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Human rights education for children is 
broadly acknowledged as essential to the 
promotion, protection and effective 
realisation of all human rights. Providing 
learners with human rights knowledge and 
skills, developing human rights-friendly 
attitudes and values, and encouraging 
behaviour change and action, human rights 
education will, it is assumed, contribute to 
building and promoting a broader human 
rights culture, in the sense of a culture where 
everyone's rights are respected, where people 
understand their rights and responsibilities, 
recognise human rights violations and take 
action to protect the rights of others. The UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 
Covenant on Economic and Social Rights, 
along with other international human rights 
standards, emphasise the right to human 
rights education. Human rights education is 
also accorded a central role in Agenda 2030 
and the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), with SDG target 4.7 emphasising the 
importance of human rights education. 
 
But does human rights education work? This 
is obviously a complex question which does 
not give itself easily to definitive answers. 
However, recent years have witnessed a surge 
in research that explores the question in 
relation to specific human rights education 
initiatives, measuring their outcomes  
based on systematic collection and analysis of 
empirical data. This research provides 

important insights into the kinds of outcomes 
that human rights education may produce and 
the preconditions necessary for such 
outcomes. We have reviewed 27 studies on 
human rights education outcomes, with the 
purpose to provide an overview of existing 
knowledge in this area. This brief outlines key 
findings from our review. 
 
 

ABOUT THE STUDIES WE HAVE REVIEWED 

The studies include academic articles, book 
chapters and evaluation reports from the 
period 2000-2020. Methods for measuring 
human rights education outcomes include 
quantitative surveys; qualitative interviews, 
focus groups; observations; and document 
collection. The studies vary from small-scale 
ethnographic studies involving a few dozen 
people to large-scale surveys including 100,000 
respondents. 

The types of human rights education initiatives 
studied range from short, one-off initiatives to 
longer-term or even permanent ones. The 
studies cover initiatives in Canada, Croatia, 
Dominican Republic, Georgia, Germany, Ghana, 
India, Ireland, Israel, Japan, Kuwait, Norway, 
Philippines, Senegal, Turkey, the UK, and USA.  

In some cases, the same author has published 
several studies on one initiative; in those cases, 
the studies have been grouped together and 
counted as one study. 
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SDG target 4.7: By 2030 ensure all 
learners acquire knowledge and skills 
needed to promote sustainable 
development, including among others 
through education for sustainable 
development and sustainable 
lifestyles, human rights, gender 
equality, promotion of a culture of 
peace and non-violence, global 
citizenship, and appreciation of 
cultural diversity and of culture’s 
contribution to sustainable 
development  
 
Human rights education often has positive 
outcomes. In our review, we have identified 
outcomes related to learners’ knowledge 
about human rights; their values and attitudes 
towards human rights; and their behaviour 
and action related to human rights. We have 
also identified outcomes related to broader 
changes, whether in the immediate 
environment (family, school, community) or in 
the wider society. The vast majority of 
outcomes documented in the studies were 
positive, and only few studies found that 
human rights education had no or negative 
outcomes.   
 
Human rights education increases individual 
learners’ knowledge. Nineteen studies 
measure outcomes related to knowledge. Out 
of these, seventeen document increases in 
learners’ human rights knowledge, albeit at 
very varying levels. Only three studies find 
little or no effect of human rights education 
on learners’ knowledge level. The studies 
define and measure human rights knowledge 
in different ways; some look at factual or legal 
knowledge, while others explore learners’ 

knowledge and understanding of broader 
human rights principles. Regardless how 
human rights knowledge is defined and 
measured, however, most studies document 
an increase in knowledge among learners. In 
her study of the outcomes of a three-month 
course for a class of 8th graders in the 
Dominican Republic, Bajaj found learners’ 
(self-reported) level of human rights 
knowledge to have increased by 39 percent, 
and also found significant increase in learners’ 
factual knowledge, measured e.g. through 
their ability to identify specific violations of 
human rights such as discrimination against 
minorities, or abusive child labour (Bajaj 
2004:29). Covell, Howe and McNeil have 
found that children who were part of the 
Hampshire Education Authority’s Rights, 
Responsibility, Respect programme 
understand the nature of rights as 
entitlements to fair treatment and their own 
responsibility to respect the rights of others, 
while children who were not part of the 
programme seem to understand rights simply 
as freedoms, as synonymous with rules, or as 
contingent on fulfilment of obligations (Covell, 
Howe and McNeil 2010:120). 
 
Human rights education often leads to 
positive change in values and attitudes 
among learners. Eighteen studies measure 
outcomes related to values and attitudes. Of 
these, only two studies find little or no effect 
of human rights education on values and 
attitudes. Changes are typically measured in 
terms of learners’ acceptance of diversity and 
their sensitivity towards the rights of others, 
especially those belonging to vulnerable or 
disadvantaged groups (e.g. minorities, 
refugees, children with disabilities). Covell and 
Howe (1999: 171) speak of a ‘contagion 
effect’: when children learn about their own 
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rights, they become more supportive of the 
rights of others. This hypothesis is confirmed 
by several studies. An evaluation of UNICEF’s 
Rights Respecting Schools programme in the 
UK showed increase in positive attitudes 
towards inclusion and diversity (Sebba and 
Robinson 2010). A study of the US 
Comparative World Studies course found 86 
percent of students self-reporting greater 
empathy towards victims of human rights 
violations (Gaudelli and Fernekes 2004). A few 
studies also find that human rights education 
can have an effect on values and attitudes 
that are not directly related to human rights, 
documenting an increase in general well-
being, optimism and self-confidence (Covell 
and Howe 1999; Bajaj 2004).  

ˮIt seems likely that the act of learning 
that they are independent bearers of 
rights; that the government cares 
about their well-being; that there are 
special laws and international 
conventions to protect them and to 
promote their positive development, 
may have increased the children’s 
optimism about their futures and their 
overall sense of well-being” (Covell 
and Howe 1999:81) 

Human rights education can lead to an 
increase in ‘rights-respecting’ behaviour and 
action among learners. Fifteen studies 
analyse outcomes related to individual 
behaviour and action. The majority of the 
studies document positive outcomes. Several 
studies find an increase in inclusion, 
cooperative behaviour and positive 
relationships, and a decrease in anti-social 

behaviour such as bullying and violent 
conflicts, among learners who have 
participated in human rights education 
(Hudson 2006; Sebba and Robinson 2010). 
Some also find an increase in learner’s 
broader democratic engagement. Sebba and 
Robinson, for instance, find that students in 
the Rights Respecting Schools programme are 
more likely to be aware of, and become 
involved in, decision-making systems and 
processes in their school. 
 
Human rights education may have different 
effects on different learners. The 
characteristics of the learners – as individuals 
and as a group – influence the outcomes of 
human rights education. A relatively 
consistent finding across several studies is 
that gender influences outcomes, albeit in 
different and sometimes unpredictable ways. 
In a study of human rights education in 43 
German UNESCO schools, Müller found 
significantly higher levels of knowledge 
among girls than among boys (Müller 
2009:13). A study of a Georgian human rights 
education programme found that girls’ 
attitudes towards human rights were 
generally more positively influenced than 
boys’ (Cincera et al 2018:781).  
 
The role of learners’ socio-economic 
characteristics in shaping the outcomes of 
human rights education is also relatively well-
documented. Several studies indicate that 
learners from disadvantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds gain more from human rights 
education. Covell and Howe (2008), for 
instance, find most positive effects of the RRR 
programme in schools in the most 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods. Here, 
absences and behavioural incidents decreased 
markedly; and test scores, motivation, and 
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self-regulation in learning and behaviour, and 
parental involvement increased significantly. 
In her study of human rights education in 
Japanese schools, Hayashi (2011) documented 
the same pattern, with more positive effects 
in schools with a significant number of 
minority students and/or with more socio-
economically disadvantaged students, 
compared to other schools. Likewise, Russell 
(2018) concludes that human rights education 
is of particular importance to marginalised 
students. 
 
Teachers and their teaching methods 
influence human rights education outcomes. 
The crucial role of teachers in shaping human 
rights education outcomes is broadly 
acknowledged in the literature reviewed. 
Engaged, knowledgeable and confident 
teachers are key in ensuring successful 
outcomes (Struthers 2020). This means that 
teacher training is a prerequisite in any 
human rights education initiative. There is 
also broad consensus among researchers that 
positive outcomes are closely correlated with 
participatory and practice-oriented teaching 
methods (Tibbitts and Kirchschlaeger 2010). 
Good teachers can, even in authoritarian 
contexts where human rights education is 
restricted or amputated, ensure a space for 
democratic participation, resulting in positive 
outcomes for learners (Nakib 2012). 
 
The status ascribed to human rights 
education matters. Several researchers point 
to the perceived status of human rights 
education as key in ensuring both teachers’ 
and learners’ buy-in. If a significant amount of 
time is devoted to the course, it is typically 
perceived as important. Cayir and Bagli’s 
(2011) study on the integration of human 
rights education in 7th and 8th grade 

curriculum in Turkish schools, for instance, 
finds low levels of support – and 
consequently, lack of learning – among 
students, who characterise human rights 
education as ‘boring’, ‘unimportant’ or ‘easy’. 
They argue that this has to do, at least in part, 
with the low level of hours assigned to the 
course.  
 
The local context matters. Social, cultural and 
religious norms and practices in the local 
context can influence human rights education 
outcomes, supporting learners in, or 
discouraging them from, acquiring human 
rights knowledge, changing attitudes or 
engaging in human rights practices. Some 
studies indicate that parents play a key role in 
shaping children’s perspectives on human 
rights. For instance, Khouri-Kassabi and Ben-
Arieh (2009) find that patriarchal family 
patterns are associated with less support for 
children’s rights while democratic family 
patterns predict higher support. Norms and 
practices in the school and in the local 
community can also influence learners’ 
perceptions of human rights, and as such, the 
outcomes of their human rights education.  
 
Human rights education seems to be most 
effective if local norms and practices are 
reflected in the education through a 
contextualised or context-centered approach 
(Gerber 2013; Tibbitts 2010). Abstract, 
universal human rights principles need to be 
‘vernacularised’ or ‘translated’ to make them 
resonate with the values and experiences of 
learners, taking into consideration the context 
in which education takes place and engaging 
with human rights issues of relevance in this 
context (Russell 2018). 
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“Human rights education should build 
upon the experiences of young people, 
particularly in contexts where young 
people are part of long-standing 
political, social and cultural struggles” 
(Abu Moghli 2020:25) 

We know little about the lasting effects of 
human rights education on individual 
learners. While existing research documents 
an immediate or short-term effect of human 
rights education on individual learners’ 
knowledge, values and attitudes, and 
behaviour and action, it cannot tell us much 
about long-term effects or durability of 
outcomes. Does human rights education 
contribute to lasting changes among learners? 
One of the few studies that explore the long-
term effects of human rights education is 
Holland and Martin’s (2014) study of  
secondary school human rights education in 
Senegal. Interviews with former students five 
years after completion of the programme 
showed that while the programme had 
contributed to shaping students’ beliefs and 
attitudes towards human rights, none of them 
were involved in any human rights related 
activities, and they found it difficult to apply 
the skills they had acquired through their 
human rights education in their current jobs.   
 
We know little about whether human rights 
education has an impact on the broader 
society. A few studies provide anecdotal 
evidence of the effect that human rights 
education initiatives can have in the local 
community, encouraging changes in attitudes 
and behaviour of e.g. parents, teachers or 
local authorities (e.g. Bajaj 2011). But we 
found no systematic studies of the impact 
that human rights education may have on 

broader society, analysing e.g. the effect of 
large-scale human rights education 
programmes on levels of hate speech, gender 
discrimination or other human rights 
violations; on human rights activism; or on 
values related to tolerance and inclusion in 
the broader population. This would require 
longitudinal and/or comparative studies.  
 
 

TEACHING HUMAN RIGHTS IN CONTEXTS 
WHERE HUMAN RIGHTS ARE DENIED 

 

A key dilemma for human rights education is 
that where such education is most needed, it is 
also most difficult to implement.  

Implementing human rights education in 
authoritarian regimes is obviously different 
from – and more difficult than – implementing 
human rights education in a democracy. 
Human rights education in conflict-ridden or 
post-conflict contexts also presents serious 
challenges. Political pressure, lack of resources, 
mistrust and fear are among the many 
obstacles to human rights education in such 
contexts. 

In their analysis of human rights education in 
Kurdistan-Iraq, Osler and Yahya (2013) argue 
that a focus on knowledge about human rights 
is not sufficient in contexts where there is an 
obvious gap between the ideals expressed in 
international human rights conventions and 
the everyday realities of both teachers and 
children. In such contexts, human rights 
education needs a particular focus on 
education for human rights, empowering 
persons to enjoy and exercise their rights and 
to respect and uphold the rights of others, as 
noted in the UN Declaration on Human Rights 
Education and Training. 

 

 
 



  
 
 

6 

  

REFERENCES 
 

The list includes the studies that were part of 
our review (i.e. studies that measure 
outcomes of human rights education) as well 
as a number of studies that analyse other 
aspects of human rights education. The 
studies that were included in the review are 
marked with an * 

 

Abu Moghli, Mai (2020). Re-conceptualising 
Human Rights Education: from the Global to 
the Occupied, International Journal of Human 
Rights Education, vol. 4(1). 

Bajaj, Monisha (2004) Human rights education 
and student self-conception in the 
Dominican Republic, Journal of Peace 
Education, vol. 1(1)* 

Bajaj, Monisha (2011) Teaching to Transform, 
Transforming to Teach: Exploring the Role of 
Teachers in Human Rights Education in India, 
Educational Research, vol. 53(2)* 

Bajaj, Monisha (2012) From ‘Time Pass’ to 
Transformative Force: School-Based Human 
Rights Education in Tamil Nadu, India, 
International Journal of Educational 
Development, vol. 32(1)* 

Batarilo, Katarina (2008) The Impact of Human 
Rights Education in School: the Croatian 
Experience, Council of Europe Publishing* 

Brantefors, Lotta and Quennerstedt, Ann 
(2016). Teaching and learning children’s 
human rights: A research synthesis, Cogent 
Education, vol. 3(1).  

Cayir, Kenan and Bagli, Melike (2011) "No-One 
Respects Them Anyway": Secondary School 
Students' Perceptions of Human Rights 

Education in Turkey, Intercultural Education, 
vol. 22(1)* 

Činčera, Jan; Skalík, Jan and Binka, Bohuslav 
(2018) One world in schools: an evaluation of 
the human rights education programme in the 
Republic of Georgia, Cambridge Journal of 
Education, online publication February 2018* 

Covell, Katherine and Howe, Brian (2011) 
Rights, Respect and Responsibility in 
Hampshire County: RRR and Resilience Report, 
Cape Breton University, Children's Rights 
Centre* 

Covell, Katherine and Howe, Brian (2008) 
Rights, Respect and Responsibility: Final 
Report on the County of Hampshire Rights 
Education Initiative, Cape Breton University, 
Children's Rights Centre* 

Covell, Katherine and Howe, Brian (2001) 
Moral Education through the 3 Rs: Rights, 
Respect and Responsibility, Journal of Moral 
Education, vol. 30(1)* 

Covell, Katherine and Howe, Brian (1999) The 
Impact of children's rights education: A 
Canadian study, The international Journal of 
Children's Rights, vol. 7(2)* 

Covell, Katherine; Howe, Brian; and McNeil, 
Justin (2010) Implementing Children's Human 
Rights Education in Schools, Improving 
Schools, vol. 13(2)* 

Covell, Katherine; Howe, Brian; and McNeil, 
Justin (2008) ‘If there’s a dead rat, don’t leave 
it’. Young children’s understanding of their 
citizenship rights and responsibilities, 
Cambridge Journal of Education, vol. 38(3)* 

O’Cuanachain, Colm (2004) Human rights 
education in an Irish primary school, 
unpublished PhD thesis, University of 
Leicester* 



  
 
 

7 

  

Dunhill, Ally (2016) Does Teaching Children 
about Human Rights Encourage Them to 
Protect and Promote the Rights of Others? 
Education, vol. 3(13)* 

Froese-Germain, Bernie; Riel, Rick; and 
Theoret, Pauline (2013) Human Rights 
Education in Canada: Results from a CTF 
Teacher Survey, Canadian Teachers 
Federation* 

Gaudelli, William and Fernekes, William 
(2004) Teaching about Global Human Rights 
for Global Citizenship, The Social Studies vol. 
95(1)* 

Gerber, Paula (2013) Understanding Human 
Rights. Educational Challenges for the Future, 
Edward Elgar 

Gordon, Neve (2012) The Geography and 
Political Context of Human Rights Education: 
Israel as a Case Study, Journal of Human 
Rights, vol. 11(3)* 

Gross, Zehavit and Maor, Rotem (2019) Israeli 
students’ understandings of and attitudes to 
human rights and literacies. In C. Roux & A. 
Becker (eds.), Human rights literacies: Future 
directions, Springer* 

Hayashi, Shin-Ichi (2011) Human Rights 
Education Network: Japan Experience, Human 
Rights Education in Asian Schools, vol. VI* 

Holland, Tracey and Martin, J. Paul (2014) 
Human rights education in a secondary school 
in a conflict-torn region of Senegal. In: Human 
Rights Education and Peacebuilding. A 
comparative study, Routledge* 

Holland, Tracey and Martin, J. Paul (2014) 
Adressing the causes of conflict. Human rights 
education in Liberia. In: Human Rights 
Education and Peacebuilding. A comparative 
study, Routledge* 

Hudson, Anne (2006) Implementing 
citizenship education in a secondary school 
community, unpublished PhD 
thesis, University of Leeds* 

Al-Jaidyah, Mohamed (2018) Human Rights 
Education in Kuwait: Perceptions, Experiences, 
and Beliefs of Student-Teachers in Kuwait 
University College of Education, unpublished 
PhD thesis, University of Toledo* 

Jerome, Lee (2018). Hypocrites or heroes? 
Thinking about the role of the teacher in 
human rights education. Human Rights 
Education Review, vol.1(2)  

Kepenekci, Yasemin Karaman (2005) A Study 
of Effectiveness of Human Rights Education in 
Turkey, Journal of Peace Education, vol. 2(1)*  

Khouri-Kassabi, Mona and Ben-Arieh, Asher 
(2009) School climate and children's views of 
their rights: A multi-cultural perspective 
among Jewish and Arab adolescents, Children 
and Youth Services Review, vol.31(1) 

Larsen, Ane Krestine (2012) Evaluating Human 
Rights Education: How do we know it is 
working? Unpublished thesis, European 
Master’s Degree in Human Rights and 
Democratisation 

Lile, Hadi Strømmen (2019). The Realisation of 
Human Rights Education in Norway, Nordic 
Journal of Human Rights, vol. 37(2) 

Magbitang-Chauhan, Anita; Dalangin, Marites; 
Santos, Lolita; and Reyes, Lasila (2000) 
Philippines: Human Rights Education in Nueva 
Ecija, Human Rights Education in Asian 
Schools, vol. III* 

Müller, Lothar (2009) Human rights education 
in German Schools and post-secondary 
institutions: Results of a study, Research in 
Human Rights Education Papers, no. 2, Human 
Rights Education Associates* 



  
 
 

8 

  

Al-Nakib, Rania (2012) Human rights, 
education for democratic citizenship and 
international organisations: findings from a 
Kuwaiti UNESCO ASPnet school, Cambridge 
Journal of Education, vol. 42(1)* 

Osler, Audrey and Solhaug, Trond (2018) 
Children’s Human Rights and Diversity in 
Schools: Framing and Measuring, Research in 
Comparative and International Education, vol. 
13(2) 

Osler, Audrey & Yahya, Chalank (2013) 
Challenges and complexity in human rights 
education, Education Inquiry, vol. 4(1) 

Pradhan, Maneesh; McClure, Sandra; and 
Gaglo, Kwasi (2011) Africa Human Rights 
Education Micro-Projects in Ghana: An Impact 
Assessment Case Study, Amnesty 
International* 

Russell, S. Garnett (2018). Between the Global 
and the Local: Human Rights Discourse and 
Engagement in Two New York City High 
Schools, Harvard Educational Review, vol. 
88(4)* 

Sardoč, Mitja (2006) Evaluation of the OSCE 
Pilot Project on Human Rights Education ‘Our 
Rights’, OSCE & Educational Research Institute 
Ljubljana* 

Sebba, Judy and Robinson, Carol (2010) 
Evaluation of UNICEF UK’s Rights Respecting 
Schools Award, UNICEF* 

Sen, Abdulkerim and Starkey, Hugh (2018) 
The Rise and Fall of Citizenship and Human 
Rights Education in Turkey, Journal of Social 
Science Education, vol. 16(4) 

Solhaug, Trond  and Osler, Audrey  (2018) 
Intercultural empathy among Norwegian 
students: an inclusive citizenship 
perspective, International Journal of Inclusive 
Education, vol. 22(1) 

Struthers, Alison (2020). Teaching human 
rights in primary schools: overcoming the 
barriers to effective practice, Routledge 

Tibbitts, Felisa (2010) Impact Assessment of 
the Rights Education Action Programme 
(REAP), Amnesty International 

Tibbitts, Felisa and Fernekes, William (2010) 
Human rights education. In: Totten, Samuel 
and Pederson. Jon (eds.) Teaching about 
social issues in the 20th and 21st centuries: 
Innovative approaches, programs, strategies, 
Information Age Publishing  

UNICEF (2018) Impact Report: Creating Active 
and Engaged Citizens, UNICEF* 
 
Zembylas, Michalinos; Charalambous, 
Panayiota; Charalambous, Constadina; Lesta, 
Stalo (2017) Toward a critical hermeneutical 
approach of human rights education: 
universal ideals, contextual realities and 
teachers' difficulties, Journal of Curriculum 
Studies, vol. 49(4) 

 


