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The document begins by examining the meaning and ultimate purpose of human rights education (HRE) 
and the reasons why it should be included in official curricula as well as in the management and daily life of 
schools. Given the acute problems of contemporary societies, this paper emphasizes that the critical goals 
of the education process must be learning to be and learning to live together, and it analyzes how HRE can 
help to attain these goals. It then presents a detailed analysis of the contribution of HRE to building peaceful 
coexistence based on democracy and solidarity, and to preventing or reacting to various forms of violence 
that may occur in schools. This contribution stems not only from the substantive content of human rights 
knowledge, but also from an appropriate methodology for imparting it. 

Throughout the document boxes have been inserted describing some specific experiences in the Americas that 
show good potential for achieving the objectives of human rights education, promoting peaceful coexistence, 
and preventing violence in schools as well as communities, since both venues are interrelated. The initiatives 
described are quite varied (and were deliberately selected with a criterion of variety in mind), but all share 
basic common concerns:  the protection and promotion of democratic rights and practices and the forging 
of a culture of justice and peace through education. Some of these experiences focus on formal education 
at school; others involve neighborhood or urban settings, using creative resources that go beyond direct 
education on theoretical aspects of human rights and democracy. All of them are intended to provide training 
in rights, as can be seen in their conceptual underpinnings, the design of activities, and the methodology used 
to implement them, which is always participatory and solidarity-oriented. These experiences can serve as 
inspiration for educational policies, programs, and actions. 

Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of 
all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the 
world, …. The General Assembly proclaims this Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

as a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, to the end that every 
individual and every organ of society, keeping this Declaration constantly in mind, shall 
strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms and by 
progressive measures, national and international, to secure their universal and effective 

recognition and observance….
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Preamble, 1948.

Summary
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What is the meaning and ultimate purpose of human 
rights education?

Drawing lessons from the line of thought and historical 
struggles of humanity, in the mid-twentieth century the 
incipient United Nations agreed on a basic set of values 
with legal standing, i.e., mandatory norms for the states:  
human rights. It recognized them as imperatives derived 
from the value of human dignity and as guidelines for 
social organization and interpersonal relationships 
to facilitate peaceful, 
just and mutually 
supportive coexistence 
for the people of the 
world. It called them 
“the common standard 
of achievement for all 
peoples and all nations.” 
The transcendental 
agreement was the 
Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, adopted 
on December 10, 1948. 

Today human rights 
seem as a basic part of the human condition such as 
breathing or walking, but their meaning is profound, 
complex, and never automatic. They are a cultural 
creation, a human construction. They were not won 
once and for all, nor are they acquired spontaneously. 
Every new generation and every child must learn them 
and exercise them; each older generation and each 
adult must respect them, defend them, and teach them. 
Therefore, when the Universal Declaration proclaimed 
human rights it said that “teaching and education” were 
needed to make them a reality. This was the birth of 
human rights education (hereafter HRE), which is now 
recognized as a right of its own. 

The ultimate goal of HRE is to build societies where 
there are no affronts to human dignity. It is not enough 
to denounce and punish abuses after they occur, 
causing suffering and pain for individuals and whole 
communities; it is necessary to prevent them. That is 
why every person must know his or her rights—i.e., 
recognize oneself as a person possessing legal rights—
and know how to defend them; it is equally essential 
that each person recognize and defend the same rights 
for others. Thus, HRE is an instrument for preventing 
human rights violations. It also trains people to critically 
analyze the situation around them and judge their own 
conduct by the ethical standards of human rights, and 
to commit themselves to working actively to removing 
any obstacle to the full exercise of these rights by all. 
From this perspective, HRE is a powerful engine for 
social and personal transformation. 

HRE educates in a vision 
of society and for specific 
practices in social life—
practices of interrelation, 
organization, and cooperative 
action among subjects that see 
themselves as equal in terms 
of dignity and rights, and 
act autonomously, critically, 
and responsibly, guided by 
ethical principles and the 
common good. This is why it 
is often called education “in” 

and “for” human rights, emphasizing its dual role as a 
philosophy or world view and as a set of guidelines to 
how people should behave. 

HRE is not wishful thinking; it is itself a right. (Protocol 
of San Salvador, 1989, Art. 13.2; Declaration on human 
rights education and training, 2011) And like all rights, 
it implies the states’ obligation to make it a reality. 
The reason is simple:  human rights and democratic 
principles can only be exercised and protected if they 
are known, and if they are exercised and defended by 
all persons without exception, not just government 
authorities, intellectuals, or activists. 
By virtue of its origin, goals, deep ethical meaning, 

I. Education for a culture 
of  rights based on democracy 
and solidarity 

By: Allan Reyes Jirón
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critical insight, and power to transform individuals and 
societies, HRE can make an enormous contribution to 
peaceful coexistence based on democracy and solidarity 
in all aspects of life: in relations between countries and 
communities, within each community, in the workplace, 
in families, and in the school itself. Its purpose, the 
theory underpinning it, and its pedagogical objective 
is to teach students to be and to live as full persons, 
possessed of rights.

Which role should HRE play in schools, and why?

The consensus of the Universal Declaration and 
subsequent international instruments on human rights, 
including the Protocol of San Salvador in the Americas, 
recognizes education as vital for the exercise of rights. 
Those instruments establish a dual relationship: 
education is a right that states must guarantee and at the 
same time one objective of education is full development 
of the human personality and strengthening of respect 
for human rights (IIHR, 2006) Moreover, the right to 
education has a multiplier effect capable of increasing 
the enjoyment of other rights when it is guaranteed, or 
inversely, curtailing their enjoyment when it is denied. 
(Tomasevsky, 2003)

The space described by the deceptively simple expression 
“school” encompasses a set of diverse components, all 

II. Human rights education in 
the formal education system

EXPERIENCES

National Plan for Human Rights Education – Brazil  

When the United Nations declared the Decade for Human Rights Education (1995-2004), in order to 
encourage its systematic development in the world it recommended that the member countries prepare 
National Plans of Action for Human Rights Education (NPAHRE). Brazil was the first Latin American 
country to do so. In 2000, with the participation of all national sectors (experts, civil society, public 
and private institutions, and international organizations), it formed a National Committee for HRE, 
which drafted a text encompassing policies, programs, and actions to promote the culture of respect 
and promotion of human rights. The NPAHRE was submitted to an extensive national consultation pro-
cess and its second version came out in 2006. It establishes concepts, 
principles, objectives, guidelines, and lines of action, and includes 
five major focal areas for implementation: basic education, higher 
education, non-formal education, education for justice and law en-
forcement professionals, and education and the media. 

HRE state plans are now being prepared to improve the execution of 
the NPAHRE nationwide.

For more information please click here

http://portal.mj.gov.br/sedh/edh/pnedhesp.pdf
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necessary and important for the educational process:  
public education policy laws, decrees, and regulations; 
the various forms of the curriculum; direct teaching 
in the classroom; teaching tools used by the education 
stakeholders (textbooks and educational materials); 
and the extracurricular opportunities for student 
participation (student government, community, 
sports, artistic, and cultural activities), to cite the main 
components. It is impossible to understand the way the 
educational process functions, or its outcomes, without 
the complementarities, interactions, and synergies 
among all those factors, which constitute a veritable 
system. It is this ecosystem—as a whole and each of 
its components—that must be imbued with the vision, 
principles, and practices of human rights.

Tapping the fertile potential of HRE in school requires 
understanding its dual dimension as a world view 
or philosophy, and life practice, and implementing 
it appropriately as a pedagogical task. The great 
contribution that theorists and practitioners have been 
making since the 1980s is to build the Pedagogy of HRE, 
a process that is in full swing in our Hemisphere. The 
proposals set forth in this document are the result of 

these construction efforts and represent policy guidance 
for the incorporation of HRE in the education systems.

HRE should be present in formal education in two 
major spheres that are complimentary facets of the 
same reality because the feedback from each reinforces 
the other. One is the content of the official curricula; the 
other is the relationship established between members 
of the educational community and in the management 
and day-to-day life of schools. Documents of the United 
Nations and its agencies generally call the former “human 
rights through education,” and the latter, “human rights 
in education” or the “human rights-based approach.” 
(UNICEF, 2008).

Another way to identify the various ways HRE should 
be incorporated is to use the categories of educational 
theory, which regards the curriculum not as a single 
uniform concept but rather one with different 
manifestations. In each of these curricular manifestations 
we must consider whether (or not) human rights are 
present and how. First, there is the explicit curriculum, 
which includes the objectives and content declared 
in the study plans and programs. It is always the 

Legislation to guide the incorporation of HRE in formal education – Uruguay  

In Uruguay, the current Ley General de Educación [General Education Act] N° 18.437 adopted in De-
cember 2008 treats education in the framework established in the Universal Declaration, the Constitu-
tion, and international instruments ratified by the country as fundamental standards for the program 
proposals and educational actions. It establishes crosscutting lines in the system’s various modalities, 
among them HRE, which is considered as a right on its own and as part of the right to education. The 
other crosscutting lines are closely linked to HRE: environmental education of sustainable human deve-
lopment; language education in the country’s various mother tongues and training for speaking second 
languages; education through work; health education, and sexual education incorporating the gender 
perspective. The act establishes a National HRE Committee to recommend general guidelines on the sub-
ject, and the Participation Councils made up of members of the educational community in each school. 

For more information please click here

http://www.parlamento.gub.uy/leyes/AccesoTextoLey.asp?Ley=18437&Ancho
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political expression of a consensus on the legitimacy 
of the knowledge that must be placed within reach of 
everyone from childhood. When a topic is included, 
this shows the importance attached to it by the national 
society in its education aspirations. This explains the 
intense effort of international, regional, and national 
specialized organizations, 
experts, and activists to open 
the explicit curriculum to 
the incorporation of a new 
discipline: knowledge about 
human rights and all that 
such a discipline  entails:  
values, principles, attitudes, 
behavior, and capacity for 
action.

There is also a hidden 
curriculum.  This refers to 
the set of implicit messages 
transmitted by the school’s 
culture and by the institutional and interpersonal 
relations between all the educational stakeholders, 
including the relations established by the school with 
the families and community. This manifestation of the 
curriculum is not visible in stated objectives and content 
(which is why it is called “covert”), but it exerts a powerful 
formative influence. Is the school run by a despotic 
and arbitrary power? Is corporal punishment used? Or 
are democratic and participatory forms of authority 
exercised? Is there trust and mutual respect among the 
school stakeholders? Or do fear, insecurity, threat, and 
submissiveness prevail? Is there discrimination? Does 
discrimination go unpunished? The covert curriculum 
represents the force of traditional school practices that 
teach unintentionally but more powerfully than the 
express and deliberate messages. 

There are two modalities for inserting HRE in the explicit 
curriculum: specific (as a discipline in its own right) and 
crosscutting. The specific modality consists of developing 
the human rights content as a separate subject, or as 
an important part of a related subject, such as civic 
education or social studies. The crosscutting modality 
seeks to spread human rights content across different 
areas and academic disciplines. Different formats can 

be used in this latter case to introduce the human rights 
perspective, its principles, regulatory framework, and 
protection mechanism. Examples of formats are (a) 
identifying significant topics in different subjects that 
could be analyzed from a rights approach1, (b) designing 
interdisciplinary workshops and research or action 

projects on specific real 
problems under the joint 
responsibility of teachers 
of different subjects2, and 
(c) using specific everyday 
conflicts or situations 
experienced in the school 
or community as a starting 
point for teaching human 
rights3.

In the 1990s and early 
2000s these two modalities 
were seen as opposite 
and exclusive. Theorists 

avidly argued for one or the other, albeit with little 
practical experience because HRE had not yet been 
firmly inserted in formal education. Around 2005 an 
integrative position emerged that has borne fruit:  for 
an effective education in human rights, both modalities 
must be present in the educational system and in every 
1 Some examples could be, in History, the European conquest of the 
Americas and the subjugation of the original peoples; in Spanish, the 
language, identification of peoples, and their right to culture; in Lit-
erature, the diversity of literary and cultural expressions of the differ-
ent peoples or ethnic groups that inhabit a country; in Art, freedom 
of thought and expression; in Science, the right to life of all living 
species and a healthy environment for future generations, etc. 
2 Appropriate topics for this type of activity are poverty and ineq-
uity as violations of rights; Latin America, the area with the greatest 
inequality in the world; contemporary migrations to and from the 
country and respect for the migrants’ human rights; structural vi-
olence and manifest violence; violence in its various forms and ap-
pearances (in society, home, and school); individual and organized 
crime; genocide and crimes against humanity; environmental deg-
radation and the risks for the rights of future generations; etc. 
3 Situations that occur often in school and should be dealt with 
from a rights perspective are, for example: discrimination and 
prejudice of any type; lack of respect and forms of violence among 
students; bullying in person or through electronic media; author-
itarian or egotistic behavior that promotes the violation of rights; 
indifferent or passive behavior that witnesses violations with-
out reacting to them; and addictions (alcohol and drugs). 
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school. Giving human rights an assigned space in the 
curriculum permits their study in depth as a specific 
subject, in all its component categories (see section 
4), taught by specially trained teachers responsible 
for imparting them. Simultaneously, crosscutting 
treatment reveals and focuses on human rights where 
they are actually involved in various areas of the human 
condition (which in each school are represented by the 
different subjects), facilitating their interdisciplinary 
treatment.

In summary, HRE makes an invaluable contribution 
to the educational process and peaceful coexistence 
in schools. It is much more than a set of curricula; 
it is a powerful diagnostic tool of the institutional 
climate, an ethical/juridical frame of reference for the 
conduct of educational stakeholders, and a proposal 
for transformative intervention in the situation. When 
human rights are added to the explicit curriculum 
it opens up a great opportunity to teach personality, 
attitudes, and conduct; when it is also adopted as a 
management principle by the school and as guidelines 
for coexistence, it helps to build an equitable, fair, and 
solidarity-oriented school community that can face and 
resolve daily problems (of whatever type) respectfully 
and peacefully, in a framework of a rights culture.

Given the serious contemporary problems, which are 
considered today as the critical goals of the education 

process? What can HRE do and how can 
it help to achieve them?

Many grave problems in the world social order pose 
challenges to contemporary education:  exclusion and 
increasingly sharper inequities; unemployment and 
poverty; organized crime; addictions that degrade 
personal dignity and capacity; and discrimination 
and violence in communities and families, generally 
against the most vulnerable (children, the elderly, 
women, the poor, persons with disabilities, ethnic 
minorities, immigrants, etc.). Given these human 
sufferings, the consumer society and the media promote 
individualistic and competitive behavior, with little 
interest in encouraging collective efforts to give human 
life direction and a sense of solidarity. 

In the realm of education, officials and experts 
repeatedly voice concern about the gamut of situations 
that block peaceful coexistence in schools. They range 
from relationship problems that affect the institutional 
climate and academic performance (for example, lack 
of student interest in the formal education curriculum, 
lack of real communication between teachers and 
students, and the growing gap between the school 
culture and youth cultures), to decidedly violent acts 
(discrimination, bullying, and attacks among students; 
vandalism against the institution; and aggression from 
outside the school by organized crime, as well as the 
persistence of arbitrary and authoritarian behavior 
by the school’s teachers or administrators toward the 
students).

Acts of violence in schools, whichever their cause or 
severity, are human rights violations by some education 
stakeholder(s) against another or others. Therefore, 
they should always be identified and denounced; more 

III. Global challenges for 
contemporary education:  
learning to be and to live together
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Argentine Observatory on School Violence – Argentina

This initiative was established in 2004 by Argentina’s Ministry of Education and the San Martín National 
University. Its purpose is to join forces to study school violence and contribute to the consolidation of 
democratic practices and citizenship opportunities in the educational area. It is based on the conviction 
that any policy to address this complex problem must be grounded on serious and rigorous research to 
identify its forms, its common characteristics, and its variations in different scenarios in the country, 
as a way of overcoming false “solutions” based on im-
pressions of incidents. It foments the implementation 
of projects that address the phenomenon from various 
qualitative and quantitative dimensions, and participa-
tes in initiatives on this subject that are underway in the 
country.

For more information please click here

importantly, they should be prevented. Authorities and 
the public perceive that school violence is on the rise and 
has reached alarming proportions in some countries. 
The topic is discussed in the media and in chat groups, 
but generally without accurate statistical data, referring 
only to a few notorious cases and generic data of dubious 
reliability. Academic studies are not known, much less 
applied, by the education stakeholders that need them 
most:  principals, teachers, students, and parents. It is 
necessary to analyze the problem with a human rights 
approach to eradicate prejudices and stereotypes, 
exaggerated hypotheses, groundless opinions, and “firm 
hand” repressive measures. The latter are dangerous, 
not only because research shows them to be ineffective 
(Krauskopf, 2006; Abad and Gómez, 2008; Rodíguez, 
2010), but also because they tolerate the violation 
of rights in the name of “order” or “peace” defined 
unilaterally by those in positions of power. (IIHR, 2011)

These phenomena are undeniably complex and have 
multiple causes; seen in the context of education and 
rights, there are two major underlying problems. One 
is the anxiety, tension, and unresolved conflicts people 
face in their process of self-recognition and self esteem 

in the context of accelerated change, with weakening 
traditional identities and confronting an uncertain and 
threatening future. (Tedesco, 2011) The other involves 
the anxiety, tension, and unresolved conflicts in relations 
with other persons and social groups in an increasingly 
globalized, diverse, and unequal world. In other words, 
the critical challenges ahead are what the Delors Report 
identified simply and precisely among the major pillars 
of education: learning to be and learning to live together 
(UNESCO, 1996), which are actually the goals pursued 
by HRE.  

This has led to increasing awareness of the importance 
of strengthening HRE as a preventive and formative 
school intervention strategy (Greene, 2006; IIHR, 
2011; Magendzo, 2010). It must not be left alone in 
the process. It is necessary to promote synergy with 
related educational currents—such as education for 
peace, education for democracy or for citizenship, and 
education for sustainable development—whose goals 
also demand working for universal respect of human 
rights. These currents share common objectives, 
content, and methodological principles, and their 
differences tend to be more in emphasis. Adopting a 

http://portal.educacion.gov.ar/secundaria/programas/observatorio-argentino-de-violencia-en-las-escuelas/
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HRE perspective will enable proper diagnosis of the 
problems afflicting our societies and schools, discarding 
arbitrary or prejudiced perceptions, and conceptualizing 
them from a rights perspective. That is the only basis for 
subsequent execution of ethical, critical, transforming 
educational work that is carried out with consistency.

The rights perspective helps to position education 
vis-à-vis school violence and to understand it better. The 
school system cannot set a reactive goal of “combating 
violence” (the proper function of the police and 
judiciary, not teachers), but rather that of building and 
maintaining conditions that ensure good coexistence 
and safe learning, which are part of their formative role. 
Expressions of school 
violence should be seen 
as disruptions of the 
education process that, 
if left unchecked , show 
the school’s inability to 
negotiate or transform 
constructively the 
conflicts that occur in its 
facility and between its 
stakeholders. Moreover, 
it is incorrect to view 
violence as a unique and 
uniform phenomenon, 
when it is actually a 
broad range of situations 
and behaviors, so it should be regarded as plural. 
(Rodríguez, 2010; Gómez, 2008). Nor are the causes of 
school violence uniform; they vary depending on the 
location and social context of schools. For example, 
in South America, experts say the causes of frequent 
vandalism, thefts, and physical assaults against the 
school, among students, and even against teachers, are 
poverty, social exclusion, and child labor, combined with 
the low quality of education and the expulsion of youth 
from the system. In Central America, Mexico, and the 
Caribbean, additional factors are the destabilizing effect 
of gangs and drug trafficking, which beset students 
and teachers with extortion and death threats that are 
sometimes carried out. (Rodríguez, 2010)

Beyond the particular characteristics noted, there is a 
common problem in the Americas: “the generalized 
prevalence of a culture of violence, which leads to the 
‘solution’ of practically all conflicts (even the most limited 
and irrelevant ones) by violent means” (Rodríguez, 
2010, p. 3). This violent attitude toward interpersonal 
relations must be destroyed and changed through 
education, but always on the basis of understanding its 
complexity and without resort to oversimplifications or 
stigmatizing stereotypes, both of which are ineffective. 

There is a two-way relationship between coexistence 
and security in the school atmosphere and HRE. If 
the stakeholders feel calm and protected in the school 

and interact respectfully, 
this favors learning 
human rights implicitly 
and practically, because 
these aspects are part 
of the educational 
system’s powerful 
covert curriculum. 
Living together well 
every day shows human 
rights values and 
attitudes in action, even 
though they are not 
developed theoretically. 
Educational psychology 
has proved that children 

learn more from observation than from exhortation, so 
recognition of their rights in education will facilitate 
their education on the subject of human rights 
(Tomasevsky, 2003). There are contrary influences, 
of course. If the educational stakeholders receive 
broad and systematic training in human rights, their 
understanding is modeled in day-to-day interactions 
that are more peaceful, respectful, and safe for all, 
because the emphasis of this training is precisely on 
the values, attitudes, and behavior that should govern 
relations between subjects of law.

In short, if the school implements HRE, it will be 
promoting coexistence and security, and vice versa. 
Both aspects grow together or deteriorate together. 

By: Marlon Esquivel
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IV. Building coexistence 
and violence prevention 
with a human rights approach

Therefore, if there is a weak area in school life (such 
as recurring incidents of some type of violence), a 
pertinent and solid pedagogical strategy is to work from 
the other approach:  teach rights.

How does HRE help build coexistence 
based on democracy and solidarity and prevent or 

intervene in school violence? 

HRE works at any level (primary, secondary, or higher 
education), whether in formal or non-formal education, 
and must advance on three parallel paths:  teaching and 
learning of information and knowledge about human 
rights—the cognitive dimension; of values and attitudes 
consistent with human rights—the axiological or ethical 
dimension; and of skills or competencies for action in 
defense of human rights—the operational or pragmatic 

dimension. These are the three components or content 
categories of HRE, all equally important and necessary. 
Like legs of a tripod, only together can they create and 
sustain practices of ethical, critical, and transformative 
conduct among learners. (World Conference on Human 
Rights, Vienna, 1993)
 
With respect to information and knowledge, HRE 
teaches comprehension of concepts, history, norms, 
and institutions of human rights and democracy. 
Given the volume of information circulating in today’s 
world, if citizens are not to be left adrift or fall prey to 
manipulation they must understand the basic categories 
of political culture; the constitutional principles and 
guarantees; the philosophical and legal bases of human 
rights; the legislative framework, protection systems, 
and mechanism for claiming rights; and the principles, 
institutions and procedures of the rule of law, among 
other elements in the knowledge of this subject, as well 
as the context and events that influenced the evolution 
of recognition (or violation) of human rights in the 
world, the region, and the country. This is part of what 
must be taught.

National Program for Coexistence in Schools (Coexistence Program) – Costa Rica

The Ministry of Education and the Office of the President of Costa Rica created this program in 2011 
to promote the development of strategies or plans for strengthening relations of coexistence in all the 
country’s schools. Its gradual but continuous application is intended to promote social relations based 
on respect, a peace culture, recognition and enjoyment of diversity, participation, and a feeling of belon-
ging. A working group is formed in each school to develop its own 
strategy, based on its situation and needs. It comprises the princi-
pal, a teacher, a counselor, and two student representatives elected 
by the school’s representative assembly. The Ministry of Education 
orients these groups by preparing a guidebook for developing the 
strategy and other support materials.

For more information please click here

http://www.vidaestudiantil.cr/app/cms/www/index.php?id_menu=31
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With respect to values, HRE cultivates universal 
ones that uphold the dignity of the individual and 
promote corresponding attitudes. The central values 
of human rights are indispensable for building and 
consolidating democratic and peaceful societies: 
respect for life and for physical and psychological 
integrity, identity and self-esteem, respect and care for 
others, nondiscrimination, freedom, equality, justice, 
solidarity, participation, and human development. They 
are essential because what we learn to respect and what 
predisposes us emotionally to act is, after all, what will 
guide our daily conduct now and in the future, at any 
time and place. 

In terms of skills or competencies for action, HRE 
develops multiple capacities that enable people to 
intervene independently and effectively in civic efforts 
to exercise and defend rights. For example, skills such as 
oral and written communication, dialogue, information 
processing, analytical and critical thinking, logical 
argument, perception and understanding of differing 
viewpoints, negotiation, conflict resolution, group 
work, community organization, petitions to authorities, 
to mention some especially essential skills. Two decades 

of theoretical work and experience in HRE in our 
Hemisphere and the world demonstrate that effective 
human rights education calls for mobilizing the 
intellect, sentiments, and will to act of the people—
teachers and students alike—to defend their own 
human rights, and those of others, without exception. 
It must be an integral effort, because as humans we 
are integral beings. (UN, 1994, 2005; Reardon, 1995; 
Rodino, 2001).

Many of the examples cited of content of knowledge, 
values, attitudes, and capacities for action can be 
easily and rapidly added to or strengthened in the 
explicit curricula of the region, because there is not 
always a need for changes in the curricula as such. It 
is only necessary for education authorities to identify 
the existing content in the study programs that could 
be enhanced with a human rights approach; prepare 
guidelines so that principals and teachers incorporate 
this approach; and organize the preparation of teaching 
materials and training courses so in-service teachers can 
apply it. If the study programs have substantial gaps in 
their material (i.e., a strong “null curriculum” of human 

Open School – Brazil

This program, created by UNESCO, has been implemented in Brazil since 2000. It is based on a simple 
idea:  leave primary and secondary schools open on Saturdays and Sundays so children and youth have 
recreational opportunities and are not on the streets exposed to violence. On weekends thousands of 
schools in socially at-risk zones offer academic, cultural, and sports acti-
vities, and training for work and income generation to students and resi-
dents in the neighborhood. This program has reduced the rate and per-
ception of violence in their communities. Later it was adopted by other 
countries in the region, including Mexico, Guatemala, and Panama. 

For more information please click here

http://portal.mec.gov.br/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=16739&Itemid=811
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Caribbean Vizion and its “Educulture” Program - Caribbean area

This NGO was founded in 2001 by Choc`late Allen, a Trinidadian native, to promote cultural and eco-
nomic cooperation among Caribbean people and their governments. It seeks to develop young people’s 
self-esteem and full potential; to combat prejudices and stereotypes on youth; and to encourage their 
commitment to education and community, aiming to transform the whole culture to exemplify nonvio-
lent conflict resolution and a respect for diversity. “Educulture” is a creative union of dance, music, sin-
ging, drama, poetry, visual art, and language—all infused with a Caribbean sensibility. In this program 
young artists and educators visit schools and communities to entertain and inform youth on everyday 
issues, including HIV/AIDS, violence, teenage pregnancy, and drugs, among other issues affecting them. 

More information:
Organization of American States, OAS (2011).Towards a culture of non-violence: the role of arts and cul-
ture. Field kit. Pp. 29-33. At: click here

rights), it will be necessary to amend the curricula to 
correct their weaknesses and gaps. 

HRE content is described in general terms here because 
of space limitations, but each element can and should 
be broken down to serve as guidance for classroom 
teaching. It is advisable to consult relevant proposals of 
content matrices to gradually introduce HRE content 
in basic education based on the students’ age:  two 
summary outlines for ages from early childhood to 
youth (Reardon, 1995 and UNOHCHR, 2004) and one 
in greater detail for the 10-14 age group (IIHR, 2006). 
The latter is a very useful tool for evaluating the amount 
and depth of HRE content already in the current 
program and for showing what is not yet included. 

Although Latin America has taken great strides to 
incorporate HRE in its school systems, it is necessary 
to consolidate this progress, broaden it, and deepen 
it. The most systematic and sustained research in the 
region, the series of Inter-American Reports on Human 
Rights Education (IIHR, 2002 to 2011) verified that 
today HRE is present as a specific goal in the legislation 
of 17 countries (in constitutions, education laws, 

and resolutions of ministries of education) and that 
human rights and democracy content is increasingly 
incorporated in the primary and secondary curricula. 
Among the latter, the most widespread and recurrent 
themes are diversity (ethnic, religious, linguistic, and 
cultural), its value for society, and the rejection of all 
forms of discrimination. Nevertheless, the references 
to human rights and democracy in the curricula often 
appear more symbolic than real, given the various 
recurring tendencies, for example: (i) these concepts 
are not analyzed in depth (definition, principles and 
fundamentals, characteristics, differing interpretations, 
etc.); (ii) the information and historical analysis are weak 
(how humanity came up with the notions of democracy 
and human rights and how they evolved over time; their 
historical milestones and key events in the struggle for 
human rights in the world, the Hemisphere, and each 
country); (iii) they cite few or no important persons 
in the struggle for human rights and democracy in the 
past and present, in the world, the Hemisphere, and 
each country; and (iv) there is no inclusion, or very little 
and sporadic inclusion, of cases of massive violations of 
rights in the world, the Hemisphere, and each country. 
(IIHR, 2008; Rodino, 2012)

http://www.oas.org/en/yearofculture/DOCs/manual%20campo%20ingles.pdf
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It has also been noted (IIHR, 2008, 2009; Rodino, 2012) 
that the curricula place more emphasis on the study 
of human rights legislation than on the national and 
supranational institutions charged with protection of 
human rights, an imbalance that raises questions about 
how much the school is doing to teach the necessary 
linkage between norms and institutions, because in 
real life one does not work without the other. Ignoring 
how institutions operate make the rules become more 
abstract and hampers development of the students’ 
capacity to demand their rights, which is one of the 
major objectives of HRE. Overall, the information about 
the supranational level is unsatisfactory, especially with 
respect to regional and international organizations for 
cooperation on and promotion of human rights (OAS, 
UN, UNESCO, and UNICEF). Coverage of them is 
barely moderate, too sketchy given their importance. 
Without exhausting here the results of regional research, 
it is evident that much still remains to be done to bring 
the full transformative potential of HRE to the formal 
education curricula.

There is another aspect of school life that has been shown 
to have great influence on the education of children and 

youth, although education policies tend to give it short 
shrift. It is what are commonly called “extracurricular 
activities” or “supplementary curriculum,” opportunities 
for student action outside the classes, supervised by some 
teacher but usually optional for students. Examples are 
student organizations, intramural and interscholastic 
sports competitions, and a variety of artistic, social, and 
school-sponsored community activities (community 
extension projects, expositions and dances, musical 
groups, concerts, plays, art shows and performing arts, 
among others). These activities are particularly suited 
for incorporating the principles, values, attitudes, and 
competencies of human rights in a practical, hands-on 
way, and if properly oriented, they can be valuable 
experiences in nonformal HRE. (Holden and Clough, 
Eds, 1998). Although there is general literature on 
these activities, they need further study with a HRE 
perspective to make the most of them. The opportunity 
is there; it is a question of taking advantage of it.

A study was conducted in 17 Latin American countries 
on the legislative framework of student organizations 
in public schools, which analyzed to what extent they 
were regarded as student governments, i.e., forums 

Transformation of a city: Medellín, Colombia

In the 1990s, after two decades of criminal action by drug traffickers and paramilitaries, Colombia’s 
second largest city was in the throes of unstoppable violence. In 2004, the new mayor Sergio Fajardo, 
elected representing the “Citizen Commitment” network of business leaders and community organiza-
tions, mobilized citizens with a platform of social inclusion relying on education, culture, and the arts 
as strategy to achieve development and combat violence. He sharply increased the budget for education, 
invested heavily in art and culture (museums and public libraries), reconnected the poorest areas on the 
surrounding hills with the rest of the city through public transport, revitalized public places with am-
bitious and inspiring architecture, and stimulated growth through microloans to small business. Today 
Medellín is a transformed city.

More information:
Organization of American States (OAS (2011). Towards a culture of non-violence:  the role of arts and 
culture. Field kit. Pp. 18 to 22. At: click here

http://www.oas.org/en/yearofculture/DOCs/manual%20campo%20ingles.pdf
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for participation, representation, deliberation, and 
decision making by students in the schools, which 
would recognize their potential to exercise and learn 
human rights. (IIHR, 2007) The study found that in the 
period from 1990 to 2007 there was significant progress 
in 16 of those countries, and that the changes showed 
a clear trend toward (i) recognizing students’ right to 
participate in the life of the school; (ii) establishing 
collective bodies of student representatives at various 
levels (classroom, grade, and school); (iii) expanding 
opportunities for deliberation and decision making by 
students; and (iv) providing for interaction of student 
representatives with representatives of other groups 
of the educational community (teachers, principals, 
and parents). In the first 
decade of this century, 
the fundamentals of this 
legislative framework 
were broadened to include 
human rights principles, 
values, and attitudes, 
and, more recently, 
capacities for exercising 
rights. The ministries 
of education give the 
schools responsibility for 
guiding and supporting 
the operation of student 
governments, but they 
have limited or no budget. 

Based on the documents analyzed, the outlook for 
student governments is promising. We will have to see 
what actually happens in schools to know how much of 
this potential is realized. There is a need for local field 
research:  ethnography, case studies, and surveys of the 
perceptions and attitudes of the students themselves. 
There is also much to be done in the Americas for 
development of pedagogy and building capacities for 
student organization, communication, and action. In 
this regard, teachers and students must keep working 
to tap the potential for student government, avoid 
pitfalls, and reject counterfeit versions of the real thing. 
(Rodino, 2010)

With respect to school culture and institutional and 
interpersonal relations between the educational 
stakeholders, the introduction of HRE serves as a 
powerful catalyst. 4/ The idea is to teach the use of 
human rights as a lens for observing reality—that is, to 
find out and evaluate the everyday practices in all the 
student places, times, and activities, in the classrooms, 
halls, schoolyards, and bathrooms; during classes and 
breaks, lunch, sports, and social activities; of students 
with teachers and school service personnel, among 
students, and of officials and teachers with parents. A 
phenomenon that tends to insert itself subtly in these 
practices is discrimination in all its forms (sexism, 
racism, ethnocentrism, xenophobia, homophobia, etc.), 

which if allowed to spread 
unchecked becomes a 
justification for failure 
to respect rights and 
resort to violence. HRE 
offers tested tools to 
build awareness of 
this multifaceted and 
pernicious phenomenon, 
show its persistent and 
varied forms, teach how 
to break down prejudice 
and stereotypes, develop 
tolerance, cultivate 
empathy, value diversity, 

and train in procedures for solving differences and 
conflicts. There is great potential for conflict resolution 
if students can learn to solve conflicts through dialogue 
and reason rather than resorting to force (Rodino, 
2008).

4 This is what the literature calls incorporating “human rights 
in education” or “a human rights based educational approach,” 
or dealing with the “covert curriculum” (see section 3). 

By: Marlon Esquivel
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How does HRE contribute through its methodology?   

The concern to include human rights in formal education 
must go hand in hand with the concern for its teaching 
methodology. The methodology is always important for 
quality learning in any discipline that is mobilizing, 
meaningful, applicable, and lasting; but in the case of 
human rights it is critical. Since it is knowledge that 
directly involves the human condition, it must be dealt 
with in a manner consistent with human dignity. What/
Which are the teaching methodology and practices 
in Latin American school systems? Research indicates 
that there have been important developments in the 
past decade, which reflect an effort to change strategic 
guidelines to bring them in line with the progress in 
theory and psychological research. There is a transition 
from the traditional strategies centered on the cumulative 
transmission of facts (encyclopedism) or the mechanical 
alteration of behavior based on stimulus-response 

schemes (conductism), in favor of strategies centered 
on the students as the main characters of the learning 
and on their processes of discovery and construction 
of knowledge (cognitive psychology or constructivism) 
(IIHR, 2010)

Currently there are curricula that are constructivist 
based with the corresponding recommended strategies. 
Yet research also recognizes that there is a wide gap 
between the official theoretical position and what 
actually happens in the classroom. In many contexts, 
the traditional teaching methodology prevails, based 
on lectures by expert teachers with students assuming 
a passive role as consumers, reproducing already 
processed information. HRE calls for revising this deeply 
rooted practice. Firstly, because it is ineffective and not 
educationally productive. Secondly, because it alienates 
students from schools, making them feel they are in a 
place far removed from their needs and interests, alien 
and boring. This contributes to their lack of interest 
and the school dropout phenomenon. Thirdly, because 
this practice does not recognize students as persons 
with rights; it is often undemocratic and it even violates 
rights. 

Dignity in Schools Campaign – United States 

This is a coalition of parents, youth, educators, and advocates that challenges the systemic problem 
of pushout in schools and advocates for the human right of every child to a quality education and to 
be treated with dignity. The campaign questions the traditional discipline of 
“strong arm,” “zero tolerance,” punishment, and removal from school, because 
as research has shown, this pushes students out of schools and into the crimi-
nal justice system. The campaign promotes alternatives of good disciplinary 
practices to promote safe and productive learning environments that minimi-
ze conflict and optimize learning. It maintains that students, parents, and tea-
chers have the right to participate in making the schools’ disciplinary policy.  

For more information please click here
Please click here

V. The importance of  
the teaching method 

http://www.dignityinschools.org/about-us
http://www.dignityinschools.org/dsc-ny
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Above all, we must recognize that there is no single 
current that encompasses all the needs for teaching 
the knowledge, values, attitudes, and capacities for 
action included in HRE. The active and critical 
teaching and cognitive psychological theories offer 
many contributions, but not a single, complete, and 
exhaustive proposal—which is good, because it prevents 
considering it as a fail-safe prescription. The theories do 
offer many guiding principles, including: 

•	 Orient teaching actions to values in human rights, 
democracy, and peace, seeking consistency between 
the teaching content and teaching method; 

•	 Mobilize reflection and conscious action, 
promoting critical self examination of the teacher’s 
and students’ personal attitudes and behavior in the 
light of human rights values;

•	 Encourage processes that lead to learning rather 
than mechanical transmission of information 
(the “banking” concept) or seeking preconceived 
responses (the “stimulus-response” conductist 
concept); 

•	 Cultivate dialogue and promote effective 
participation of students in their learning process 
by using participatory methods; 

•	 Treat learners as multifaceted beings with 
perceptions, ideas, judgments and prejudices, 
emotions, affection, a playful spirit, and a will to 
act; appeal to all dimensions of their personality, 
including the subjective and affective; 

•	 Link content and teaching activities to the students’ 
immediate milieu, to make them psychologically 
and socially relevant; 

•	 Apply knowledge to problems, so students can 
identify and analyze conflicts;

•	 Use conflicts as learning opportunities and teach 
students to negotiate them constructively; and 

•	 Empower the group as an opportunity for learning 
and cooperation. (Rodino, 2001) 

This brief list illustrates the powerful contribution that 
HRE can make over and above its literal content, and 
suggests methodology policy guidelines for teacher 
training and preparation of teaching materials. 

Here are some specific observations to consider with 
respect to the specific problem of school violence and 
the culture of violence in general. Purely repressive 
strategies (such as “strong arm,” “zero tolerance,” or 
training following the military model), and those aimed 
at “at risk youth” or “rehabilitating” offenders and gangs 
have proved to be ineffective and counterproductive. 
(Rodríguez, 2010; Abad and Gómez, 2008; Krauskopf, 
2006). Contrariwise, the strategies with the most and 
best results are those based on preventive approaches, 
aimed at youth in general (not specific groups), seeking 
to develop a culture of peace and human rights in 
school and society. Some of the success factors that were 
identified are the promotion of teamwork, recognition 
of students as youth and subjects of law, linkage of 
teaching with the world of work, training in civics 
and conflict resolution, and the presence in school of 
specialized personnel to support the teacher (guidance 
counselors, student advisers, etc.) (Acosta, 2008; 
Abramovay, Coordinadora, 2009). 

Research findings show the importance of building 
education policies to prevent possible violence, 
targeting the whole student population, and seeking to 
improve the school climate and daily living together, 
based on values and principles of human rights, a peace 
culture, democratic citizenship, and the development of 
self-esteem and capacities for interpersonal relations. 
(IIHR, 2011) HRE can make invaluable contributions 
in these lines of action.
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