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Developing Human Rights Didactics for Young Children in Teacher Education

Lena Rubinstein Reich
University of Malm (Sweden)

Abstract

This presentation will elaborate on how student teachers can learn about and develop human rights
didactics for young children. It will be based on the experiences gained from an ongoing study conducted
by a group of teacher educators that use the research tradition of self study of teacher education
practices. Their study focus one of the courses they teach within which student teachers conduct a study
and write an essay on children’s perspectives on social science subjects. The course is part of the main
subject “Social Science Subjects and Children’s Learning” at Teacher Education, Malmö University and
is especially aimed at educating teachers for young children in subjects like history, geography, religion
and social science.

Introduction

What is Human Rights Didactics in preschool and early years of primary school? What kind of content
and what kind of processes should be in focus? How can student teachers learn about and develop Human
Rights Didactics?

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (abbreviated CRC) was adopted by UN twenty years ago
and although Sweden already in 1990 started to implement CRC in preschool and school, it is still an
ongoing process. The implementation is a matter for all higher education, especially for professions like
teacher education (Hägglund and Thelander, 2003).

Taking a self study approach (Loughran et al., 2004) from my own practice as a teacher educator as well
as examples from my research as the point of departure the aim of this paper is to reflect on how student
teachers learn and develop human rights didactics through CRC.

Three different ways to implement CRC will be presented and discussed. The first example is a group
work assignment where student teachers study CRC and develop didactic suggestions for content in
preschool and school. The second example presents a mentoring scheme where student teachers
encounter a child on a one-to-one basis. The third example is an assignment where student teachers in an
essay present a study of children’s perspectives on specific subjects within the area of Social Sciences
subjects.

Example 1 – Group work assignment – learning about CRC

A group assignment to study and suggest ideas for human rights didactics for children in preschool and
primary school was part of a 15 ECTS course module in the fourth year of pre service teacher education.
One group of student teachers that I as a teacher educator supervised decided to take the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child, articles 31 and 32 as their point of departure and make suggestions for content
and how to teach this in relation to goals in the Swedish National Curriculum. They came up with didactic
suggestions for both preschool, primary school year 2-3 and primary school year 4-5. These suggestions
were to teach about different conditions for children around the world when it comes to labour and leisure
time, and to inform them about the Convention on the Rights of the Child. There were some recurrent
didactical suggestions regardless of age-groups:

 Continuous references to the children’s own experiences
 Learning through conversations with groups of children
 Using fiction literature and film
 Using drama and role-play

The aim was to make it possible for the children to connect what they heard or read to their own
experiences and everyday life. This was suggested to happen through conversations that would help them
reflect and thus learn about the CRC but also through teachers choosing subject content related to
different living conditions for children around the world. Children’s fiction in literature and film were
suggested to be used along with, especially with preschool children, drama. One conclusion from this



example is that according to the students’ group work implementing CRC is mainly to learn about the
Convention and its different articles.

Example 2 – Student teachers as mentors – acting CRC

Näktergalen (the Nightingale) mentoring scheme presents a very different way to implement parts of
CRC. The scheme started in 1997 at Malmö University, Sweden (Rubinstein Reich, 2001). University
students, including student teachers, act as mentors on a personal one-to-one basis with a child aged 8 –
12. They meet two to three hours weekly during a period of eight months.

The aim of the mentoring scheme is to provide positive role models for the participating child. For the
student teachers the aim is also to get an insight into a child’s life, her/his family, how the child thinks
about school and learning. Both children and mentors take part on a voluntary basis. The mentors are
required to continuously document their work and regularly receive personal tutoring.

I conducted an evaluative study of the mentoring scheme three years after its initiation (Rubinstein Reich,
2001). The results indicate that student teachers view this as an implementation of CRC, as acting CRC
and especially implementing article 12. Article 12 is the so called democracy-article where the child’s
right to express her or his own views freely, the right to be heard and be respected is clearly articulated. It
is one of the four main principles in CRC.

Several of the basic prerequisites needed in order to implement article 12 (Bartley, 2001) are met due to
the relationship that develops between mentor and child during their eight months long relationship.
Mentor and child relate to each other as individuals, and develop subject-to-subject relationship. The
child has space and an opportunity to be listened to, and to express her/his opinions. In the relationship
the mentor acts as a grown-up who gives the child total attention, listens and tries to understand and
interpret what the child says. There are quite rigorous frames and rules set up for the work as a mentor but
paradoxically the strict frames give freedom and dynamics in the mentoring relationship. (Rubinstein
Reich, 2003.)

Example 3 – Student teachers’ essays – the child’s-perspective

Another point of departure for the discussion of the implementation of CRC is to focus on the child’s
perspective. This is done in a 15 ECTS course module where student teachers write an essay and conduct
an empirical study on young children’s perspectives on Social Sciences subjects. The module is part of a
course especially aimed at educating teachers for preschool and early years of primary school in subjects
like History, Geography, Religion and Civics.

One of the learning outcomes for the module is that the student teachers should be able to study and
explain the significance of taking the perspectives of children as a point of departure for didactics in
Social Sciences subjects. The implementation of CRC in this example will give the student teachers an
opportunity to reflect on content and subject to be taught related to a child-perspective, both in terms of
teaching in the best interest of each child and in relation to the child’s right to be heard, that is article 12.

Discussion

The three examples presented illustrate different possibilities and ways to implement and learn about
CRC in teacher education. Some issues emerge concerning human rights didactics for preschool and early
years in primary school in teacher education.
.
Knowledge about CRC, Childhood and Institution as context
In her thesis Englundh (2008) studied, at a regional level in Sweden, an organisation that had decided to
implement CRC. Her results showed that learning about CRC was a prerequisite for implementation. This
is also a prerequisite for student teachers. They too have to learn about CRC, understand and interpret its
implications. It is especially important to focus on dilemmas and contradictions in the CRC with regard to
constructions/conceptualisations, that is, the child as both dependent and independent, the child as an
actor and as an object, including the concept of child-perspective (Hägglund and Thelander; 2003).

Except maybe for age, the student teachers’ didactic suggestions in example 1, had no other
considerations with regard to who the children were or in what environment. However, apart from



knowledge about the Convention in order to implement it, student teachers need to have a theoretical
framework of concepts like childhood and institution.

Hägglund and Thelander (2008) suggest a theoretical framework based on sociological perspectives that
could be useful for developing human rights didactics for young children. In this framework the child as
dependent in two ways are in focus, relational dependency and a structural dependency where
childhood/childhoods are considered as social categories.

Another aspect that needs to be taken into account and that I believe is important is the pre-school/school
in which the CRC will be implemented. The relationship that developed between mentor and child in
example 2, I would claim, was possible because it took place in an “institution-free” zone, outside
preschool and school. Institutions like preschools and schools are usually physically enclosed locations,
and have their own logic that influences the relation between children and teachers, how they relate to
each other and how they communicate (Sigsgaard, Rasmussen and Smidt, 1998). The relationship
between teacher and child is often characterised by asymmetry, control, discipline and assessment.
Student teachers need to become aware of these restrictions and also consider the impact of different
settings on the communication and talks between children and teachers. The outcome is different in whole
class discussions and circle time as compared to talks during play, while eating, or while drawing together
(Black and Varley, 2008; Rubinstein Reich, 1994).

Towards a new kind of didactics
What then is Human Rights Didactics in preschool and early years of primary school? What kind of
content and what kind of processes should be in focus? My point of departure in this paper has been that
CRC should be the underpinning principle in all teacher education when it comes to learning and
developing human rights didactics in preschool and early years of primary school. A consequence of this
is to make CRC into a subject matter of its own (Hägglund and Thelander, 2008). The content should
include the child as a subject who acts the CRC but also who learns about CRC. This new subject matter
has to provide a kind of didactic that does not distinguish the content, “the what” and the process, “the
how”. This didactic can be linked to a Dewey-based pragmatist conception of learning (see e.g. Kivinen
and Ristelä, 2003) and likewise to a Habermas-based form of didactics called integrative subject-didactics
(Fritzén, 2004). Both examples are attempts not to distinguish the content and the process which I believe
are useful and fruitful ways forward when it comes to developing human rights didactics for young
children in teacher education.
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