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EXEcutiVE suMMarY

D
emocracy, more specifically a model of  democracy built 
on respect towards fundamental human rights enshrined 
in domestic and international instruments, has never been 
the unconditionally dominant and unchallenged political 
regime around the globe. This is even more so in Central 

and Eastern Europe (CEE) where most democratic traditions do not date 
back to more than one or two centuries and where authoritarian regimes 
of  different kinds have enabled each other still relatively recently. However, 
in the post-1989 period, an optimism about development towards (this 
kind of) democracy has emerged in intellectual circles in particular. This 
optimism seems to have been unwarranted by the recent developments not 
only in CEE but globally with the rise of  new ‘strongmen’ with autocratic 
tendencies and the increased support for extreme political actors. 

Education has been one of  the less explored factors affecting this trend.

This report provides an overview and summarizes the results of
a year-long (2017) international capacity and network-building 
project Education for a Europe of  Rights that focused on a 
particular type of  education—education for human rights, 
democratic citizenship and European values. It pays key attention 
to four Central European countries—Czech Republic, Slovakia, 
Hungary and Romania. 

By bringing together researchers, policymakers, activists, teachers and, 
importantly, high school and early university students themselves, the 
project generated substantial recommendations towards how to place 
Human Rights (HR) education in a democratic regime and how to shape 
it in a way that it maximizes its potential to generate positive effects on 
democratic governance within and beyond the respective state’s borders. 
The developments in this field may be instructive for broader discussion 
about the phenomenon of  HR education, in particularly its capacity to 
build ‘critical thinkers’ and ‘engaged citizens’ who support the progressive 
development of  human rights protection and the strengthening of  
democracy intertwined with fundamental rights. 

The report aims to be informative to all these groups of  readers, with 
particular emphasis to actors engaged in the development of  high school 
education at the government but also school levels. It brings together 
up-to-date information about four post communist CEE countries and 
places them in the context of  international and regional legal and political 
foundations of  HR education. Incorporating supplementary material 
generated through the project (notably videos1 and presentation slides2), it 
provides food for thought to anyone interested in the capacity of  education 
to enhance democracy and prevent its fall into the hands of  undemocratic 
actors. 

1  Education for a Europe of  Rights, available online at http://bit.
ly/EERYoutube (all online sources available as to 15 August 2018).
 
2  Allianz Cultural Foundation Jackpot Projects (2018), available online at https://
kulturstiftung.allianz.de/en/funding_and_projects/alumni_network/jackpot_projects/.

http://bit.ly/EERYoutube
http://bit.ly/EERYoutube
https://kulturstiftung.allianz.de/en/funding_and_projects/alumni_network/jackpot_projects/
https://kulturstiftung.allianz.de/en/funding_and_projects/alumni_network/jackpot_projects/
https://%20kulturstiftung.allianz.de/en/funding_and_projects/alumni_network/jackpot_projects/


54

introduction
about the EEr project, 

its rationale and aims 

Education is the backbone of a mature, critical society in the 
globalized world. Raising interconnectedness and the pool of 
information as well as complexity of decision making procedures in 
at least formally democratic settings necessitate citizens who know 
their human rights (HR), understand democratic principles and are 

ready to stand up for both in cases of clear violations. In Europe, the European 
Union has embodied some of these values through the process of political 
integration, removing barriers and stimulating cooperation between citizens 
and peoples. That is why, when confined to the context of EU member states, 
talking about HR and democracy means talking about European values as well.
 
The project Education for a Europe of  Rights establishes a connection between 
education European values with particular focus on human rights and democracy—
and the quality of  the democratic regimes as such. It considers HR education as 
crucial both from an individual and societal perspective. Individually, it allows 
young people to develop into critical citizens regardless of  their worldviews, and 
gives them the tools to understand and use the full range of  their democratic 
rights. Societally, it creates a critical mass of  citizenry that demands accountability 
from the political elites as well as administrators, and is aware that power in a 
democracy must always be limited and subject not only to the will of  the people 
but also the rule of  law and constitutional checks and balances.
 

This is not an academic research project, although it is committed to the 
principles of  evidence-based reasoning and analytic thinking, and aims to 
build bridges between researchers and practitioners working on this subject 
in the state sector, NGOs as well as international organizations. Rather, it 
creates awareness in the sense that it popularizes a subject that permanently 
receives insufficient attention from decision makers and the public alike, 
and policy-oriented through formulating recommendations towards 
various public bodies. Furthermore, it is educational towards all generations 
by connecting groups of  students, teachers, activists and academics and 
allowing them to learn from each others’ skills and experiences.

The project takes stock of  the status quo in four Central and East European 
countries that represent some common and some diverging developmental 
patterns: the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and Romania. The 
common patterns comprise the state socialist past characterized by 
restrictions on free thinking and speech, the exercise of  human rights, 
misinterpretations of  the term ‘democracy’ (for instance via the notion 
of  ‘democratic centralism’) and formalist approach to education as well as 
to law. The diverging patterns are represented by the tendencies towards 
‘democratic backsliding’ particularly noteworthy in some of  the countries 
(Hungary, Romania) as opposed to others (Czech Republic and Slovakia) 
and the diverging reactions to them. The comparison can shed some 
light on the interaction between the overall standing of  democracy in the 
country and the approach to and (non)recognition of  the importance of  
HR education.
 
This report summarizes the outcomes of  the discussions from two events 
of  the symposium that took place in 2017: the international workshop 
alongside the 19th Slovak Human Rights Olympics in Modra4, and the 
international symposium at the Central European University (CEU) in 
Budapest5  with the participation of  representatives from several NGOs, 
universities, state institutions as well as student delegations from each of  the 
four countries. Student voices were represented through the presentation 
of  their needs not provided by the formal school system, as well as the 
ideal curriculum for a HR course envisioned by them.
 
The dialogue between experts and policymakers from each of  the four 
countries, representatives of  selected international organizations (Council 
of  Europe, OSCE) enables to pinpoint  the most pressing issues in the 
area. Furthermore, the following pages feature an introduction to the 
thinking about HR education in conceptual terms, the memorandum that 
was a result of  an inclusive consultative process of  all participants of  the 
Budapest symposium, and a hands-on overview of  the role of  non-formal 
peer-to-peer education of  HR as, among others, a means to empower 
young people to discuss with fellow members of  their generation on HR 
issues. Last but definitely not least, the report contains an overview of  the 
project partners and institutions involved, without which it could not have 
been materialized.

4 Diversity: Europe’s Strength or Weakness? Program available at: http://bit.ly/
EERdiversity

5 Program available at: http://bit.ly/EERsymposium

http://bit.ly/EERdiversity
http://bit.ly/EERdiversity
http://bit.ly/EERdiversity
http://bit.ly/EERsymposium
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rELationship BEtWEEn 
huMan rights, dEMocracY, 

EuropEan VaLuEs 
and Education6 

6 This report is not a result of  an original research project, therefore it cannot 
provide a comprehensive academic analysis of  this relationship. Nevertheless, it stimulates 
questions that may become the subject of  future research projects, for example, on the 
effects of  various types of  HR education on the commitment of  young people to a certain 
type of  democracy, the ‘universalism’ v. ‘relativism’ debate in HR education or the (im)
possibility of  identifying best educational practices that are applicable across all educational 
levels (from primary school to university). There is already quite a substantial amount of  
research available in this area. A selection of  academic literature includes: F. Al-Daraweesh 
and Dale T. Snauwaert, Human Rights Education Beyond Universalism and Relativism: A 
Relational Hermeneutic for Global Justice (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015); Susan 
Roberta Katz and Andrea McEvoy Spero, eds., Bringing Human Rights Education to 
US Classrooms: Exemplary Models from Elementary Grades to University (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2015); Andrew Peterson, Robert Hattam, and Michalinos Zembylas, 
eds., The Palgrave International Handbook of  Education for Citizenship and Social 
Justice (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016); Joanne Coysh, Human Rights Education and 
the Politics of  Knowledge (New York: Routledge, 2017). Some of  the experts in the field 
(for instance Joanne Coysh) are more critical towards some elements of  the contemporary 
international advisory framework for HR education (disseminated mainly by the United 
Nations).  

Contemporary education is perceived as requiring a more 
holistic approach than the education of  good citizens in 
the era of  nation-states of  the 19th century. As society, 
citizenship, human rights and democracy are all evolving and 
context-based, so it is natural that education should answer  

the contemporary needs and challenges of  democracy. Contemporary 
democratic education should form not only loyal citizens, but “democrats” 
in the sense of  engaged and active citizens. In other words, education on 
HR and democratic citizenship (DC) is a vehicle to build democracy.

Human rights education can be defined as a field that “utilizes teaching and 
learning processes to educate about basic rights and for the broadening 
of  respect for the rights and freedoms of  all people(s).”7  Its history goes 
back to the adoption of  the first universal instruments on human rights 
in the aftermath of  WWII. There was a common understanding that 
universal values such as human rights, the rule of  law, peace and friendly 
relations among nations cannot be presumed as naturally shared values but 
should be promoted through education. As Article 26(2) of  the Universal 
Declaration of  Human Rights provided, 

[E]ducation shall be directed to the full development of  the 
human personality and to the strengthening of  respect for 
human rights and fundamental  freedoms. It  shall  promote 
understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, 
racial or religious groups, and shall  further  the  activities 
of  the United Nations for the maintenance of  peace. 

In 1993, the World Conference on Human Rights considered “human rights 
education, training and public information essential for the promotion 
and achievement of  stable and harmonious relations among communities 
and for fostering mutual understanding, tolerance and peace.”8  The 
pronouncement of  the first United Nations Decade of  Human Rights 
Education in 1995 has led to a flourishment of  the field and various new 
instruments. In 2011, the UN General Assembly adopted the Declaration 
on Human Rights Education and Training, further highlighting the 
importance of  HRE at the level of  national policy and reform. The UN 
defined human rights education as follows:

Human rights education and training comprises all 
educational, training, information, awareness-raising and 
learning activities aimed at promoting universal respect 
for and observance of  all human rights and fundamental 
freedoms and thus contributing, inter alia, to the prevention 
of  human rights violations and abuses by providing persons 
with knowledge, skills and understanding and developing their 
attitudes and behaviours, to empower them to contribute to the 
building and promotion of  a universal culture of  human rights.

7 Monisha Bajaj and Ria DasGupta, “Editors’ Introduction,” International Journal 
of  Human Rights Education 1, no. 1 (2017): 1, 2.

8 Vienna Declaration and Programme of  Action, Vienna, 25 June 1993, para 78.

9 UN General Assembly Resolution 66/137. United Nations Declaration on 
Human Rights Education and Training, Annex, Art 2(1).
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The Council of  Europe member states adopted a similar definition in 2010:

As these declarations show, human rights education is defined on account 
of  its aim, while its realisation and methods might take various forms. This 
aim is the “culture of  respect for and action in the defense and promotion 
of  human rights for all.”11  It  should address various audiences such as 
primary and secondary school pupils, university students, journalists, judges, 
police officers, military personnel, health workers, and teachers, among 
others. It can be formal or non-formal education, delivered by qualified 
teachers, communities or peers. In short, “human rights education varies in 
content, approach, scope, intensity, depth, and availability.” 

In fact, human rights education is in constant change and reconstruction, 
subject to transnational struggles between universalism and cultural 
relativism, the global and the local, different methods and approaches, 
institutions and the society, international organisations, NGOs and civil 
society organisations.12  Standards and forms of  human rights education 
are context-dependent and very much in change, answering to everyday 
needs.

The aims of  human rights education are generally social change, social 
cohesion, membership in the international community13 and more 
particularly the prevention of  human rights violations. Those aims are 
ideologically determined and vary according to the given education 
programme, but many education programs appear to espouse all three 
outcomes, namely social change, social cohesion, membership in the 
international community.14  Human rights and citizenship education can be

“Human rights education” means education, training, awareness 
raising, information, practices and activities which aim, by 
equipping learners with knowledge, skills and understanding 
and developing their attitudes and behaviour, to empower 
learners to contribute to the building and defence of  a universal 
culture of  human rights in society, with a view to the promotion 
and protection of  human rights and fundamental freedoms.10 

10 Council of  Europe Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights 
Education, Recommendation CM/Rec(2010)7 of  the Committee of  Ministers, Definition (b).

11 Amnesty International, Middle East North Africa Regional Office, Promoting Human 
Rights Education & Capacity Building, 2015, available at http://www.amnestymena.org/en/
WhoWeAre/HumanRightsEducation.aspx?media=print.

12 Joanne Coysh, Human Rights Education and the Politics of  Knowledge, op. cit., pp. 
5-6. 

13 Monisha Bajaj, “Human Rights Education: Ideology, Location, and Approaches”, Human 
Rights Quarterly 33 (2011): 489-490.

14 Ibid., 490.

described along a continuum with polar purposes of  “indoctrination” and 
“critical thought.” While the former has been described as the “citizenship 
transmission” model, aiming to promote student acquisition of  certain 
“American” or “democratic”, the “critical thought” model aims to support 
learners as they come to critically understand their world and have agency 
as citizen.15

As most international instruments on human rights and citizenship 
education announce the goal to empower learners and promote critical 
thinking, some degree of  social change is inherent in the skills promoted by 
human rights education. However, human rights education is not necessarily 
“inherently revolutionary” as some scholars argued,16  but can prioritise 
other dominant outcomes such as global citizenship and coexistence.17 

As a means to address social problems, human rights education is addressed 
both to States and to a variety of  actors. Through the lens of  legal norms, 
it is governments (signatories to treaties) that are ultimately responsible 
for preventing human rights abuses. Through the lens of  social change, 
the goals of  human rights education “can also be oriented towards the 
hearts, heads and hands of  everyday people.”18  These goals are therefore 
addressed, beyond governments, to a variety of  actors such as international 
organisations, NGOs, civil society organisations, educators, youth and 
adults.

Human rights and democracy are in close relationship, as both stemmed 
from the same interest to control an arbitrary state.19  In the moment when 
the former subjects began to emancipate as citizens they had to learn new 
competencies, especially the enjoyment and active use of  their human and 
constitutional rights as human beings and citizens. Therefore, citizenship 
education and human rights education should be regarded as educational 
responses to specific social and political challenges in different national, 
regional and global contexts.20  In Europe, human rights education and 
citizenship education is complemented by the need to disseminate the 
rights enjoyed as citizens of  the European Union and/or member states 
of  the Council of  Europe.

15 E. Wayne Ross, “Negotiating the Politics of  Citizenship Education”, PS: Political 
Science and Politics 37, no. 2 (2004): 250.

16 Sonia Cardenas, “Constructing Rights? Human Rights Education and the State”, 
International Political Science Review 26, no. 4 (2005): 364.

17 Monisha Bajaj “Human Rights Education: Ideology, Location, and Approaches”, 
op. cit.: 490.

18 Felisa L. Tibbit, “Revisiting ‘Emerging Models of  Human Rights Education’”, 
International Journal of  Human Rights Education 1, no. 1 (2017): 7. 

19 This closeness applies for the international level as well, see Johan Karlsson 
Schaffer, “The Co-Originality of  Human Rights and Democracy in an International 
Order,” International Theory 7, no. 01 (2015): 96–124.

20 K. Peter Fritzsche, “What Do Human Rights Mean for Citizenship Education?”, 
Journal of  Social Science Education 6, no. 2 (2007): 40.

http://www.amnestymena.org/en/WhoWeAre/HumanRightsEducation.aspx%3Fmedia%3Dprint.%20
http://www.amnestymena.org/en/WhoWeAre/HumanRightsEducation.aspx%3Fmedia%3Dprint.%20
http://www.amnestymena.org/en/WhoWeAre/HumanRightsEducation.aspx%3Fmedia%3Dprint.%20
http://www.amnestymena.org/en/WhoWeAre/HumanRightsEducation.aspx%3Fmedia%3Dprint.%20
http://www.amnestymena.org/en/WhoWeAre/HumanRightsEducation.aspx%3Fmedia%3Dprint.%20
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Education in cEntraL and 
East EuropEan countriEs

a closer Look on four states

CEE States inherited an education system from the pre-1989 
socialist period in which citizens were obliged to silently 
follow the rulers. The ignorance of  young people on human 
rights and democracy was a stabilising factor in the totalitarian 
systems. After the democratization of  those countries, 

education policies recognised that democratic education requires a newly 
conceptualised curriculum where citizens need to be “actively engaged in 
forming the society21 and you have to actively build a democratic society”.  
However, as the EER symposium illustrated, CEE face similar problems 
in implementing, developing and reforming their HR and DC education.

21 Education for a Europe of  Rights. International Symposium, 1 December 2017, 
Expert Panel (Dr. Kálmán Petõcz), available at https://youtu.be/Fw6vlXwjsXs

Beyond the government-governed national framework 
curriculum, each school is free to determine its own 
curriculum. Therefore, each school has the autonomy to 
determine its own civic education. Democratic Citizenship 
(DC) education can be part of  subjects and integrated in 

various subjects, cross-curricula education and competences. Two basic 
courses provide generally  HR and DC education: “civic education for 
democracy” (elementary school, lower secondary school) and “citizenship 
and democratic society” (vocational school), while “gymnasiums” do not 
provide such a course. 

Some schools in the Czech Republic might benefit from the support and 
training by NGOs in HR and DC education. The cooperation is quite 
good, while it is true that NGOs do not reach many schools.

Students from the Czech Republic complained that secondary schools 
require lexical knowledge which does not promote reflection. Nor do 
public schools transmit information about citizenship topics such as 
contemporary political problems or international relations. Schools 
also have bad material conditions  and are unable to promote activism 
through HR and DC education. Alena Hesová22 also confirmed that there 
is a huge gap between policies on HR and DC education and the reality 
taught in schools. The deteriorating experience of  HR and DC education 
is inherently linked to the overall deterioration of  political debates and 
democratic culture. Experts propose to develop skills and communication, 
to use more complex educational methodology activities such as role 
plays, dialogue, using technologies etc., instead of  the dominant traditional 
lecture-type civic education courses.

22 Education for a Europe of  Rights. International Symposium, 1 December 2017, 
Policymaker panel (Mrs. Alena Hesová), available at https://youtu.be/wElSVFSL9yI

cZEch
rEpuBLic

In the secondary school curriculum, there is no course on HR and 
DC, but relevant competences and values are integrated in the core 
subjects. In the primary education, there is a mandatory course 
of  “civic culture”. Practical implementation of  civic education is 
nevertheless problematic as teachers are underpaid and lack training 

support. As experts stressed, contemporary challenges of  education relate 
to ethical and religious education in the school curriculum and teaching of  
contested topics such as sexual education.

The Romanian Constitutional Court decided that sexual education cannot 
be a mandatory course. Consequently, there is lack of  sexual education 
which also correlates with large number of  abortions.

Students from Romania explained that civic education is only integrated 
in a course in the primary school, while secondary curriculum does not 
provide such a course. One of  the students told that in her school, it is 
due to volunteers and civil societies that students could benefit from non-
formal education of  HR.

roMania

https://youtu.be/Fw6vlXwjsXs
https://youtu.be/wElSVFSL9yI
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In Slovakia, civic education is a mandatory subject in secondary 
schools. Very general themes are  integrated in a course of  1-2 
hours per week which according to experts, is too dense and short  
time period to be able to orientate students in wide-ranging topics 
such as political life, economics or social equality. Teachers of  civic 

education are semi-professional teachers, specialised also in other fields 
such as philosophy or history as their main subject. Teachers do have the 
opportunity  to have training in HR and CD education in 67 accredited 
training programmes, but practice shows that there is no interest of  teachers 
to attend those programmes. Experts stress that HR and DC education 
does not promote dialogue, but focuses on knowledge transfer from the 
teacher to students. 

NGOs and schools have been successful in promoting the Human Rights 
Olympics as a country-wide competition offered for secondary school 
students for the past 20 years. This is a good example of  an extra-curricular, 
non-formal education where HR and DC is discussed and promoted. 
Another example of  successful NGO activity is a video competition 
organised by NGOs for secondary school students.

NGOs providing non-formal education tend to compete rather than to 
cooperate with each other. Students told that some of  them could benefit 
from fascinating extra-curricular activities on HR and DC due to their 
teacher, whereas in other school teachers do not provide such opportunities. 
Their experience shows that there is a gap between policy making and the 
rare presence of  democratic citizenship in their curriculum.

sLoVaKia

Regarding contemporary scandals and political debates, young people 
seem to have the tendency to try to verify the facts and be critical towards 
what they hear (especially in corruption-related issues).23  This is due to the 
intensive focus of  the media on those political debates, while education in 
general and HR and DC education in particular are on the marge, leading 
to very low interest in discussing those topics.

Some students felt that the curriculum is very centralised and rigid, leaving 
no leeway for teachers to choose the subject matters they teach. Therefore, 
they face difficulties in integrating HR and DC skills in the existing courses. 
Others shared their experience that some exceptionally enthusiastic 
young teachers were able to organise for students sexual education or 
extra-curricular activities related to HR and DC education such as a trip 
to Brussels to visit EU institutions. They considered that ethical issues 
discussed in the courses are taught in a conservative manner, in line with 
the dominant Orthodox perception.

23   Education for a Europe of  Rights. International Symposium, 1 December 2017, 
Expert Panel (Ms. Andreea Vornicu), available at https://youtu.be/Fw6vlXwjsXs

Schools have some freedom in choosing how and in which optional 
courses they teach civic skills, while one course called “history, 
social and citizenship studies” is compulsory (grades 5-12). A 
new subject recently introduced in the compulsory curriculum 
is community service – it is unique because it is compulsory for 

every secondary school student before their graduation. Students have 
to spend 50 hours in a given institution performing a chosen community 
service, while having the freedom to choose among a wide range of  social 
activities serving a given community. While it is a promising programme, 
institutions and students need much more support in preparing those 
community service. Training programs for teachers should be developed 
and enriched by HR and DC education methodology.

However, there seems to be a gap between government policies and the 
students’ experience. Some Hungarian students shared their experience 
about the common educational methodology to provide knowledge-
based lectures, while rarely did they have the opportunity to participate in 
extracurricular activities promoting discussion and citizenship skills. They 
also highlighted the huge gap between the capital and the countryside 
where extracurricular activities and skills-promoting education are not 
easily available. Fundamental rights are rarely discussed in the normal 
curriculum and the rights of  women and other vulnerable groups are not 
represented at all. The segregation of  Roma children to certain schools is 
still a widespread problem in Hungary. Finally, the Independent Student 
Parliament complained that decision-making operates without duly 
consulting the students’ representatives.

Experts stress that education in public schools in general is too centralised, 
while schools need more democratic space to be able to decide on their 
own educational methodology. They should be able to transmit more 
democratic practices and methods and enable interaction between citizens 
and students.

hungarY

https://youtu.be/Fw6vlXwjsXs
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1

2

International participants and 
the organizers of  the workshop 
‘Diversity: Europe’s Strength or 
Weakness’ at the XIX. State Round 
of  the Human Rights Olympics, 
Modra, Slovakia, 7 April 2017. 

1
2
Participants during the keynote 
speech of  Prof. Liviu Matei 
(Provost and Pro-Rector, CEU), 
Budapest, 2 December 2017.

Another obstacle of  HR and DC education 
is the general climate of  public debates, often 
hostile to education reforms and/or democratic 
values. The support of  the media for HR 
and DC education is limited, due to political 
pressure or the business-led considerations 
of  commercial channels. Therefore, 
digital media rarely diffuse programmes 
transmitting values of  HR and DC education.

contemporary challenges for 
central and East European 

human rights education
In CEE, contemporary challenges are thus numerous. Extreme politics 
might reshape citizenship and HR education, while certain politicians may 
deliberately block civil societies’ efforts to introduce HR/DC education 
into curricula. Furthermore, various experts stressed that governments 
(Slovakia, Hungary) tend to “outsource” HR education to NGOs and 
exclude this type of  education from the public school curriculum. This is 
problematic as NGOs can only reach a small part of  schools while others are 
unlikely to provide HR education. NGOs are often overburdened by those 
tasks and administration so that they lack the energy to do promotional 
campaign for human rights. The consequences are disastrous: part of  the 
youth is increasingly radicalizing without sharing democratic values; many 
of  them place personal and material security above political and social 
values; surveys show a constant decline of  trust in institutions. As a result 
of  the deterioration of  public education, several students from all the above 
mentioned CEE countries agreed that private schools are increasingly 
chosen by parents who are able to pay the usually high tuition fees.
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a nEEd-BasEd approach 
to hr Education

students’ View

“If  your plan is for one year, plant 
rice. If  your plan is for ten years, 
plant trees. If  your plan is for one 
hundred years, educate children.” 

Millenia ago, Confucius pinned the importance of  education as a 
supreme tool for designing the future of  cultures and communities. 

Students from The Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania and Slovakia 
gathered at Central European University (CEU) in Budapest to convey 
such a view. Unlike the thoughts expressed by most regarding their civic 
education classes, the opening session of  the workshop was both lively and 
pragmatic, approaching in an honest and open manner more than a few 
failures of  the education systems in the four countries.

The representatives of  the iGeneration did not cease to stress the importance 
of  giving space to discussing practical issues instead of  memorising 
pure theory. At the same time, they addressed the extremely valuable 
contribution of  international NGOs in expanding their curricula in this 
direction. Though some teachers are reluctant to including associations in 
their courses, those who do are appreciated by the students and become 
the best examples of  living by the values they teach during classes.

Now, when designing a new millennium 
capable of  overcoming extreme thought, 
discourse and action, of  embracing diversity, 
not only through information technologies, 
but especially through the genuine 
communication they create, education also 
needs to be revisited. And the keywords 
that best fit this revisiting are pragmatism, 
openness, mutual respect and critical thinking.
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In addition, much work is required from the academic side in terms of  
creating mutual respect between student and teacher. As mentioned by 
several students, the education systems are deficient in overcoming the 
gap between the two roles, a gap that was very wide before the fall of  
authoritarian regimes in Central and Eastern Europe. Although several 
generations of  students (and teachers) have passed through the education 
system since then, the mindset seems to have not changed radically, as it 
should have. Thus, the students still perceive the relationship with their 
teachers as a hierarchical one, despite living in a socio-cultural context that 
encourages open discussion.

Furthermore, the post-millenials focused on the importance of  developing 
and encouraging critical thinking when discussing human rights. To them, in 
the era of  information, data itself  is something readily available. However, 
filtering this data and understanding how to work with it in a purposeful 
manner becomes the real issue. Conveying information is a simple task, but 
teaching others how to process it in an equitable and respectful manner is 
highly different in both complexity and difficulty. Certainly, critical thinking 
is a skill that cannot be developed only during human rights classes, but 
these are privileged spaces where practical cases can be used at their best 
for such a purpose. Topics that are generally taboo in the four countries, 
such as the contribution of  women to the country’s development, the 
history of  the Roma people, or the importance of  sex education, are all 
real and contemporary ones that deserve to and can be approached during 
these classes.

The necessity of  innovating the tools used for teaching human rights was 
also mentioned by the students. This refers to both textbooks and to the 
methods used. In regard to the former, international institutions such as the 
Council of  Europe are important sources of  possible alternatives. During 
the workshop, several textbooks were made available to the participants.24 
Such learning materials excel in pragmatism, contemporary approach, and 
the benefit of  being backed up by strong expertise.

24 E.g. Bookmarks - A manual for combating hate speech online through human rights 
education (2013), available at https://rm.coe.int/168065dac7, We can! Taking action against hate 
speech through counter and alternative narratives (2017), available at https://www.nohatespeech.at/
wp-content/uploads/2017/05/WeCANmanual_FINAL_MAJ17032017.pdf  and Compass (2002), 
available at https://www.coe.int/en/web/compass. 

Another aspect that was common to the interventions of  several students 
was the difference in quality of  HR courses between schools situated in 
the capital cities and the rest of  the country (smaller towns included). 
As one might easily understand, this is a sad consequence of  the high 
centralisation of  countries in the former socialist bloc, that is still visible 
today. Unfortunately, the situation can only be improved gradually. Currently 
available palliative methods can include international associations holding 
practical classes outside the capital cities and encouraging students from 
these environments to enrol in exchange activities.

It is also important to stress that a few students perceived as valuable to 
be part of  an education institution that is either for national minorities, 
private, or religious. This is a rather interesting aspect that requires further 
discussions. It might be that more attention and care given to the student 
than in the case of  a public institution designed for the majority, or a lower 
number of  students per professor. A common experience shared by these 
students, regardless of  nationality, is the higher quality of   teaching itself, 
more involvement from the teachers, as well as a more pragmatic approach 
to the curriculum. For example, one of  the students mentioned that in a 
Hungarian high school in Romania, their biology teacher volunteered to 
hold sex education classes and that she could visit the European institutions 
in Brussels due to an MPE-funded contest that she participated in following 
a EU Institutions course.

It is thus rather evident that, despite Central and Eastern 
European countries being relatively new to the European 
Union and still burdened by the heritage of  the former 
socialist bloc, the new generations are fully aware post-
millennials whose ideas and ideals live in the real as 
well as in the digital world. Not understanding the huge 
advantages and responsibilities that this brings can be 
fatal for any education system. More than ever, expertise 
and genuine knowledge are needed, though in a radically 
different context. Acknowledging that the third revolution, 
the information one, is the new reality can create most, 
if  not all, the missing links between us and them.

https://www.nohatespeech.at/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/WeCANmanual_FINAL_MAJ17032017.pdf
https://www.nohatespeech.at/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/WeCANmanual_FINAL_MAJ17032017.pdf
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EXpErts’ and poLicYMaKErs’ 
assEssMEnt of thE 

chaLLEngEs and opportunitiEs 
of hr Education in 

sELEctEd cEE countriEs

no dEMocracY—and no dEMocrats—Without 
dEMocratic EducationHow to bridge the gap between policies on paper and their implementation 

in reality? How do partisan goals and priorities interfere with 
educational practices in human rights and democracy in schools of  
all levels? What role does politics play in schools and why should or 
should not teachers and students discuss political issues? These are 

some of  the questions tackled during two enriching and thought-provoking 
panels at the EER symposium, the ‘expert’ and ‘policymaker’ panels.

Admittedly, the policymakers who accepted our invitation are themselves 
experts affiliated with national institutes of  education or other institutions 
with ties to the government, but without direct decision-making 
competences. While this fact paved the way towards a truly evidence-based 
discussion, it also mirrored the unwillingness of  the approached decision-
makers to appear in front of  the critical audience on this subject.25

25 Multiple policymakers from executive and legislative levels were approached including with 
offers for online presence in case of  unavailability to attend in person; none accepted. 

• Non-formal or informal education initiatives lack the degree of  
authority compared to formal education; they are conducted in 
between formal education in a limited time frame and sometimes with 
the reluctance of  teachers to allocate more time to them (caused also 
by strict curricula whereby a lot of  formal information needs to be 
covered in the allocated time to the subject).

 
• NGOs cannot reach the whole school system which is simply too 

large for their projects. The largest project in the area from the four 
countries, the Slovak Human Rights Olympics, can reach 300 from 
some 1500 secondary schools, one fifth of  the total number. Most of  
these schools are secondary grammar schools, the ones from which the 
highest portion of  students continues with university studies. Vocational 
and technical schools cannot be covered in full when exactly these 
schools suffer from the greatest lack of  HR education and education 
in humanities and the social sciences in general. Graduates from these 
schools are citizens with equal voting and democratic participatory 
rights, yet they are stripped of  the opportunity to learn and understand 
democratic values and procedures.

• NGOs also tend to prioritize their own partial agenda, which results 
in ‘splitting forces’ between focus on particular HR challenges, such 
as feminism, national minorities, LGBTQ rights. In Petõcz’s words, 
HR NGOs sometimes engage in ‘pushing their agenda without any 
context’, which is partly explained by funding often being allocated on 
specific projects rather than general HR education. More cooperation 
between NGOs with different specialization within HR and democracy 
and more funding allocated to cross-cutting rather than narrowly 
specialized educational projects could trigger synergies between the 
activities and subsequently help reach more schools and young people.

outsourcing hr Education Vs. fighting 
against it: coMparing sLoVaKia and 
hungarY    How to bridge the gap between policies on paper and their 

implementation in reality? How do partisan goals and 
priorities interfere with educational practices in human 
rights and democracy in schools of  all levels? What role 
does politics play in schools and why should or should 

not teachers and students discuss political issues? These are some of  the 
questions tackled during two enriching and thought-provoking panels at 
the EER symposium, the ‘expert’ and ‘policymaker’ panels.
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• From Rita Galambos’ (Foundation for Democratic Youth) perspective, 
NGOs naturally have their agenda and so they would provide for 
opportunities (also) in the HR education field regardless of  how active 
the state institutions are. In the Hungarian context, the more serious 
problem is the overreaching push towards an ‘illiberal democracy’, 
where there is no place for critical discussion about democracy, 
independent student representation and freedom in the curriculum. 
The Hungarian crackdown on NGOs with funding from abroad runs 
against any form of  ‘partnership conception’ whereby NGOs would 
be substituting the government’s role. This comparison highlights that 
there is a scale from NGOs replacing the government in HR education 
because of  its negligence or lack of  interest, and the NGOs conducting 
activities in HR education despite the government that is more or less 
openly hostile towards democracy itself. 

nEEd for a chiLdrEn’s rights 
pErspEctiVEThe Convention on the Rights of  the Child stipulates rights of  

children (understood as everyone under the age of   18) with 
respect to their voice in their education.26  Children should 
not be passive recipients or ‘spectators’ in the education 
process, especially when it comes to critical value-related 

issues such as human rights or democracy. The process of  education can 
itself  be undemocratic if  it unfolds without the students’ excercising agency, 
including through their own democratic representation. Reviving this 
agency country-wide is one of  the main priorities of  student activists such 
as the representatives of  the Hungarian Independent Student Parliament. 

thE KEY roLE of parEnts  and 
tEachErsHR education (as any educational area) does not 

comprised solely of  an interplay between the pupils 
and state institutions; both parents and teachers play an 
instrumental role as well. The former are, in some country 
constitutions, as well as in Article 2 of  the Protocol One 

to the European Convention on Human Rights27 , guaranteed the right to 
respect of  their ‘religious and philosophical convictions’ when ‘ensuring’ 
the education of  their children. However, as pointed out in the expert panel, 
this right is often misinterpreted as  the possibility to limit the children’s 
right to develop critical thinking skills and be able to build own ‘religious 
and philosophical convictions’ through self-perception of  the surrounding 
world and the society in it. 

26 UN General Assembly Resolution 44/25 (1989), Art. 28, 29, 32, available at https:/www.
ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx.

27 Available at https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Guide_Art_2_Protocol_1_ENG.pdf. 

Teachers are another key player, often underpaid and without sufficient 
support for continuing education in the region. HR education requires to 
unfold across various subjects to be impactful, which requires teachers of  
subjects such as civics, history or literature to understand the issues and 
challenges of  democracy in the first place. The lack of  specialized teachers 
in HR makes this more difficult, as HR cannot be properly taught by just 
any teacher with a specialization in different subjects on the basis that the 
teacher is a citizen as well. 

Furthermore, HR education cannot be immune towards the challenges and 
opportunities provided by new technologies. As Alena Hesová pointed out 
during the policymakers’ panel, HR should be taught with the use of  new 
technologies and should be tied to ‘digital citizenship’ education as well. 
Young people spend significant amount of  time online but with limited 
room to understand the challenges posed by this environment, including 
in HR perspective. 

is hr Education an ‘unattractiVE’ topic for thE 
MEdia?The media are an obvious channel for raising awareness on 

issues of  societal importance, which HR education is certainly 
part of. However, there is rarely any discussion that moves 
beyond general education towards the challenges specific 
to HR education (interconnectedness with the quality and 

embedding of  democratic values, interdisciplinarity, connection between 
formal and non-formal approaches). Why is it the case?

According to some participants of  the expert panel the cause lies in the 
lack of  attractiveness of  these subjects. However, as it touches basically 
everyone, another cause can be identified in the lack of  resources of  NGOs 
and HR education experts that can be invested into designing professional 
communicative strategies on this issue. In Andreea Vornicu’s opinion, this 
is particularly visible in Romania where a lot of  attention is invested into 
concerns over corruption that mobilises large segments of  population but 
not so in the case for HR education.

A solution is to get on board well-known personalities (including celebrities) 
to open these issues in the public sphere and ensure that they resonate more 
than if  they are brought up by a few relatively unknown experts. Another 
one is to enhance expert trainings in human rights and HR education, for 
instance, through university programs and specializations (of  which there 
is a grave lack in Central Europe as well). These could create a critical mass 
of  engaged specialists, ensuring continuous attention paid to these issues.

https://www.%20ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
https://www.%20ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
https:/www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx.
https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Guide_Art_2_Protocol_1_ENG.pdf
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A major concern that emerged from the debates centers 
around the very notion of  ‘politics’ in interaction with 
HR, democracy and European values. Several speakers 
confirmed knowledge of  teachers being discouraged from 
talking about these subjects with their pupils on the basis 

that they are ‘political’ and that ‘politics does not belong in schools’.

A fundamental misperception appears to be at play in that HR and 
democracy belong to a concrete (namely liberal) ideology and so discussing 
them implies building this ideology. Neglected is the fact that there are 
deep disagreements in academic HR and democracy discourses that may 
be reflected in discussing them, while critical thinking and Popperian 
fallibility is the core tool to assess these discourses. Hence, it is not HR 
education but its absence that indicates leaning towards a particular 
ideological standpoint, namely one that does not like critical citizens with 
the capacity to ‘think democratically’ and ‘hold [whichever] government 
accountable’ (Kálmán Petõcz). The Hungarian example, where, as Melinda 
Filó shared during one of  the panels, ‘national identity and patriotism’ 
form one of  the ‘developmental fields’ which is ‘quite important for the 
current government’, illustrates this point. By preventing open discussion 
about HR- and democracy-related issues (such as by centralizing textbook 
writing and dissemination and curricula or at least curricular priorities), the 
education system creates citizens who have a lack of  understanding of  how 
the political regime works and thus are more easily prone to manipulation 
and demagoguery. 

Additionally,  attention paid to political parties’ and candidates’ 
promises in the field of  HR education can help uncover 
whether they remain ignorant in this area or bring some policy 
proposals and if it is the latter, critically assess them. The 
approach to HR education can then become a subject of electoral 

campaigns, which, while likely accompanied with more politicization, would 
also bring it more to the attention of  the general public. The Czech Republic, 
where the parliament adopted a resolution on civic education in 2014, seems to 
be at the forefront out of the four countries. As Alena Hesová stressed during 
the policymaker panel, HR education made it to the ‘first room’ thanks to this 
resolution at least at the level of symbolic importance. 

Unfortunately, a precondition for most of  these steps is an independent 
and free media environment. As Rita Galambos pointed out, online media 
some of  which remain free cannot capture the attention of  the major part 
of  the citizenry. Standing up for free media as well as academic freedom is 
thus a way to support the necessary conditions for broad discussion about 
and development of  HR education.

taLKing poLitics and dEMocracY: MEans for idEoLogicaL
ManipuLation? 

In the end, the obstacle for improvements resembles a ‘chicken and egg 
problem’: you cannot have democracy without citizens educated in what 
it stands for, and how it connects to HR and (in the context of  the four 
countries) European values, but you cannot have HR education without 
certain democratic standards being upheld and respected in the govern-
mental education policy. NGOs remain essential in this regard for their 
ability to enhance HR education despite the governmental priorities. 
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roLE of ios and 

EducationaL institutions 

In the European Higher Education Area, 48 countries implement 
reforms on higher education on the basis of  common key values 
– such as freedom of  expression, autonomy for institutions, 
independent students unions, academic freedom, free movement of  
students and staff. As the keynote speaker, prof. Liviu Matei, CEU’s 

Provost and Pro-Rector, explained, there is a consensus that education, 
especially higher education is instrumental to economic development and 
should reflect certain core values. Among those values, one can mention 
human rights, especially the right to free, primary and compulsory 
education, to generally available and accessible secondary education and 
to equally accessible higher education. Institutions of  higher education 
are also entitled to certain human rights as legal persons, especially to 
the academic freedom, freedom of  speech and institutional autonomy. 
As the Kalven Committee of  the University of  Chicago stated in 1967, 
university autonomy is primarily a freedom from political influence.28  In a 
similar sense, Albert Szentgyörgyi, Hungarian biochemist, wrote that “[a] 
University should be pervaded by the love of  truths and within its walls 
should safeguard an air of  intellectual freedom without which all cultures 
wither away”.29

28 Kalven Committee, Report on the University’s Role in Political and Social Action (1967).

29 Inaugural address of  Albert Szent-Györgyi as first rector of  the University of  Szeged, 11 
November 1940, cited in: Gergely Harsányi – Szilvia Vincze, “Characteristics of  Hungarian Higher 
Education in an International Perspective”, Public Finance Quarterly  57, no. 2 (2012): 213.

Human rights seem to be one of  the bases of  contemporary general 
curriculum to be transmitted by universities as an important part of  humanist 
education. Universities have a responsibility not only to disseminate values 
of  human rights, social engagement and solidarity, but also in compensating 
social inequalities by education addressed to vulnerable people such 
as Roma people or disabled persons. For instance CEU has decided to 
provide a one-year preparatory programme for Roma students who have 
a bachelor’s degree to assist them to learn English, deepen their skills in 
their discipline and apply for graduate degree programs at top universities 
worldwide. Prof. Matei stressed that students of  that programme are not 
obliged to attend courses in Roma studies and participate in a forced 
identity training, but they have the possibility to study about Romani 
culture. On a question about the analogy between CEU and the human 
rights movement of  Afro-Americans in the U.S., Prof. Matei answered that 
this programme does resemble the Afro-Americans’ liberation movement 
in the U.S. in the sense that it contributes to building up Roma intelligentsia 
through university education. Furthermore, universities have an obligation 
to express international solidarity: for instance the CEU invited professors 
and researchers from various academic institutions in danger.

As David Mark, senior expert of  the OSCE Office for Democratic 
Institutions and Human Rights explained, in OSCE member states human 
rights education is a long-term common policy that hardly benefits from 
effective implementation. The rationale of  the work of  the OSCE Office 
for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights is to monitor human rights 
education within public education. In general, the interest of  States in 
cooperating with the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights is decreasing, due to the political climate, whereas the importance 
of  human rights education is higher  ever.

The target of  the work of  the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions 
and Human Rights is school pupils and teachers, addressing them expertise 
directly. The OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights 
supports students and teachers with expertise, develops online platforms 
and technology necessary for discussing human rights in education, 
initiates an assessment of  the effectiveness of  human rights education and 
inspires young people. The reason for turning to youth is that human rights 
defenders are not necessarily activists, journalists or NGO workers, but 
anybody interacting with people on the basis of  values reflecting human 
rights. As primary policy, OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and 
Human Rights intends to reach young people through online channels, 
especially social media, including by ensuring access to a collection of  
classroom education tools for educators. Furthermore, they intend to 
promote the exchange of  good practices of  teachers on a collaborative 
platform related to human rights education.
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Anca-Ruxandra Pandea, an education expert of  the Council of  Europe, 
Youth Department explained that her department within the Council of  
Europe focuses on standard-setting, monitoring and capacity building in 
human rights education. As a main task, it is charged in reviewing the national 
implementation of  the Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship 
and Human Rights Education (‘Charter’), adopted by Council of  Europe 
member states (in the framework of  a recommendation of  the Committee 
of  Ministers). The Youth Department has a section dealing with education 
and coordination of  the Charter’s implementation in formal education 
system. They have a children’s rights section who prepared a programme, 
the Human Rights Education for Legal Professionals, composed of  online 
courses disseminating children’s rights. Recently the Youth Department 
elaborated a model curriculum on competences in democratic citizenship 
with a view to serve as a model for member states’ national curricula.

It supports cooperation with formal and non-formal education sectors. 
The department furthermore cooperates with civil society and youth. It 
develops information materials for young people about how to protect their 
human rights. The recent report of  the Youth Department on the national 
implementation of  the Charter30  shows various symptomatic tendencies 
such as the increased attention of  States to citizenship education expressed 
in international documents, decreased degree of  implementation measures, 
diminished resources spent to human rights education, decreased level of  
governmental cooperation with civil society and a reduced awareness of  
young people about the Charter. Ms. Pandea concluded her presentation by 
stressing the pressure on institutions working on human rights education to 
deliver quick results, while the Charter requires long-term and cooperative 
efforts.

Dr. Robert Sata, Associate Research Fellow at the Political Science 
Department at Prof. Renáta Uitz (CEU), stressed, firstly that contemporary 
education is facing politics of  fear, where international organisations 
should take the first step in pushing States in respecting international 
standards. International organisations could help especially in identifying 
and recommending best practices in human rights education in order to 
back democratic education .

30 Council of  Europe, Learning to Live Together. Council of  Europe Report on 
the State of  Citizenship and Human Rights Education in Europe (2017)..

In the discussion, some participants stressed that some 
member states within international organisations can 
resist international recommendations while keeping their 
membership due to old-fashioned and politically determined 
working methods of  the given international organisation. 
Robert Sata recognised the state-led and politicised climate 
of  international organisations, but expressed the hope that 
common values and norms will have a persuasive effect in the 
long-term. Monitoring capacities can improve human rights 
education in most countries. Anca-Ruxandra Pandea also 
agreed that political ,dialogue and pressure might lead to better 
human rights protection, while this general rule works more 
effectively in the youth sector which works within the Council 
of  Europe through co-management with the participation of  
governments and NGOs deciding together by consensus. In 
the youth sector, the often alleged lack of  quality and rivalry 
of  NGOs is less valid because various youth-specialised civil 
societies are operated by volunteers and as initiative groups. 

Renáta Uitz, Professor at Central European University, in her capacity of  
the Chairman of  the panel, stressed firstly that within the OSCE grouping 
Western democracies and some Eurasian post-soviet States, human rights 
education means very many things for many people. When  talking about 
human rights education, one does not necessarily mean education about 
citizenship in liberal democratic discourse. Secondly, human rights as a value 
is becoming less and less popular for certain governments. Human rights 
defenders within the Council of  Europe, a human rights and democracy-
promoting organisation, face more and more blackmailing and hostile 
policies of  governments. Especially in Central-Eastern Europe, the work 
of  civil societies in human rights education shows the failure of  the State 
authorities in executing their own responsibilities. At the same time, the 
same NGOs often sue the governments for violations of  human rights and 
become therefore subject to governmental hostility. By attacking NGOs, 
governments choose a dangerous rhetoric instead of  correcting their 
policies in line and in cooperation with NGOs and regional organisations. 
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There was some disagreement among experts as to the best policy of  
international organisations against a government resisting  education 
reforms. While Mr. Mark explained that the OSCE does not insist on 
reforms vis-à-vis unwilling member states, Ms. Pandea stressed that in 
her view international organisations should support civil societies in their 
pressure on the government. Prof. Uitz also adhered to this latter view by 
stressing that international organisations should not implement minimum 
standards but show the best practices and ideal policies. Prof. Uitz also 
explained that international organisations might forget about certain 
vulnerable groups such as refugee children whose rights to education are 
often forgotten. 

Dr. Petõcz stressed that some states might have limited administrative 
capacities to report on education policies to international organisations; 
against this reality, international organisations should build more synergies. 
The United Nations have started to simplify the human rights reporting 
procedure by creating a core document, and this process should continue 
in other instances too. Ms. Andreea Vornicu complained that international 
organisations cooperate with and train the same national governmental 
experts of  a limited number, while national policies do not evolve. Instead 
of  this permanence of  cooperative structures, international organisations 
should involve new experts and promote the renewal of  governmental 
policies. At the end of  the session, participants pointed out the regional 
and local differences in the quality of  education within the same country 
that international organisations should try to compensate, especially in 
the countryside. Ms. Pandea admitted this challenge and presented some 
programmes of  the Council of  Europe such as working together with local 
authorities on access to social rights or a Roma programme involving local 
communities.

In summary, there was a common understanding that educational 
institutions and international organisations have an important corrective 
role in promoting human rights education and supporting, and even pushing 
governments in complying with internationally recognised legal standards. 
While governments have the primary responsibility in providing human 
rights education in compliance with international standards, educational 
institutions are the ultimate depositors of  those obligations, often with the 
only support of  NGOs, civil societies and international organisations as 
allies.

2

Diana Grebles (EER, first 
on the right) in discussion 
with the participating 
students during a 
teambuilding session.’ 
1 December 2017

1

2
Rita Galambos
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pEEr huMan rights Education

an Explanatory note  

Peer human rights education is the hands-on tool available to 
enhance the understanding of  democracy and HR by students 
through engaging activities and discussions with other members 
of  their generation. It exists in the spirit of  democracy itself.
Authoritative presentation of  facts about HR and politics in a 

lecture hall or in a textbook as the students in this project emphasized, has 
an alienating effect on learning in the field and misses the purpose.  

Peer HR education should complement, not replace formal education or 
interaction between students and seniors (teachers, experts, scholars and 
practitioners, to name a few). Furthermore, it should be actively supported 
by official institutions and encouraged within the school curricula, instead 
of  being ‘added’ and ‘practiced’ only by the few highly motivated students 
who are willing to stay after school hours or convene during the weekends 
or holidays.

The very structure of  peer HR education allows to reject objections that 
HR education is in some form ‘ideological’ or ‘biased’. Sure, it cannot take 
the exact same form in any context; on the contrary, various local and 
regional determinants shape it on the ground.31  However, the process of  
discussion and joint exploration of  new concepts and phenomena that it 
enables has an empowering effect regardless of  these factors.

31 Monisha Bajaj, “Human Rights Education: Ideology, Location, and Approaches,” 
Human Rights Quarterly 33, no. 2 (2011): 481–508.

32 The facilitator should not present herself  in the position of  a teacher; according 
to Merriam-Webster (2018, available at https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
facilitator), the term itself  denotes ‘someone who helps to bring about an outcome 
(such as learning, productivity, or communication) by providing indirect or unobtrusive 
assistance, guidance, or supervision.’

33 Available at https://www.coe.int/en/web/compass.

34 Available at http://www.eycb.coe.int/compasito/.

the EEr project and 
peer to peer education

The EER symposium contained an introduction to the 
concept designed specifically (albeit not exclusively) to 
student participants and a hands-on illustrative activity in the 
field facilitated32  by Zsófia Tillinger from the Foundation of  
Democratic Youth Foundation for Democratic Youth. The 

students were encouraged to act as ‘speakers’ of  HR and democracy in 
their local communities and institutions, and to interact with each other 
and in developing joint activities. 

Peer-facilitated activities have the potential to provide valuable experience 
both to the student group and the facilitator (himself/herself  a student, 
possibly of  a more senior status). Therefore, they are, as the Council-of-
Europe prepared manuals of  Compass33  and Compasito34  demonstrate, 
suitable for primary schools already, and should not be neglected in 
universities either. University education in the region (beyond narrowly 
defined social science perspectives) would benefit from introducing and 
enhancing peer education activities in HR, not least because youngsters 
may often better be able to ‘speak each other’s language’ and understand 
the perceptions and dilemmas of  ‘beginner citizens’.

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/facilitator
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/facilitator
https://www.coe.int/en/web/compass
https://www.coe.int/en/web/compass.
http://www.eycb.coe.int/compasito/
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idEaL curricuLuM

students’ view 

During the workshop organised in Modra (Slovakia) in 
April 2017 in the context of  the Human Rights Olympics, 
high school students from the four countries included 
in the EER project worked together to develop an ideal 
curriculum for a Human Rights course.

This course, international in outlook and ideas, could be taught throughout 
the European Union, regardless of  country and nationality of  the students. 
The main selection criterium would only be the age of  the students, that 
should be no less than 15 and no higher than 18 years old.

First, the students asked for a brief  overview of  the history of  the European 
Union, with special focus not on its institutions, but on the core values and 
principles underlying it. Then, the role of  the institutions would also be 
important to them, provided that the clear possibilities of  regular citizens 
having their viewpoints listened to are evident. In this sense, the students 
proposed that courses include video presentations of  important moments 
in forging the European Union and discussions about means to create and 
submit a European Citizens Initiative. 

Next, importance was given to brining NGOs to hold presentations of  
their role, activities and, if  possible, engaging the students in taking part in 
these. This is most probably due to the fact that young people appreciate 
the highly specific and pragmatic character of  such activities. Certainly, 
education policy makers and teachers have to be mindful and include this 
in a broader framework, such as minority rights, LGBT rights, legislation, 
community-related issues etc.

Another topic to be covered by a human rights curriculum is an overview 
of  the best practices used in promoting and creating acceptance of  human 
rights legislation as it progressed across centuries, including non-European 
movements such as the Civil Rights Movement. This is to be connected 
with an analysis and debate on the current situation, with no fear of  
interaction between the one taught and the one who teaches. However, 
moderation skills, as well as a constant exercise of  objectivity are required 
from the latter, if  not from both parties.

In addition, the students also mentioned the sensitive issue of  political 
correctness, whose importance is to be understood and principles taught 
with common sense precisely during human rights education classes. 
Again, one is not to abide to strict rules that are not questioned, nor even 
understood, but develop a sense of  empathy and respect that lead to non-
harmful words and behaviours.

Last but not least, when it comes to national minorities, students were 
also interested in participating in highly practical activities related to their 
traditions. For example, they wanted to learn traditional songs and dances 
of  minorities in their countries and, if  possible, participate in workshops 
and even camps that would include them. Education institutions and town 
halls could provide the support for such small world music festivals to 
happen and offer, for example, free participation to students.
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1

2

Student participants during 
the workshop on peer human 
rights education. CEU, 
Budapest, 2 December 2017.

1

2
The expert panel of  the 
EER symposium, CEU, 
Budapest, 1 December 
2017. 

In terms of  tools used in the teaching process, the students stressed the 
need of  horizontal communication, among both themselves and in relation 
to their teachers, in a framework of  mutual respect and active listening. At 
the same time, they favor the pragmatic approach of  starting from reality 
and making possible generalizations based on case studies rather than the 
other way around. This is an important aspect that needs to be considered 
always when working with post-millenials. Furthermore, digital tools need 
to finally become part of  the learning environment, as their lack is only 
prone to create segregation between what is taught and what is real.

Thus, exercises included in textbooks and handbooks such as the ones 
published by the Council of  Europe seem to fit this ambitious, however 
essential perspective. Through the non-formal nature of  the exercises 
that they propose, they ensure the dynamical and equal character of  the 
teaching process. These are perceived as imperative for the validation of  
the teaching process by students. 

The exercise during the workshop in Modra proved to be a successful 
demonstration that respectful and efficient communication is possible 
among young people of  different nationalities - provided a common goal 
exists. Teachers should not shy away from leaving their apparently safe 
spots in front of  the class in order to join and act together with their 
students. Nowadays, this is one of  the major factors leading to professional 
success, as it includes them in the fast-paced environment their students 
already belong to. 

Certainly, much effort is required: moderation skills, active listening, 
constantly working on being as objective and empathic as possible are all 
features with which the future teachers in our countries have not been 
necessarily born with, nor taught when they were children. Times have, 
however, changed radically and planning a common future of  respect and 
peace for the next generations cannot exclude any of  them.
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MEMoranduM froM 
thE EEr sYMposiuM33

33 Inspired heavily by the input of  the participants of  the EER symposium on 
December 2, 2017 as well as by the most common guidelines on HR education, based 
on: 1. Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education, Council of  
Europe Committee of  Ministers Recommendation CM/Rec(2010)7` 2. Declaration of  the 44th session 
of  the International Conference on Education (Geneva, October 1994); 3. Online article of  UNESCO 
Adapted from UNESCO (1998) Citizenship Education for the 21st Century; 4. OSCE, Office for 
Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), Guidelines on human rights education. For 
secondary school systems, 2012.

Human rights (hereinafter: HR) education, that includes education 
for democracy, inclusiveness and European values, represents a core 
component for building sustainable societies with reasonable governance, 
based on equal concern and respect for all individuals. HR education brings 
a positive contribution to the quality of  democracy in the long run and the 
level of  human rights protection.

We have identified that questions related to HR education are largely 
neglected in policy discussions in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary 
and Romania, and are not considered to be a priority. This has direct 
negative impact on the quality of  HR education at all levels of  schooling, 
its prominence in course curricula, available materials, trainings and 
innovative approaches.

We call upon domestic authorities, especially executives (ministers and 
ministries of  education) but also legislatures and, where applicable, regional 
and local authorities, to consider the policy in HR education a priority for 
the long-term sustainable development of  the society.

Receiving the basic competences already at an early age is essential for 
young people to be able to become active and involved citizens who know 
their rights and are aware of  the importance of  respecting the rights of  
others.

The policies and practices of  HR education at all levels (from pre-primary 
up to university level) should be based on reliable data and evidence. They 
should respect the following principles, which should be implemented by 
all state institutions, international organizations, schools and civil society 
actors in the field:

EMpoWErMEntThanks to HR education, students should understand the 
importance of  being actively engaged with public affairs, and 
human rights protection in particular. They should receive 
and practice a skillset, including supportive vocabulary that 
makes such engagement possible and encourages them to 

participate in public affairs, including elections, representation, petitions, 
public discussions and initiatives.
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intErnationaL and cross-sEctionaL 
coopEration

participation in thE dEcision-MaKing and 
iMpLEMEntation

More international and transnational institutional 
collaboration should be present for designing HR 
education curricula, including among civil society 
actors. State institutions should welcome and wherever 
possible, implement initiatives that are results of  

such cooperation. Moreover, they should devote substantial attention to 
continuous development of  the curricula for HR education, combining a 
rich toolkit of  guidelines, materials and trainings at the disposal of  teachers 
and facilitators with a possibility for educational institutions and other 
actors engaged in HR education to employ tailor-made, creative approaches.

HR education should be designed in consultation with key 
stakeholders, including youth, civil society organisations, 
experts and teachers. There should be a clear set of  
bodies responsible for implementation of  each State’s 
international obligations in the field of  education for 

democratic citizenship and human rights education. These bodies shall 
represent the main stakeholders in education and should be independent 
from immediate political changes. They should potentially have 
constitutional status and should be granted an advisory and monitoring 
role.

incLusiVE sEtting in thE Education 
procEss

dEMocracY and dEMocratic 
EnVironMEnt in EducationaL 
institutions

HR education should particularly support environments in 
which no one feels to be excluded and where diversity is 
perceived as a strength for learning together and enriching 
each other.

It is imperative that schools and other institutions engaged in 
HR education support learning by example by themselves being 
governed based on the principles of  involving everyone’s opinion in 
the decision making and enhancing participative forms of  decision 
making. Past and present positive traditions and practices should be 

highlighted. Meaningful and effective legal remedies should be available to 
the students in case these principles are not respected.

strong roLE of non-forMaL 
Education Non-formal education (defined as “any planned programme 

of  education designed to improve a range of  skills and 
competences, outside the formal educational setting”34) 
including self-reflective artistic activities, role-play games 
and, where possible, activities with the use of  digital 

tools, is particularly effective for the goals of  HR education. Therefore, it 
should be employed frequently by teachers and students themselves and 
there should be enough space created in the curricula for developing non-
formal educational activities. Formal and especially non-formal education 
should promote social skills and values such as equality, diversity, non-
discrimination, social cohesion and intercultural and interreligious dialogue.

roLE of non-goVErnMEntaL organisations, 
Youth organisations and othEr 
staKEhoLdErs: Non-governmental organisations and youth organisations 

have a valuable contribution to make to HR education, 
particularly through non-formal and informal education, 
and accordingly need opportunities and support in order 
to make this contribution. This should be provided by 

state institutions by giving them substantial roles in decision making and 
space for engaging in activities, including by developing and maintaining 
financial support schemes for projects in the field of  HR education.

roLE of tEachErs and 
Educators Participative teaching methods should be encouraged. Teacher 

training in methods, including non-formal education, should 
be available to all teachers. There should be a specialization 
on HR education during university studies of  civics as well as 
a study program or at least a specialization on Human Rights. 

The graduates of  these programs and specializations should be equipped 
with innovative tools for teaching HR and helping teachers of  HR education 
in schools. Teaching materials should be available and accessible in national 
languages to teachers and educators.

34 Council of  Europe Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and 
Human Rights Education - https://rm.coe.int/16803034e5

https://rm.coe.int/16803034e5
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WaY ahEad

The EER project brought together experts from academia 
and civil society, human rights enthusiasts, policymakers and 
students from four Central and East European countries. It 
demonstrated that these post-transitional democracies face 
similar challenges in the field of  HR education, the general 

negligence of  the topic being perhaps the most obvious and alarming given 
the negative effects this lack of  attention triggers in terms of  designing and 
implementing policy reforms.

The project made a small but notable contribution to the debate on how 
to generate interaction between actors from different sectors (including the 
international and to some extent the local levels) and how to strengthen 
students’ own voice in this debate and decision making.

While each country and each community is a ‘world in itself ’, in 
contemporary globalized setting the project showed that it makes sense 
to address country-specific challenges in a cross-border discussion. Future 
initiatives could center on bringing in perspectives from different and/or 
more countries, including the best and worst practices from democracies in 
the Nordic countries, the US, the UK or Germany.

Importantly, democracy is under stress worldwide and in Europe as well. 
So are European values (defined in our project through the values in the 
EU Treaty), values inherently tied to democracies, these being properly 
understood through not only majority will but guarantees of  individual 
rights at the very least as well.

While contemporary debates increasingly discuss options of  democratic 
self-defence, education and HR education in particular is rarely seen as a 
‘weapon’ to defend democratic regimes. The EER project demonstrated 
this is a mistake, because unlike various restrictive and punitive measures, 
HR education can spread the understanding and valuing of  democracy in 
a positive manner specifically to those generations which will constitute 
humanity’s future.
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fEEdBacK froM thE 
participants of thE 

EEr EVEnts35

In December 2017 I had the possibility to participate at a symposium 
about democratic education, and the question of  human rights in the 
Central-European region, organized by the group called ‘Education for 
a Europe of  Rights’. During this symposium, I had the opportunity to 
deepen my knowledge about the state of  democracy in this region, to 
meet people of  my age who all were interested in the questions of  human 
rights and democracy and to participate in debates and discussions about 
many different topics. 

What made this experience extremely unique is the fact that all 
participants were coming from different countries (and in some respects, 
from different cultures), and it created a truly international atmosphere. 
Even though the topics discussed at the symposium were quite complex, 
it was easy to engage in the conversation, mostly because of  the 
welcoming and warm environment of  the event. It was a really good 
possibility for me to practice my debating skills in English and I wish I 
could participate in such events more often. 

The symposium was very well organized, and thanks to the organizers’ 
generosity, we also had a dinner at the end of  the day, when I had the 
chance to speak about current affairs with people from every region 
of  Europe. I am really glad that I could participate in this program and 
I truly believe that students of  my age should have more possibility 
to participate in similar discussions as they could really gain a better 
understanding of  democracy, the EU and politics in general.

Bendegúz Czékmán, Hungary

In December 2017 I had the possibility to participate at a symposium about 
democratic education, and the question of  human rights in the Central-
European region, organized by the group called ‘Education for a Europe 
of  Rights’. During this symposium, I had the opportunity to deepen my 
knowledge about the state of  democracy in this region, to meet people 
of  my age who all were interested in the questions of  human rights and 
democracy and to participate in debates and discussions about many 
different topics. 

What made this experience extremely unique is the fact that all participants 
were coming from different countries (and in some respects, from different 
cultures), and it created a truly international atmosphere. Even though 
the topics discussed at the symposium were quite complex, it was easy to 
engage in the conversation, mostly because of  the welcoming and warm 
environment of  the event. It was a really good possibility for me to practice 
my debating skills in English and I wish I could participate in such events 
more often. 

The symposium was very well organized, and thanks to the organizers’ 
generosity, we also had a dinner at the end of  the day, when I had the 
chance to speak about current affairs with people from every region of  
Europe. I am really glad that I could participate in this program and I truly 
believe that students of  my age should have more possibility to participate 
in similar discussions as they could really gain a better understanding of  
democracy, the EU and politics in general.

The event was true to its purpose in 
focusing on the students rather than 
the educators. It was eye-opening 
to hear very articulate high school 
students speak thoughtfully about 
what they saw as a lack of  concrete 
experience with participative 
education about human rights.

A highlight of  the event was a 
game that prompted students still 
in their teens to make compelling 
arguments and counterarguments on 
controversial topics like mandatory 
voting and whether teachers should 
discuss politics in the classroom.

The diverse group of  stakeholders 
in attendance provided a unique 
atmosphere for networking and 
dialogue with stakeholders including 
teachers, civil servants from 
national institutes of  education, 
and an activist from Hungary’s 
Independent Student Parliament.

Marie-Pierre Granger, Associate Professor, Central European 
University, Budapest, Hungary

Patience Haggin, USA

The symposium was an excellent example of  how to communicate (in a diverse 
society) and how to work together. The representation of  participants (students, 
teachers, representatives of  state administration, international organizations 
and NGOs) greatly helped the mutual learning and inspiration process. The 
representation of  the participating countries was also useful for the comparison 
of  the current state and processes. The direct involvement of  young people was 
very important because of  their experience with education and their opinion on 
it. 

The Draft Memorandum on the Promotion of  Human Rights Education was 
presented at beginning of  the symposium, and we were returning to it during the 
meeting. At the conclusion of  the symposium we proposed text edits to have a 
meaningful value for all participating countries. 
Most of  the inspiration for us was provided by participants from Hungary. 
Specifically, it was the information about whole school Democracy Day, 
experience with service learning at secondary schools (15 hours for community 
service) and the practical presentation of  the project VOX POPULIS (activities 
for argumentation and balancing of  opinions). 
Alena Hesová, National Institute for Education, 
Czech Republic, Prague35 Feedback provided in September 2018.
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On December 1, 2017, I had the wonderful opportunity to travel to 
Budapest for the “Education for a Europe of  Rights” event organized in 
what probably is the most beautiful and prestigious university in Central 
and Eastern Europe, CEU. To me, this event was a special one because 
it coincided with the celebration of  Romania’s national holiday and also 
because of  the fact that the essence of  the concept of  rights and how it 
is understood in several European states were discussed. In this context, 
I could take part in some discussions and debates led by people with 
impressive CVs. 

At the same time, it was very interesting to hear the different and slightly 
critical opinions of  pupils and students from the Czech Republic, Hungary 
and Slovakia, countries that seem to share Romania’s educational reform 
failures in the field of  human rights. 

To conclude, the “Education for a Europe of  Rights” event was a time 
when we could reflect on the path that the post-communist states are to 
take in order to truly become European Union countries. 

The experience which the Central European University gave me by 
attending the “Education for a Europe of  Rights” symposium was great 
and made me realize how important is having a human rights class. 

The environment of  the University improves the quality of  the educational 
system, with modern buildings, friendly and professional teachers and 
attention granted by staff. And those details are important for teaching 
in a proper way the rights which we, humans, are empowered to possess. 
I remember seeing an English class for the refugees of  all backgrounds, 
based on that it is their right to adapt to a new country.

This symposium has shown me the lack of  the human rights education with 
which countries in Europe are confronting. There were classes of  human 
right which are made superficially, for example, in Hungary or Slovakia, or 
even non-existing classes in Romania, and by sharing those shortcomings 
for a better living, I think we are a step forward for a more European way 
of  living. 

In conclusion, this event and this University had shown me that is place 
for better regarding of  how we should educate ourselves in an European 
society, a society based on rights. 

 Adrian Ovidiu Hoha, Romania

Andreea Elena Gîfei, Romania

Sebastian Roman, Romania

I believe that such conferences as the one in which we have 
participated in Budapest, on topics that aim to improve 
educational systems, are needed, especially as they bring 
together participants from several countries and faces teachers, 
public authorities, and most importantly, pupils who can also 
come up with a point of  view on how they would like to learn. 

During these two days I had the opportunity to listen to teachers’ 
lectures, official positions on behalf  of  the representatives 
of  the authorities, views and recommendations from the 
researchers, and I think the most interesting part was to listen 
to the opinions of  colleagues from other states which, to my 
surprise, shared the same concerns as ours.
 
I also enjoyed starting the conference with participation in 
interactive games, so as to get to know each other and manage 
to accommodate more easily.

The symposium was an opportunity to acknowledge the centrality 
of  Democratic and Human Rights education in European education 
systems. I was surprised to learn that the teaching method is an important 
dimension of  education policy, as it is often overlooked in the debate. 
Active discussion in class and the election of  student representatives 
are, indeed, effective tools for students to appreciate and get exposed to 
democracy. 

Thanks to the presence of  high-school students, NGO representatives and 
International Organisations, we could discuss about whose responsibility 
it should be to reform education. Although NGOs can coordinate 
collective action to demand policy change, we realised that states shall be 
at the forefront, in order to develop functional democracies that ensure 
their own stability. The European Union, not yet empowered to act, should 
also commit to ensure academic freedom, provide funding to universities 
and actively intervene in education policy, as a way to guarantee economic 
well-being in a knowledge economy.

What [the symposium] has shown me is that in places where many would not suspect, in schools in Central 
Eastern Europe, you can still find committed teachers who are willing to invest their time and creativity to teach 
pupils about a subject that is as noble as contested, Universal Human Rights. To me this is a testimony that the 
Humanist Tradition which has been strong in many parts of  the region is still ongoing and needs to be fostered. 
Those teachers need our utmost support as committed Democrats, because in the end it is only through their work 
that civility in the region has a chance to survive and flourish.

Elia Boschetti, Italy

Stefan Roch, Germany
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