGOs or the superficial subject of yet another non-binding declara-

tion, recommendation, resolution, or action plan: education must 

facilitate effective learning, which in turn must result in the preven-

tion of human rights abuses. It is this human rights learning which 

needs to be accomplished and is therefore the subject of enquiry here.  

Although the UK claims to have played its part in implementing 

HRL with the introduction of citizenship education in curricula 

across the UK,2 the degree to which this genuinely or effectively rep-

resents human rights learning is far from certain. The conceptual re-

lationship between citizenship education and HRL is fraught with 

difficulties, not least of which is the inconsistent constitutional, legal, 

conceptual and educational provision of HRL in the constituent na-

tions of the United Kingdom. Meanwhile in the classroom HRL can 

adopt a euro-centric or even culturally imperialist bias; human rights 

theory struggles to be reconciled with human rights practice; and an 

excessively legal focus dominates pedagogical approaches. Most sig-

nificantly perhaps, HRL is largely absent outside of the state school 

classroom and the tangible results of what little HRL that does exist 

are vague and mostly undocumented. It would seem that the true 

extent of human rights learning in the UK is much more opaque than 

the image the UK has presented to the UN Committee on the Rights 

                                                 
* MA candidate, Birkbeck, University of London. 
1 Betty Reardon, Human Rights Learning: Pedagogies and Politics of Peace 
(UNESCO Chair for Peace Education Master Conference, University of Puerto Rico, 
15 April 2009). 
2 United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), Consideration of 
Reports Submitted by States Parties Under Article 44 of the Convention: United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (CRC/C/GBR/4, 25 February 2008) 
paras 501-505. 
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of the Child. An examination of the central issues inhibiting effective 

HRL in the UK is therefore required. 

 

Conceptual Issues 

There are a number of problems concerning the conception of HRL 

in the UK, including the historical and political context in which 

HRL is supposedly implemented; the undue focus on responsibilities 

within citizenship education; and the conceptual synergy between 

HRL and citizenship education. 

First, the most pressing problem concerning HRL in the UK is its 

overwhelming absence. Although there are a number of notable ex-

ceptions, HRL is confined to the recently introduced citizenship edu-

cation (CE) in both England3 and Scotland.4 As Faulks notes,5 con-

siderable time has passed between the first call for HRL to be includ-

ed within all educational curricula in 19486 and the formal imple-

mentation of any form of HRL in UK schools some fifty years later 

                                                 
3 CE in England was introduced following the recommendations of the Crick Re-
port; see Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA), Education for Citizen-
ship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools (Final Report of the Advisory 
Group on Citizenship, 22 September 1998) (“The Crick Report”). 
4 Provision for ‘citizenship and values’ education (also sometimes referred to as Ed-
ucation for Citizenship (EfC)) in Scotland was introduced by the Education (Na-
tional Priorities) (Scotland) Order 2000, which in turn was provided for by section 
4(1) of the Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc. Act 2000. Clause 3(4) of the Order 
sets as a National Priority ‘…to teach [pupils] the duties and responsibilities of citi-
zenship in a democratic society’. Thus in Scotland, although the text of the Stand-
ards in Scotland’s Schools etc Act 2000 is commendable for reflecting the text of the 
UNCRC (particularly Article 12), there is no legislative provision for teaching stu-
dents about their human rights; only their ‘duties and responsibilities’. For more 
detail on how these priorities and EfC apply in Scottish schools under the newly 
introduced non-prescriptive ‘Curriculum for Excellence’, see Scottish Executive, A 
Curriculum for Excellence (Scottish Executive 2004) which is comparable to the 
Crick Report in England.  
5 Keith Faulks, ‘Rethinking citizenship education in England: Some lessons from 
contemporary social and political theory’ (2006) 1 Education, Citizenship and So-
cial Justice 123. 
6 United Nations General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms (Resolution 217(III)A, 10 December 1948) (UDHR) Pream-
ble and Article 26(2). 
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in 2002.7 Within this fifty-year time period, the UK has signed and 

ratified two legally binding conventions, both of which require that 

education should be directed towards ‘respect for human rights and 

fundamental freedoms’;8 calls which have been widely repeated and 

expanded upon in a number of international documents.9 Regretta-

bly, the obligations of both the ICCPR and the UNCRC relating to 

HRL have been largely ignored by both member states party to the 

conventions and the respective monitoring bodies.10 Furthermore, 

within England several types of schools – Academies, Free Schools, 

and private schools – are not even required to teach the National 

Curriculum of which CE constitutes a part.11 The motivation for and 

sincerity of reforms that come fifty years too late and do not apply in 

all schools might then be questioned. 

Second, the phrase ‘citizenship education’ presents some conceptual 

problems. In a similar vein to human rights education, ‘education’ 

                                                 
7 Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (OFSTED), Citi-
zenship: Survey Report: Preparation for the Introduction of Citizenship in Second-
ary Schools 2001-2002 (OFSTED 2002). 
8 United Nations, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(UNTS Vol 993, entered into force 3 January 1976, 16 December 1966) (ICESCR) 
Article 13(1); United Nations, United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNTS 1577, United Nations General Assembly resolution 44/35, entry into 
force 2 September 1990, 20 November 1989) (UNCRC) Article 29(1)(b). 
9 Most significantly: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO), Recommendation Concerning Education for International Under-
standing, Co-operation and Peace and Education Relating to Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms (Adopted by the General Conference at its eighteenth ses-
sion, Paris, 19 November 1974); United Nations General Assembly (UNGA), World 
Conference on Human Rights: Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action 
(A/CONF.157/23, 12 July 1993); United Nations General Assembly (UNGA), Hu-
man Rights Questions: Human Rights Questions, Including Alternative Approaches 
for Improving the Effective Enjoyment of Human Rights and Fundamental Free-
doms (A/51/506/Add.1, 12 December 1996) (UN Decade for Human Rights Educa-
tion Plan of Action). Although it comes after the implementation of citizenship in 
UK schools, see also United Nations General Assembly (UNGA), United Nations 
Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training (A/RES/66/137, 16 February 
2012).  
10 Gudmunder Alfredsson, ‘The Right to Human Rights Education’ in Asbjørn Eide, 
Catarina Krause, and Allan Rosas (eds), Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(Martinus Nijhoff 2001) 287. 
11 GOV.UK ‘The national curriculum: Part 1: Overview’ (2012)  
<www.gov.uk/national-curriculum/overview> accessed 24 December 2012. 
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implies the receipt and assimilation of knowledge by passive recipi-

ents, rather than the development of prior-knowledge-based learning 

by active participants.12 Citizenship should be a concept which is 

explored and questioned, rather than imparted and absorbed. ‘Citi-

zenship’ further implies that individuals require some form of spe-

cialist education in order to become full citizens or to have their citi-

zenship somehow validated.13 Alderson notes that CE is framed as 

‘education for citizenship, not of young citizens’.14 It also attempts to 

establish a normative hierarchy amongst citizens – those who accept 

the tenets of CE (the ‘good’ citizens), and those who do not or who 

have not undertaken CE (the ‘bad’ citizens) – all of which is defined 

by the state.15  

Third, in focusing on individual actions and behaviour, CE places 

excessive emphasis on individual compliance and responsibility in-

stead of helping learners understand how the state and human rights 

exist for their protection. This misplaced emphasis is often at the ex-

pense of rights.16 The Crick Report’s three ‘strands’ of citizenship, 

‘social and moral responsibility, community involvement, and politi-

cal literacy’,17 only establish responsibilities and knowledge. This can 

be contrasted with Hampshire County Council’s citizenship educa-

tion initiative, ‘rights, respect and responsibility’, which prioritises 

                                                 
12 Katherine Covell, R Brian Howe and Justin K McNeil ‘“If There’s a Dead Rat 
Don’t Leave it”. Young Children’s Understanding of Their Citizenship Rights and 
Responsibilities’ (2008) 38 Cambridge Journal of Education 322. 
13 See by way of example QCA (n 3) 13: ‘We stress however that citizenship educa-
tion is education for citizenship, behaving and acting as a citizen…’. See also Audrey 
Osler and Hugh Starkey, ‘Citizenship Education and National Identities in France 
and England: Inclusive or Exclusive’ (2001) 27 Oxford Review of Education 297. 
14 Priscilla Alderson, ‘Human Rights and Democracy in Schools – Do They Mean 
More than “Picking Up Litter and Not Killing Whales”?’ (1999) 7 The International 
Journal of Children’s Rights 185, 194. 
15 Faulks (n 5). See also Bernard Crick, ‘The Presuppositions of Citizenship Educa-
tion’ (1999) 33 Journal of Philosophy of Education, 337. 
16 See for instance Bill Bowring, ‘Human Rights and Public Education’ (2012) 42(1) 
Cambridge Journal of Education 53. See also Audrey Osler and Hugh Starkey, 
Changing Citizenship: Democracy and Inclusion in Education (OUP 2005) 154; 
Faulks (n 5); Katherine Covell and R Brian Howe, ‘Miseducating Children About 
Their Rights’ (2010) 5 Education, Citizenship and Social Justice 91.  
17 QCA (n 3). 
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rights. In Hampshire children’s existing citizenship is acknowledged 

and notions of ‘respect’ appear to be ‘learned spontaneously’.18 

Both the Crick Report and Bernard Crick himself espouse the popu-

lar but erroneous notion that a given right is and should be some-

how conjoined to, or dependent upon, a corresponding responsibil-

ity.19 This idea is outdated and inaccurate at best,20 and at worst 

misleading and irresponsible, as it shifts focus away from the dignity 

of the human person and towards both compliance and conditionali-

ty. The distinction between rights and responsibilities is naturally 

obfuscated by HRL. If human rights learners have grasped the over-

all concept that human rights are rights held by everyone in respect 

of the actions or inactions of everyone else, they will then appreciate 

that everyone is therefore capable of both being the victim of human 

rights abuses and infringing the rights of others.21 In other words, 

effective HRL will allow learners to conceive of both their rights and 

responsibilities within the context of human dignity and mutual re-

spect. An attempt to create such a distinction may in fact be a 

smokescreen for those seeking caveat or restrict the concept and ap-

plication of human rights to their own actions.22 Calls for greater 

responsibility in society are often directed with a degree of suspicion 

towards those seen as most likely to challenge the status quo, espe-

cially young people,23 minority communities,24  and immigrants.25 

Thus the real purpose of a focus on responsibilities may be to foster 

compliant rather than questioning behaviour, which is hardly con-

                                                 
18 Covell and Howe (n 16) 323. 
19 QCA (n 3); Crick (n 15); Covell and Howe (n 16). 
20 Jack Donnelly, ‘How Are Rights and Duties Correlative’ (1982) 16 Journal of 
Value Inquiry 287. See also Alastair Ross, ‘Children’s Political Learning: Concept-
based Approaches Versus Issues-based Approaches’ in Christine Roland-Lévy and 
Alastair Ross (eds), Political Learning and Citizenship in Europe (Trentham 2003) 
17. 
21 Katherine Covell and R Brian Howe, ‘Moral Education Through the 3 Rs: Rights, 
Respect and Responsibility’ (2001) 30 Journal of Moral Education 31. See also 
Lynn Davies, ‘Focusing on Equal Rights in Teacher Education’ (1994) 46 Educa-
tional Review 109. 
22 See for instance Ross (n 20). 
23 Crick (n 15) 338; QCA (n 3). 
24 Osler and Starkey (n 13) 293. 
25 QCA (n 3) 16-17. 
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ducive to challenging the political, economic, or social status quo on 

human rights grounds. For HRL to be effectively implemented, 

change must be embraced and even encouraged.  

Fourth, CE is simply a poor conceptual fit for HRL. According to 

the UN Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training, ‘hu-

man rights education and training is essential for the promotion of 

universal respect for and observance of all human rights and funda-

mental freedoms for all’.26 In other words, the purpose of HRL is to 

protect all humans from the risk of human rights abuse, for which 

the state is usually primarily responsible. This may be contrasted 

with Crick:  

However, to put it simply, where a state does not have a 

tradition of active citizenship deep in its culture or cannot 

create in its educational system a proclivity to active citi-

zenship, that state is running great risks. Do, or you will 

be done by. The extreme risk is, of course, lack of support 

in times of war or in times of economic crisis, but the more 

obvious risk is lawlessness within society; perhaps not gen-

eral but at least the risk that sections of young people may 

feel alienated, disaffected, driven to or open to strong de-

grees of anti-social behaviour.27 

CE then seems intended to address risks to the state from the people, 

rather than to protect the people from the state. This is hardly con-

ducive to effective HRL. 

Kiwan rejects the suggestion that human rights could form a concep-

tual basis for CE because CE concerns the relationship between the 

individual and a specific political entity, whereas human rights con-

cern the relationship between the individual and a universal ethical 

model.28 However, she does not consider the notion that citizenship 

learning, particularly ‘civics’, could be a legitimate component of 

                                                 
26 UNGA (n 9). 
27 Crick (n 15) 338. 
28 Dina Kiwan, ‘Human Rights and Citizenship: an Unjustifiable Conflation?’ 
(2005) 39 Journal of Philosophy of Education 37. 
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HRL. Indeed Baxi asserts that UNESCO advocates the inclusion of 

‘active civic training’ as a part of HRL, rather than the other way 

around.29 The notion of restrictions on the legitimate use of power as 

a conceptual basis of HRL could viably incorporate knowledge of 

political institutions and participation, as well as more radical politi-

cal theories not limited to a restrictive ‘essentially statist’ approach 

espoused in the Crick Report.30 This approach would seem compati-

ble with Kiwan’s participatory and cosmopolitan conceptions of citi-

zenship.31 Since human rights would not be advanced as the basis of 

citizenship, such civics learning would then be free to pursue the 

identity and values-based connections that are considered necessary. 

 

Methodological Issues 

An inherent conflict of interest in HRL is that the very institutions 

responsible for delivering HRL may be the potential subjects of hu-

man rights complaints. The state owns and controls the majority of 

schools in the UK and government-employed teachers provide educa-

tion to the students that attend them.32 The state, schools, and teach-

ers also have an interest in portraying themselves in the best possible 

light. Thus, in order for HRL to be effective, these institutions must 

recognise and address this conflict. 

At the very least, these institutions must be willing to have their 

practices, procedures and cultures examined and challenged within a 

human rights framework. The wider state, both in local and central 

government, cannot simultaneously encourage the delivery of genu-

ine HRL while rejecting change called for by activists and others. To 

                                                 
29 Upendra Baxi, ‘Human Rights Education: The Promise of the Third Millennium?’ 
(Paper presented at the Conference of the United Nations Member States and Non-
Governmental Organisations, New York, 9 December 1994) 
<www.pdhre.org/dialogue/third_millenium.html#notes> accessed 14 December 
2012.  
30 Faulks (n 5) 130. 
31 Kiwan (n 28) 42-44. 
32 Monisha Bajaj, ‘Human Rights Education: Ideology, Location and Approaches’ 
(2011) 33 Human Rights Quarterly 488. 
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his credit, and in some contrast to his earlier points, Crick notes the 

need for questioning and reasoned discussion when discussing con-

cepts such as the rule of law, where learners, educators, and politi-

cians must ‘justify every instance that is challenged, defend it or 

abandon it, not claim that [all laws] hang together because they are 

the law or that bad decisions must be forgiven because of the accu-

mulation of good decisions’.33 In addition to encouraging a question-

ing rather than compliant approach, states must also be open to crit-

icism of their own human rights records. Hornberg identifies a Ger-

man textbook where only non-European countries are examined 

within the context of human rights violations, and points out the 

ethnocentrism and European superiority which is thus implicit.34 

Similarly, no mention is made of the UK’s colonial legacy or histori-

cal racism and discrimination in either citizenship or history curricu-

la.35 HRL must include a critique of human rights compliance within 

the state in which it is delivered, and preferably the wider region. 

Effective HRL is that which fosters and welcomes institutional 

change, driven by those calling for it. 

In addition to states, learning institutions themselves must not only 

be receptive to scrutiny of their human rights compliance, but must 

actively encourage and welcome it. Numerous authors highlight the 

difficulty with reconciling HRL with everyday life in schools,36 but 

Alderson provides a particularly articulate account: 

Discipline is rigorously imposed through the body: pre-

scribed clothing and hair length, proscribed ornaments, in-

junctions about when and where to sit or stand, to keep 

still, not to run and, most frequently of all, not to talk. 

Time and space are controlled by adults...pupils spend 

hours each week waiting, lining up and queuing in quasi-

                                                 
33 Crick (n 15) 346. 
34 Sabine Hornberg, ‘Human Rights Education as an Integral Part of General Educa-
tion’ (2002) 48 International Review of Education 187, 195. 
35 Osler and Starkey (n 13). 
36 Bajaj (n 32); Covell and Howe (n 16); Davies (n 21); Hornberg (n 34); Ross (n 
20); Reardon (n 2); James A Banks, ‘Diversity, Group Identity, and Citizenship Edu-
cation in a Global Age’ (2008) 37 Educational Researcher 129.  
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military exercises... Teachers “give” reprimands, punish-

ments, detentions without trial, and permission whether to 

go to the toilet, and they confiscate property, without any 

requirement that they explain, justify or be accountable for 

their actions.37 

Alderson notes the compulsory nature of schooling in the UK, and 

poignantly summarises the situation: ‘In British schools pupils are 

regimented and involuntarily subjected to mass routines to a greater 

degree than they will be at any other time of life, unless they are sent 

to prison’.38 The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has even 

acknowledged this tension: ‘Children do not lose their human rights 

by virtue of passing through the school gates’.39 Not only does HRL 

taught in such environments lose all credibility, but learners of hu-

man rights can hardly be expected to advocate for change in the 

wider world if the very same institution responsible for ensuring 

their education is ‘directed to the full development of the human per-

sonality’40 is perceived to be so noncompliant and unresponsive to 

human rights challenges in the first place. Before HRL can attempt 

to create a common culture of human rights, its relevance must be 

readily apparent to learners.41 Alderson calls for an HRL approach 

where ‘staff and students work together to increase respect for rights 

in all aspects of their school’. Indeed, learners who are able to genu-

inely participate in school decision-making will come to think of 

themselves and others as having rights and responsibilities as partici-

pative citizens.42 At the same time, however, schools must be mindful 

of the bigger human rights picture: learners also need to develop em-

pathy for others, including those living in considerably worse human 

rights situations than themselves. A balance is therefore required 

                                                 
37 Alderson (n 14) 188. 
38 ibid 188. 
39 United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), ‘Annex IX: General 
Comment No. 1 (2001): Article 29(1): The Aims of Education’ (CRC/GC/2001/1, 
17 April 2001) para 8. 
40 UDHR (n 6). 
41 Baxi (n 29). 
42 Covell, Howe and McNeil (n 12) 322. 
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where both relative and absolute human rights disadvantage is ade-

quately addressed.  

At present, particularly when HRL is delivered in the context of CE, 

learners are commonly first introduced to human rights through the 

UDHR,43  the UNCRC,44  the ECHR,45  and even national legisla-

tion.46 National legislation as a source of human rights is particularly 

dangerous, since in the UK parliamentary supremacy means that 

domestic legislation which is incompatible with domestic human 

rights law cannot necessarily be challenged in domestic courts. 

Learners are therefore falsely led to believe that Parliament can legit-

imately overrule human rights standards, rather than the other way 

around. Treaties are also a poor basis for HRL since treaties may 

conflict with each other; relevant jurisprudence is rarely taken into 

account, and treaties represent political negotiation and compromise. 

This often reflects the geopolitical ideologies of the day, which at 

times still result in controversy.47 

Baxi asserts that HRL should aim to give human rights the moral 

‘status of truth’.48 Such an approach is in danger of establishing a 

theology of human rights – an unquestioning moral belief in human 

rights as they stand today. Human rights have been gradually estab-

lished from revolutionary struggles throughout history, rather than 

being finished products of the post-war years.49 Since the adoption of 

the UDHR, new human rights have been both required and estab-

lished in areas such as: civil and political rights; economic, social and 

cultural rights; group rights including peoples, indigenous, minority 

                                                 
43 Anja Mihr and Hans Peter Schmitz, ‘Human Rights Education (HRE) and Trans-
national Activism’ (2007) 29(4) Human Rights Quarterly 973. See also Claudia 
Lohrenscheit, ‘International Approaches in Human Rights Education’ (2002) 48(3-
4) International Review of Education 173; UNGA (n 9) Annex para 5; Osler and 
Starkey (n 13) 294. 
44 Covell and Howe (n 12); Osler and Starkey (n 13) 294. 
45 QCA (n 3) 49; Osler and Starkey (n 13) 294. 
46 Kiwan (n 28). 
47 Michael Freeman, Human Rights: An Interdisciplinary Approach (Polity Press 
2011) 8. 
48 Baxi (n 29). 
49 Bowring (n 16). 
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and collective rights; and environmental protection. Furthermore, 

written human rights documents today may be compared to the US 

Constitution: they represent the response of a small group of indi-

viduals to very specific challenges in a particular historical context. 

Their value is therefore derived from the principles they espouse, ra-

ther than the details of their substance. 

Law in general is also a poor basis for HRL since human rights are 

too firmly placed within a legal, rather than a social or moral con-

text. This creates a connotation of stuffy courtrooms and (white) 

men in suits, connotations with which many people struggle to relate. 

An excessively legal framing of human rights creates the impression 

that the same elitism and social hierarchy applies to human rights as 

that which is associated with the law, and will inhibit the ability of 

HRL to make human rights universally relevant. Law also casts as-

persions on the ease with which abuses might be remedied: litigation 

is often time-consuming, prohibitively expensive, technically difficult, 

socially exclusive, and most importantly, constrained by the realities 

of pragmatism. Most significantly, the law itself can be incompatible 

with human rights, such as in Nazi Germany or numerous other to-

talitarian or authoritarian states. Any individual would be hard-

pressed to find a state today in which all laws are compatible with 

international human rights standards. An approach which focuses on 

human rights principles rather than human rights law will help 

learners understand that simply because a right is not written down 

or justiciable does not mean it is less morally justified. 

In this regard, Hornberg’s textbook can be praised for its principles-

based, rather than law-based, approach to HRL. A 32-page chapter 

on human rights is introduced by asking learners to share their 

thoughts on whether the protection of human rights should be en-

trusted to politicians, or whether and how learners can further the 

concept.50 This approach focuses on normative rather than empirical 

conceptions of human rights, and considers human rights within an 

overall concept of limits on state power. In addition, this approach 

                                                 
50 Hornberg (n 34) 194-195. 
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usefully alludes to the conflict of interest between entrusting the im-

plementation of human rights to the state, yet the state being primar-

ily responsible for the infringement of human rights. 

 

Accessibility Issues 

While HRL is arguably delivered in more diverse environments than 

schools alone, the range of environments in the UK in which HRL is 

accessible is very limited. Almost no local governments offer any 

form of HRL in their community education programmes. For those 

few that do, courses are extremely legal in nature (see the methodo-

logical issues for HRL above). Tertiary study is invariably limited to 

academic study of human rights as a specific discipline rather than 

learning taking place across all degree courses.51 While the UK as-

serts that human rights training is provided to key state employees 

such as law enforcement officers,52 it is not clear the extent to which 

this training meets the elements of effective HRL, particularly with 

regard to maintaining a conceptual rather than an overly legal focus.  

In any case, HRL should not be restricted to so-called ‘relevant’ pro-

fessions.53 UNESCO defines ‘education’ as ‘the entire process of so-

cial life’ – such a definition would extend the application of HRL 

well beyond mainstream schooling.54 Bajaj notes how one Indian 

NGO has established accessible HRL for professionals.55 Two-year 

courses are offered at a tertiary level via distance learning and cost 

around US$355 for Indian students. Books and papers are sent to 

learners by post. Exam centres have been established across India, as 

well as in participating Indian diplomatic missions overseas.  

                                                 
51 It may be noted that this is in direct contrast to Scotland’s implementation of 
HRL (via education for citizenship) in the primary and secondary sectors, which 
does not take the form of a discrete subject and is (supposedly) applied across the 
curriculum. 
52 CRC (n 1) para 69. 
53 George Andreopoulos, ‘Human Rights Education and Training for Professionals’ 
(2002) 48 International Review of Education 239. 
54 UNESCO (n 9) in Baxi (n 29). 
55 Bajaj (n 32) 495-497. 
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As for schooling generally, not all schools in England are required to 

follow the national curriculum, so not all school students will engage 

in any form of HRL. The extent to which HRL is monitored in 

home-schooling environments is unclear, as is the extent to which 

HRL exists in schools in UK overseas territories, sovereign base areas, 

and other UK-associated entities. 

Furthermore, there is a need to ensure that HRL is not only physical-

ly available, but is also culturally accessible and globally reflective. 

Human rights generally have been subject to cultural relativist, utili-

tarian, and individualist critiques which are by extension shared by 

HRL. These critiques must be explored and discussed, allowing 

learners to come to their own reasoned conclusions. HRL should 

reflect up-to-date human rights theory and practice: it should cer-

tainly include economic, social and cultural rights,56 and it should 

also discuss collective and minority rights; indigenous peoples’ rights 

and self-determination; and issues concerning the environment and 

evolving technology. HRL must be open about human rights failures 

in both far-flung places and at home.57 Finally, where possible, HRL 

should be delivered in learners’ language of choice and in a culturally 

relevant manner.58 

 

Impact Issues 

Many authors routinely call for HRL to be widely implemented both 

across the school curriculum and within citizenship or another dis-

crete subject.59 However, explicitness, specificity and detail have too 

often been lacking from those author’s accounts of what it is that 

HRL is supposed to practically achieve. If government, the educa-

tional community, society, (and most importantly) learners them-

selves are to be persuaded that genuine and effective HRL is a crucial 

                                                 
56 Baxi (n 29). 
57 ibid. 
58 ibid. 
59 ibid; Hornberg (n 34); Reardon (n 2); Volka Lenhart and Kaisa Savolainen, ‘Hu-
man Rights Education as a Field of Practice and of Theoretical Reflection’ (2002) 48 
International Review of Education 145. 
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educational element in increasingly time-limited learning environ-

ments, HRL’s practical and day-to-day contribution to educational 

outcomes and wider society must be unequivocally clear and meas-

urable.  

First, HRL must actually achieve positive human rights change. A 

broad consensus exists between academics, NGOs and the UN that 

HRL should involve three key elements: learning about human rights, 

learning through human rights, and learning for human rights.60 The 

first of these elements refers to the acquisition of human rights 

knowledge, while the second element refers to skills and competences 

that can be imparted from a rights-based learning framework. The 

third element, however, seeks to empower learners through the pro-

vision of empathy, knowledge, skills and motivation,61 to take action 

in respect of human rights. Lohrenscheit believes that these learners 

can then ‘participate in the transformation of society’.62 While HRL 

(or CE) which does not create the ‘transformative citizen’63 may 

nonetheless impart information and knowledge about human rights 

instruments,64 it is difficult to see the value in this knowledge if hu-

man rights themselves are not actually improved as a result. The 

Montreal Plan of Action on Education for Human Rights and De-

mocracy calls for HRL ‘from the family to the United Nations’ so 

that ‘conduct leading to a denial of rights will be changed, all rights 

will be respected and civil society will be transformed into a peaceful 

and participatory model’.65 So in order to ultimately be successful, 

irrespective of the ancillary benefits that HRL may bring, HRL must 

achieve positive change in the human rights outlook.  

                                                 
60 UNGA (n 9) Annex Article 2(2); Bajaj (n 32); Hornberg (n 34); Amnesty Interna-
tional, Becoming a Human Rights Friendly School: A Guide for Schools Around the 
World (Amnesty International 2012). 
61 Mihr and Schmitz (n 43). 
62 Lohrenscheit (n 43) 177. 
63 Banks (n 36) 137. 
64 Felisa Tibbitts, ‘Understanding What We Do: Emerging Models for Human 
Rights Education’ (2002) 48 International Review of Education 159. 
65 UNESCO (n 9). 
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Second, HRL must enable everyone – not just those skilled in or par-

ticularly passionate about human rights – to effectively advocate for 

their own and others’ human rights in situations where they are de-

nied. Through transformative HRL, those who are victims of fre-

quent human rights abuse can be motivated to act, while those who 

are not frequent victims develop a sense of solidarity with those who 

are, underlined by the belief that ‘injustice faced by any target group 

represents a threat to society as a whole’.66 HRL which can motivate 

those who might be otherwise unconnected with the ‘business end’ of 

human rights to nonetheless advocate for their peers is certainly in 

the process of creating a culture of human rights respect and ob-

servance. This is not achieved by simply delegating the task of being 

concerned about human rights to NGOs like Amnesty International 

and Human Rights Watch.67 All learners must come to recognise the 

importance of human rights activism. 

Third, human rights outcomes must be measurable, and accordingly, 

assessable. It will be difficult indeed to justify the adoption of HRL 

as a radically new approach in education if educational benefit can 

only be measured in esoteric and generally inherent terms. While a 

number of documents again espouse somewhat vague aims of uni-

versal change, outcomes closer to home seem more appropriate, 

achievable and measurable in the first instance, although this does 

not negate the value in global aims altogether. At an immediate and 

local level, it might reasonably be expected that schools and other 

learning environments delivering HRL become more participative 

and democratic in their structure. If this was not possible due to ei-

ther lack of motivation on the part of pupils or resistance to change 

on the part of the school, both of these reasons might nonetheless 

constitute failings in the school’s delivery of HRL. Research suggests 

that increased academic achievement, reduced school exclusions, and 

improved perceptions of peer support and acceptance might also rea-

sonably be expected in an effective programme of HRL.68 By exten-

                                                 
66 Bajaj (n 32) 494. 
67 Mihr and Schmitz (n 43). 
68 Covell and Howe (n 12). 
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sion, reduced incidences of bullying and racial or xenophobic intol-

erance and increased use of rights-based discourses in the classroom 

might also be used to measure effective HRL in the immediate envi-

ronment. 

While improvements in human rights situations in schools are critical 

for learners’ engagement with HRL,69 HRL may nonetheless be ex-

pected to achieve wider outcomes. Areas in which HRL is effectively 

implemented, such as Hampshire,70 should logically see a reduction 

in racial and xenophobic discrimination and violence,71  at least 

among those involved in HRL programmes.72 This could eventually 

lead to a national decrease in these acts, potentially leading to a 

greater culture of human rights respect and observance within the 

UK as a whole. Increased positive comments from human rights 

monitoring bodies in UK periodic reports might eventually be rea-

sonably anticipated. Finally, HRL is not without a global context. 

Unless the global incidence of widespread and severe human rights 

abuses (including crimes against humanity, war crimes, and neo-

colonialism) begin to disappear – both through a reduced willingness 

on the part of states and individuals, and more concerted efforts on 

the part of the international community to prevent such atrocities – 

the value in continued HRL globally can surely be questioned. 

 

Conclusion 

This article has examined the extent of HRL in the UK and has iden-

tified specific ways in which current provision can be improved. 

HRL in the UK is driven primarily from the vehicle of CE in England 

and Scotland. The purposes of CE and HRL are not the same, and 

indeed some of the stated aims of CE may contradict the aims of 

HRL: an excessive fixation on responsibilities; the need to protect 

                                                 
69 Alderson (n 14). 
70 Covell and Howe (n 12); Covell and Howe (n 16). 
71 CRC (n 59) para 11. 
72 This reinforces the importance of HRL being available to all, rather than just de-
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the state from the people; and the notion that citizenship is somehow 

qualified. Even within CE, important methodological considerations 

affect the practical delivery of HRL. These include a willingness on 

the part of states and learning institutions to embrace change, and 

the need for educators to focus on principle-based critical question-

ing rather than legally-based information transfer. All of the above is 

however qualified by the need for more geographically, demograph-

ically and culturally accessible HRL, the ultimate impact of which is 

assessed based on the degree of local and global change which is ac-

complished by its learners. Although the UK has seen some progres-

sion with regard to the introduction of citizenship and values learn-

ing within mainstream education, it can be concluded that this is in-

sufficient to sustain lasting and positive change to human rights, 

both in the UK and elsewhere. If the UK is indeed serious about con-

tributing towards a ‘common understanding and awareness with a 

view to strengthening universal commitment to human rights’,73 it 

must instigate significant changes to the conceptual and methodolog-

ical framework within which HRL currently operates, not to men-

tion considerably broadening its accessibility and scope of impact. 

Regrettably however, the direction of educational travel towards re-

peatedly established the HRL aims remains poorly guided by moni-

toring bodies in state reporting processes. It is therefore incumbent 

on human rights activists – and by extension everyone – to ensure 

that reporting processes adequately hold states’ education policy and 

practice to account with regard to human rights learning. So if and 

when the UK receives its report card on progress towards HRL so far, 

the overall comment should come as no surprise: could do better. 
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