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University of Oulu Graduate School; University of Oulu, Faculty of Education
Acta Univ. Oul. E 215, 2022
University of Oulu, P.O. Box 8000, FI-90014 University of Oulu, Finland

Abstract

Previous research has shown that good-quality human rights education may support students to
undertake actions for human rights. However, less is known about the relationships between
students’ individual backgrounds, the diverse ways in which they understand human rights, and
their willingness to undertake actions for human rights. The aim of this study was to find ways to
educate young adult students with diverse backgrounds to undertake actions for human rights.

The study participants were carrying out their non-military service in 2017–2018. They took
part in one of six human rights courses, designed and taught by the author. Data collection and
analysis were a combination of a student voice approach and Convergent Case Design (Mixed
Methods). The data consisted of survey answers and interviews conducted after the courses. Three
analyses were carried out: a typology construction, a statistical analysis, and a thematic analysis.

The main results of this study are the following: First, four ideal types characterizing distinct
stances toward undertaking actions for human rights were identified. These types showed the
concrete ways in which the students interpreted their human rights obligations and the changes in
their willingness to undertake these actions over the course. Second, the examination of the
relationships between social class indicators and willingness to undertake actions for human rights
revealed that students who only had a vocational education and who had less cultural capital were
less willing to undertake actions for human rights. Third, the thematic analysis identified various
obstacles that limit the students’ engagements in actions for human rights. The students reported
practical difficulties that hindered them from undertaking actions for human rights.

All in all, the study contributes to research on human rights education by offering a more
nuanced explanation of different students’ various considerations regarding undertaking actions
for human rights. The findings help clarify which options are at the teachers’ disposal for finding
human rights subjects that are more relevant to the students’ practical situations. The results also
imply that good-quality human rights education during childhood could enable young adults to
undertake actions for human rights, as before the course they did not seem to know enough about
the topic.

Keywords: civic education, human rights education, social classes, student voice
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Tiivistelmä

Laadukas ihmisoikeuskasvatus voi tukea opiskelijoiden mahdollisuuksia tehdä ihmisoikeusteko-
ja. Vähemmän kuitenkin tiedetään siitä, miten opiskelijoiden henkilökohtaiset taustat, heidän
erilaiset tapansa ymmärtää ihmisoikeuksia sekä heidän halukkuutensa tehdä ihmisoikeustekoja
ovat yhteydessä keskenään. Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on löytää tapoja saada eritaustai-
sia nuoria aikuisia tekemään ihmisoikeustekoja.

Tutkimuksen osallistujat suorittivat siviilipalvelustaan vuosina 2017–2018. He osallistuivat
yhteen kuudesta tutkijan suunnittelemasta ja toteuttamasta ihmisoikeuskurssista. Tiedonkeruus-
sa ja aineiston analysoinnissa yhdisteltiin student voice -lähestymistapaa ja convergent case
design (mixed methods) -menetelmää. Tutkimuksessa käytettiin kolmenlaisia menetelmiä: typo-
logian rakentamista, tilastollisia analyysejä sekä teema-analyysiä.

Tutkimuksen päätulokset ovat seuraavat: Ensinnäkin löytyi neljä ideaalityyppiä, jotka kuvaa-
vat erilaisia tapoja suhtautua ihmisoikeustekojen tekemiseen. Tyypit konkretisoivat opiskelijoi-
den tapoja tulkita ihmisoikeusvelvoitteitaan sekä muutoksia, joita kurssin aikana tapahtui opis-
kelijoiden halussa tehdä ihmisoikeustekoja. Toiseksi tutkimuksessa tarkasteltiin luokkaindikaat-
toreiden ja ihmisoikeustoimintahalun välistä suhdetta. Opiskelijat, jotka ilmoittivat pohjakoulu-
tuksekseen vain ammattikoulun ja joilla oli vähemmän kulttuuripääomaa, olivat vähemmän
halukkaita tekemään ihmisoikeustekoja. Kolmanneksi teema-analyysissä tunnistettiin esteitä,
jotka rajoittavat opiskelijoiden mahdollisuuksia tehdä ihmisoikeustekoja. Opiskelijat kertoivat
käytännöllisistä asioista, jotka vaikeuttivat mutta eivät kuitenkaan näyttäneet estävän ihmisoike-
ustekojen tekemistä tulevaisuudessa.

Kokonaisuudessaan tutkimus rikastaa ihmisoikeuskasvatustutkimusta lisäämällä ymmärrystä
ihmisoikeustekojen tekemiseen liittyvistä harkintaperusteista. Tutkimuksen tulokset auttavat sel-
keyttämään, millaisia vaihtoehtoja opettajilla on käytettävissään valitessaan ihmisoikeusaiheita,
jotka ovat oleellisempia opiskelijoille heidän käytännöllisissä tilanteissaan. Tulokset myös anta-
vat viitteitä siitä, että ihmisoikeustekojen tekemisen kannalta olisi olennaista taata kaikille laadu-
kas ihmisoikeuskasvatus koko lapsuus- ja nuoruusajan, koska opiskelijat eivät vaikuttaneet tietä-
vän aiheesta tarpeeksi ennen kurssia.

Asiasanat: ihmisoikeuskasvatus, kansalaiskasvatus, student voice, yhteiskuntaluokat





 

 

To my Finnish teacher in upper secondary school, who 
told me that nobody can earn a living by advancing 

human rights 
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1 Introduction 
Public officials are obliged to ensure fulfilment of fundamental and human 
rights. (Section 22 of the Constitution of Finland, Suomen perustuslaki [The 
Constitution of Finland], 1999, author’s translation)1  

First, I ask my reader to examine my claim: If all people only knew what human 
rights are and how important they are, they would engage in actions for human 
rights. It may seem somewhat naïve, because to know about a problem is not the 
same as to address the same problem in an effective way. However, I believe that 
the claim captures something profound in the lives of us educators who attempt to 
get our students to engage in actions for human rights in their lives. We hope that 
the knowledge we share with our students will lead to something positive, although 
deep down we know that to be aware of human rights is not actually enough. 

And indeed, even a quick glance at human rights education literature confirms 
that the relationship between human rights knowledge and actions for human rights 
is very complicated. Previous studies have informed us that students do not 
necessarily understand human rights concepts in the way their teacher has intended 
(Ekström & Lundholm, 2018; Quennerstedt, 2019). Previous studies also reveal 
that students in different educational settings have diverse stances toward human 
rights (Tibbitts, 2017). Consequently, certain parts of human rights knowledge and 
certain ways of presenting human rights knowledge may be more important to some 
students than to others. In addition, the reason that the relationship between human 
rights knowledge and actions for human rights is so extremely complicated is that 
all knowledge does not lead to action (see, e.g., Tibbitts, 2017, p. 10), and human 
rights education can also have unintended, counterproductive effects (see, e.g., 
Gaudelli, 2016, pp. 66–70). Furthermore, actions for human rights are undertaken 
outside the concrete educational setting, in other words, after learning, which 
means that we should also take into account the sites at which the actions are 
undertaken and the actors’ own situational factors (Celermajer, 2017). 
Consequently, classroom teachers should provide students with sufficient 
knowledge and skills that allow them to implement actions for human rights and 
ensure or hope that they are still willing to implement actions for human rights after 
they leave the classroom.  As will become evident later, the real settings in which 

 
1 The concept “fundamental rights”  refers primarily to the rights presented in Sections 6–23 of the 
Constitution. 
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human rights education and actions for human rights take place may be even more 
complicated than those in this short presentation.  

To find concrete solutions to this dilemma, I utilized the student voice approach 
(e.g., Cook-Sather, 2006; Campbell, 2011) to study my own students in Finland’s 
Non-Military Service Center (hereafter NMSC). The general idea of my study was 
that the voices of students may provide new perspectives to human rights education. 
According to Cook-Sather, student voice practices, an expression that covers 
research on student voice and the concrete sites in which educators endeavor to 
take student voice into account, draw on convictions such as “young people have 
unique perspectives on learning, teaching, and schooling; that their insights warrant 
not only the attention but also the responses of adults [basically, educators and 
researchers]; and that they should be afforded opportunities to actively shape their 
education” (Cook-Sather, 2006, pp. 359–360). Because I was conducting the 
research at my own workplace, where I normally also teach students about human 
rights, I had the significant advantage of researching my own practice. If my 
findings indicated that the current ways of teaching human rights were not optimal, 
I had the opportunity “to transform the conduct and consequences of their practice 
to meet the needs of changing times and circumstances …” (Kemmis, McTaggart 
& Nixon, 2014, p. 5, see also pp. 4–7), at least on my own site. In addition, this 
study could shed light on the case of human rights education in formal education, 
because the setting in question was also one of formal education as the students 
were mostly undergoing compulsory education, and the teaching took place in a 
classroom (for more on human rights education in formal education, see Tibbitts, 
2017, p. 15). This made it possible to gather more knowledge on students with 
diverse backgrounds implementing actions for human rights. 

This study was also grounded on a deliberative understanding2 of human rights 
as a combination of international treaties, declarations, and law (Dembour, 2010, 
pp. 2–4), and drew from various perspectives of implementing actions for human 
rights. It  takes into account, for instance, questions about impact and 

 
2 In this study, human rights were usually understood deliberatively, which essentially means the way 
in which human rights are agreed upon as a combination of international treaties, declarations, and 
national laws. However, during the courses, I sometimes introduced human rights to my students as the 
protest form, which sees human rights as a continuous struggle for the better. For more about the 
difference between these concepts, see Dembour (2010). For the human rights educator, the problem is 
that it is sometimes important to introduce issues that are not (yet) codified in declarations, treaties, or 
laws. In addition, the formulations of these issues are not always necessarily enough to achieve a more 
just world. For more information on the contradictions between human rights and inequality, see, e.g, 
Moyn (2015).   
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transformativity in human rights education (Bajaj, 2012), global citizenship 
(Gaudelli & Fernekes, 2004), and empowerment in human rights education 
(Struthers, 2020; Tibbitts, 2016). I presumed that taking student voices into account 
(Campbell, 2011, p. 309; Wisby, 2011, pp. 35–36) could yield new perspectives for 
getting students to undertake actions for human rights.       

Aim of the study  

The aim of this study was to find ways to educate young adult students with diverse 
backgrounds to undertake actions for human rights. Thus, I collected student voices 
and considered different ways of taking them into account. 

As stated previously, concrete actions for human rights may be approached 
through various concepts, such as transformativity and impact (Bajaj, 2012), global 
citizenship (Gaudelli & Fernekes, 2004), or empowerment (see, e.g., Struthers, 
2020; Tibbitts, 2017). These all aim to get people to engage in actions for human 
rights in their lives. The last of these concepts, empowerment, was often used by 
different scholars in the 2010s. The reason so many studies have used 
empowerment to approach actions for human rights is probably the introduction of 
the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training (hereafter 
UNDHRET), issued by the United Nations (hereafter UN) in 2011. Section two of 
the declaration contains a formulation of empowerment as one aim of human rights 
education (UN, 2011, p. 3). The declaration, and especially its second section, are 
often cited in human rights education research (see, e.g., Struthers, 2020; Tibbitts, 
2017). Although recent literature seems to place a greater emphasis on the 
empowerment perspective, this study utilized these other approaches, their 
strengths in particular, to understand, observe and analyze actions for human rights.   

The research site was located in a small municipality called Lapinjärvi in 
Southern Finland, where approximately 1200–1600 Finns (an overwhelming 
majority of them men3 ) undertaking non-military service complete a four-week 
education period every year. They have all been drafted by the Finnish Defence 

 
3 Almost all the students are classified as men according to Finnish law. However, the word is not a 
statement of their gender identity: all the students do not necessarily identify themselves as men. The 
reason why such gendered expression is used here is because it may be an interesting fact for the reader 
from a scientific point of view. For instance, if there is a more masculine and a more feminine 
understanding of human rights, the student voices in this study may represent the more masculine 
understanding. I did not investigate the students’ gender identities in any way during this study. I also 
use the personal pronoun “they”  to refer to both individual students and teachers to avoid making 
assumptions about the gender of any individual.  
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Forces to complete their military service, and have decided to apply for an 
alternative, non-military service. The law obliges those making this choice to 
participate in a four-week education period. Whereas adult education is often work 
related, these adult students’ education includes a significant number of subjects 
that are more civic than work related. Another special characteristic of this 
education is that the students are mostly men.      

When these students began their non-military service, they chose their 
educational program in Lapinjärvi from four alternatives. Human rights are an 
official subject in the curriculum, so some of them would have studied human rights 
even without this study. However, in this case, some students participated in a 
human rights course that was longer than the traditional courses (20 lessons), and 
student voices were collected during the research. Thus, these students were adults 
fulfilling a state obligation. Three separate choices led them to be participants in 
this study: the choice between military service, non-military service, and some 
other alternatives; the choice between four educational programs; and the choice to 
(and how to) participate in this study. The study’s data collection phase lasted 
almost eight months, from the end of September 2017 to the end of May 2018. It 
included six courses in human rights, and had 170 students in total. During these 
courses, I acted as both the course teacher and the researcher.  

This study was interdisciplinary. It was based on concepts that originate from 
mainly four different fields (education, political science, law, and sociology) and 
on the relationships between those concepts. To avoid the complexity of writing a 
report that uses various concepts many times in different parts, I have organized 
this monograph as follows: Chapter 2 presents a general overview of the relevant 
main concepts of this study and their relationships with human rights education, 
excluding the concepts of the student voice approach. Next, Chapter 3 presents the 
student voice approach. Then, in its relevant subchapters, Chapter 4 covers the 
concrete application of the concepts of this study, including observation and 
measurement. For instance, questions that relate to the measurement of the 
concepts in the survey are handled close to the presentation of the survey. The aim 
of organizing the monograph in this way was to present the general relations 
between the concepts in one chapter and their concrete applications in the study in 
another, and to ensure that the general connections between human rights 
education-related concepts used in this study are presented in the same chapter. 
Other concepts, especially those only utilized once, are presented when they are 
relevant. Chapter 5 then presents the results of the analyses, and the study ends with 
the Discussion, in Chapter 6.       
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Before going forward, it is important to introduce two different ways of 
understanding actions: 1. Actions that took place during the course, and 2. actions 
that took place after the course. This study focused on how to make students 
undertake actions for human rights outside the classroom and after our courses. 
Making students work “better” in class or during the course was not the primary 
concern of this study, although it is possible that a student who is more active in 
class may also be more active after class (cf. Tibbitts, 2017, pp. 10–11; participatory 
teaching methodologies do not necessarily result in a student undertaking actions 
for human rights after the class). This conceptual difference is important, because 
concepts that relate to concrete actions and the concept of student voice may all 
deal with actions during the course or actions after the course, and this may create 
confusion. Ellsworth (1989), for instance discusses both actions inside the class and 
outside the class and utilizes both the concept of empowerment and the concept of 
student voice. The next chapter deals primarily with the question of getting students 
to undertake actions for human rights outside the class and after our courses. The 
literature review provides the general context for understanding the concrete 
situations in which students make decisions about whether they are willing to 
implement actions for human rights, and what kinds of choices they might make if 
they are.   
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2 Human rights education: An overview  
In this study, human rights education was understood as education in what 
Dembour (2010) calls the “deliberative understanding of human rights”: as a social 
agreement that combines formulations in international treaties, declarations, and 
national laws (Dembour, 2010, pp. 2–4). The teaching and learning were directed 
toward the definitions of human rights that can be found in various documents. In 
the Finnish context, UN treaties and declarations, Council of Europe treaties, 
Finnish laws, and the European Union law are the most relevant documents.    

However, the definition of human rights education in this study also includes 
some elements from the protest understanding of human rights, which considers 
human rights a worthy goal but also criticizes the human rights law (Dembour, 
2010, pp. 2–4). Protest understanding is especially relevant in relation to human 
rights activism. Although activists sometimes advance issues that are already 
enshrined in human rights documents, they also sometimes appeal for articulations 
of human rights that are not part of the deliberative understanding of human rights 
(for the activist model of human rights education, see Tibbitts, 2017, especially p. 
15). This is one important way of advancing new rights: Many human rights have 
become part of the deliberative understanding because of activists, or other “norm 
entrepreneurs,” who have introduced new issues as potential new human rights 
(Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998, pp. 896–899). 

Although it is possible to define the concept of human rights strictly in the 
deliberative sense by citating formulations of human rights from treaties and 
declarations that define the human rights in question, some important human rights 
issues are still not included in treaties, declarations, and laws. For the human rights 
educator, the tension between the deliberative and the protest understanding of 
human rights is that if the deliberative understanding is presented as the only right 
understanding, this downplays the struggles for new human rights. At the same time, 
the problem with relying on only the protest understanding is that the articulations 
of the new rights that some actors express at any one moment do not necessarily 
ever become a part of a generally agreed understanding of human rights.   

In addition, although the deliberative understanding of human rights is 
common in the scientific literature on human rights education, many teachers 
appear to understand human rights in other ways. Thus, the ways in which 
individual teachers teach human rights in schools are often based on other 
interpretations of human rights than the deliberative interpretation. For instance, 
Waldron and Oberman (2016) noted that Irish teachers did not know human rights 
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documents very well (Waldron & Oberman, 2016). Various studies have also found 
that teachers’ human rights education is insufficient in many countries (see, e.g., 
Black and Ethnic Minority Infrastructure in Scotland, 2013, pp. 58–64; Irish 
Human Rights and Equality Commission, 2011, pp. 17–18; The Danish Institute of 
Human Rights, 2014, pp. 1–3; Lampinen, 2014, pp. 46–48, Toivanen, 2014, pp. 
57–60). In short, although human rights can be quite strictly defined in the 
deliberative sense, human rights education practices are often based on an 
understanding of human rights that Waldron and Oberman (2016) call “[A] 
common sense understanding of human rights” (Waldron & Oberman, 2016, p. 
749).  

Next, I present what is generally known about human rights education, as 
deliberatively understood. I present four topics that are closely related to my 
research questions: research on how students understand human rights, research on 
students and concrete actions for human rights, social class and cultural capital in 
human rights education, and personal troubles and public issues in human rights 
education. As the guiding principle of my presentation is student voice relevance, 
I bypass some of the less relevant results such as the historical accounts of the 
development of human rights education (see, e.g., Ippoliti, 2009; Gerber, 2013), 
which although important in many ways, are far from the general idea of 
understanding the students and their concrete circumstances. In addition, studies 
that concern problems in creating good human rights teaching materials (Schocker 
& Woyshner, 2013; Stoskopf & Bermudez, 2017) are of course relevant to finding 
better ways to reach different students, but these do not concern questions of voice 
in any direct way. Instead, I emphasize studies that clarify why students understand 
human rights in the ways they do.  

The studies introduced in this chapter are related in the way that they offer 
potential explanations for how students understand human rights. Table 1 lists these 
potential explanations. In addition, we can already note at this point that learning 
to implement actions for human rights does not solely concern individual students 
and their teacher. The issues presented in Table 1 are most likely interrelated in 
many ways, and few of these interrelations have been sufficiently researched. 
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Table 1. List of theoretical explanations for different ways of understanding human 
rights.  

Explanation  Key aspects of human rights education 

Lack of knowledge (Malama, 2011) Students do not know enough about human rights 

Media coverage (Barton, 2015) What students see in media affects how they 

interpret human rights issues. 

Economic privileges (Barton, 2015) Privileged students may consider only some issues 

problematic.  

Overly abstract human rights language (Ekström & 

Lundholm, 2018) 

Students do not necessarily understand what is (or 

should be) concretely wrong. 

Issues are not conceptualized enough in human 

rights language (Quennerstedt, 2019) 

It may be hard to identify a problem if it is not 

framed as a human rights issue. 

Certain ways of thinking about human rights are 

legitimized (Halme-Tuomisaari, 2010) 

Human rights issues are socially constructed and 

therefore some issues may seem more valid than 

others. 

Norms and/or values (Struthers, 2020) Students interpret their moral obligations in various 

ways. 

Individualism (Ganote & Longo, 2015) Students may be more interested in personal 

aspirations than communal aspirations. 

Material constraints (Celermajer, 2017) Not all actions for human rights are materially as 

easy or possible to carry out as each other. 

Situational factors (Celermajer, 2017) In some situations, there may be a greater number 

of potential, realistic ways to carry out actions for 

human rights than in other situations. 

Advocacy skills (Celermajer, 2017) One must concretely know what to do in different 

kinds of situations. 

Social class (Bourdieu, 1979/2010) A student’s social class may affect the way in which 

they interpret the world. 

Worry over the real power of an individual, which is 

related to relational and motivational constructs of 

empowerment (Tibbitts, 2016) 

Students may feel they do not have enough power 

to change the world for the better. 

National discourses (Osler, 2015) Some issues may seem more normal in some 

countries than in others. 

Contradictions between citizenship rights and 

human rights (Osler, 2015) 

Non-citizens have human rights but do not 

necessarily have all citizenship rights. 

Colonial history of human rights concepts (Osler, 

2015) 

Human rights discourse may emphasize the 

perspectives of the Global North. 

Negative or positive experiences from schools or 

Other organizations regarding equality, 

participation, and such issues (Hantzopoulos, 2016) 

Organizational practices in various organizations 

during the life of a student may affect the way they 

see human rights issues.   

Note: The issues may be related to one another. Some issues, such as economic privileges and social 

class, are most certainly interrelated.  
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2.1 Research on students’ understanding of human rights  

In this subchapter, I begin with what we know about students’ human rights 
understanding. In the next subchapter, I present what we know about the 
relationship between the different ways of understanding and concrete actions for 
human rights. I will show that we know something about the first issue, but 
certainly not enough about the other. 

First, it is already known that many students do not receive enough human 
rights education in school, and this characterizes their human rights understanding. 
For instance, many national evaluations of human rights education have been 
conducted. Usually, they are published by national Human Rights Institutes4 (see, 
e.g., Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission, 2011; The Danish Institute of 
Human Rights, 2014; Human Rights Centre, 2014). In addition, individual NGOs 
(hereafter NGOs) (e.g., Black and Ethnic Minority Infrastructure in Scotland, 2013) 
and scholars (Bajaj & Wahl, 2017; Rautiainen, Vanhanen-Nuutinen & Virta, 2014; 
Struthers, 2015, 2020) have also conducted other studies that inform us that the 
implementation of human rights education is insufficient in many countries. In 
some states, national laws and curricula support the implementation of human 
rights education, as is the case with the Finnish curriculum for basic education 
(Lampinen, 2014, pp. 46–48). Still, many studies have indicated implementation 
deficits in, for example, teacher education and human rights education resources 
(the Black and Ethnic Minority Infrastructure in Scotland, 2013, pp. 58–64; Irish 
Human Rights and Equality Commission, 2011, pp. 17–18; The Danish Institute of 
Human Rights, 2014, pp. 1–3; Lampinen, 2014, pp. 46–48, Struthers, 2015, 2020; 
Toivanen, 2014, pp. 57–60; cf. Bajaj & Wahl, 2017, quite positively assess human 
rights education in India). The general aim of these studies often leads them to deal 
more with the quantity of human rights education than its quality. 

 Studies of teachers’ opinions indirectly reveal the ways in which human rights 
education is conducted. For instance, Waldron and Oberman (2016) studied Irish 
primary school teachers’ human rights knowledge and attitudes using a survey. The 
schools were selected through stratified random sampling, and 152 teachers in 110 
primary schools responded. Although the teachers reported high levels of 
understanding human rights, their responses revealed that they did not know human 
rights instruments and initiatives very well. Waldron and Oberman concluded that 

 
4 The United Nations General Assembly adopted the criteria, also known as the Paris Principles for 
National Human Rights Institutes, in 1993. After that, many states established a similar independent 
human rights organ. For more about National Human Rights Institutes, see Pegram (2010).  
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“The lack of familiarity with key human rights documents suggests that teachers’ 
understanding of human rights is a common sense one which divorces rights from 
their structural, legal and historical contexts” (Waldron & Oberman, 2016, pp. 749–
750). They also stated:  

While the teachers in this study were generally positively disposed to the 
inclusion of HRE 5  at primary level, the findings suggest that the HRE 
experienced in Irish classrooms is characterised by: a fragmented and common 
sense understanding of rights; a distancing of rights issues from classroom 
contexts; a focus on child welfare over participation; and a prioritisation of 
child duty over entitlement. (Waldron & Oberman, 2016, p. 755)  

First, the fact that teachers do not know enough about human rights has other 
practical consequences in addition to those implied in the previous citation. For 
instance, teachers may feel that human rights topics are controversial, too difficult 
as a topic or too abstract for students. This was evident in Struthers’s (2020, pp. 
71–119) research, which involved 97 interviews and two surveys of primary 
teachers in 2013–2014 and 2017 in England. Many of the teachers reported that 
their students did not necessarily receive enough relevant knowledge about human 
rights topics at school. Their reports also showed that teaching topics that were 
especially relevant for undertaking actions for human rights, such as critical 
reflection, analyzing situations in moral terms, advocacy, or activism, did not seem 
to be an important part of many teachers’ practice (Struthers, 2020, pp. 146–168; 
see also Malama [formerly Matilainen], 2011, for how teachers reported not seeing 
themselves as human rights educators). 

Second, studies that have concentrated more directly on students’ human rights 
understanding have identified some differences based on the different backgrounds 
of the students. For example, Barton (2015) conducted open-ended interviews with 
116 students in Columbia, Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland and the United 
States. Interestingly, these students emphasized different places when they reflected 
on human rights violations: 

Students in the United States and the Republic of Ireland emphasized issues in 
politically oppressive and economically underdeveloped nations, particularly 
in Africa and the Middle East; private school students in Colombia stressed 
national issues, while those in Northern Ireland pointed to national issues along 

 
5 Human Rights Education, author’s addition. 



26 

with those in distant countries; and public school students in Colombia noted 
both national and local manifestations of the topic. (Barton 2015, pp. 65–66) 

Barton offers many explanations for these results, including national discourses and 
media coverage, but also suggests that economic privileges may explain some of 
them. Whereas some students in Columbia, whose movements were restricted and 
their own security under threat, were keener to talk about local human rights issues, 
many interviewees in other countries and in safer places in Columbia often 
addressed human rights violations in other countries than their own (Barton 2015, 
pp. 62–64). This result is similar to those of a study by Malama, in which Finnish 
students’ reports were characterized thus: “In the interviews human rights problems 
were often considered someone else’s problem in some other country” (Malama, 
2011). 

Malama interviewed 38 students (and 18 teachers) in an upper secondary 
school in Southern Finland. The results are somewhat similar to earlier findings, 
namely that human rights education in Finnish schools is insufficient. Malama also 
reported ambivalence in the students’ answers. Although the interviewees reported 
that human rights issues were self evident, at the same time it was hard for them to 
elaborate on their knowledge clearly, which implies that the students’ knowledge 
of human rights issues was weak (Malama, 2011).  

Other studies have emphasized the relationship between abstract human rights 
language and the ways in which students understand the concepts. They have 
focused on the different ways of understanding human rights concepts and how it 
might be important for teachers to find the right ways to reach all students. For 
example, Ekström and Lundholm (2018) interviewed students of political science 
in Stockholm University. They reported the different ways in which the students 
understood the concept of positive rights, in other words, ways that differ from the 
scientific meaning of the concepts but are closer to the common-sense or everyday 
understanding of the two words (Ekström & Lundholm, 2018). This emphasizes 
the problems with using theoretical human rights concepts, as all students do not 
necessarily understand them correctly.     

It is also possible to analyze different functions of knowledge in the classroom. 
The phenomena of vocabulary extension, generic relations and increasing the 
preciseness of vocabulary can be observed in concrete learning situations. 
Quennerstedt studied the language used in classes in a Swedish primary school (6 
teachers and classes; Grades 2–3, 5 and 8; 135 students in total) by video-recording 
the classes. The results also showed that in the classroom, human rights problems 
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were often presented as existing somewhere other than Sweden. Quennerstedt 
reported that the topics taught on the courses were not always presented using 
human rights terminology, which makes it hard for students to form a generic 
understanding of the subject (Quennerstedt, 2019, pp. 15–16).  

Halme-Tuomisaari (2010) conducted an ethnography of the working practices 
of SCANET (Scandinavian Network of Human Rights Experts). The study 
examined the socialization processes of university students and the practices 
through which they learn human rights knowledge from human rights experts. 
Halme-Tuomisaari noted that power was also used here; although human rights 
issues may themselves be contradictory, the knowledge of the human rights experts 
was considered more legitimate than the other examples of human rights 
knowledge of which the academic experts spoke less. Halme-Tuomisaari also 
observed that the experts were predominantly Nordic men (Halme-Tuomisaari, 
2010).  

To summarize the results of these three previous studies, the relationships 
between the types of language used in human rights education are complex and 
contradictory. On the one hand, human rights education must include some use of 
human rights language to allow the students to understand the relationships 
between human rights and the world. On the other hand, there is a risk that the 
language may be too difficult or unfamiliar for the students. Moreover, human 
rights knowledge is not neutral, and the conception of what is generally agreed is a 
valid way of thinking about human rights issues is in fact socially constructed. 
Therefore, it is important to note that the human rights issues that are often 
considered important are not necessarily the only ways of thinking about human 
rights. In the same vein, some other issues may also be important human rights 
issues, even though they are not so often presented as such.   

Some other studies have also dealt with normative or value-related issues in 
education that are connected to students’ human rights understanding. These 
discussions can be read in the study by Struthers (2020), for instance, who found 
that many primary school teachers seemed to consider that their students are not 
necessarily mature enough to deal with complicated issues like human rights, 
although at the same time, it is known that people form their moral obligations 
during childhood (Struthers, 2020, pp. 90–98, 105–108). Malama (2011) also found 
that normative obligations seemed to make students expect a different kind of 
behavior of immigrants than of other Finns.   
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2.2 Research on students and concrete actions for human rights 

Some studies have dealt with implementing concrete actions for human rights. 
These are often, but not always, evaluation studies, which include some sort of 
course or training program, after which students are either given a survey or 
interviewed (e.g., Ganote & Longo, 2015; Tibbitts, 2016; cf. Celermajer, 2017). 
Because the question can be approached from various educational and social 
science traditions, scholars use many concepts, such as empowerment (Ganote & 
Longo, 2015; Tibbitts, 2016), transformativity (Bajaj, 2012; Monaghan, Spreen & 
Hillary, 2017; Tsolakis, 2013), impact (Bajaj, 2012), global citizenship (Gaudelli 
& Fernekes, 2004; Monaghan et al., 2017), the postcolonial approach, and action 
for social justice (Osler, 2015). Although there are differences between these 
concepts, the concepts of global citizenship and social justice, for example, strive 
for somewhat broader aims than the mere fulfilment of human rights. They also all 
aim to get people to engage in actions for human rights. In this study, I utilized the 
strengths of the different concepts to better understand actions for human rights 
instead of paying too much attention to their mutual contradictions.    

What do we know about actions for human rights? First, of the studies 
mentioned in the previous paragraph, many are examples of good practices as at 
least some of the students reported (the observations in Bajaj 2012; Tsolakis, 2013; 
Monaghan et al., 2017; the interviews in Bajaj, 2012; Tsolakis, 2013; the surveys 
in Gaudelli & Fernekes, 2004; Tsolakis, 2013; cf. Celermajer, 2017; Osler, 2015 
are examples of problematic practices, and are introduced later) some changes in 
their attitudes toward human rights and actions for human rights. Therefore, we do 
know that students learn to think critically about the world, as at least some of them 
reported an increased willingness to undertake actions for human rights. In the case 
of Bajaj (2012) and Tibbitts (2016), the students reported having engaged in more 
actions for human rights after the course, because the data were collected somewhat 
later to obtain these results.  

Of the human rights education studies mentioned earlier, the one by Bajaj 
(2012) is also important in another way. Because the interviews and focus group 
sessions were conducted some time after the teaching, Bajaj had the opportunity to 
observe the students’ reflections on their past actions for human rights in their 
reports, and to categorize the different kinds of actions into four main classes: “(1) 
intervening in situations of abuse; (2) reporting or threatening to report abuse; (3) 
spreading awareness of human rights; and (4) attitudinal and behavioral shifts at 
home or in school that were more aligned with human rights learnings” (Bajaj, 2012, 
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p. 75). Although Bajaj approached these actions through the concept of impact, the 
fourth class includes issues (attitudinal shifts) that are in fact closer to intentions 
than actions. However, the idea of formulating interview or survey questions in a 
way that studies both the actions for human rights taken and the intentions of 
undertaking them in the future is close to the approach I used in this study.  

Still, the results of these studies are positive in the sense that some students 
reported positive results, and we have either no information on the others (some 
use interviews as data collection, and scholars aim to form generalizations) or some 
answers suggest that the course was not useful for all the students (in Tibbitts, 2016). 
Determining why some students become more willing to undertake actions for 
human rights than others in a concrete educational setting is rare. An exception is 
Ganote and Longo (2015), who examined Community-based research courses in 
Saint Mary’s College in California. In addition to reporting positive results during 
interviews, they also made a distinction between the different aims of 
empowerment: In the first case, empowerment is understood as an individual issue 
and in the second, as a community issue. Ganote and Longo argue that the first is 
not a very productive way of understanding community projects; that 
empowerment should be understood in relation to the whole community. In this 
case, the teacher–researchers reported that their students saw their learning 
individually, even though Ganote and Longo wanted the students to take part in 
community projects (Ganote & Longo, 2015, pp. 1067–1068, 1076–1078). Still, it 
might be useful to gather more information on why students think so differently in 
such cases. 

Second, we know that human rights knowledge has a complicated relationship 
with undertaking more actions for human rights. On the one hand, learning human 
rights knowledge is important. To quote Tibbitts:   

Knowledge itself can be a form of empowerment, for example, learning about 
the law and how to use it to protect one’s rights. Reflecting and recognizing 
that one’s personal values are consistent with those contained in international 
human rights standards or that one’s personal experiences of discrimination are 
shared by others, can also be empowering. (Tibbitts, 2017, p. 11) 

On the other hand, in some cases, learning the subject matter does not necessarily 
mean that the students will implement actions for human rights.  
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An example is introducing the UDHR6 and asking learners to memorize its 
content, without any preceding or ensuing activities that involve critique or 
application to social realities. (Tibbitts, 2017, p. 10) 

In some situations, human rights education can also have unintended, 
counterproductive effects. For instance, Celermajer reports observing a human 
rights training session for police officers in Sri Lanka, where they “witnessed 
discussions of difficult cases being moderated in a manner that only reinforced 
existing patterns of discrimination” (Celermajer, 2017, p. 166). Presentations of 
other people may also have mixed consequences: Presentations of poor people 
somewhere else in the world may increase students’ willingness to engage in 
actions for human rights, but at the same time these presentations may give a 
simplified picture of the world that may be counterproductive (Gaudelli, 2016, pp. 
67–70; Andreotti, 2006). Moreover, if parents consider the version of rights taught 
by the school as too radical, they may take their children out of school, also in 
countries in the Global North (Gaudelli, 2016, pp. 66–67). 

Celermajer’s study (2017) is worthy of more elaboration because it presents a 
variety of problems that may arise in human rights education if it is not conducted 
wisely. The study looked at human rights education for the police, and its methods 
include the study of training manuals, interviews, questionnaires, and a field study 
in Sri Lanka. Celermajer concluded that the training was conducted in such a way 
that the trainers seemed to expect that when a police officer knew what human 
rights were, they would also follow human rights principles in practice. Instead, 
Celermajer emphasizes that in reality, it is not enough for a professional to know 
what to do in only a theoretical sense: A police officer should also know what to do 
in different concrete circumstances (Celermajer, 2017, pp. 166–168). 

The last point deserves more elaboration and a longer citation. On the one hand, 
increased knowledge may be one way toward engaging in more actions for human 
rights (see, e.g., Tibbitts, 2017, p. 11). On the other hand, human rights knowledge 
of a certain problem is not necessarily intrinsically enough knowledge of the ways 
to solve the issue. Moreover, if we want students to implement actions for human 
rights, the teaching of human rights should take their personal backgrounds into 
account in a way that suits their own concrete situations. To quote Celermajer: 

… staying within the training frame, training approaches need to engage in a 
practical and accessible manner with the dilemmas that police face in 

 
6 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UN, 1948), author’s addition. 
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protecting human rights while fulfilling their policing mandates. In this regard, 
those with a background in human rights may actually be poorly equipped 
insofar as we have generally been schooled in the ethics of absolutism7. Even 
in situations where security personnel face genuine ethical dilemmas, human 
rights experts without experience of policing in the particular context may 
believe that human rights laws provide a clear answer about what ought to be 
done. Certainly, there are instances where the lines between a human rights 
principle and a permissible practice will be clear and unassailable. Within the 
realities of policing, particularly in the Global South and in conflict situations, 
however, where resources are scarce, community attitudes fractious, and often 
negative to human rights and personnel constrained in numerous material and 
organizational ways, protecting human rights is likely to require more than 
knowledge or commitment. It will require creativity, problem-solving skills, 
communication skills, and a tolerance for ethical complexity … (Celermajer, 
2017, p. 172) 

Although the practical issues and ethical questions are particularly complicated in 
this case, the example emphasizes that other sites also have their own specific 
circumstances: Many other students may also be in a situation where practical 
issues hinder their opportunities to undertake actions for human rights.  

The citation also emphasizes an important dilemma in terms of the nature of 
actions for human rights. Often, maybe almost always, learning about human rights 
takes place in an educational setting, but the site at which the actions take place is 
usually located elsewhere. For a teacher, this also means that they do not usually 
see the results of their lessons in practice. Still, if a teacher’s aim is to motivate the 
students to undertake actions for human rights, learning should be action oriented 
in ways that enable the students to engage in actions for human rights, “foster 
agency in the learner,” as Tibbitts writes (Tibbitts, 2017, p. 11). Still, as the citation 
from Celermajer emphasizes, this is not necessarily enough. Teaching and learning 
need to happen in the right way(s), whatever this means in a concrete educational 
setting. 

 
7 Ethical absolutism (or moral absolutism) is a view in meta-ethics that assumes that all actions are 
inherently right or wrong. The issue at stake here is whether it is allowed to bend absolute rules in order 
to promote a more just world or not. Author’s addition.   
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2.3 Social class and cultural capital in human rights education 

As reported earlier, some of the connections between the privileged status of 
students and their human rights understanding have already been investigated 
(Barton, 2015; Malama, 2011). These results imply that there is a relationship 
between the social class of students and the ways in which they see human rights 
issues. There is also a more general understanding in the sociology of education 
that school outcomes are related to students’ social class backgrounds (see, e.g., 
Thomson, 2010, pp. 322–323; Weis, 2010, pp. 414–415). Consequently, there are 
grounds to assume that it would be worth further investigating the relationships 
between social class and various human rights phenomena.  

Social class can be generally defined as “a large-scale grouping of people who 
share common economic resources, which strongly influence the type of lifestyle 
they are able to lead” (Giddens & Sutton, 2013, p. 485). However, the relationship 
between social class and students’ human rights understanding is ambiguous, 
because although the concept of social class is ontologically useful, gathering 
information on class from individuals themselves is not straightforward. For 
instance, it is hard to get students to openly answer questions on their social class. 
Although it is possible to ask students directly about their social class, direct 
questions have two separate problems. Previous studies in Finland have shown that 
adults are able to answer a direct question on class; for example, in 1999 and 2004, 
only one in seven Finns answered that they do not belong to any social class. Still, 
it is not possible to obtain answers about all informants’ class situations using such 
a direct survey or interview question. Another problem is that different people 
understand the concept of social class differently (Erola, 2010, pp. 38–39; for the 
problems of measuring class, see also Giddens & Sutton, 2013, pp. 491–493). Note 
also, that direct questions are not always more valid than indirect alternatives for 
the same questions (Huff, 1954/1993, pp. 18–28). 

Another way to approach the relationship is to examine whether it is possible 
to obtain direct answers to questions that would count as indicators of social class. 
One solution to the problem would be to use the three kinds of capital offered by 
Bourdieu (1930–2002) (Bourdieu, 2004) as indicators. In this study, I selected 
cultural capital instead of the two other alternatives, economic and social capital, 
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primarily for research-economic reasons: It is probably the easiest question for a 
student to answer8, at least in the form presented later in Chapter 4.  

Bourdieu had (with and without Passeron) several definitions of cultural capital. 
They argued that schools are not neutral places in which only talented people or 
those who work harder than others get better grades. Schools also reproduce class 
structure. Therefore, some students only seem to be more talented in school than 
others because they have acquired more of the various kinds of capital, including 
cultural capital, at home. Students who have acquired more cultural capital may 
recognize more cultural objects than other students, but language plays a role. Some 
students inherit the competence to use the same kind of language as their teachers, 
who come from a middle-class or even an elite background and are therefore able 
to get better grades than their fellow students. Cultural capital is a resource that 
better-off students may exchange in school for better grades, which can later be 
exchanged for better jobs (Bourdieu, 1979/2010, pp. xxiv–xxv, 14–16; Bourdieu & 
Passeron, 1977/1990, pp. 72–74, 114–118). In other words, because teachers 
usually belong to certain social classes, the education system favors students who 
belong to middle or upper classes over others, and it may be presumed that human 
rights education in many educational settings does not take the personal preferences 
of all students into account in the same way.  

Still, cultural capital does not predestinate what an individual does in their life: 
as Tony Bennett commented, “the argument is probabilistic one” (Bennett, 2010, p. 
xix; see also Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977/1990, pp. 88–89). Therefore, an 
instrument that aims to understand social class by measuring cultural capital can 
also be regarded as an indicator of social class. Measurement items that use cultural 
capital make false assumptions about some students. Still, using cultural capital in 
quantitative research has one advantage: In statistics it is possible to combine many 
questions into one measurement item, which is a way of increasing the validity of 
the instrument.  

The student’s past education and their cultural capital are also related. An 
individual student’s past education is their accumulated cultural capital and, 
therefore, it is important to interpret past education and cultural capital as combined. 
It is possible for an individual to obtain more cultural capital by reading books in 

 
8 Alternatively, I could have asked, for instance, how much money the students’ parents have (economic 
capital) or about the social network of the students (social capital). These questions are not necessarily 
less problematic from an epistemological point of view. In addition, a choice had to be made for the 
purposes of this study.    
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their free time, but any student with an academic degree has probably acquired a 
significant amount cultural capital during their tertiary education.  

Observing cultural capital sets the approach apart from previous research on 
human rights education in one important way that is related to privileges. Previous 
research has emphasized that if a student has a privileged position in that they do 
not concretely see human rights violations in their daily life (e.g., they live in a 
country or area where this is possible), they may feel that the issue itself is a distant 
one. However, if a student lives closer to concrete violations, like some students 
who live in Columbia (Barton, 2015) or India (Bajaj, 2012), they can relate to 
human rights violations in their own lives. This would seem to imply that people 
who are better off are able to choose not to be interested in human rights. The 
student population examined in this study represented different classes, but lived 
in a country in which income inequality is relatively low in comparison to other 
countries in the world (e.g., measured by the Gini Coefficient, see Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2022). In this situation, is it more 
credible to presume that more privileged students are less willing to engage in 
actions for human rights (because privileged students have the choice of not 
thinking about human rights), or that they are more willing to implement actions 
for human rights (because educational systems in general favor students who 
belong to the middle and upper classes)? 

2.4 Personal troubles and public issues in human rights education  

Many other studies of human rights education have illustrated the concrete 
situations that students face, although these have primarily concerned public issues 
in human rights education. For the purposes of this study, I have borrowed Mills’ 
(1916–1962) distinction between personal troubles and public issues. Mills 
(1959/2000) presents the difference of these concepts using the phenomenon of 
employment:  

In these terms, consider unemployment. When, in a city of 100,000, only one 
man is unemployed, that is his personal trouble, and for its relief we properly 
look to the character of the man, his skills, and his immediate opportunities. 
But when in a nation of 50 million employees, 15 million men are unemployed, 
that is an issue, and we may not hope to find its solution within the range of 
opportunities open to any one individual. (Mills, 1959/2000, p. 9) 
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In other words, two of the characteristics of a public issue are that it affects many 
people at the same time and that the affected people may feel it is their personal 
trouble and that they themselves have the means of solving it. 

Many of the issues presented in Table 1 may be both personal troubles and 
public issues at the same time. For instance, a student may feel that they have not 
received enough knowledge on human rights in school, but at the same time, the 
literature reveals that the reason for this is a public issue. Of course, it is good to 
notice that in this study, the concept of “public issues in human rights education” 
is understood in somewhat broader terms than those that Mills used. For instance, 
Mills used examples such as employment, war, and marriage as examples of public 
issues (Mills 1959/2000, p. 9), all of which are undeniably public in the sense that 
the public discussion on solving these issues is widespread. Many issues that are 
labelled as “public issues in human rights education” in this study are not 
necessarily topics of widespread public discussion; at least not yet. However, they 
are not purely personal issues either, although individual students and teachers may 
consider them to be personal troubles in the way Mills intended.   

 On a large scale, the previous idea resonates with an understanding within 
social sciences that individuals live and act in a social reality that is socially 
constructed (for more on the social construction of social reality, see Berger & 
Luckmann, 1966; Hacking, 1999). Antikainen, Rinne and Koski present the basic 
idea of how social constructions relate to students and teachers in the following 
way: 

Social structures dictate, to a large extent, the frameworks for people’s lives 
and the opportunities in an average life. However, they do not make people 
puppets. People give meanings and make choices based on their education and 
learning, within the space provided by social and educational structures. This 
takes place in a historical process where people make and produce the 
structures through mutual interaction (Antikainen, Rinne & Koski, 2013, p. 13, 
author’s translation).  

Table 1 presents many of the relevant personal troubles and public issues in human 
rights education, some of which were already introduced earlier in this chapter. 
However, several relevant distinctions and issues have not yet been introduced. 
First, the Celermajer citation earlier in this chapter emphasized the difference 
between the site at which learning about human rights takes place and where 
actions for human rights are undertaken. It highlights that these two are often 
different sites. Thus, some issues are relevant to the educational setting in which 
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the learning happens and others are relevant to the site at which the actions are 
undertaken. These are partly, but not necessarily completely, different kinds of 
issues. Consequently, to understand actions for human rights it would be important 
to understand both kinds of situation. 

Second, the distinction between the two different ways of understanding 
empowerment in human rights literature is particularly relevant at this point. 
Tibbitts, in a study evaluating the training of 88 human rights trainers (training for 
trainers), made a distinction between relational and motivational empowerment. 
“The relational construct regards power as dependent on relationships between 
individuals with varying degrees of control” (Tibbitts, 2016, p. 45, emphasis in the 
original text). The motivational construct “is rooted in the individual’s attitudes and 
beliefs” (Tibbitts, 2016, p. 46). In other words, the first concentrates on the impact 
of implementing actions for human rights and asks whether the individual has the 
power to change the issues in a concrete situation. The second is more concerned 
with the individual’s attitudes and beliefs than with impact. In other words, the first 
concept is more clearly related to the outside world than the second, and students 
may give different answers to questions that focus more on their personal beliefs 
than to those that also take the relationship with the outside world into account 
more. In other words, the first is more public and the second is more personal. 

Two important groups of studies relating to public issues in human rights 
education should be discussed here. The first of the groups includes a range of 
philosophical approaches to human rights education. These come with many names 
in the literature: ideologies, approaches (Bajaj, 2011) or models (Tibbitts, 2017). 
Some of these studies have analyzed the relationships between human rights 
education and other educational approaches, such as civic education. For instance, 
human rights belong to everyone, but citizenship rights belong to only citizens, 
which can create concrete problems in schools in which non-national students are 
not entitled to all citizenship rights (Osler, 2015, p. 246). Osler (2015) and Gaudelli 
(2016) also analyzed how national histories (Nordic countries in the first case, the 
United States in the second) constrain the ways in which human rights education 
can be implemented in different countries. Osler also analyzed other ideological 
positions on human rights: the ways in which human rights education could be 
made more postcolonial, a position that has received more attention in recent years 
(some others conceptualize such approaches as decolonial: see, e.g., Becker (2021), 
the change in the concept emphasizes, at least rhetorically, the need to go beyond 
these colonial concepts, and that it is not something that only comes after 
colonialism).  
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Other studies have analyzed the different aims of human rights education. For 
example, Tibbitts (2017) introduces a model with three different ways to teach 
human rights education: the Values and Awareness – Socialization model, which 
emphasizes learning about human rights issues and norms, and in which the theory 
of change is often missing in practice; the Accountability – Professional education 
model; and the Activism – Transformation model. The first of these is usually used 
in formal education settings in which students’ education is commonly compulsory 
and teaching is not necessarily critical of the existing understandings of human 
rights. In contrast, the third model is used in voluntary settings in which the 
education usually aims to actively reduce human rights violations.9 Professional 
education, in comparison, is somewhere in between the previous two. Stances 
toward human rights among students in professional education vary because 
professionals have different opinions on human rights and on their importance in 
their work. In addition, professionals are expected to observe human rights 
standards in their own professional roles (Tibbitts, 2017, p. 15). Tibbitts’ models 
are “based on the ensuing 15 years of scholarship, documentation and observation 
of practice across a range of teaching and learning settings globally, including my 
own” (Tibbitts, 2017, p. 3, they are also an update of an earlier article, see Tibbitts, 
2002). These models somewhat resemble what Bajaj (2011) saw as three different 
concrete life-world situations in India. The first emphasizes transmitting 
knowledge and advocacy skills, the second deals with conflict resolution (in an area 
with communal tensions) and the third emphasizes transformative education for 
marginalized people.  

The second of the groups includes human rights-related approaches that are not 
actually about teaching and learning about human rights subject matter in a 
deliberative sense, but are still relevant for understanding public issues in human 
rights education. These studies deal with practical initiatives that are either inspired 
by human rights principles and/or those that scholars themselves call human rights 
education. These are related to public issues in human rights education because the 
positive and negative experiences that individuals acquire while in different 
organizations may have both good and bad effects on the ways in which human 
rights are understood.  

The first of these examples concentrates more on practices inside educational 
organizations than on teaching human rights issues. Hantzopoulos (2016) studied a 

 
9 According to Dembour’s concepts, formal education is closer to the deliberative and activist education 
is closer to the protest understanding of human rights. 
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high school in New York that aimed to create more human rights-friendly practices. 
The school had reimagined human rights principles as the guiding principles of 
education: care, respect, critical questioning, and participation (Hantzopoulos, 
2016). Interestingly, except for participation, these principles are more like general 
principles in human rights documents than actual human rights. A similar kind of 
reinterpretation of human rights principles is inclusion, which is based on the 
Salamanca Declaration (Boyle, Topping & Jindal-Snape, 2013; Yada et al., 2019) 
and is therefore a way of teaching and learning inspired by human rights principles. 
Although such approaches affect learning, and using them may advance equality in 
class, inclusive teaching practices do not necessarily include teaching human rights 
topics. Organizational approaches may also be more oriented toward the 
observation of the fulfilment of human rights in class. For example, Osler and 
Solhaug (2018) conducted a survey measuring human rights practices at a school, 
and their questions were created using the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (hereafter UNCRC) as a reference. 

Human rights practices within organizations can also be studied outside 
traditional educational institutions. For instance, Orange (2016) studied the role of 
museums in human rights education. A desire to make the world a better place does 
not always suit museums, because people often expect museums to present history 
neutrally or amusingly. Still, many museums have human rights aims. Orange 
introduced a typology of four ways in which museums advance human rights. First, 
they may support formal legal procedures by archiving, collecting, and presenting 
material for individuals’ legal claims. Second, museums can be established as part 
of settlement agreements in cases of grave human rights violations. Third, their 
aims may be more general human rights education or they may have social work-
related aims. Fourth, they may become political actors themselves. Orange also 
identified three types of collaboration in human rights affairs in which museum 
staff may take part; they may coordinate their work inside one museum; they may 
collaborate with local people and/or civil society organizations; or they may 
cooperate with other museums nationally and/or internationally (Orange, 2016, p. 
712, pp. 715–734). The study also emphasized that sites that serve purposes other 
than human rights education can also be relevant in human rights education and 
that these sites may play a role in encouraging individuals to undertake actions for 
human rights. The last point also broadens the concept of a human rights educator.  

Next, I summarize some of the issues concerning the ways in which students 
with different backgrounds learn and understand human rights differently. The 
literature makes a few relevant distinctions. First, formal, professional education 



39 

can be differentiated from activist education, and both have their own 
characteristics (Tibbitts, 2017; see also Bajaj, 2011; Celermajer, 2017 although they 
do not deal with all three). Tibbitts differentiates these by site, meaning that in 
formal education, students are usually studying because they have to and in activist 
education voluntarily, which basically means that the latter usually concentrate 
more on actions for human rights. However, this conceptualization does not 
suggest that students inside formal education have very different stances toward 
human rights and actions for human rights. For some students, such an obligation 
means that they do not consider the topic very relevant. Other students in the same 
class may consider human rights to be so relevant that even activist education 
would suit them. This “next layer in formal education,” students’ stances, and the 
consequences that result from different stances inside the same group of students, 
is a research gap in human rights education.  

Second, students understand human rights knowledge in diverse ways (Barton, 
2015; Ekström & Lundholm, 2018; Halme-Tuomisaari, 2010; Malama, 2011).  For 
example, academic understanding of human rights is different to a common-sense 
understanding (Ekström & Lundholm, 2018; Halme-Tuomisaari, 2010; Malama, 
2011). Some evidence also shows that an economically privileged position affects 
the way in which one understands human rights (Barton, 2015; Malama, 2011), 
which implies some correlation between social class and the understanding of 
human rights issues. These, and other kinds of different stances toward human 
rights issues, are rarely approached from the perspective that different students in 
the same student group understand human rights in diverse ways, although it could 
be a good premise for choosing the right pedagogies for each group. In other words, 
although it is known that some kind of relationship exists between students’ 
backgrounds and their human rights understandings, we do not really know whether 
these different dynamics within a group of students could lead to more actions for 
human rights. The role of social class in human rights education, especially the 
relationship between social class and actions for human rights, could also be 
investigated further.  

Returning to Table 1, we can see that previous research on human rights 
education has mapped some of these public issues that are related to the ways in 
which students think about and/or report their own thinking and the possibilities to 
get them to undertake actions for human rights. However, the relations between the 
issues in this long list are not very well known. We also know relatively little about 
the relations between these public issues in human rights education and actions for 
human rights.  
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In principle, these gaps could be approached in various ways. In this study, I 
chose to concentrate on the students’ own perspectives on actions for human rights 
by utilizing the student voice approach (Byrnes & Rickards, 2011; Campbell, 2011) 
as a source of information on educational practices, which is the topic of the next 
chapter. This choice is reasonable for at least two reasons. First, as the aim is to 
find ways in which to educate young adult students with diverse backgrounds to 
undertake actions for human rights, it is sensible to utilize an approach that assumes 
that we should ask the students themselves questions (see also Starkey and others, 
who “hypothesise that young people can bring much more to their citizenship 
education than is often acknowledged,” Starkey, Akar, Jerome & Osler, 2014, p. 
429). Second, although this literature review revealed that the teaching of human 
rights is not often studied utilizing the student voice approach, it actually included 
numerous studies that seem to suggest in one way or another that grasping how 
students (and teachers) understand human rights is important for human rights 
education practice (especially, but not only, Barton, 2015; Ekström & Lundholm, 
2018). In this study, it was important to understand students in order to create 
knowledge of actions for human rights. 
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3 Student voice informing educational practice 
This study utilizes the student voice approach. The concept of student voice refers 
to, in line with the general understanding presented by Cook-Sather how “[young 
people] should be afforded opportunities to actively shape their education” (Cook-
Sather, 2006, pp. 359–360): students’ viewpoints of their relations to human rights 
and the ways in which the subject of human rights should be taught. Student voice 
has two kinds of responsibilities (Byrnes & Rickards, 2011; Campbell, 2011; the 
“viewpoint”  concept is borrowed from Byrnes and Rickards): First, it involves a 
responsibility to collect viewpoints from students and to listen to them and analyze 
what they mean. Second, the voices should be taken into account, which means a 
responsibility to act according to the ways implied by the results of the analysis 
(Byrnes & Rickards, 2011; Campbell, 2011). In this study, I use the expression “a 
principle of pedagogical responsibility” (Byrnes & Rickards, 2011; Campbell, 2011, 
see e.g., Cook, 2011) for these diverse ways of describing the principle of taking 
voices into account. 

Studies such as those of Byrnes & Rickards (2011) and Campbell (2011) have 
emphasized that the act of listening and pedagogical actions are both important for 
educational practice, but that in reality, these aims are not easy to carry out. 
Ellsworth (1989) and Chadderton (2011) have emphasized potential problems in 
the practice of collecting student voices: difficulty speaking in one’s own voice and 
difficulty catching all the voices in a concrete educational setting (Ellsworth, 1989; 
Chadderton, 2011).  

The student voice approach emerged in the 1990s, as educators and social 
critics began to ask why students’ perspectives were so absent in conversations on 
learning, teaching, and schooling. As a result, numerous concrete research and 
reform efforts in Australia, Canada, England, and the United States emerged in the 
late 1990s and the early part of the 21st century. During this time, education 
research began to more actively use student voice approaches. The importance of 
listening to students is already emphasized in many educational theories from 
constructivist, critical, multicultural, and antiracist pedagogies. However, the 
student voice approach emphasizes the obligation of adults to take into account 
what students say (Cook-Sather, 2006, pp. 361–367).   

Some scholars also emphasized the importance of the rights perspective being 
the basis for the student voice (Cook-Sather 2006, pp. 370–374; Wisby, 2011). To 
quote Wisby: “… United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 
Article 12, which states that children have the right to express their views freely on 
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all matters affecting them, the views of the child being given due weight in 
accordance with the age and maturity of the child” (Wisby, 2011, p. 33). Although 
my students are adults and therefore the UNCRC does not apply to them, the choice 
of utilizing the student voice approach in this study resonates with other studies 
such as those of Hantzopoulos (2016) or Osler and Solhaug (2018), which 
reinterpret human rights in new circumstances.10  

Listening, silence and pedagogical responsibility in the student voice 
approach 

Both the step of listening and the step of taking the voice into account involve many 
kinds of potential problems. First, students are not necessarily always self critical 
enough to realize what they actually think, which is a precondition for openly 
stating their voices (Chadderton, 2011, pp. 74–77). Second, even if students are self 
critical, their voice may reflect some other powerful discourse (Chadderton, 2011, 
p. 76). Third, when students are self critical, it can be hard to articulate their voice 
clearly (Chadderton, 2011, p. 76). Fourth, it is important to ask whether the method 
of collecting viewpoints only emphasizes some student voices instead of all voices 
(Wisby, 2011, pp. 41–42; McLeod 2011, pp. 186–188). 

However, studies that are critical of the concept of student voice do not 
necessarily always claim that these voices should not be heard. On the contrary, 
many of the more critical studies have implied that listening to the right voices and 
acting according to them is an important ethical principle. Some of them have 
argued that all voices are partial and confined, and that the researcher should not 
claim that the results of a student voice study represent all possible voices 
(Ellsworth, 1989, pp. 320–324; McLeod, 2011, pp. 186–188).  

The student voice literature has identified some practical safeguards that a 
teacher–researcher can follow and that support collecting viewpoints. One of them 
concerns trust. To be able to openly state what they consider to be important, 
students must feel that they can trust the teacher–researcher. Of course, this advice 
is also important in other types of research, for instance in interviewing (Fontana 
& Frey, 2005, p. 708), but in this case it is especially important, because to be more 

 
10 It is also important to note that although this interpretation is novel, an aim to apply the rights-based 
principles of UNCRC to adults is not in any way in conflict with the idea of human rights. Human rights 
are fundamental, and therefore, those that have already been accepted should not be violated. Still, 
individual actors may aim to secure people better rights than human rights conventions and laws require. 
The argument here is that doing otherwise is not necessarily a human rights violation.   
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authentic, trust is an important element in capturing the voices (Czerniawski & 
Garlick, 2011, p. 284). Second, it is an advantage if students who are unable to use 
their voice are identified (Wisby, 2011, pp 41–42). Third, validation: the data can 
be fed back to the students to make sure that the researcher draws right conclusions 
(Campbell, 2011, pp. 273–274). I deal with the practical safeguards made in this 
study in Sub-chapter 4.4. 

Student voice literature also emphasizes the importance of listening to the 
voices of all students, not only to those of particular ones. For instance, it is easy 
to collect the student voice from more active students (Wisby, 2011, pp. 41–42). In 
addition, when classes have students who are marginalized one way or another, 
sometimes their voices are emphasized. Although the aspiration of listening to 
students’ voices in both these situations can be a valuable endeavor, the risk is that 
not all voices are heard. Even the second case is not as unproblematic as it first 
seems, because if the emphasis is on listening to marginalized voices, the acts of 
listening may also emphasize marginalization and therefore have untoward 
consequences in education (McLeod, 2011, p. 187). Studies that utilize the student 
voice approach should try to find ways of making different kinds of student voices 
heard. 

However, student voice scholars have also problematized the role of silence in 
the classroom. In some situations, silence can itself be a political act; for instance: 
“It can also be an informed choice after attempting to speak and not being heard” 
(Cook-Sather, 2006, p. 369). In addition, listening to silenced voices is not 
automatically empowering (Fielding, 2004, p. 301). These conclusions emphasize 
not only the role of trust in listening to students’ voices (Czerniawski & Garlick, 
2011, p. 284) but also the responsibility to make silenced voices heard through 
responsible action if the student voice approach includes the aim of listening to 
silenced voices.   

Fielding, who primarily refers to the writings of Alcoff (1991–1992) and 
Spivak (1988), also introduces the concept of “countersentence” as a quality 
criterion of an approach that utilizes the student voice approach. If students’ voices 
bring new perspectives to the discussion, or even a new historical narrative, at least 
some listening has taken place (Fielding, 2004, p. 305). As shown in the previous 
chapter, we already know something about the role of knowledge in getting 
students to undertake actions for human rights. However, fewer studies have 
examined what our students themselves think about undertaking actions for human 
rights, and which version of human rights knowledge is relevant to support their 
opportunities to undertake actions for human rights.  
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While the relevant viewpoints are being collected and analyzed, a practical 
actor should conduct responsible actions to make the voices heard. Many scholars 
are aware of the danger of tokenism; when the viewpoints have been collected, it 
is important for a researcher to act to ensure that the voices are heard in practice 
(Cook, 2011, p. 309; Wisby, 2011, pp. 35–36). Although the process, which 
includes collecting the viewpoints, listening to them, and taking pedagogical 
responsibility, is not easy, it is still possible to approach the issue practically in the 
sense that if a teacher–researcher aims to listen to different kinds of viewpoints, 
foster dialogue, and achieve a result that is educative to the researcher themself, the 
study has accomplished a great deal. To quote Wisby (and Fielding): 

Schools must ask themselves which students are representing the student voice 
of their school, and whether the students who are best served by the current 
set-up of their school can serve the interests of students who appear least well- 
served? They must pay attention to finding ways of enabling all students to 
participate should they wish to do so and supporting students to that end. For 
representative provision, apparently fundamental critiques of the premise of 
provision for student voice need not be overwhelming. Just as there are 
difficulties in speaking about and for others, so there are difficulties in not 
doing so (see Fielding, 2004b11, pp. 302–303). On this, Fielding points to the 
value of the act of dialogue itself as opposed to the content of what is said—in 
the sense that this process can be educative and empowering for the “researcher” 
and those who are being researched. … (Wisby, 2011, p. 42) 

In other words, the real problem is that we as teachers and researchers do not listen 
to our students enough, and not the alternative; that we listen to them too much.  

In summary, student voice approaches aim to collect diverse viewpoints from 
students, analyze them, consider the question of pedagogical responsibility and 
maybe also in some cases, be interested in the silences in the classroom. However, 
the practices that collect and analyze students’ viewpoints also have potential 
problems, for example, the student voice approach does not fully represent the 
students’ own voice, but a researcher plays an active role in both collecting and 
analyzing the viewpoints, and reporting the results (Ellsworth, 1989, pp. 320–324; 
McLeod, 2011, pp. 186–188). Still, the attempt to collect viewpoints can been seen 
as valuable in itself, although it is not so common (Wisby, 2011, p. 42; Fielding, 
2004, pp. 302–303). In addition, studies that use the student voice approach may 

 
11 This study is Fielding (2004b) in Wisby (2011), but Fielding (2004) in this study.  
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provide us with countersentences, which challenge prior knowledge of education 
(Fielding, 2004, p. 305). 
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4 This study  
The aim of this study was to find ways to educate young adult students with diverse 
backgrounds to undertake actions for human rights. I collected students’ viewpoints 
and considered how to take their views into account. These viewpoints were made 
visible through six human rights courses, which I held for my students in the NMSC 
in Finland in 2017 and 2018. The courses’ pedagogies were inspired by Freire’s 
(1921–1997) method of generative themes (Freire, 1968/2000, pp. 80–86, 97–124), 
and therefore the students had the opportunity to have their say about the human 
rights issues they wanted to discuss during the courses. In addition to Freire, I have 
been inspired by the ways in which Kekkonen (2015) interprets the method of 
generative themes in practice. In the examples in the book (unfortunately only in 
Finnish), Kekkonen interprets the themes in a slightly broader sense to include 
issues that are related to human rights, but these are not included in the narrower 
deliberative understanding of human rights in this study. I had decided that the topic 
of the course would be human rights, but was open to different interpretations of 
human rights that the students might choose during the process. 

The study was divided into three research questions that all concerned the 
student voice. During the study, the students reported on various issues related to 
learning about human rights, to undertaking actions for human rights, and to the 
ways that either constrain or enable them to undertake actions for human rights. I 
listened to these issues in order to answer the research questions. The second 
research question dealt with the role of silence in the classroom by using survey 
data to examine some of the obstacles to undertaking actions for human rights that 
were not stated openly. After presenting the results in the next chapter, I apply the 
principle of pedagogical responsibility in the Discussion section by considering 
how both teachers and policymakers could take the issues identified in the student 
voice into account. The research questions were as follows: 

RQ 1. After the course, how do the students reflect on their willingness to 
undertake actions for human rights, and on the changes in their willingness 
that took place during the course?  

RQ 2. What were the relationships between social class indicators and the 
students’ willingness to undertake actions for human rights before and 
after the course? 
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RQ 3. What kind of ways to enable students to undertake actions for 
human rights can be identified in students’ viewpoints? 

4.1 Finns carrying out non-military service and the research site  

Finland has universal conscription. All Finnish men are obliged by law to take part 
in a draft during the year they turn 18.12 Most Finnish men complete their military 
service, which today lasts from 165 to 347 days. Another option is to apply for non-
military service13: Approximately 7% of men14 complete 347 days of non-military 
service every year (Asevelvollisuuslaki [Conscription Act], 2007; 
Siviilipalveluslaki [Non-Military Service Act], 2007). The percentages of Finnish 
men who apply for non-military service have remained surprisingly stable over the 
last two decades: The number of applications has decreased somewhat, but at the 
same time, the number of young adults is somewhat lower (in absolute numbers) 
than it has previously been. Between 1998 and 2021, the mean for applications was 
2327, the maximum being 2808 applications in 2001 and the minimum 1815 
applications in 2018.15  

However, the Finnish system is actually much more complicated than it seems. 
A significant number of men are released from both services on the basis of 
physical or mental health reasons. In addition, non-military service can be applied 
for not only before or during military service, but also after military service, if a 
man does not want to belong to the military reserve. These men are also obliged to 
undertake non-military service, but their whole non-military service currently lasts 
only five days16 . Each year, about 40 men refuse to complete either service, in 
which case they spend a significant amount of time in prison or apply for a 
monitoring sentence (Asevelvollisuuslaki [Conscription Act], 2007; 

 
12 Only two minor groups, men who have local nationality in the Åland Islands and members of the 
Jehova’s Witnesses religious group have not been drafted for a long time for reasons that are historical. 
However, the special status of Jehova’s Witnesses ended on April 1, 2019, and now their legal status is 
equal to other Finns.  
13 A literal translation for the Finnish word, siviilipalvelus is civilian service. However, the meaning of 
the literal translation is easy to misunderstand, because it is so close to civil servant. Therefore, in the 
NMSC, non-military service is considered the best, although unofficial, translation.  
14 The exact number is very difficult to count. For example, 1276 people completed the education period 
in Lapinjärvi in 2018. However, it is not possible to compare this to the number of Finnish men who 
were 19 years old at the time, because the ages of the men who completed the education period ranges 
from 18 to 30. Therefore, 7% should be understood as only an approximation. 
15 Statistics available from NMSC on demand.  
16 By law this service could last 40 days. 
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Siviilipalveluslaki [Non-Military Service Act], 2007; Laki valvontarangaistuksesta 
[Act on Monitoring Sentence], 2011). Finnish women are not drafted, but they may 
apply for voluntary military service. Women may apply for non-military service 
after 45 days of military service, in which case they become non-military 
service(wo)men (Laki naisten vapaaehtoisesta asepalveluksesta [Act on Voluntary 
Military Service for Women], 1995). This is only a short introduction to the Finnish 
conscription law, and does not describe the exceptions.  

In summary, non-military servicemen are Finnish men who must complete 
either of the services, one way or another, during their young adulthood. If, for 
some reason or another, they do not want to go to the army, or they realize during 
or after their military service that they do not want to complete it or belong to the 
military reserve, they have the option of applying for non-military service. After 
this, the Finnish Defence Forces transfers the individual’s case completely to the 
NMSC and usually no longer contact the individual. Non-military service is 
administered through the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of 
Finland (Siviilipalveluslaki [Non-Military Service Act], 2007). The aim of this 
arrangement is to ensure that the system is independent of the Ministry of Defence. 

The real motives behind choosing non-military service are important in this 
study for understanding the ways in which these students are or are not special in 
relation to other men or students. If all Finns who chose non-military service were 
pacifists, it would be reasonable to presume that they all value human rights. If their 
reasons for choosing non-military service are more practical, they do not 
necessarily value human rights so much. However, strong pacifism is not essential 
to apply for non-military service: In fact, all an individual must do to apply for non-
military service is fill out a one-page form, which they can obtain from the draft or 
print from the NMSC’s website. They are not asked for any specific reasons for the 
choice; they only need to be able to assure that their conviction is strong enough. 
In fact, the Finnish state has not asked for reasons since 2008; from 1987 to 2008 
individuals had to fill out the form if they had either ethical or religious convictions 
that prevented them from completing military service. These were the only two 
options they could choose. 

Today, it is common to choose non-military service for practical reasons. In a 
survey of Finns who carried out non-military service between 2012 and 2014, 36% 
of the 1835 respondents claimed mostly convictional reasons for choosing non-
military service, and 64% stated mostly practical reasons (Kallunki, 2015, p. 58). 
Of course, students may have both reasons. Therefore, it is safe to presume that 
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both options are common and the fact that someone carries out non-military service 
is not necessarily connected to their  human rights values.  

The Finnish non-military service system is old, but it has undergone significant 
changes over the years. For instance, the first act on non-military service was 
approved in 1931, but applications were processed in the defense administration 
(Kallunki, 2015, pp. 16–17). One problem was that the act was not practically 
useful for the first applicants because it was not in force during wartime in 1939–
1940 and 1941–1945 (Paasilinna, 1998, p. 169). Moreover, in accordance with the 
non-military service act approved in 1959, applications were processed by a special 
committee, which had the power to decide whose conviction was strong enough 
and whose was not. This committee operated until 1987 (Kallunki, 2015, pp. 16–
17), after which applying has only required filling out one form. 

In general, Finns who carry out non-military service are young adults of 
Finnish nationality whose ages range from 18 to 30. Usually, they have completed 
primary education in Finland. Many have also completed Finnish secondary 
education, some even tertiary education. They must complete a 28-day education 
period in Lapinjärvi, a small village with approximately 2600 inhabitants in 
Southern Finland. In addition, because there has been no sex segregation in the  
Finnish education system for decades, the NMSC is probably the first and last 
educational institution in their lives where no fellow student is a woman. 

Although Finns who engage in non-military service are a minority, during the 
last twenty years, over 35,000 Finns have completed an education period in 
Lapinjärvi. As the population of Finland is approximately 5.5 million, this is still 
over 6 per mil of Finns. In other words, we may assume that many Finns know at 
least someone who has carried out non-military service. Many public figures have 
also disclosed the fact that they have completed non-military service. However, the 
identities of Finns who carry out their non-military service are not generally public, 
because the choice of non-military service is protected by a right to privacy. Thus, 
the public does not necessarily know much about the life of “the average”  non-
military serviceman. In fact, in addition to the NMSC staff, people who work 
alongside non-military servicemen who fulfill their work service every year at 
workplaces probably know these people better than many other Finns.    

In summary, Finns who engage in non-military service are not all pacifists, and 
based on my own experience I can add that not all of them even condemn the use 
of violence. It is also notable that approximately half of them have already begun 
their military service before applying for non-military service. Still, it is probable 
that certain political views are more common among them than among Finns in 
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general. For example, in the same survey mentioned above, 67% of the 1887 
respondents at least somewhat agreed with the statement that “everyone has an 
obligation to work actively for peace” (Kallunki, 2015, pp. 61–64, interestingly, the 
remaining 33% chose three other Likert responses, so either did not agree nor 
disagree, or at least disagreed somewhat with the statement). Although their 
opinions on human rights were not investigated in the same survey, the results of 
the study suggest that many of them would also consider human rights important.   

Still, the view that the NMSC is an easy forum to talk about human rights is 
mistaken. It may be easier in a way because the teacher may presume that at least 
some people have positive opinions of human rights, but many others do not 
consider engaging in actions for human rights very important. Thus, the NMSC 
offers fertile ground for studying the ways in which students with heterogeneous 
backgrounds undertake actions for human rights. 

Research site 

Non-military service begins with an education period of 28 days. Since 1998, all 
this training17 has been carried out at the same site, in the NMSC in Lapinjärvi. A 
new group of students, approximately 120–150, begin their service in Lapinjärvi 
10 or 11 times per year. Students must then choose one of the four educational 
programs. Lapinjärvi is a small village in the countryside, but part of the populous 
Uusimaa region in Finland. For instance, the distance between Helsinki and 
Lapinjärvi is only approximately 100 kilometers. So, although the education period 
is implemented in a small municipality, the site is not necessarily far from the 
students’ homes.   

After four weeks, each student leaves for a workplace in Finland, which may 
be, for example, a municipality, a state organ, a congregation, a university, a 
foundation, or an NGO. The work period lasts 319 days if the individual has not 
begun military service. If the individual has begun military service, the days in 
service are deducted from those spent in non-military service (not necessarily on a 
one-by-one basis). Although the education period is important in this study, and an 

 
17 This description of the education periods was valid before the COVID-19 outbreak and therefore also 
during the time of this study. Nowadays there is a fifth program––Everyday security. In addition, a 
major part of each education period after spring 2020 has been online. For this reason, references to a 
summer camp, for example, may no longer be valid. Still, they were valid at the time of the study. It is 
also notable that the fact only applies to 28-day periods: some of the shorter education periods that are 
organized for individuals who have completed military service are also spent at some other sites.  
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important experience for many Finns who engage in non-military service, in 
general, the time in spent at the NMSC is only a small portion of their time in 
service. In addition, Finns who undertake non-military service and complete their 
full service receive a reasonable amount of work experience, 10.5 months, which 
may be more important for their future working life than the 28 days in Lapinjärvi.  

All the educational programs of the NMSC include topics that teach practical 
competences for workplaces. Still, because there are hundreds of potential 
workplaces, it is close to impossible to compile a curriculum that would cover all 
the different kinds of work. For this reason, the curriculum of all the four programs 
mainly consists of more general civic education or of practical skills such as first 
aid or fire extinguishing. Consequently, the education period and the work period 
are much more separate from each other than in the kind of vocational education in 
which students spend a considerable part of their time learning practical skills that 
are useful in their workplaces. In other words, the education period does not 
generally prepare students for workplaces by providing them with a set of 
vocational skills that are used in later workplaces, so it does not function in the 
same way as vocational education. Of course, some subjects in the curriculum 
might be useful in working life, but many other issues are more general civic 
education.   

The names of the four programs can be translated as follows: Fire, rescue, and 
civilian protection; Environment and society; Active citizenship; Prevention of 
violence. A major part of the curriculum consists of lessons that are specific to the 
program, for example, lessons on environmental protection are mainly held for the 
Environment and society group. Others, like lessons on human rights, are more 
relevant for the themes of the latter two and thus, these programs consist of a 
reasonable number of lessons on human rights.   

 Lessons are held from 8.45 am to 4 pm, after which the students are free. 
Weekends are also free. The students may even sleep at home every night if they 
live near enough. If their homes are far away, many stay overnight, which has an 
impact on lessons. Sometimes, many groups become very cohesive even before 
their teachers have met them, because adults form social relationships so effectively 
themselves, and the amount of free time is abundant. At other times, the group 
dynamics do not seem to work at all. 

In general, the place still resembles an educational institution more than any 
other institution, such as an army. Also, the norms that are followed in and outside 
the classroom are the norms of a school. Students follow timetables, the program 
is organized as lessons, and students arrive at lessons independently. A student is 



53 

allowed to question a teacher’s authority in the classroom, and usually the teachers 
see that the possibility to question what is said is valuable. In addition to being 
more an educational institution than any other, the site somewhat resembles a 
summer camp or a youth center. Of course, the students are adults; some are even 
30 years old. However, they still spend their evenings together with other people 
whom they have not met before, for a short period of time. A distinct feature of the 
NMSC is the fact that in this camp, all the participants are adults and the majority 
are men.  

Usually, the students are very satisfied with their education period. Feedback 
is usually very positive. In a more extensive study of a larger number of Finns who 
carried out non-military service, 77% of students reported that they were at least 
fairly satisfied with the curriculum content in their training program, and 86% of 
students reported that they were at least fairly satisfied with the overall atmosphere 
at the NMSC (Kallunki, 2015, pp. 89–90). These may be considered high 
percentages, because the students are adults but still obliged by law to spend four 
weeks outside their homes.   

4.2 Participants 

A total of 170 students participated in the six courses, 117 of whom decided to 
participate in the research. About two thirds of the research participants were either 
19 or 20 years old. The highest attained education for three fourths of them was 
secondary education, either upper secondary (51 students or 44%) or vocational 
education (38 students or 32%). In Finland, it is also possible to complete both 
upper secondary and vocational education, and seven of the students had done so18. 
Only a few had a university or polytechnic degree (10 in total, or 9%). Table 2 
shows the participants’ responses to the question about their past education and 
Figure 1 shows the complete age distribution. It is important to note that in this 
case, half of the students who were at least 25 years old had also completed tertiary 
education. Participants with tertiary education are, on average, older than others.  
  

 
18 This can be done either one after the other or at the same time.  
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Table 2. Past education of students (highest attained education in survey answers). 

Highest attained education Number of answers 

Primary education 9 

Vocational education 38 

Upper secondary education 51 

Vocational and upper secondary education 7 

Polytechnic degree  6 

University degree 4 

No answer 2 

Total 117 

Fig. 1. Age distribution of students. 

4.3 Description of the six human rights courses 

The six courses from which data were collected for this study were attended by 
students who chose the Prevention of violence program at the NMSC. Normally 
the program deals with interpersonal violence from mostly psychological and 
educational perspectives. Other topics of include interpersonal interaction, 
relationships, and sexuality. The prevalence and nature of violence in Finland is 
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also discussed. However, because of the study, I held many more human rights 
lessons for them than I normally would.  

Each of the six courses comprised 20 lessons of 45 minutes. During the study, 
I experimented with three different ways of delivering the courses. In terms of 
organization, Courses 1 and 2 constituted the first part and therefore I used the same 
principles in these two courses. Courses 3 and 4 constituted the second part and 
Courses 5 and 6 the third. Each part began with general planning of the next part 
(by author), using data from previous courses. In addition, in the first and the third 
part, the courses began with a cooperative planning activity, in which the students 
and I planned the program of the current course. Part 2 also included cooperative 
planning; this did not begin in lesson one but in about lesson five. Each of the 
courses also included more cooperative planning, during which the choices made 
during the lessons were evaluated with the students. In some cases, we also chose 
new directions for the course.  

Because I had taught students who carry out their non-military service for 
several years, I knew which human rights issues would probably be interesting to 
a new group of students, and I used this knowledge during planning. For instance, 
I knew that bullying in school and human rights in the digital world were important 
to many young adults. However, despite this, it was likely that not everyone 
realized that these issues also had human rights violations. Students may be 
concerned about bullying in school and many of them probably had personal 
experience of the subject, but did not necessarily realize the relations between 
bullying and the right to education or between bullying and a person’s right to 
security.  

This was not the first time I had held cooperative, 20-lesson human rights 
courses for students. In the summer and fall of 2016, I conducted three similar 
courses, which included one focus group interview after each course. These courses 
gave me some preliminary information about issues that could be important for the 
official study. The data I used for reflecting on what could be important during the 
courses was in fact a combination of these previous experiences and the data I had 
collected during the previous courses.   

Pedagogical choices and their observed consequences during the 
courses 

I began this study with a general plan in which the cooperative planning activity 
was the first activity in the first two courses: During the activity in the first lessons 
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the students and I decided what would be studied later. After this, we discussed 
some introductory human rights issues (e.g., what human rights generally are and 
the history of human rights) and after this, I followed the course plan decided upon 
with the students more strictly. At a later stage, I asked the students again whether 
they wanted to make changes to the plan. During the last lessons, I also asked the 
entire class for feedback on the course as a whole and asked the students to fill out 
the survey forms and complete an adjective assignment 19 . These pedagogical 
choices were inspired by Freire’s generative themes in Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
(Freire, 1968/2000, pp. 80–86).  Instead of presenting a teacher’s authoritative 
version of human rights and collecting information from the students’ stances on 
the chosen themes, the study themes in these courses were chosen together with my 
students in a cooperative process.  

Freire’s example of a method for finding these generative themes is broader 
and more detailed: It includes a group of researchers who visit a community to 
study the ways in which people see the world (Freire, 1968/2000, pp. 110–116). In 
my case, such an approach would not have been feasible in research-economic 
terms, because a larger pre-study would have taken a great deal of time. However, 
my previous experiences from my earlier courses on human rights with individuals 
carrying out their non-military service provided me with some relevant information, 
although it was not a systematic full-scale study. Of course, because this whole 
study was an examination of the lives and worlds of my students, its aims were 
fairly consistent with the ideas of Freirean’s pre-study.     

During the cooperative planning activity of the first part, I recommended that 
each group of students choose two or three themes that were somehow related to 
human rights. I told them they may choose more than two or three, but that more 
themes would mean less time to discuss them. Because one of my aims was to make 
the students more willing to engage in actions for human rights after the course, I 
tried to encourage them to talk about something other than human rights subject 
knowledge, for example, something they would like to do after the course (which 
is closer to advocacy skills than human rights knowledge), but for some reason, the 
students on all six courses only chose themes that were closer to human rights 
subject knowledge. This led me to combine examples of implementing actions for 
human rights to the subject knowledge of these themes in these courses. 

 
19 For the adjective assignment, I gave the students three small pieces of paper each. I asked them to 
anonymously describe the whole course by writing 1–3 adjectives on the papers, a maximum of one 
adjective per paper. 
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Another pedagogically important issue concerns the process. In the beginning 
of Chapter 2, I stated that this study understood human rights primarily in the 
deliberative sense, but that in some issues, the protest sense also became relevant. 
This protest sense was visible during the cooperative decision process. As the 
decision process was democratic, it was always possible that students would choose 
themes that were not human rights issues in the deliberative sense or themes that 
involved contradictory relationships with human rights issues. Good examples of 
these course themes that the students decided on are “the future of human rights”  
and “criminal politics.” 

The future of human rights is an inconvenient theme for the deliberative 
understanding because it also deals with issues that are not yet codified as human 
rights but which may be in the future. Still, discussions on human rights as 
understood in the protest sense deal with a relevant part of human rights knowledge 
in many situations. For instance, if a human rights perspective is raised which 
emphasizes human rights as the result of political struggle and/or civic action, 
students may learn other important issues at the same time. For instance, students 
may learn about the ways in which some actors advance human rights or realize 
that human rights are not given or necessarily eternal, but that their fulfilment 
requires action from individuals or other actors. The examples used may also 
provide students with inspiring real-life examples. 

Another example, criminal politics, addresses the issue of reducing crime. 
Although reducing crime such as violence is often useful in advancing human rights, 
in some cases, it can also be controversial in relation to human rights. One of these 
controversial cases is the question of restorative justice, which presupposes that at 
least some illegal acts can be resolved through negotiations between a defendant 
and a victim, and may be controversial in the sense that the rights of the victim may 
not be fulfilled during this process (Quinn, 2016). When my students were about to 
choose this topic, I could have intervened and said that they must make a stricter 
choice, but I did not. In other words, I chose democratic decision-making at the 
expense of the deliberative understanding of human rights. In cases like this we 
discussed the meaning of different types of justice (for more on retributive, 
restorative, and reparative justice, see Quinn, 2016) and the human rights of 
criminals. In these cases, one can either allow students to choose a theme that is 
somewhat controversial or ask them to make another choice.   

The chosen themes functioned as frameworks for the courses, so primarily 
what was left for me to decide was which issues would be important to deal with at 
the beginning of the course as an introduction and the extent to which I would 
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emphasize “doing” instead of “knowing,” that is, how much each course would 
include human rights subject knowledge and how much knowledge on 
implementing actions for human rights, for instance, advocacy skills. Each of the 
courses included information on what human rights are, on the history of human 
rights, on important human rights documents, and on ways to undertake actions for 
human rights both individually and collectively. When these issues related to the 
chosen themes, I preferred examples that emphasized the relationship between the 
general issues and the chosen themes. For instance, if the students chose the future 
of human rights as a theme, I spent more time discussing contemporary processes 
that may produce new human rights than I would on other courses. In general, the 
curriculum of all six courses was closer to the deliberative understanding of human 
rights than they were to the protest understanding, although these approaches are 
sometimes mixed up in practice. For instance, I always begin the history of human 
rights from the 18th century by presenting the work of social movements such as 
the anti-slavery movement, the labor movement, the women’s rights movement, 
and movements that have shaped civil and political rights. Although these 
movements and the rights they have advanced are today part of the deliberative 
understanding of human rights, these examples also emphasize human rights as the 
result of a struggle and therefore are also close to the protest understanding. At the 
same time, I can emphasize to the students that human rights are not eternal, but 
individuals and other actors must undertake such actions to maintain rights that 
have been already accepted, an idea that resembles protest understanding.     

The curriculum also included elements from both the Values and Awareness – 
Socialization model, which usually includes human rights issues such as “General 
human rights theory, history, and content, with some attention to learner’s rights”  
and “general treatment [of human rights norms & standards], with reference to 
promote social behavior,”  and the Activism – Transformation model, which usually 
includes “HR content relevant for the learner, with a strong focus on learner’s rights 
and contemporary, local human rights violations.” Of course, it is not easy to find 
themes that are important to each group, but in this case, I could use examples of 
issues that I already knew to be important to many students (like the bullying and 
human rights in the digital world, as already presented). Furthermore, the 
generative theme method provided an opportunity to find themes that are closer to 
the student group in question. In summary, the curriculum for all the courses was 
closer to the deliberative understanding of human rights than the protest 
understanding, and included elements from both the Values and Awareness – 
Socialization model and the Activism – Transformation model. In addition, 20 
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lessons constitute a long time, which allowed me to deal with advocacy skills more 
extensively than the extent to which they are covered in the Values and Awareness 
– Socialization model.  

The way of organizing courses described in part one has one disadvantage, 
which I knew already before the courses began and of which my presumptions were 
reinforced during the first part when I discussed the solutions with the students 
during the last lesson and in the interviews. Although it is possible to level the 
playing field by organizing cooperative planning activity well, in reality, it is 
always easier for students with good advance knowledge of human rights to 
participate in planning. However, the issue that students probably do not see so 
clearly is that if the courses are organized as described in part one, starting the 
cooperative process before a general human rights introduction, the particular 
human rights issues I would have presented to them as legitimate choices will not 
affect their decisions. Part one was also close to the original ideas of Pedagogy of 
the Oppressed (Freire, 1968/2000) because the method of generative themes begins 
with a general understanding of the students’ situation and with finding generative 
themes. My presumptions were reinforced, because in the discussions, the students 
commented on how difficult it was to choose issues that they knew little about, but 
not on the problem of having an authoritative introduction to the subject at the 
beginning of the course. 

During the second part (Courses 3 and 4), I postponed the cooperative planning 
activity to a later date. I introduced the students to the human rights subject during 
the first lessons, in other words, I transferred the introductory activity to the 
beginning. After the introduction, we continued with the planning. As in the first 
phase, we ended the course with both feedback questions, a survey, and an adjective 
assignment. In the introductory activity, I used both interactive learning methods 
and discussions. This part also revealed its own advantages and disadvantages in 
the discussions with the students, and were the opposite to those in the first part. 
An introduction made it easier for the students with little human rights knowledge 
to make choices during the cooperative planning activity. However, teachers must 
make several choices in relation to what they consider to be the relevant issues for 
human rights introduction, and the themes I chose to speak about during the 
introduction are likely to have affected which themes the students chose.  

During the third part (Courses 5 and 6), I continued planning in the beginning, 
but asked my students different questions. After discussing what they already knew 
about human rights (so that everybody said something), I showed them a picture in 
a system of coordinates consisting of two different continuums. One of the 
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continuums was about “knowings” and “doings” and consisted of issues close to 
them, and the other one consisted of issues about the world. I asked everyone to 
mark a spot on the continuums at which they would like to be on the course. The 
courses also ended with summary discussions and assignments.  

The last way of organizing the courses also had its advantages. I hoped that 
such a plan would give me more information about the students in class, because 
my data gave me some understanding of the reasons that the different students gave 
in different ways. I hoped that this model would tell me how many people I had in 
class who wanted to discuss issues that were close to them. In addition, I wanted 
information on how many thought that they already knew about human rights and 
would like to know what they could actually do. After the courses, I now consider 
this to be a viable way of gathering such preliminary information about the group.  

I had assumed that my students would say at some point, either during the final 
discussion, the third part, or the interviews, that the last plan did not give them 
enough opportunities to choose the issues they wanted to discuss, because the 
options were so general. Thus, I was surprised to hear when this was not the case; 
my students seemed to be content with their opportunities to participate in the 
discussions and in the interviews. I wondered whether this revealed something 
about (the lack of) school democracy in Finland or the norms that consider the 
teacher to be the authoritative source of information, as the students felt that this 
amount of participation was enough. Of course, my data on this matter were scarce. 
However, it would be a realistic interpretation, considering the fact that a study that 
examined the state of democracy education for teachers in 2014 found that 
democracy education is scant and sporadic in Finnish teacher education institutions. 
Although some institutions offered a course on democracy education or human 
rights education, in others only one or two of the teacher educators considered these 
topics to be an explicit part of their work (Rautiainen, Männistö & Fornaciari, 2021, 
pp. 66–67; study in Finnish in Rautiainen et al., 2014). Consequently, one would 
expect students to regard even more minor opportunities for participation as 
commendable.      

Reflections on the choices made in the study 

In summary, all these three options for organizing courses had their own advantages 
and disadvantages. I wonder whether the perfect decision procedure for cooperative 
human rights courses even exists. It might be impossible to reach all the different 
aims at the same time. If somebody wanted to study the differences between these 
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three options systematically, they would need much more data. Still, I might add 
that, considering my limited data, both my observations during the classes and the 
answers to the adjective assignment, I wonder whether the group dynamics within 
the student groups affected the end result more than the course structure. With these 
points in mind, I feel that on three courses my students were more active, and on 
three courses more passive. But the former three courses included one course from 
each of the three parts. So, I conclude that the participants shaped the course to a 
greater extent than the minor differences in the way in which they were organized.  

I also discussed another important issue: the choice between open and closed 
(anonymous voting) decision-making with my students in the interviews. In the 
first part, I began the course with group discussions, from which we continued with 
discussion as the whole class and then reached an agreement together. The obvious 
disadvantage of this is that participation is harder for people who like to stay quiet, 
which gives the more active students disproportionate influence on decisions. 
When a teacher aims to make the people who are quiet participate more, closed 
decision-making procedure can be a better idea.  

However, the closed decision-making procedure has another disadvantage that 
the students did not address. On the one hand, this procedure enables students for 
whom some issues are not really very important to also participate. Openness, on 
the other hand, may mean that proposals that are not very important for the students 
themselves are not necessarily expressed to the whole group. Therefore, a closed 
decision procedure may still lead to a result that fewer students wish for. 

4.4 Data collection and analysis: Collecting viewpoints, listening, 
silence, and pedagogical responsibility in the study  

Viewpoints were collected and analyzed during the study through a mixed-method 
design called Convergent Case Design (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, pp. 217–226). 
To remind the reader, in this study, the concept of student voice refers to students’ 
viewpoints of their relations to human rights and the ways in which the subject of 
human rights should be taught. I also applied the principle of pedagogical 
responsibility to take these voices into account: I collected four types of data using 
a survey, interviews, an adjective assignment, and a field diary. The first two 
composed the main data of this study. The first three were conducted after the 
courses, as is often the case in human rights education studies (see, e.g., Bajaj, 2012; 
Tibbitts, 2016; cf. Pizmony-Levy & Jensen, 2017, in which data were collected 
both before and after the course). I chose this option here because I felt that the 
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moment after the courses was the most relevant for gathering data on the students’ 
possibilities to engage in actions for human rights. 

In Convergent Case Design, data are collected using many methods at the same 
time, and are also analyzed together. In this study, this meant, for instance, that 
some of the interviewees were chosen because they had answered the questions on 
undertaking actions for human rights in theoretically relevant ways in the survey. 
In addition, the two datasets were combined during analysis. For instance, I 
analyzed the quantitative data using the answers that the students gave during the 
interviews. The analysis consisted of three phases: a typology construction, an 
analysis of quantitative data with the help of qualitative data, and a thematic 
analysis.       

Next, I present what the student voice approach meant during the study, what 
kind of safeguards I used to collect viewpoints, and how pedagogical responsibility 
was understood. Concretely, this means collecting diversified student viewpoints 
on the possibilities to engage in more actions for human rights and reflecting on 
what a teacher should do to take these viewpoints into account. First, I collected 
the different viewpoints. Second, I emphasized the importance of silence in student 
voice by trying to determine what was not said openly. I also used a survey to 
collect data on the relationship between social class indicators and actions for 
human rights. The general idea was related to the presumption that the students 
would not necessarily state or even realize that their relation to undertaking actions 
for human rights may be related to questions of social class, but a survey could 
study this relation. Therefore, the survey is considered to include students’ 
viewpoints on actions for human rights. 

Third, it is not enough to only collect viewpoints. The principle of pedagogical 
responsibility requires that I as a teacher–researcher also carry out responsible 
actions to take these viewpoints into account. The teacher still has the responsibility 
to make the decisions about the viewpoints: In Cook-Sather’s words, affording 
“opportunities to actively shaping their [students’] education,” and in this case this 
aim was understood as giving an opportunity. The teacher is also responsible for 
students’ learning, and in research, for amplifying viewpoints by making them 
public. 

The survey and the interviews were also utilized together during the data 
collection, a choice that supported collecting a diverse range of viewpoints. In the 
interviews, this meant that I utilized purposive (or judgmental) sampling (Berg & 
Lune, 2014, pp. 50–53), which enabled me to choose interviewees on the basis of 
the surveys they had completed and to ensure that the interview data would 



63 

represent as many viewpoints as possible. In addition, the choice of using a short 
survey form instead of a long one helped me collect as many viewpoints as possible, 
and probably to reduce survey fatigue and increase the number of returned forms. 
In addition to the number of answers and the choice of interviews, the question of 
trust was also relevant in terms of the voices of the students who were more critical 
of implementing actions for human rights. I reflect on how the question of trust 
could be seen on the level of data later in this chapter.    

Although the concept of voice may give the reader the impression that the 
collected data should preferably be qualitative, in fact, quantitative and mixed-
method approaches have both been used in studies that utilize the student voice 
(see, e.g., Simmons, Graham & Thomas, 2015; Bourke & MacDonald, 2018). 
Collecting survey data may also be advantageous in studies that utilize the student 
voice. According to Bourke & MacDonald, “However, survey data does provide 
anonymity and can provide the student a mechanism to explore and express their 
own ideas without being concerned about being judged on their responses” (2018, 
p. 165). Although the survey utilized in this study was not anonymous, it contained 
normative and affective questions that may hinder communication during 
interviews (Berg & Lune, 2014, pp. 124–125). Using a survey in addition to 
interviews increases the likelihood of receiving answers from those students who 
are less willing to undertake actions for human rights. 

Moreover, preferring qualitative data to quantitative does not automatically 
make a study or the voices of students more valid. Chadderton argues that 
researchers often assume that qualitative methods capture authentic voice better, 
but in reality, different researchers collect different kinds of data from the same 
participants and the voice of the researcher also affects the presentation of the 
results (Chadderton, 2011, pp. 77–78). These ideas emphasize the concept of the 
partiality and confinement of the student voice: One study may, through a multi-
method research design, collect many kinds of viewpoints from participants, but 
these results are still a sample of the voices on the site, not all possible voices. 

This case had a few more advantages. First, the idea of student voice presumes 
that all student voices are important (Wisby, 2011, pp. 41–42; McLeod, 2011, pp. 
186–188). Quantitative data differs from qualitative data and, therefore, both types 
can raise their own questions. For instance, in this case it was possible to analyze 
the relationship between social class indicators and the willingness to undertake 
actions for human rights. Second, two versions of the same phenomenon were 
possible. Using quantitative data in a study that utilizes the student voice approach 
also raises an interesting question about the concept of silence and the concept of 
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voice as responsibility. When a teacher such as I aims to collect viewpoints from 
students, it is relatively easy to ask them about the subject directly. Still, it would 
be important for a teacher to also seek answers about voice that are not easily 
revealed through simple questions or even during interviews.  

Bourdieu’s sayings and writings support a solution that combines the concept 
of silence in student voice with cultural capital. Whether or not Bourdieu was aware 
of the student voice approach and the concept of silence in student voice, one of 
the ideas behind their analysis of cultural capital was to make visible the class 
relationships within educational institutions which were not easily seen in other 
ways, because relationships within the classroom affect communication. In other 
words, for Bourdieu, the concept of cultural capital was one way of listening to 
people who were silent. In addition, Bourdieu used both methods, quantitative and 
qualitative, and emphasized that too strict a distinction between qualitative and 
quantitative methods may hinder us from understanding social reality (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992, p. 26–30). Bourdieu followed Comte’s idea that “the array of 
methods used must fit the problem at hand” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 30).  

Bearing also in mind that in one interview Bourdieu defined a sociologist as 
“the one who goes out in the street to interview Mr. or Mrs. Anybody, listens to her, 
and tries to learn from her” (Bourdieu in Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 204), and 
later added that “one of the most extraordinary rewards of the craft of sociology is 
the possibility it affords one to enter into the life of others” (Bourdieu in Bourdieu 
& Wacquant, 1992, p. 205), Bourdieu’s concepts seem to fit a study that considers 
student voices important very well. 

4.5 Data collection and analysis: Convergent Case Design in data 
collection 

In this study, I gathered four kinds of data during the research process: survey, 
interviews, adjective assignment, and field diary. These were collected and 
analyzed as a Convergent Case Design, which is a mixed-method design. Mixed-
method designs have been given many names, such as “integrating, synthesis, 
quantitative and qualitative methods, multimethod, mixed research, or mixed 
methodology” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 215, emphasis in the original text.). 
The concept of triangulation could also suitably describe this study. Although 
triangulation was first used for the idea of multiple forms of qualitative methods 
being used in one study (Denzin, 2012, p. 82), it has also been used to enable using 
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qualitative and quantitative methods together and systematically integrating them 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 14).   

Mixed-method studies may have many aims: For example, a study may 
compare different perspectives provided by quantitative and qualitative data; it may 
explain quantitative data with the help of qualitative analysis or produce better 
measurement instruments with the help of qualitative analysis; or mixed methods 
may be used in case studies or for evaluating the processes and outcomes of a 
program or experimental intervention (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 216). This 
study has many of these characteristics, the most visible of which is my use of 
qualitative analysis to help me analyze quantitative data.  

Mixed-method designs have many limitations: Some concrete research designs 
have practical difficulties or are time-consuming. First, data collection and analysis 
may be time intensive, and the researcher must master both quantitative and 
qualitative methods. Presenting results clearly is not necessarily easy, either 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018, pp. 216–217). In this study, the choice of mixed 
methods also made the study somewhat more complicated than it would have been 
had I used only qualitative or only quantitative methods. However, some of these 
potential problems did not occur at all. For instance, finding informants was 
perhaps one of the easiest parts in this study, and in this study design, I was able to 
ask the same students both qualitative and quantitative questions at the same time.  

Some criticisms of mixed methods are theoretical. Denzin mentions many of 
these: For instance, the incompatibility or incommensurability thesis claims that 
the methods cannot be easily combined because they rest on different paradigmatic 
assumptions. Some scholars argue that in research, qualitative analysis may play a 
subordinate role in relation to quantitative analysis 20 . Others argue that mixed 
methods are too expensive; to gather a reasonable amount of data to make a good 
analysis using two methods requires money. Against these criticisms, others have 
argued that it would be more important find solutions that work in practice and not 
to delve too deeply into philosophical discussions on the incommensurability of the 
two types of methods (Denzin, 2012, pp. 80–83). 

My response to these practical and theoretical criticisms is that my approach 
emerged from the research problem in the study. As shown in Chapter 2, it is 
possible to study actions for human rights from both qualitative and quantitative 

 
20 Denzin introduces this example in the way that the critique is made. Theoretically it is of course 
possible, that also quantitative methods could also play a subordinate role in relation to the qualitative 
methods used in a study.  
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perspectives. To Creswell and Creswell’s statement that “A Mixed Methods design 
is useful when the quantitative or qualitative approach, each by itself, is inadequate 
to best understand a research problem and the strengths of both quantitative and 
qualitative research (and its data) can provide the best understanding” (2018, p. 19), 
I would say that although previous human rights education studies have mapped 
many important questions in the field, mixed-method approaches can certainly 
provide more insight into the subject. For instance, in this study the action for 
human rights concept is used as a “bridge concept” between qualitative and 
quantitative data, and it is possible to analyze different issues in both types of data. 
As a result, the analysis has more potential to produce more diverse results. Survey 
forms could also be used when choosing interviewees.  

Creswell and Creswell divide simpler mixed-methods design into two groups–
–convergent and sequential designs. The difference between these two is that in 
convergent designs, data collection is conducted at the same time, whereas in 
sequential designs, one of the analyses is conducted first and the later data are 
collected with the help of the first analysis’ results. Sequential designs may have 
two or three phases, depending on whether a quantitative or a qualitative phase is 
conducted first (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, pp. 217–226). This study was a 
convergent one. However, it included some of the characteristics of sequential 
design, because I chose some of the interviewees on the basis of the survey forms 
and also asked some of them questions about the form they had filled out during 
the interview. In other words, I conducted a very preliminary analysis using my 
quantitative data. This also enabled the interviewees to explain why they had 
answered in the way they did in the survey. The final analysis, however, was 
convergent.  

Next, I briefly present the other two kinds of data collection that were important 
in developing the courses, but these only play a supporting role in the analyses. 
After this, I present the general issues concerning the surveys and interviews in this 
study. Then, I present the operationalizations of the main concepts in this study. 
Last, I discuss the research-ethical considerations.   

Two other kinds of data collection were an adjective assignment and a field 
diary. I asked the students to complete the adjective assignment at the same time as 
the survey. I gave them three pieces of paper on which they could write three 
adjectives anonymously, one adjective per paper, which in their opinion described 
the course. This assignment is similar to the way in which theatregoers have been 
studied by giving them a list of different choices (like the option of choosing 
between funny and not funny; e.g., Balme, 2008, pp. 41–42). The difference 
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between this and my adjectives was that the students were able to choose their own, 
but a maximum of three. In the field diary, I collected information about what 
happened during the courses; this was an important source for me when writing 
Sub-chapter 4.3. 

Survey 

The survey had two aims that were especially important to me. First, I planned to 
make the survey short enough to increase the number of returned forms and 
decrease survey fatigue. Second, the survey would help me choose students as 
interviewees. For the first reason, the survey was only two A4 sheets long, and 
included the statement about the research and research ethics. Although I 
emphasized to the students that the survey was voluntary, its short length enabled 
me to say that it did not take long to complete it and this increased the response 
rate. I assumed that the people who liked my teaching would be more likely to fill 
out the survey, so the returned surveys would probably be biased toward students 
that were more willing to engage in actions for human rights. Although the short 
survey form had its own disadvantages, such as exploratory factor analysis of 
reasons for answers not being possible, I probably succeeded in achieving a higher 
response rate and answers that were not as biased as they would have been with a 
longer survey form.  

Apart from the students’ age, past education and cultural capital, no other 
interesting background data were included. In many other studies, students’ genders 
would be important, but it was presumable from the beginning of the study that not 
very many participants would have identified themselves as belonging to any other 
gender than male. Therefore, such answers would not have had much statistical 
significance. Appendix 1 shows the final questions. 

During the study, I collected 122 survey forms from my students. However, I 
counted five of the returned forms as nonresponses, because in four of them a 
student had answered the last 12 questions with Do not agree or disagree and 
another student answered Totally disagree to all the last 12 questions. I interpreted 
this as either research fatigue or unwillingness to participate in the study 21 . I 

 
21 The form that had 12 totally disagree responses is peculiar, because the questions for all the four 
dimensions included one reversed question. Therefore, one of every three answers from the student were 
opposite to two other questions of the same dimension. This point reveals the advantage of having a 
reversed question in the four items, as reversed questions provide opportunities to evaluate the answers. 
In any case, because there was only one such form, it would not have influenced the statistical results 
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believed that the response rate percentages would represent reality more accurately 
if I counted these five forms as nonresponses instead of invalid responses. 

These problems aside, I was pleased with the number of returned forms and 
with the fact that the number of missing values was so small. On one of the six 
courses, the number of returned forms was small, probably due to end-of-day 
fatigue, but in the five others it was good. The number of returned forms can be 
counted in two ways; by comparing the values with a) the number of students who 
were present at the time I collected the results (for example, people do not attend 
lessons if they are not well) or b) the number of students in the group22 . The 
percentages of returned and valid forms using the first way was 80% and the second 
way, 69%.  

Because there were only a few missing values, the returned forms required only 
minor editing and interpolation. Two students did not fill in their level of education, 
which I counted as “no answer”. One of the students also did not, for some reason, 
answer one of the last 12 questions; for this measurement item I approximated the 
answer as the mean of the two other values. In addition, if somebody answered all 
five questions on cultural capital, but not the question “Do you make art?,” I 
counted this response as zero. However, in general, there were very few problems 
with missing values. Two of the edits were significant and deserve mentioning: The 
survey used a Likert scale from -2 to 2, but in the analysis the answers were rescaled 
from 1 to 5. In addition, reversed questions were also rescaled, so that the -2 
response in a reversed question was scaled as 5, the -1 response was scaled as 4 and 
so on. In summary, 3 was the most neutral response.   

Interviews 

I also conducted 22 semi-structured interviews. The sampling method was 
purposive sampling (Berg & Lune, 2014, pp. 50–53), and my purpose was to ensure 

 
in this study even if I had included in in the analysis. The four others would also have had no major 
impact on the results, because none of the students would have counted as students who were more 
willing to implement actions for human rights.  
22 In addition to students who were missing for various reasons, there was another issue. Although all 
the students were Finnish nationals, they did not all speak or understand Finnish very well and therefore 
considered filling out the form too difficult. I did not count these students as group members or present 
students, so in fact the number of students on the courses was a few more than 170. I considered 
translating the form, but the cost-benefit ratio of the translation would have been minimal. The answers 
would not have had any statistical significance and would have presented an additional problem during 
the analysis. These students probably did not even understand some of the discussions during the course. 
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that many kinds of answers could be found in the data. The sampling was effective 
in that the data included many kinds of stances toward engaging in actions for 
human rights. The final questions can be seen in Appendix 2. The questions 
concerned three subject areas: a) the teaching on the current course, b) the 
interviewee’s survey form, and c) the student’s willingness to undertake actions for 
human rights and reasons why they report actions in the way they do. The 
interviewees also signed a consent form (Appendix 3). 

The interviews lasted from 14.6 to 34.0 minutes (mean length was 24.2 and 
median 24.9 minutes). The interviews were recorded and then transcribed. 
Unfortunately, due to a technical problem, one of the interview recordings lost four 
of its last minutes (of approximately 26 minutes). As far as I can remember, those 
last minutes did not contain anything that would affect the results. Luckily this 
interview was also one of the last and therefore conducted after the point at which 
I interpreted that the saturation point had been reached.  

Purposive sampling was also easy to organize in this study. Because I wanted 
to interview different cases, at the beginning I could also use convenience sampling. 
In other words, as all the cases would represent something new at the beginning, it 
was prudent to interview all those who volunteered. Later I identified typical ways 
of answering my questions, and I used the returned survey forms to find more 
theoretically justifiable cases to take part in an interview.  

Of the 22 interviewees, 16 were volunteers and six were specifically asked to 
participate. One additional student whom I invited declined. Considering that I did 
not offer those who volunteered any compensation, this was an excellent result. At 
the beginning of every interview, I offered the interviewees a cup of coffee or tea, 
a minor incentive, which almost all took. However, the offer was made at the 
beginning of the interview, so they did not know about it beforehand.   

Mixing the survey and interviews offered an additional advantage: it gave me 
the opportunity to collect information on how the concepts were operationalized in 
the survey. One of the most important of these was an item that measured the belief 
that one can bring about changes in human rights issues (actions for human rights 
that have a concrete effect or effects in the world, in a sense that is close to relational 
empowerment in Tibbitts, 2016, pp. 45–46). However, this is not the dimension of 
belief in empowerment, but one way of conceptualizing beliefs that are part of the 
empowerment phenomenon. Another way to operationalize these beliefs concern 
the meaningfulness of implementing actions for human rights. In other words 
asking whether the students’ beliefs that any actions would be important per se 
(closer to the motivational empowerment in Tibbitts, 2016, p. 46). When I realized 
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that this might be an important theme during the first interviews, I added a question 
on this to my later interviews. The interviewees answered different questions on 
the last conceptualization. In fact, this difference also opened a discussion on 
whether we, as individuals, think too much about the consequences of our actions. 
We also discussed whether thinking about consequences hinders us from 
undertaking actions we consider just and/or necessary.  

The interviews in this study also differed in two ways from interviews that aim 
to be as neutral as possible. When conducting such an interview, the interviewer is 
advised not to make an active stand during the interview but to focus on listening, 
to grasp the interviewee’s authentic voice (see, e.g., Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 713). 
However, in this case, such a strict neutrality was practically impossible; it is only 
really attainable if both parties have not previously met. However, in this case, I 
had already taught my students one course on human rights, and my stances toward 
human rights were already very clear to them. In addition, on every course I also 
emphasized the importance of undertaking actions for human rights. My students 
would certainly feel that a sudden change from taking an active stand to neutrality 
would be strange. To show such incoherence to students could also be ethically 
problematic, and lead them to question whether or not I believe in my work.  

It was also necessary for me to ask normative or affective questions such as 
“What would need to happen for you to do much more for human rights?”. Such 
questions may cause negative emotions, and interviewees may answer less than 
they intend (Berg & Lune, 2014, pp. 124–125). They were, of course, somewhat 
harder for some interviewees who were not so willing to undertake actions for 
human rights. Still, even these questions produced a great deal of data. If the 
problem with affective questions is the risk that they may hinder communication or 
cause trouble, this danger did not seem to arise in this study.   

To balance out these disadvantages, I had a very valuable advantage––I had 
gained at least some trust from my interviewees. As we know, “Gaining trust is 
essential to the success of interviews” (Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 708) and trust is 
also important in collecting the student voice (Czerniawski & Garlick, 2011, p. 284). 
Often, researchers who conduct interviews do not know their informants, and only 
meet their interviewees on that one occasion. In this case, my students knew me 
from the course. Often during the interviews, I had a strong feeling that I had earned 
either some or even very much of their trust, which was excellent for the relevance 
of the interview, but also for the survey form and the results.  

Interviews are interactive situations in which both parties influence the results. 
If the parties do not know each other beforehand, an interviewee may be cautious, 
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which can be a problem. Because I was their teacher, there was a risk that the 
students would try to flatter me and not say what they really considered to be the 
truth. However, if I evaluate the data, they included both trust and flattery. Many 
students reported being very pleased with the content of the courses, which raises 
the question of whether others were critical of the teaching. However, the data also 
included viewpoints that were critical of some issues, such as the choice of the 
teaching methods, some of which has already been reported in this chapter. I 
interpreted that none of the interviewees seemed to consider that everything was 
perfect on the courses.  

An issue that I consider especially important in the question of trust concerns 
some students’ reports of not being so willing to engage in actions for human rights. 
Some reports even implied some trust in me from the few interviewees who were, 
according to their reports, the least willing to engage in actions for human rights. 
For example, one of the students reported (before the tape was on) that maybe they 
should not participate in the interview at all because their answers might not be 
“good enough.” In other words, they appeared to consider that their stances were 
not fully in line with human rights norms. However, they still decided to participate 
in the interview to talk about their critical stances. Another student said during their 
interview that what was good on this course was that they were allowed to disagree 
with the teacher in class.  

Interviewee 1 (hereafter I1): … there [in class] everyone could have their own 
opinions, and giving everyone the possibility to speak and say what they 
thought was not a problem … 23 

By my understanding these two students had enough courage to be honest during 
the interviews. Moreover, as they were both from the more critical group of 
interviewees, the normative question problem was not bad as is cautioned in the 
literature. As Starkey and others have emphasized, young people have ways of 
resisting unwelcome impositions (Starkey et al., 2014, p. 430), and therefore the 
fact that the process seemed to go well implies that the quality of the interview 
process was good. 

In summary, the interview process succeeded well. I was somewhat worried 
about getting some not-so-willing students to take part in the interviews, but this 
proved to be no problem. In the end, I also received viewpoints that were more 
critical about some issues, and of the students whom I invited directly, only one 

 
23 Note that some of the citations have been edited. For more information, see Appendix D. 
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declined. In addition, almost all the interview questions produced a great deal of 
data: Some questions were not so useful because the answer was usually already 
clear. For example, the response to the question “Do you now want to act for human 
rights and how did the course affect this?” was already known. On the other hand, 
these questions increased reliability when asked a second time (see, e.g., Berg & 
Lune, 2014, p. 121). 

Empirical Concept 1 and operationalization: Action(s) for human rights 

All the research questions in this study include considerations about defining, 
observing and measuring action(s) for human rights. Therefore, a major part of this 
study concerned finding concrete ways in which to understand the phenomenon. 
Because the phrase (an) action for human rights is linguistically ambiguous, it is 
good to begin with a linguistic definition of the concept. Linguistically (an) action 
for human rights can be understood as a mass noun in that there either is action or 
there is not, or as a count noun in that there may be zero, one or several concrete 
actions for human rights (The University of Chicago, 2010, pp. 204–205). In this 
study, the concept is understood as a count noun (also a noun-equivalent because it 
is a combination of several words, see The University of Chicago, 2010, p. 205). 
For instance, signing a petition is one of these concrete actions for human rights, 
and donating money to a human rights cause is another. Many of the interview and 
survey questions in this study related to concrete actions that a student had already 
taken, or the willingness to engage in a concrete action in the future.  

Some studies have implicitly referred to actions for human rights without using 
the exact term to name the concept. For instance, using the citations in Chapter 2 
as examples, Tibbitts (2017, p. 11) wrote about “learning about the law and how to 
use it to protect one’s rights.” A concrete action in this case would be a student 
doing something concrete with the help of the law. Celermajer (2017, p. 166) in 
turn wrote about the ways of reinforcing stereotypes that can result in a student 
implementing fewer concrete actions for human rights (because, as a result, 
students’ willingness to undertake actions to help people who belong to the group 
in question may decrease). 

In this study, I use the concept similarly to Bajaj in their study conducted in 
Tamil Nadu, India. Bajaj divided the types of impact that the students reported into 
four categories: 
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The first category of impact involved students intervening in situations of 
abuse to assist or advocate for victims, be they household or community 
members. … 

The second category of impact consisted of students who, after learning about 
human rights, identified an abuse and reported it—or equally effective, 
threatened to report it—to an authority, such as a headmaster, village level 
leader, or the police. …  

The third category of impact was more proactive than reactive and included 
educating others or spreading awareness in some way about human rights 
based on what was learned at school. …  

The fourth category of impact related to personal changes or shifts in behaviors 
or attitudes at home or in school that resulted in greater respect for human rights. 
(Bajaj, 2012, p.75) 

An important difference between Bajaj’s impact and the concept of action for 
human rights as it is used in this study, is the fact that in Bajaj’s case, the student 
already knows what has happened after the action. The student can reflect on the 
impact. In this study, in which I interview students immediately after the course, it 
is too much to assume that they would have engaged in many actions for human 
rights as they would not have had time to do anything between the course and the 
interview. Still, I was able to observe the students’ reflections on engaging in more 
actions for human rights in the future.  

In previous studies of human rights education, survey questions have included 
indicators of concrete actions for human rights, even if the main concepts have 
been something else, such as empowerment or global citizenship. Here are two 
examples: 

My participation in the HREP training program has … Helped me in being able 
to solve the problems of others around me (Tibbitts, 2016, p. 54) 

I would be willing to act on behalf of someone whose human rights were being 
threatened. (Gaudelli & Fernekes, 2004, p. 25) 

The first example concerns impact in Bajaj’s sense; it is about something concrete 
that a student has done after the training program. The second is about the 
willingness to engage in actions in the future. These examples reveal that this is a 
timeframe question in human rights education studies: In some cases it is more 
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relevant to ask about intentions to engage in actions rather than about the impact of 
past actions.  

In fact, a major part of all the interview and survey questions in this study 
concerned actions for human rights. Many of the questions were essentially about 
willingness to engage in actions for human rights in the future, about the 
competences that can enable students to engage in actions for human rights, and 
about the effects that the course had on these issues. It was also important to include 
questions about past actions for human rights in the interview, but this was already 
covered in the survey and one part of the interview was to discuss the survey form 
with the student. Such elaboration that focuses on actions also carries another 
advantage: If we only ask an informant about changes in their perspectives (as in 
Ganote & Longo, 2015; Tibbitts, 2016) and not about their opinions before the 
course, the problem is that both the students who are willing to undertake actions 
for human rights and the students who are not may answer that not much has 
changed. In the first case, what is measured is change, not willingness (or intentions) 
to undertake actions for human rights. 

Some choices still had to be made in the survey, and this study used a short 
form to maximize the number of returned survey forms. In fact, the final survey 
form measured only four dimensions. Choosing a shorter form has two advantages: 
a) it minimizes survey fatigue, and b) students who are less interested in human 
rights are more likely to answer, because the teacher can argue that it does not take 
long to fill out the form.  

All the questions on the second page of the survey concerned actions. 
Theoretically, one page is enough for approximately twenty different questions and, 
as including at least one reversed/negative item was advisable in this case (but not 
necessarily as many as the positive ones, see more in Metsämuuronen, 2017, pp. 
85–87), a few items with three questions seemed to be a prudent choice for the 
survey. This means that I could have included a measurement item about past 
actions and additional items about four different dimensions that concern actions 
in the future. The measurement item about past actions included five different 
forms of political and civil engagement. All these can be found in some form on a 
list from Barrett and Brunton-Smith (2014, p. 7). The general cases had to be 
adapted somewhat to measure actions for human rights. The general idea behind 
choosing these five was that they all represented different types of political and 
civic action (volunteer work, donations, consumer choices, etc.).  

Before going deeper into the concrete operationalizations of the survey, it is 
important to emphasize the differences between the observation in the survey form 



75 

and that in the interviews. First, I had to choose certain past actions and certain 
advocacy skills for the survey, but the students may have also reflected on other 
issues in the interviews. In these cases, I had to decide which statement included 
an action for human rights and which an advocacy skill that was related to a 
concrete action [e.g., organizing a demonstration (one action) requires different 
kinds of advocacy skills to those needed for writing an email to a decision-maker 
(another action)]. In these cases, general lists such as the one presented by Barrett 
and Brunton-Smith (2014, p. 7) may be useful for the researcher who analyzes the 
data, but there are of course also human rights-specific actions or advocacy skills. 
As will become evident in Chapter 5, the data included actions that were not on 
these lists, and in these cases, I had to make interpretations during the analysis.  

Second, it is also important to note that in this study, the willingness to 
undertake actions for human rights was in fact both a measurement item and a more 
general idea of concrete intentions to engage in actions for human rights. In other 
words, RQ 2 was about the measurement item, in which case I added the word item 
to the end of the concept. If the concept has no ending, its meaning is more general. 

Third, one of the measurement items, past actions for human rights, was 
actually a way of estimating the willingness a student had had to undertake actions 
for human rights in the past, and to answer RQ 2, I also interpreted in this way. The 
difference between this item and the item on the willingness to undertake actions 
for human rights in the future was that it was an indirect way of asking about 
willingness. It is notable that its indirectness did not necessarily make it less valid. 
Instead, both the direct and indirect ways of asking had their own reasons for the 
questions having measurement error. Although it is impossible to estimate the 
directions of a measurement error before studying the issue, we might presume that 
because the item that concerns the future was stated normatively, the students might 
have given more positive answers to the item than they really thought. In addition, 
an item about the past does not catch all the ways of willingness to engage in actions 
for human rights, because all students who are willing to implement actions do not 
necessarily actually implement them. I return to this question of validity when I 
compare the results to RQ 2 in Sub-chapter 5.2. 

Operationalization of different dimensions and testing the group before the 
study  

One of the four dimensions I chose––willingness to undertake actions for human 
rights––was kind of self-evident because this dimension was at the center of the is 
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study. With the three others, I had more choice, and other dimensions would also 
have been justified. I decided to include (mastery-intrinsic) learning motivation24 
(Tuominen-Soini, 2012, p. 170, adapted from Niemivirta, 2002) for learning human 
rights because I wondered whether the willingness to undertake actions for human 
rights item and learning motivation for human rights would correlate. 

I also included two other dimensions that can be seen as capabilities, skills to 
bring about a change in human rights issues (in other words advocacy skills) and a 
belief that one can bring about changes in human rights issues. These dimensions 
are important in that if such issues correlate with the willingness to undertake 
actions for human rights item, it could be important to teach students more ways 
to implement actions for human rights and to try to nurture their beliefs. If not, 
actions for human rights perhaps concern issues other than these capabilities. 

However, although some previous studies have had individual questions 
available in previous studies, in this case there were not enough ready-made human 
rights-specific measurement items, and some questions had to be invented. The 
solution to this shortage was to adapt questions from prior studies (mastery-
intrinsic motivation from Tuominen-Soini, 2012, p. 170, adapted from Niemivirta, 
2002, the other three dimensions were from Gaudelli & Fernekes, 2004; Pizmony-
Levy & Jensen, 2017; Schulze, 2011; Tibbitts, 2016).  

In addition, I utilized one group of students as a testing group for the survey 
form in the summer of 2017 (the testing group filled out the whole form, which 
also included questions on cultural capital). The testing group answered all the 
questions according to their stances on human rights at that time. Despite my 
human rights-specific questions being self-made, according to the answers, the 
form seemed to work well. For instance, when a student answered one of the three 
questions in one dimension of actions for human rights in a certain way, the other 
two answers seemed to be in line with that answer. This provided good grounds to 
believe that at least most of the questions would also work well during the official 
part of the study. However, I had to make some minor corrections on the basis of 
the student feedback. Table 3 shows a summary of the final dimensions and 
questions. 

 
24 The reader might ask, why only this one? The study (Tuominen-Soini, 2012, p. 170) included five 
different conceptualizations of learning motivation. Because my study concerned the way in which 
students would actually implement actions for human rights, two avoidance orientations seemed 
counterintuitive for the study. From the three others, mastery-intrinsic was more about a student wanting 
to know more about the subject themself and seemed to be the intuitive choice compared to mastery-
extrinsic or performance-approach learning motivations. In the latter two, the student expects some sort 
of external reward for learning human rights. See Tuominen-Soini (2012, p. 170).    
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Table 3. Examples of questions and scales for different dimensions of actions for 
human rights in survey. 

Measurement item Example of question Scale 

Past actions for human rights: 

actions that a student has 

undertaken earlier 

Signed a petition supporting human 

rights, either on paper or electronically.  

Yes – has done previously 

No – hasn’t done previously 

Learning motivation (mastery-

intrinsic, adapted from Tuominen-

Soini, 2012, p. 170) 

I want to learn more about human 

rights. 

5-level Likert 

Willingness to undertake actions 

for human rights 

I want to implement one or more 

concrete actions for human rights in the 

near future. 

5-level Likert 

Advocacy skills I have enough advocacy skills to 

advance human rights.  

5-level Likert 

Belief that one can bring about 

changes in human rights issues 

(relational construct, see Tibbitts, 

2016, pp. 45–46) 

I have a lot of power to change the 

human rights situation in Finland. 

5-level Likert 

Empirical Concepts 2, 3 and 4 and their operationalization: Social class 
indicators’ cultural capital and past education  

To analyze social class, this study used two “social class indicators,” that aimed to 
measure social class together. The cultural capital measurement item was based on 
a survey used for a project called “Cultural capital and the social differentiation in 
contemporary Finland” at the University of Helsinki (Gronow, Heikkilä, Purhonen, 
Rahkonen & Toikka, 2014). During the research project, over 3,000 Finns were 
surveyed by Statistics Finland in 2007. Although the primary rationale for the study 
was to gather more information on the patterns of culture usage in Finland, the ways 
in which Finns use culture, and the relationships between cultural usage and social 
class, this was also very useful for two reasons. First, because I had chosen to 
measure cultural capital using items that measured cultural participation, this study 
enabled me to choose such kinds of culture for the survey that effectively 
differentiated Finns who had different levels of education. Second, the study had a 
large, statistically representative dataset. When the data tell us that more educated 
Finns like classical music more, the fact that a respondent reports that they listen to 
classical music more than others is an indicator of higher cultural capital and an 
indicator of higher social class than that of a student who reports that they do not 
listen to classical music. 
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In five of the six questions chosen for the measurement instrument, Finns with 
higher education reported higher participation levels than those with lower 
education. For example, 70% of Finns in the most highly educated group reported 
that they liked classical music, whereas in the lowest educated group, this was only 
24% (tables in Finnish can be found in Gronow et al., 2014. Some relationships can 
also be found in English in Purhonen, Gronow & Rahkonen, 2009). I chose five 
options that had enough differentiation between Finns, but which at the same time 
were not very rare. For example, measuring how often students go to the opera 
would have been a very representative question in the sense that Finns with a higher 
education go to the opera more often. However, the student population probably 
has not very many who go to the opera, so the question would not have been 
relevant for statistical purposes. The sixth question was whether the students made 
art in their free time. 

There would have been other ways of measuring cultural capital. In Distinction, 
Bourdieu used father’s occupation as an indicator (Bourdieu, 1979/2010, p. 5). One 
could ask about respondents’ fathers’ or mothers’ education or how many books an 
their parents had at home (see Reimers, Ortega, Cardenas, Estrada & Garza, 2014, 
p. 46). There are also two ways of asking about taste, and one can to ask about taste 
or participation: Does the informant like classical music or do they listen to it? Both 
options have advantages and disadvantages (Yaish & Katz-Gerro, 2012, pp. 169–
171). From these two alternatives, I chose the latter because I considered that 
participation effectively measures accumulated cultural capital. It is also easy to 
measure.  

Table 4 summarizes the operationalizations of actions for human rights and 
social class indicators. The second and the third columns show how these issues 
were used in the survey and interview questions.  
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Table 4. Summary of operationalizations in data collection. 

Operationalized issues in this 

study 

Actions for human rights Students’ individual backgrounds 

Sub concepts  Past actions for human rights: 

actions for human rights in which 

a student has engaged in the past 

Intentions to undertake actions for 

human rights in the future 

Age 

Social class indicators 

Measurement items in survey Past actions for human rights: 

actions for human rights in which 

a student has engaged in the past 

Learning motivation 

Willingness to undertake actions 

for human rights 

Advocacy skills 

Belief that one can bring about 

changes in human rights issues 

Age 

Student’s past education 

Cultural capital 

Teacher–researcher position and ethical conduct in this study 

Two kinds of ethical considerations were relevant during this study. The first 
concerned the ethics of my wanting students to undertake actions for human rights 
and researching the process. Although I acknowledged that some of the students 
were probably willing to engage in concrete actions, they might not know how to 
do this, and it was also presumable that some were not willing. The second ethical 
consideration concerned the question of whether the research was conducted and 
the practical decisions made in an ethical way. 

In this study, I was a civil servant, a teacher, and a researcher. Because human 
rights, and especially the deliberative understanding of them, are part of various 
treaties, declarations and national laws––for instance, the obligation of Finnish civil 
servants to advance fundamental and human rights is outlined in Section 2225 of 
the Constitution of Finland, and the aims of human rights education are described 
in UNDHRET––it can be argued that the aim of this study was generally legitimate 
in many ways. Although how far the obligation set out in the Finnish Constitution 
legally extends might be questioned, Section 22 suggests that it is a moral 

 
25 “Public officials are obliged to ensure fulfilment of fundamental and human rights” (Section 22 of 
The Constitution of Finland, Suomen perustuslaki [The Constitution of Finland], 1999, author’s 
translation). 
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obligation that a civil servant also aims to promote opportunities for students to 
engage in actions for human rights.  

All this is fairly or totally unproblematic in a situation in which students are 
initially willing to engage in actions for human rights, but do not yet know how to 
carry them out. However, the question of ethical conduct arises when students do 
not want to undertake concrete actions. In these situations, I emphasize two aims 
which by my understanding both Freire and Bourdieu, as well as others, would also 
support––understanding and dialogue. If the student’s reports show that they 
listened to and reflected on what happened during the course but still do not want 
to engage in actions for human rights after the course, I can only hope that the 
student will reconsider the issue in later life, and if the student ends up in a 
profession in which human rights are in some way important (such as teaching or 
social work), they will would reconsider whether human rights should be respected 
in that professional role. If I examine the reports of the students who were most 
critical toward human rights, especially the excerpt earlier in this subchapter when 
Interviewee 1 commented on being able to keep their own opinions during class, I 
believe I also succeeded in creating a setting in which students did not feel too 
pressured to engage in actions for human rights. Still, even if they did not agree 
with me, it is important to try to understand all the students’ stances, and not only 
those of students who already value human rights. In this case it is also important 
to ask whether something is wrong with the education system (as Bourdieu did, and 
I do in Chapter 5). So, in response to what Freire says about dialogue:  

Thus, the dialogical character of education as the practice of freedom does not 
begin when the teacher-student meets with the students-teachers in a 
pedagogical situation, but rather when the former first asks herself or himself 
what she or he will dialogue with the latter about. (Freire, 1968/2000, p. 93, 
emphasis in the original text; see also Freire, 1968/2000, p. 91–96.) 

I say, help students engage in actions for human rights if they are willing to do so 
and discuss and try to understand them if they are not.  

There is also the question of power. As will become evident later, during this 
study I collected data from students that implied that at least some of them were 
not very willing to engage in actions for human rights and/or that they claimed that 
implementing such actions was difficult because of other, powerful actors. These 
reports are interesting because they also make visible the presumption of an 
ordinary individual as a human rights actor, the presumption of education as a way 
of advancing human rights, and the presumption that I am in a position of power if 
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I want these individuals to engage in actions for human rights. To clarify the last 
issue, I draw an analogy from environmental education. Ferreira writes about the 
problem of understanding the individual as the solution to environmental problems 
in the context of empowerment in the following way:  

How is it, for example, that the empowerment of individuals, rather than 
legislation, comes to be seen as a solution to this newly identified problem of 
individuals’ environmental conduct? How does education come to be seen as a 
suitable response to this problem? (Ferreira, 2013, p. 67) 

Analogically, if students point out that other actors (such as policymakers) are so 
important, why are the education and actions of individual people considered to 
provide a solution for human rights violations? Moreover, if other actors are so 
important, would there be other, perhaps more effective ways to advance human 
rights, such as legislation? Consequently, in this case it is also relevant to ask 
whether people other than ordinary individuals are responsible for undertaking 
actions for human rights. I return to this argument later in Chapters 5 and 6. 

In summary, if and when students report that they are not willing to engage in 
actions for human rights, it is still necessary to try to understand them, talk with 
them, and ask whether something is wrong with the education system or with the 
world. For instance, it would be a shame if human rights knowledge included some 
or many topics that would be interesting for some students and the same students 
were willing to engage in some actions for human rights in relation to these issues, 
but they had never had a teacher who could speak to them the right way about 
human rights. In addition, there is at least some, and maybe a great deal of, wisdom 
in pointing out that actors other than them are responsible for the state of human 
rights in the world. 

Another consideration was issues that are closer to more general research ethics. 
The students were adults and their identities were not generally public26, and issues 
concerning the confidentiality and anonymity of students (Kemmis et al., 2014, pp. 
163–164) were solved quite easily, by anonymizing the answers. One of the 
precautions, mixing the numbers of interviewees in a way that the reader does not 
know whether Interviewee 1 was the first, was the most important measure here 

 
26 The register for non-military service is only utilized for organizing non-military service. Because 
adults are protected by a right of privacy by law, not even NMSC staff are allowed to publish information 
on individuals who carry out non-military service. In other words, if a Finn knows that someone is a 
non-military serviceman, the usual reason is that the individual has published the information themself. 
This fact made it easy to protect students’ identities.     
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(these numbers were randomized: see more in Appendix 4). The question of 
informed consent, that the students knew what terms they were agreeing to 
(Kemmis et al., 2014, pp. 160–162), required more measures. Before each course, 
I held a lecture of 15 minutes (usually the day before the first lessons) to inform the 
students about the study and their role in it. At the same time, I informed them of 
the possibility to withdraw from the study whenever they wanted, even months 
after the data collection phase. I also asked if they had any questions and gave 
printed one-page handouts to those who wanted to have the information on paper 
and offered them the opportunity to ask questions about the study. Everyone who 
participated in the study also had to sign one paper per data collection; one 
signature was required in the survey and I had an additional paper for those who 
participated in the interviews (Appendix 3). These documents mentioned their 
option to withdraw from the study at any time.  

The question of dependent relationships (Kemmis et al., 2014, pp. 162–163) 
included the problem of me being their teacher. In addition, as a civil servant I was 
in some sort of power position, because these students may have wanted to 
complete their state obligation as smoothly as possible. Therefore, there was the 
risk that some students would participate in a certain way to make their obligation 
easier for them, which could be a problem. This risk could not be eliminated entirely, 
but there were a few ways to minimize its impacts. First, their non-military service 
could be organized in a way that I was not responsible for anything other than 
organizing their courses, and they could obtain information on other services from 
other civil servants. Second, during the information meeting, I emphasized that they 
would all get the same NMSC services even if they declined to participate.  

It is good to note that although research ethics involve risks, research may offer 
some participants benefits (Oliver, 2010, p. 170). For instance, “Participants may 
simply enjoy having someone being interested in their opinions and valuing what 
they have to say. This may give people confidence and enhance their self-esteem”. 
(Oliver, 2010, p. 170). Although this was hardly true for all the participants, this 
type of enjoyment was visible in both the classes and the interviews. In addition, 
Zeni’s question applies, which is from educational action research but also valid 
here: “Will the research be a learning experience for others, or just for me?” (Zeni, 
2009, p. 264). There are a few aspects that imply that this kind of learning also took 
place. Considering that the interviews provided me and the interviewee with the 
opportunity to clarify issues and reflect on the course, there are good grounds to 
believe that these were good learning situations.  
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Many of the answers to the adjective assignment also implied this kind of 
learning, as well as some other beneficial impacts. For example, when the students 
were asked to anonymously give one adjective per piece of paper that characterized 
the whole course, the most common adjective given was clearly “interesting.” This 
was the most common answer on four of the six courses, and on one of the courses, 
was given by as many as 23%. Considering that other positive answers were written 
often, learning certainly took place.   

4.6 Data collection and analysis: Convergent Case Design in data 
analysis 

Two major issues began to interest me already during the first interviews. The 
students answered questions about undertaking actions for human rights in several 
different ways. As the number of interviews began to grow, I realized that there 
were four different ways of answering. To construct a typology from the students’ 
answers, I only needed to formulate valid criteria.   

At the same time, the students presented some issues as personal troubles. 
However, many of these issues were related to public issues in human rights 
education which had already been mapped in earlier human rights education 
literature. Some others were new. For instance, when a student said that they did 
not have enough time or money, they were not only referring to personal troubles. 
I chose thematic analysis for this purpose.  

With survey forms I had to wait a little longer to obtain enough data for analysis. 
Because all my interviewees had filled out a survey form, I could compare their 
interview answers and the willingness to undertake actions for human rights item. 
Preliminary comparisons between the students who reported being more willing to 
undertake actions for human rights in interviews and those who reported being less 
willing proved to me that the former answered differently to this item in the survey. 
This made me realize that I could use the interviews to define a theoretical threshold 
for students who were more willing to undertake actions for human rights and see 
if the two groups on either side of the threshold would answer the other questions 
differently. During the statistical analysis, I noticed that these two groups answered 
questions about social class indicators differently.  

This study also used surveys and interviews for developing the courses. 
Therefore, it was essential that I had an updated understanding of the data that I 
had already collected included during the data gathering process. Consequently, 
when the time came to look for concrete ways in which to use my data analysis 
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methods in the way I write here, I was already highly aware of all the data I had at 
that time. At the beginning of the analysis, I reread my data many times to make 
sure I was not missing anything important. Still, because I had used my data for 
developing my courses, my understanding of them was, in fact, so thorough that 
not many surprises were left.  

Because the first and third of these analyses are linked to each other, and the 
second of them is more separate, it is best to present the analyses by combining the 
first and the third. I present the second after the other two. I begin by presenting the 
student typologies and statistical methods that consist of Convergent Case Design, 
in which qualitative analysis is conducted first and quantitative analyses after it. 
Then, I present the thematic analysis methods. Table 5 contains a summary of all 
the analyses and the main concepts.  

Table 5. Summary of methods of analysis. 

Phase and methods Dimensions of analysis Main theoretical concepts Main results 

Convergent case 

analysis, Phase 1: 

Student typologies 

With help of actions for 

human rights concept 

Actions for human rights  

Past actions for human 

rights 

Willingness to undertake 

actions for human rights 

(in the future) 

Understanding different 

reasoning for actions for 

human rights  

Convergent Case 

Design, Phase 2: 

 

Student typologies 

combined with 

statistical analyses 

Convergent Case 

Design; partition of data 

according to qualitative 

data 

 

Cross-tabulation 

Welsh t-test 

Fisher’s exact test 

Actions for human rights 

Past actions for human 

rights 

Willingness to undertake 

actions for human rights 

item (in the future) 

 

Social class indicators 

Understanding 

relationships between 

actions for human rights 

and social class 

indicators 

Convergent Case 

Design, Phase 3: 

Thematic analysis  

Semantic thematic 

analysis. However, also 

some counting. 

 

Results from belief that 

one can bring about 

changes in human rights 

issues-dimension in 

survey used during 

analysis.  

Actions for human rights 

future actions for human 

rights 

 

Past research on 

students’ human rights 

understanding and public 

issues in human rights 

education also used 

during analysis. 

Understanding ways to 

enable students to 

engage in actions for 

human rights  
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Convergent Case Design, Phase 1: Student typologies 

The first analysis was theoretically based on the concept of actions for human rights. 
I organized the statements my students made during the interviews in which they 
reflected on undertaking actions for human rights. The unit of analysis was a 
statement that consisted of one whole idea. These statements could be smaller than 
one sentence, but they could also be several sentences long if the idea was longer 
than one sentence. 

The distinction between past and future actions for human rights opened new 
perspectives during the analysis. For instance, when during an interview a student 
explained why their willingness to undertake actions for human rights had not 
changed much during the course, this explanation was different if they had already 
been willing to engage in actions for human rights before the course to that if they 
had not. Although two different students’ answers regarding future actions could be 
similar, their explanations for their stances could still be different. In addition, 
students reported past actions for human rights differently. Thus, during the 
analysis I organized the statements about future actions for human rights, past 
actions for human rights and the explanations that the students gave for these two 
in a systematic way. 

Methodologically the analysis was based on the concept of ideal type. Ideal 
types were first introduced by Weber (1864–1920) in the classic Economy and 
Society (1921). Goertz (2006) argues that Weber’s original idea was to help us to 
understand social reality: “Ideal types were useful as a means – really a standard – 
for thinking about a less-than-ideal reality” (Goertz, 2006, p. 84). Ideal types also 
allow us to focus on the properties that objects and phenomena in the world either 
have or lack. This idea is present in, for example, the way Weber defined a stock 
exchange panic: “For example: explanation of the course taken by a stock exchange 
panic will first establish what would have happened if action had not been 
influenced by rational emotions, following which these irrational components are 
introduced as ‘disturbances’. …” (Weber, 1921/2019, p. 81, emphasis in the 
original text.). 

The “standard for thinking” argument also means that the number of concrete 
instances that exist in the real world can be small. It is even possible that no 
concrete instance of the ideal type exists in the real world. An example of the latter 
is Dahl’s ideal type of democracy, which includes certain characteristics, but Dahl 
argues that it is irrelevant whether such a political system has ever actually existed. 
However, the concept of democracy can still be useful for understanding political 
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systems, because there is a method for evaluating the degree of democracy in a 
practical case (Goertz, 2006, pp. 83–88, Dahl calls the countries that are closest to 
this ideal polyarchies.). In other words, constructing ideal types enables a better 
understanding of the diversionary elements that objects in the real world lack. It is 
also possible to understand objects in the real world as a combination of different 
characteristics that an ideal type has. In this case, ideal types are a way of 
organizing data so that the relationships between the different answers to the 
questions about actions for human rights and the explanations for these answers 
are emphasized.    

The types constructed in Orange’s (2016) study resemble the ways that ideal 
types have been constructed in this study. Orange presents different types of human 
rights practices in museums and three types of collaboration between museum staff 
and others. Unfortunately, the article does not elaborate very clearly on how the 
researcher came to these conclusions, but the analysis seems to apply two concepts, 
practices, and the relationship with the law, to concrete examples. Still, the level of 
abstraction is close to the one in this study. The difference between Orange’s study 
and this study is that Orange typologized museums or people-to-people interactions. 
In this study, I typologized the ways in which the students reflected on their stances 
toward engaging in actions for human rights in the past and in the future in the 
interview situation. 

However, many decisions must be made to create ideal types. First, I had to 
decide on the criteria: Which qualities makes one ideal type different from others 
(see Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, pp. 172–174; Miles, Huberman & Saldaña, 
2014, pp. 279–280; Mills, 1959/2000, p. 213; in Finnish also Eskola & Suoranta, 
1998, pp. 181–185). Mills argues, for instance, that “[g]ood types require that the 
criteria of classification be explicit and systematic” (Mills, 1959/2000, p. 213). In 
this case, all the types differ in how they relate to future actions for human rights 
and past actions for human rights. Although the explanations to some questions on, 
for example, future actions, may be similar in several types, these types (or the 
students who gave these answers) differ in their reports of past actions. 

Second, I had to decide which kind of ideal types I would use. I had three 
different options: one broad ideal type, several broad ideal types, or several narrow 
ideal types. If data are organized into one broad ideal type, the result is one ideal 
type that has been created from the whole data. The difference between several 
broad ideal types and several narrow ideal types is that broad types may include 
properties that are visible in only one or few answers and the narrower the ideal 
type is, the more answers are needed to make their properties visible (Eskola & 



87 

Suoranta, 2008, p. 182). In other words, narrow types are more representative than 
broad types in that their properties are visible in many concrete objects.  

Because the questions on actions for human rights had several different 
answers, and I decided to emphasize the differences in the students’ answers, 
several types were a better choice than only one. Other reasons why I chose several 
narrow ideal types instead of several broad ideal types were that even a small 
number of narrow ideal types provided a great deal of new information about this 
relationship than those found in previous research, and narrow ideal types enabled 
me to emphasize issues that were theoretically more important in relation to actions 
for human rights (because they were important to many students) than constructing 
a broad ideal type that would include almost everything any of the students said 
(which would have been important to maybe one student). In addition, because 
there were good theoretical reasons27  for conducting a thematic analysis of the 
interview data, some of the issues that could have been presented in broad ideal 
types but not narrow ideal types (because the first of them included more 
information) were theoretically important enough to deal with in another analysis.  

The interview data analysis proceeded in two phases. The first task was to find 
criteria for the types. I had to decide which of the interviews provided data for each 
of the types, respectively. The aim was to organize the answers that the students 
gave about undertaking actions for human rights in the future and whether human 
rights had been an important issue to them before the course. When I looked at 
these answers, I noted that many of them had reported that they would not do much. 
Their reasons for their stances would of course be theoretically interesting and 
because there were only a few, it was a practical number of answers for one type if 
there were to be several types. Some had reported being willing to undertake 
actions for human rights, which was also theoretically interesting. However, these 
answers differed from the answers to the questions about past actions, so I could 
create two different types from them. This meant three possible types in total. 

Still, some interviewees seemed to be somewhere in between the first and the 
two other groups presented in above. I had already realized during the interviews 
that some students reported their willingness to engage in actions for human rights 
in the future but, at the same time, made some statements for why implementing 
these actions would be hard in their case. In other words, their explanations were 
practical. If a significant number of students reported practical reasons, as was the 
case in my data, and such a result has not received due attention in human rights 

 
27 The fact that students commented on issues that seemed to be public issues in human rights education.  
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education literature, the finding is theoretically relevant. Consequently, I 
categorized these answers as one type. Because all the interviews seemed to fit into 
one of these four patterns, this seemed to work as a typology, making the final 
number of types four.  

In addition to the types themselves, there was an abstract level, which, in a 
theoretical sense, lay under the individual reports. In fact, the stances reported 
during the interviews could also be placed on different continuums. For instance, 
“willingness to implement concrete actions for human rights in the future” could 
be placed on a continuum from no (= not willing to engage in concrete actions for 
human rights) to yes (= willing to engage in concrete actions for human rights). 
Different kinds of reports would fit different locations on this continuum. Table 6 
shows other relevant continuums, listening and reflecting, transformative process 
and stance toward the validity of human rights norms and their explanations.  
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Table 6. Criteria for ideal types.  

Name of 

continuum 

Question Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4 

Listening to and 

reflecting on the 

course 

Is there evidence 

of listening to and 

reflecting on the 

course? 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Transformative 

process (as in 

Tibbitts, 2017, p. 

12) 

Is there evidence 

of experiencing a 

transformative 

process toward 

undertaking 

actions for human 

rights during the 

course? 

Not much, if any Minor 

evidence 

Yes Minor evidence. 

Reports of already 

valuing human 

rights, seems no 

need for 

transformative 

learning. 

Stance toward 

validity of human 

rights norms 

(Risse & Ropp, 

2013, pp. 6–7) 

How do students 

see their 

normative 

obligations?    

Indifference 

(conscious of 

the existence of 

human rights 

norms, but 

norms are not 

enough to oblige 

them to 

undertake 

actions for 

human rights), 

stance is close 

to Denial in the 

norm theory 

Tactical 

concessions 

Rule-

consistent 

behavior 

(takes 

human rights 

norms for 

granted) 

Rule-consistent 

behavior (takes 

human rights 

norms for granted) 

Quantity of 

interviews that 

most resemble the 

type in question 

 4 7 8 3 

Name of the final 

type 

 Listener Interested Enthusiast Engaged 

The data indicate a theoretical connection between these continuums, because if a 
student’s report was located somewhere near another student’s report on one of 
these continuums, often their other reports were also located near each other on 
another continuum. For instance, four students answered similarly to all the 
questions presented below as Type 1 in the table. This was not fully surprising, 
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however, because such a pattern constitutes a coherent whole. In Chapter 5, I 
present all these four kinds of answers as types, which I named as Listener, 
Interested, Enthusiast, and Engaged.  

However, it is important to remind the reader that in the real world, students do 
not usually fully act in the same way as their types. At least some of these types 
have very good representatives. For instance, Interviewee 3 can be considered a 
very good representative of Type 4/Engaged and Interviewee 4 a very good 
representative of Type 1/Listener, because their reports so smoothly follow the 
relations between the continuums, which are presented in Table 6. Still, some other 
interviewees’ reports differed somewhat more from the ideal types, which is more 
coherent with the idea of types as “a standard – for thinking about a less-than-ideal 
reality” (Goertz, 2006, p. 84). In other words, it is important to remember that the 
concrete reports of many students differed from the abstract model. Still, this model 
can be used for understanding students in a general way.    

Thus, in Chapter 5, I present types that are a theoretical abstraction of the 
reports I collected from my students. In addition to these types, it is good for the 
reader to identify the continuums behind the types, and the possible theoretical 
relations between these continuums. It should also be noted that we humans are 
more complicated than types, and our answers may be more complicated than the 
ideal model. 

Convergent Case Design, Phase 2: Student typologies combined with 
quantitative data  

In the second analysis, I used the qualitative analysis from Phase 1 to define a 
theoretical threshold for when a student is considered willing enough to engage in 
actions for human rights in the future. According to the results in Phase 1, the data 
consisted of students who reported being willing to engage in actions for human 
rights in the future and those who did not. However, it was not clear how to 
differentiate these students in the survey. To differentiate the results, I used a 
solution that is widely used in childhood adversities research. This approach 
examines the effects of exposure to various adversities, such as physical or sexual 
violence, in the later life of an individual. In these studies, the informants have been 
asked about different dimensions of violence as well as some health problems in 
later life, and the survey data can be analyzed using statistical analyses (see 
Boynton-Jarrett, Rich-Edwards, Jun, Hibert & Wright, 2011; Felitti et al., 2019).   
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Because these two studies had a large amount of data, the researchers could 
classify the informants into several groups, and “no exposure to violence” group 
(like in Boynton-Jarrett et al., 2011, p. 11) was only one of several groups. In my 
study, the amount of data was smaller, and consequently, the sub-groups in this 
study were also small. Thus, statistically (not enough data) formulating more than 
two groups made no sense. However, formulating two groups seemed theoretically 
logical because, according to the interviews, there were two separable groups in the 
student population: students who reported not being very willing to engage in 
actions for human rights and students who reported being willing to engage in 
actions for human rights. The problem, however, was defining how to separate 
these two groups from each other. This was comparable to the situation in 
childhood adversities research, when some informants reported that they had been 
victims of violent behavior in childhood and others did not.  

The previous paragraph also reveals one of the limitations of this kind of study. 
Because the prerequisite for filling out a survey form was that the student had 
participated in one of the courses, collecting a large amount of survey data was time 
consuming. Although more sophisticated analyses with more than two groups were 
theoretically possible in this case, they would need a large amount of data. My 
choice to collect data from six courses in this case was a prudent, cost-efficient 
choice, because collecting more data would have been time consuming.    

Statistical analyses are mainly ordinary cross-tabulation and tests between 
groups’ cross-tabulation results. In statistical terms, I produced a sum variable from 
three survey questions that measured willingness to implement actions for human 
rights. If the respondent had answered fully agree to a question, or fully disagree to 
the reverse question, I added one to the respondent’s result and if something else, I 
added zero. I then repeated this with the other two questions. Thus, the result 
column for this sum variable included one result for each respondent, 0, 1, 2 or 3. 
Next, it was possible to cross-tabulate relevant variables using this variable, and 
students with results of 0 and 1 (less willing students had either one of these sums 
to the sum variable) were formulated into one group and the others, with results of 
2 or 3 into the second. Almost all the statistical results followed directly from this 
cross-tabulation. The analysis was a mixed-method analysis in the sense that a 
breakpoint was defined by comparing the answers that the interviewees gave in 
their interviews to those given in the survey, and by presuming that both qualitative 
and quantitative datasets measured the same theoretical construct (willingness to 
implement actions for human rights).   
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Although a 5-level Likert scale was used in the survey, I realized during the 
analysis that it would be better to count only the fully agree answers during the 
comparison instead of using the mean of the three survey questions as a sum 
variable. This became evident when I compared the answers that my interviewees 
gave in the interviews to those they gave in the surveys. One of the students who 
stated that they were willing to engage in actions for human rights in the future 
said, during the interview: 

Researcher (hereafter R): Thank you. When I was reading your form, well, 
there were many [statements] about wanting to do something, and you 
answered pretty clearly, you even chose number two [=fully agree], unlike 
many of the others, or minus two [=fully disagree], well, do you have an idea 
why you chose these options and not the ones in the middle? 

I15: Well, in my opinion, if you answer one [=somewhat agree], you might do 
something––it doesn’t mean that you really will. It probably only means that if 
you have lots of friends and they persuade you then you might. But it doesn’t 
sound like you would do anything of your own accord. I could engage in 
actions of my own accord, and I felt that only number two reflected that. I 
really mean it. One doesn’t sound like the person would do these things on their 
own, if at all. 

Therefore, I realized that the number of fully agree answers was especially relevant 
and perhaps also a suitable way of finding the breakpoint than simply calculating 
the mean of the answers to the three survey questions of the willingness to 
undertake actions for human rights item. Another and the final reason, and one that 
included more data than this one excerpt, was the result that is reported at the end 
of Sub-chapter 5.1. All the eleven interviewees who, during the interview were the 
most willing to engage in actions for human rights after the course, answered fully 
agree at least twice to the three survey questions on willingness to engage in actions 
for human rights.  

Statistical analyses in Phase 2 

Three statistical analyses: Cronbach’s alpha, the Welsh t-test, and Fisher’s exact 
test, were used for the statistical part of the study. To measure the reliability of the 
measurement items, I used Cronbach’s alpha, which estimates the inner reliability 
of survey questions and seems to be the most used measurement of reliability in 
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human rights education research (Lo, Leung & Chow, 2015, p. 95; Pizmony-Levy 
& Jensen, 2017, pp. 205–209). I also calculated confidence levels for Cronbach’s 
alpha, because calculating both the alphas and the confidence levels provided more 
information on reliability (for more on calculating alphas and confidence levels for 
alpha, see Metsämuuronen, 2017, pp. 48–51, 451–454). 

In addition to cross-tabulations and the Welsh t-test, I used Fisher’s exact test 
instead of the chi-squared test. In an analysis in which the chi-squared test would 
be relevant, one cell in the cross-tabulation would have less than five observations. 
In this study, using the chi-squared test was not advisable (Metsämuuronen, 2017, 
p. 322, pp. 326–327). I chose these analyses for three separate reasons. First, as I 
mentioned previously, the most important analyses here were the comparisons 
between two distributions, and therefore the analyses mentioned previously suit my 
purposes well. In addition, it was wise to use same analyses as other human rights 
education researchers so that our research would be comparable. 

One of my analyses, the t-test, was originally popularized by statistician 
Ronald Fisher. As Gigerenzer has emphasized, it is not so widely known that Fisher 
himself considered calculating p values more useful when the researcher knows 
nothing or only little about the phenomenon under investigation. In other words, 
for Fisher it was also important that researchers themselves analyze whether the 
differences between the distributions are great. I followed Fisher’s thinking by 
reporting the actual p values instead of reporting only the result of the t-test 
(Gigerenzer, 2008, pp. 152–171) and hoped that the p values were either very low 
or very high, so that it was clear whether or not the relations that were analyzed 
were statistically significant. In this situation, with such a new concept as actions 
for human rights, it is likely that few know what is “an adequate” difference 
between two distributions. Consequently, it was better that the analyses produced a 
particularly low p value (at least lower than the traditional 0.05 level), because this 
made it safer to claim that the difference was great enough to count as a real 
difference between the distributions in question.      

In principle, almost any program could have performed the analyses. For 
statistical analysis, I used the RStudio program, version 1.3.1093 (R version 4.0.3), 
which uses R language. This program includes most of the statistical analyses I 
used in this study. The only major exception was Cronbach’s alpha and its 
confidence levels: RStudio does not include ready-made functions for this purpose.  

In comparison to some other graphical programs, RStudio is versatile. It 
enables many operations that are not possible in graphical programs. However, this 
versatility presented one problem; I had to double- and triple-check that the 
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program was doing exactly what I wanted it to do. Therefore, I carried out the 
analyses many times to be sure. I also recalculated many of the analyses in Excel. 
RStudio can also be updated with various packages. I used the Psych package for 
counting values and confidence levels for Cronbach’s alpha. I also used the 
RColorBrewer package, which contains some additional color palettes. 

Convergent Case Design, Phase 3: Thematic analysis  

Because the students also reported issues in the interviews that were not only 
personal troubles but also seemed to have characteristics of public issues, I present 
an account of these viewpoints through thematic analysis. In the analysis I used the 
concept of actions for human rights and past research on human rights education 
as a theoretical framework for understanding these relations. The results from this 
analysis formed a collection of “enablers,” in other words, a collection of ways that 
would make the students see that if these issues were organized differently, they 
would implement actions for human rights. Although I use the concepts of personal 
troubles and public issues for reporting such results, I am grateful for the 
conceptualization of practice architectures (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 55), because it 
helped me see some phenomena more clearly than I would have seen without this 
concept and its subconcepts.  

As a data analysis technique, thematic analysis can be traced to the early part 
of the twentieth century. However, the first procedures using thematic analysis were 
not published until the 1990s (Terry, Hayfield, Clarke & Braun, 2017, pp. 17–18). 
In this study, it can be understood as follows: “Thematic analysis is a method for 
identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns (themes) within data. It minimally 
organizes and describes your data set in (rich) detail” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 
79). “A theme captures something important about the data in relation to the 
research question, and represents some level of patterned response or meaning 
within the data set” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82, emphasis in the original text). 

As Braun and Clarke emphasize, thematic analysis involves many decisions. 
One of these is the choice between a rich thematic description of a dataset and a 
more detailed account of one particular theme or group of themes (2006, 83). My 
analysis is closer to the latter. It is also a semantic approach that relates to a specific 
question or area of interest (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83–85). Because my analysis 
is based on the concepts of personal troubles, public issues, and research on human 
rights education, I chose the semantic lens.  
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This study was also theoretical in that it provided a richer description of some 
parts of the data. Another option would have been inductive analysis, which does 
not use any prior coding frame (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 86). Theoretical concepts 
are used for finding this richer description of data. The analysis could also have 
been either semantic or latent. Semantic analysis concentrates on the survey 
meanings of the data, and latent analyses identify underlying ideas, assumptions, 
and conceptualizations (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84, 86). My analysis was a hybrid 
form of these two options.  

All the three phases in the analysis were based on the concept of action for 
human rights. In comparison to the other two, I applied a more comprehensive 
understanding of the concept. The theory behind the idea of how the types were 
created from the data was based solely on the concept of the explanations of the 
student for engaging in future and past actions for human rights. The measurement 
items used in the statistical analyses were based on different dimensions of actions 
for human rights. However, during this analysis I understood the concept more 
broadly and took some other explanations into account which, according to earlier 
studies, are important prerequisites for engaging in such actions. One example is 
the fact that if students receive more knowledge about human rights, they may end 
up engaging in more actions for human rights (Tibbitts, 2017, p. 11), and therefore 
I also took explanations that concerned learning human rights knowledge into 
account, not only the explanations that directly mentioned actions for human rights.  

It is also important to make an epistemological remark here. During the 
analysis, I noticed that many of the issues that the students commented on were not 
only personal troubles but also, it seemed, public issues. For instance, when a 
student commented on not having enough money, this led me to wonder why. 
Young adults do not usually have much money, and this is a public issue. This 
observation was of major importance for this study because the student voice 
approach contains the principle of pedagogical responsibility. If it is true that the 
issue of implementing actions for human rights is not only an issue of what I and 
the students do in classroom, but also concerns other actors who have the power to 
change these public issues, it is important to report about how the students 
commented on issues that seem to be public issues in human rights education, so 
that the situation can be transformed. However, it is also important to remember 
that the data are interview data. It is not possible to precisely analyze the effects 
that these public issues have on the lives of the students on the basis of my data. 
Thus, I argue that these issues were important in the data and that pedagogical 
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responsibility requires taking these results into account. In other words, I saw that 
I had to act as if my students’ concerns were real.  

This study followed the phases of Nowell and others. The process consisted of 
six phases: 1. Familiarizing with the data, 2. Generating initial codes, 3. Searching 
for themes, 4. Reviewing themes, 5. Defining and Naming Themes, and 6. 
Producing the report (Nowell, Norris, White & Moules, 2017, p. 4). Human rights 
education literature provided me with insights into creating initial codes. In Phases 
2 and 3, I searched for statements in which the personal troubles the students 
reported were potentially not purely personal. My unit of analysis was statements 
that included one whole idea. These statements could be smaller than one sentence, 
but they could also be several sentences long if the idea was longer than one 
sentence. The coding method was close to in vivo coding, which aims to preserve 
the informant’s own voice. In vivo coding has been presented by Miles and others 
(Miles et al., 2014, p. 74). In Phases 4 and 5, I reviewed these themes.  

The model of Nowell and others begins with familiarizing oneself with the data. 
Because the interviews were conducted over a period of seven months, I transcribed 
the collected interviews in a few weeks after the interview and read the 
transcriptions a few times before I conducted the last interview. Moreover, I already 
had clear ideas concerning the analysis at the end of the data collection phase. More 
importantly, I had realized that at least some of the issues that the students talked 
about were themes that were already addressed in the human rights education 
literature. These issues included the lack of human rights education in schools and 
the motivational and relational constructs of empowerment. When I realized that 
these issues were related to past research on human rights education, I felt I had the 
theoretical grounds to combine them in thematic analysis. But I had to make sure I 
knew my data: I did this by reading and re-reading the transcriptions.  

During Phase two I created initial codes. These included two kinds of 
considerations. The issues that already had such a theoretical understanding in 
human rights education literature, such as questions about the lack of human rights 
education, were coded in relation to these themes. For instance, when a student 
commented on the lack of human rights education in schools, the code “student 
reports of not enough human rights education in school” already had this kind of 
theoretical understanding. In other words, this kind of code was related to results 
about the lack of human rights education in Finnish schools, which is a public issue 
in human rights education. The reports from students that did not have such an 
understanding, or which I did not yet realize, were coded more freely. Here I 
followed the idea of in vivo coding in a sense that it was important to preserve the 
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informant’s own voice in the codes instead of trying to fit them into any clear 
theoretical pattern. In fact, my preliminary codes were not fully free of theories. 
But in this phase, the theory that I applied was not necessarily directly related to 
past research in the human rights education literature.  

During Phase 3, I searched for themes in these coded statements. Interestingly, 
none of the students reported that they had too much human rights education during 
their schooltime, and many wished for more, so it was reasonable to create a theme 
about the insufficiency of human rights education (in Finnish schools) from these 
statements. However, the other themes were not so easy to create, because I had to 
find a theoretical understanding of the data.  

Phases 4 and 5 involved a reviewing process and defining and naming the 
themes. These phases were quite straightforward in relation to the two themes that 
had a theoretical understanding at the beginning of the analysis so it was possible 
to create good codes for them at the beginning and there was no need to change 
them in later phases. However, the third theme required elaboration of the real 
human rights education understanding of the codes, and I had to rename the codes 
and themes. Finally, I checked through the data a few more times to ensure that 
nothing theoretically important had been left out of the analysis. This meant 
comparing previous research in human rights education and the data but also 
checking to see whether I could find additional relationships between actions for 
human rights and issues that seemed like public issues.   

During Phases 3 and 4, I also observed that some of the codes contained class-
related phenomena, for example, the statement about not having enough spare 
money. Because the survey included a measurement item on cultural capital, it may 
have been sensible to construct a class-related theme. However, because themes 
generally describe patterned responses, I had to create a broader theme that 
included both the class-related troubles and those that were not really related to 
class. Theme 2 contained both the question about spare money and, for example, a 
question about other powerful actors, which is not strictly, if at all, related to class. 
In other words, it was possible to describe the troubles that the students reported 
more generally, and to notice that the social class to which they belonged may 
provide some explanations for their situations, but not for all the troubles they had.   

However, the fact that the interviews did not have so much class-related data 
would be understandable in light of the concept of silence in student voice and 
Bourdieu’s analysis of class: It is both difficult to recognize one’s own class 
situation and talk about the issue openly. In addition, many students might not feel 
the need to talk about class during interviews. In any case, it is good for the reader 
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to note that some issues that were mentioned later were class-dependent reports: In 
other words, students were concerned about the issues because of their own 
situation. This observation also emphasizes the importance of finding good, ethical 
ways to research class relations.        

Although the kind of thematic analysis conducted in this study was mainly 
semantic, quantities were also somewhat important in the analyses. I counted some 
issues when they provided a richer description of the data. This was the case, for 
example, with different dimensions of belief in empowerment, where it was 
relevant to know which of the two options received more answers. In this case, 
counting provided more information on how young Finnish adults see their 
opportunities to improve human rights issues.  

Saturation 

During the analysis, I estimated that the point of saturation had been reached in the 
interview data after I had conducted 15 interviews. This estimation was also one of 
the reasons I conducted 22 interviews, and no more. The argument for saturation is 
based on “a point of diminishing return to a qualitative sample—as the study goes 
on more data does not necessarily lead to more information” (Mason, 2010, p. 1). 
In other words, in my case it would have been possible to conduct more interviews, 
but the probability that they would have contributed any more to the research 
questions was not very strong.  

My estimation was both customary and based on the analysis of the data at 
hand. First, this solution follows the customary principle in the classic study by 
Bertaux and Bertaux-Wiame (1981), in which 15 interviews was the number at 
which the saturation process began to be perceived (Bertaux & Bertaux-Wiame, 
1981, pp. 186–189). Second, Mason analyzed 213 PhDs that had utilized content 
analysis and 140 PhDs that had utilized action research, methods that are the closest 
to this study. In these studies, the means for the number of interviews were 28 and 
23, respectively (Mason, 2010, p. 8–9). In other words, my choice both exceeded 
the smallest customary number of studies and was close to other PhDs that have 
used the same methods. 

It is also possible to carry out a saturation check by comparing the results of 
the analysis with the data. For instance, Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006) checked 
their data in order to find the point at which they no longer produced any codes and 
argued that this was also the point at which their data had saturated (Mason, 2010, 
p. 3). In my case, fewer than 15 interviews would not have been enough, because 
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before that point I had not been able to make typologies with data that consisted of 
at least two interviewees whose reports resembled every type. After conducting 15 
interviews I was able to construct typologies with data in a way that there would be 
at least two interviews from which to draw data for each of the four types. 
Interviews 16–22 did not produce anything more, but of course made it safer to 
make my conclusions.   

The same argument is also valid for the thematic analysis. When I investigated 
the final themes, I had sufficient data to report on the themes when I had conducted 
15 interviews. Some citations would not have been available if I had produced the 
report then, but the same conclusions would have been possible with the data I had 
at that point. Still, it is much better to have 22 interviews to be able to argue with 
confidence that new interviews would not have produced new data. In summary, in 
this case, the customary number of 15 interviews was close to the point of saturation 
in my data.  

4.7 Summary of the theoretical and methodological limitations in 
the study design 

Mixing data collection and analysis methods with concepts from different fields 
has its limitations. I have presented these in different parts of this chapter, but it is 
sensible to return to them before presenting the results. At the theoretical level, 
Convergent Case Design is based on the presumption that the incommensurability 
thesis is false and that it is consequently possible to combine different methods. 
Still, the question of whether all the interpretations made in the study are 
theoretically compatible remains. The question about combability specifically 
concerns RQ 2, in which different methods are combined during the analysis, but 
also to some extent RQ 3. All three questions still have their own separate 
limitations. At the same time, it is important to remember that some of these 
limitations are compromises in a sense, because they are the consequences of 
choices that have their own advantages, like the choice to use a short survey form, 
which reduced the number of social class indicators asked but also decreased 
survey fatigue and maximized the number of returned forms.  

RQ 1 concerned constructing a typology using interview data. It is still unclear 
whether the interview situation was secure enough for students to say what they 
considered to be the truth. In addition, although the types emphasized the 
differences between different participants, they were still narrow. The analysis 
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overlooked many individual statements that were only rarely made, because the 
types were constructed in a way that generalized the results.  

RQ 2 combined data from the interviews and surveys. However, the survey 
data in this study are not representative, because the informants had first chosen to 
complete non-military service, and after this decided to participate in the 
Prevention of violence educational program. In statistical terms, random sampling 
was not utilized, and therefore I cannot claim that my informants represent young 
Finnish adults in any statistical way. In fact, because of the sampling method I 
chose, my data would not become more representative even with a higher number 
of answers. In comparison, qualitative data are generalizable in that I can argue that 
the data had become saturated, and it is probable that even a greater number of 
students would have answered in similar, although not necessarily identical, ways. 

Although the theoretical estimation that two of three possible fully agree 
answers would be a valid threshold for the stance that a student is willing enough 
is based on the interview data, it is still only an estimation of the “real”  threshold. 
Theoretically, the analysis is also based on the presumption that past education and 
cultural capital are enough for conceptualizing at least some aspects of a students’ 
class situation. The choice to use cultural capital as an indicator emphasizes the 
“performative”  aspects of class relationships, in comparison to using economic 
capital, which would have emphasized material aspects. In addition, the choice to 
deal with past and future actions with questions formulated in different ways can 
be seen as either a strength [if both relations are statistically significant, it might 
add reliability when something is asked another time. See Berg & Lune (2014, p. 
121) for asking a question differently at a different time as a way to increase 
reliability] or a limitation (the questions are still worded differently).  

Interview data were also thematized in RQ 3. Theoretically, the analysis is 
difficult because the researcher must interpret the data and decide whether a 
statement can be considered as including an action for human rights or a relevant 
advocacy skill. Finally, it is important to remember the warning that studies that 
utilize the student voice always include interpretations in the voice of the researcher.   
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5 Results 
Next, I present the results of all three analyses in the same order as presented in the 
previous chapter. Although these three analyses are different in many ways, they 
all emphasize how different students might need a different version of human rights 
knowledge if we teachers want them to engage in actions for human rights. The 
first of the analyses concerns the stances of different students toward undertaking 
more actions for human rights. The second analysis concerns the relationship 
between social class indicators and willingness to engage in actions for human 
rights. The third deals with ways in which to enable the students to undertake 
actions for human rights in the future.  

5.1 Four stances toward actions for human rights: A typology  

Research Question 1 is as follows: 

RQ 1. After the course, how do the students reflect on their willingness to 
undertake actions for human rights, and on the changes in their willingness 
that took place during the course? 

The results of this question are presented as ideal types. As argued in the previous 
chapter, these types are ideal in the sense that they do not necessarily fully represent 
the reports of any individual student. However, because they are narrow ideal types 
and each one of the four emphasizes the ways in which several students answered 
the questions in similar ways (broad types emphasized more differences between 
the answers, because they may include issues that are visible in one or only a few 
answers), the reports of every interviewee resemble one of the four types quite well. 
In addition, some students’ reports represented one of the types well. In other words, 
although the four types are ideal, the reports of some students were excellent 
examples of these types. Next, I present these types in turn, and then introduce the 
different continuums behind them. 

Type 1/Listener: The Listener was someone who, according to their reports, 
listened to and reflected on what happened during the course, but who was not 
willing to engage in actions for human rights in the future. The Listener seemed 
like an appropriate name for the type, because the reports that resembled this type 
the most included data on reflecting on the issues in the courses, although according 
to the reports, this reflection seldom resulted in engaging in actions for human 
rights. In other words, they are aware of at least some ways of engaging in actions 
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for human rights, and they listened to discussions during the course, but according 
to their reports, they were not very willing to make concrete actions. 

In addition, there were two peculiar issues in the reports of the Listener. First, 
they were not hostile towards the idea of human rights, but indifferent. They even 
reported that some human rights principles were generally fine, but that they were 
not enough for them to engage in actions for human rights for other people. Second, 
they reported that they might do more if their own human rights or the human rights 
of someone close to them were violated.  

Although the Listener often reported that they were not willing to undertake 
actions for human rights, it is notable that according to their reports, the teaching 
was successful in one way. Freire defines a “banking”  kind of education, which 
merely aims to store information in the students’ minds, as problematic (Freire, 
1968/2000, pp. 71–74). If the Listener had really reflected on the issues, the course 
would at least have some meaning for them, so it differed from pure banking.       

Type 2/Interested: The Interested type was someone who reported that they 
could carry out actions for human rights after the course, but at the same time 
reported having at least one practical obstacle to doing so. Because they reported 
practical obstacles, other names could have been as good type, for instance, the 
Reserved or Half-willing: as the student reported being willing to at least undertake 
some actions for human rights. It is notable, however, that the Interested type 
reported some willingness to undertake actions for human rights, although it can 
be argued whether they were genuinely interested in undertaking actions for human 
rights. The name also differs enough from the next one, the Enthusiast. The 
Interested type did not show enough willingness to be characterized as an 
Enthusiast. They also reported that their thoughts about actions for human rights 
had changed somewhat during the course, but not very much.       

Type 3/Enthusiast: The Enthusiast was a student who reported being willing 
to undertake actions for human rights. They did not report any practical obstacles 
to doing so. They also reported planning to undertake these actions in the future. In 
addition, they asked the teacher for more learning materials. Of the four types, the 
Enthusiast was the one whose perspectives changed the most significantly during 
the course.  

However, the issues on the course were not totally new to this type, because 
they reported some situations in which they had encountered human rights issues 
and the need to change these issues. In other words, the Enthusiast probably already 
had some human rights-related normative considerations before the course. Still, 
they had no experience of such long courses on human rights.  
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Type 4/Engaged: The Engaged type clearly stated that human rights had 
already been important to them before the course. They also reported that they were 
willing to engage in actions for human rights in the future. However, according to 
the reports, they did not consider themselves human rights experts, and therefore 
considered the course important.  

As the data indicate, different parts of human rights subject knowledge are 
useful for different students. For instance, to an Interested student, the teacher could 
try to offer options to undertake actions for human rights that are not demanding 
in terms of resources, such as time or money (lack of time and money are examples 
of practical obstacles). At the same time, an Enthusiast and an Engaged type could 
be willing to undertake actions for human rights that are more demanding. In the 
next chapter I consider concrete solutions for this. 

Continuums of the transformative process and stances toward human 
rights norms 

Table 7 shows how the four types are located on the two continuums of 
transformative process (during the course) and stance toward validity of human 
rights norms (after the course). The table presents an example of each type from 
the data, and an interpretation of the reported change in thoughts about human 
rights on those two continuums. The first of these continuums concerns the 
transformative element that the students experienced during the course. I use 
Tibbitts’ definition of transformative learning, “reshaping of one’s understanding 
of the world [THAT] can result in taking actions to combat one’s own oppression 
in one’s family and immediate environment” (Tibbitts, 2017, p. 12), which 
concerns the willingness to engage in actions for human rights to help complete 
strangers; the question is whether or not the students feel obligated to engage in 
these actions. After this I discuss the other part of the answer––obligations to people 
who are closer to them. 

In addition to identifying the four types, it may be generally more important to 
use different continuums and see how the different types are positioned on them. It 
is notable that according to the data, transformative learning was mostly connected 
to the Interested and Enthusiast types. Because the Engaged type, at least according 
to their reports, already valued human rights before the course, there appears to be 
no major need for transformative learning. In addition, the Listener was indifferent 
to the idea of undertaking actions for human rights, and the course did not seem to 
change their feelings much.      
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The second of these continuums concerned norms. The interviewees’ reports 
could also be located in different positions on a “norm continuum,” which is related 
to a theory on human rights norms in International Relations (see Finnemore & 
Sikkink, 1998; Risse, Ropp & Sikkink, 2013). The similarities between the reports 
and the concepts that these scholars used were not necessarily surprising, because 
these studies have dealt with the acceptance of human rights norms, although the 
theory primarily dealt with state actors rather than individuals28. Still, there were 
certainly similarities between, for instance, denying the validity of international 
norms and the reports of some of the students who most resembled the Listener 
type. The students whose reports most resembled one of the three other types also 
reported issues in ways that resemble the theory. The theory includes the concept 
of denial, when the validity of norms is questioned; the concept of tactical 
concessions, when norm compliance is combined with practical considerations; and 
the concept of rule-consistent behavior, when the norms are taken for granted and 
the actors do not even question their existence or validity (Risse & Ropp, 2013, pp. 
6–7; for the norm “life cycle,” see also Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998, pp. 894–896). 

Table 7 concretizes how these two continuums were seen in the data: Note that 
“an example from the data” is an example for both continuums. As I mentioned 
previously, some interviewees’ reports resembled the types so clearly that almost 
all their reports would have fit the descriptions in the table. However, the table 
contains only one example that is in line with the way in which the type has been 
constructed. Maybe the biggest difference between the data and the ways in which 
the two continuums have been theorized in previous human rights literature is the 
fact that the students whose reports most resembled the Listener type reported on 
issues in a way that was more indifferent than denialist; in other words, their reports 
suggested that they were not willing to undertake actions for human rights rather 
than that they had actively denied the validity of the norms themselves during the 
interviews. In addition, whether any of the interviewees experienced a major 
transformation might be questioned, because all the courses were relatively short 
in relation to how fast adult students’ perspectives may change. Still, I found 
evidence of even smaller changes in perspectives among the students whose reports 
most resembled the Interested and Enthusiast types.       

 
28 Still, in International Relations it is often implicitly presumed that some individuals represent state 
actors. Although a state is not a human, the Prime Minister of the state is, and it is possible to analyze 
whether leading politicians conform to norms or not.  
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Table 7. Type characteristics. 

Example from the data Name of type Transformative process 

(during the course) 

Stance toward validity of 

human rights norms 

(after the course) 

R: “Thank you. Let’s move 

on to a question that might 

be a bit harder. If someone 

wanted to make you do 

more for these issues, 

what would need to 

happen, or what would I or 

another teacher need to do 

to make you do this?”  

I4: “I dunno.”  

R: “Considering these 

answers, we are pretty far 

from that, but what would 

need to happen? You can 

take your time and think 

about it, but can you 

imagine a situation in 

which you would do more 

to promote these issues? 

What would need to 

happen first?”  

I4: “Probably one of these 

human rights violations 

should concern me more 

closely. If these issues 

touched my family or 

friends, then I might 

promote them. It is what it 

is. That’s when it would 

feel more important, if it 

was closer to me.”  

Listener Not much, if any Indifference (= conscious 

of the existence of 

human rights norms, but 

the norms are not 

enough to oblige them to 

undertake actions for 

human rights), the stance 

is close to Denial in the 

norm theory 

R: “ … If I asked you 

concretely how the course 

affected your willingness to 

act for human rights, what 

would you answer?" 

Interested At least minor reshaping 

of one’s understanding of 

the world. However, 

reports of practical 

obstacles. 

Tactical concessions 
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Example from the data Name of type Transformative process 

(during the course) 

Stance toward validity of 

human rights norms 

(after the course) 

I20: “I would answer that  

yes, I probably will open 

my wallet more easily to 

donate money to, for 

example, help people 

somewhere else, but I do 

not see that I would 

volunteer for human rights 

or anything, but I could be 

willing to help with 

donations.” 

I21: “I’d say that at least I 

got more [BREAK] tools, 

let’s call them tools. So 

that I might. For example, I 

haven’t, for some reason, 

although I have been 

aware of these issues, I’ve 

not felt the need to donate 

to Amnesty or anything. 

For some reason. Stupid 

reasons, really, as I’m sure 

you understand. - - ” 

Enthusiast At least minor reshaping 

of one’s understanding of 

the world. However, does 

not report practical 

obstacles like a student 

whose reports resemble 

the Interested type, 

which implies that they 

see actions for human 

rights as more necessary 

than a student whose 

reports resemble the 

Interested type. 

Rule-consistent behavior 

(takes human rights 

norms for granted) 

I3: “I don’t think that the 

course changed my 

thoughts as such, but it 

highlighted how important 

the issue is. That was 

maybe it. My thinking didn’t 

change that much, as I’ve 

been aware that these 

[issues] are important. But 

then they stay there, if you 

don’t deal with them, they 

stay in the background, so 

it’s good that they were 

highlighted.” 

Engaged Minor evidence. Reports 

valuing human rights 

already, does not seem 

to be any need for 

transformative learning. 

Rule-consistent behavior 

(takes human rights 

norms for granted) 
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The differences between the Listener, on the one hand, and the Enthusiast and the 
Engaged, on the other, may also be presented in another way. An awareness of the 
fact that a complete stranger’s human rights are violated is not enough for the 
Listener to engage in actions for human rights. However, the Enthusiast and the 
Engaged type seemed to take their obligations to other people for granted. The 
Interested type was somewhere in between these two. The relation of the 
obligations towards complete strangers reported by the students whose reports 
where closest to the Listener type (the fact that these obligations do not necessarily 
exist) can be seen in the following excerpts:  

I19: Well, we talked about people’s circumstances, so I know that they have 
bad circumstances, but I don’t get any burst of feeling or sort of, like terrible 
anger that somebody does that to others. I react to everything from a more 
factual perspective. … 

I4: In Finland, things are so good so why should I stress about other countries, 
why should I think about what happens somewhere in Africa or Thailand. 
Maybe it’s a bad thing if everyone thinks like I do, because nothing will ever 
change then, but that’s it then. 

All this can be related to the effects of human rights norms. Norms, often defined 
as human rights norms in norm literature, are “a standard of appropriate behavior 
for actors with a given identity” (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998, p. 891). The 
definition has two parts, and the first concerns the action that human rights norms 
demand of individuals and collectives, in this case what kind of obligations, in other 
words, demands for appropriate action, they demand from actors. The second part 
means that the obligations that norms require from different actors are related to 
the identities of these actors: Human rights norms demand certain kinds of action 
from students, and other kinds of action from professionals such as teachers or 
social workers. The first part, which concerns the appropriateness of actions (or 
inaction), is more relevant here, because these actors have similar identities (young 
adults or adult students), and therefore human rights obligate them in similar ways. 
Human rights norms set a certain standard of appropriate behavior, and students 
may feel obligated to implement certain kinds of actions or, at least, explain any 
actions or reports that do not fully conform to human rights norms.  

Interestingly, all the interviewees reported at least one case in which they could 
engage in some actions for other peoples’ human rights. The difference in these 
obligations was that some of the interviewees denied the general validity of human 
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rights norms in their life; they reported that the fact that human rights are violated 
somewhere is not enough for them to engage in actions for human rights. Although 
some students referred to other people in a way that made them seem willing to 
value other people’s human rights, the answers of the students whose reports 
resembled the Listener type were more fluid; the obligations to some people may 
be different than those to others. The last of the discussions continued as follows: 

R: That it hasn’t come close enough? 

I4. Yes. I don’t feel it. When there have been tsunamis and things like that, then 
people [do]. It feels much more reasonable to donate money for those sorts of 
things, to people who have experienced something bad, than for something that 
has always happened. Like those children who have been used as cheap labor, 
maybe I have come to accept it. 

R: What is the difference between the tsunami and child labor? 

I4: Those [people who suffered from tsunami] need that money, they have just 
lost their home and all, [but] those children have grown up there, that is how it 
is there. But others lose everything at once, for some random reason. 

According to human rights, both children who do harmful child labor and the 
people who suffered because of the tsunami have human rights concerns, but 
according to the previous report, these concerns are not as valid as the reasons for 
undertaking actions for human rights. According to their reports, the interviewees 
whose answers resembled the Listener type did not consider human rights norms 
generally valid enough to obligate them to undertake actions. Still, their reports 
showed that they might be willing to carry out actions if the violations concerned 
individuals who are close to them, which is not necessarily a human rights 
consideration at all. 

Interestingly, according to their reports, the students whose reports resembled 
the Enthusiast type also hardly “learned”  normative obligations from other people 
on the course. Instead, their reports suggested that they had reflected on their 
obligations to other people before the course. Five out of eight people whose reports 
resembled the Enthusiast type said this directly. Unfortunately, I did not ask the 
others this question, but I interpreted that for the two others (of the eight), their 
normative obligations had been clear even before the course. The last one of the 
eight was harder to define. As can be seen from these excerpts, the students whose 
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reports resemble the Enthusiast type probably felt obligations toward other people 
even before the course:  

I21: I’d say that at least I got more [BREAK] tools, let’s call them tools. So 
that I might. For example, I haven’t, for some reason, although I’ve been aware 
of these issues, I’ve not felt the need to donate to Amnesty or anything. For 
some reason. Stupid reasons, really, as I’m sure you understand. …  

I10:  … In my opinion it’s just shocking to walk through a favela29. …  

In summary, as the first excerpt emphasizes, even if these students had, according 
to their reports, undergone some kind of transformative process that shaped their 
understanding of the world as suggested by Tibbitts, and some others, according to 
their reports, had not undergone any very significant transformative change, the 
data suggest that the obligations all the interviewees felt, at least according to their 
reports, remained quite constant throughout the courses. If this is so, the ways in 
which they interpreted their normative obligations before they came to the course 
had major significance for getting them to engage in actions for human rights.   

Comparison of types and interviewees’ answers to willingness to 
undertake actions for human rights item in the survey 

Last, I compared the survey answers of the 22 interviewees to the three questions 
on willingness to undertake actions for human rights with the type under which I 
classified their answers. I did this for two separate reasons. First, the comparison 
provided an additional reason for the breakpoint of the two subgroups in Phase 2. 
Second, it provided more information on the interviewees whose answers most 
resembled Type 2/Interested, because it was possible to compare their survey 
answers with the fact that they reported having practical reasons that hindered them 
engaging more in actions for human rights in the future. Were these seven 
interviewees really willing to engage in actions for human rights? The results were: 

All four whose answers in the interview were closest to Type 1/Listener, did 
not answer fully agree to any of the three questions.  

The answers of the  students who were closest to Type 2/Interested were mixed, 
six of the seven answered fully agree either not at all or once to all three questions, 
but one of them answered fully agree three times. One of them seemed to be 

 
29 Favelas are informal settlements inhabited by poor people in Brazil. 
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especially willing to undertake actions for human rights but reported facing 
practical obstacles. 

All whose answers resembled Type 3/Enthusiast or Type 4/Engaged answered 
fully agree either two or three times to the three questions. 

We can draw two conclusions from this data. First, if the breakpoint of the two 
subgroups was “fully agree at least twice,” the data could be separated into two 
subgroups. One of these consisted of the students who answered fully agree at least 
the same number of times to these three questions in the survey as the students 
whose interview answers most resembled Types 3 and 4. The second group 
consisted of students who answered fully agree even less often; not at all or only 
once. Second, the comparison raises the question of whether many of those who 
reported practical reasons in the interviews were not really willing enough to carry 
out actions for human rights, while, at the same time, six of the seven had answered 
below the breakpoint. Still, there was one student who reported being very willing 
to implement actions for human rights in the survey but still reported having 
practical obstacles during the interview.    

5.2 Willingness to undertake actions for human rights related to 
students’ social class 

This analysis combined qualitative and quantitative data. Before answering RQ 2, 
I present the details of the quantitative data collected through the survey and 
calculate the Cronbach’s alpha values for the four actions for human rights 
measurement items to determine whether these items were reliable enough and 
could therefore be trusted. These descriptions provide more context for evaluating 
the differences between all the subgroups’ group means. The next pages contain a 
general presentation of the collected quantitative data, and I present RQ 2 again as 
I begin to answer it.   

The survey form included four measurement items for future actions for human 
rights. The next table, Table 8, presents the Cronbach alpha values for all these 
measurements and confidence levels for alphas. Metsämuuronen (2017, p. 51) also 
argues that there is an alternative quality criterion for Cronbach alpha to its value 
and confidence level: Variances for separate items should not be very low. “If there 
was an item on a test where the variance is (near) zero, that item will not 
discriminate between the test-taker accurately enough” (Metsämuuronen, 2017, p. 
51). The last column contains the Pearson correlation coefficients between the item 
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and willingness to undertake actions for human rights item. I will return to the 
correlations after presenting the alphas.  

Table 8. Cronbach alphas and their quality criteria for different dimensions and 
correlation coefficients. 

Measurement item Cronbach alpha  Cronbach alpha 

confidence level 

Smallest variance Correlation of 

item and 

willingness item 

(Pearson) 

Willingness to 

undertake actions for 

human rights 

0.80 0.74–0.87 0.98 1 

Belief that one can 

bring about changes 

in  human rights 

issues 

0.69 0.60–0.79 0.80 0.53 

Learning motivation 

for human rights 

0.81 0.75–0.87 1.18 0.79 

Advocacy skills 0.64 0.53–0.75 0.95 0.29 

According to the alphas, the reliabilities of the willingness to undertake actions for 
human rights item and the learning motivation for human rights item are high (the 
lower boundary of confidence level was well above 0.70). Thus, according to the 
ordinary interpretation of Cronbach’s alpha, every one of the three questions in both 
measurement items basically measure the same issues as the other two questions in 
the same item. This result was also fortunate because the willingness item was the 
most important in the analysis. In addition, the belief that one can bring about 
changes in human rights issues item seemed to be good if the rule that values that 
are higher than 0.60 could be accepted for a new instrument (Metsämuuronen, 2017, 
p. 454). Because 0.60 is the lower boundary, this seems acceptable. In addition, the 
smallest variance in all these three items was well above zero.   

However, Cronbach’s alpha for the advocacy skills dimension was above 0.60 
and the lower boundary of the confidence level was below this. Because of the 
absolute value, this might be acceptable for some studies, but in this study, I 
considered it problematic. The low value was not particularly a problem in this 
study, because I did not need the advocacy skills dimension responses to answer 
the research questions. Still, the dimension was useful during data collection 
because the answers to the dimension in the survey meant that the measurement 
item provided material that could be elaborated in the interviews. However, the 
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result implies general difficulties in measuring advocacy skills, whereas the lower 
value of Cronbach’s alpha may mean that there are many ways of engaging in 
actions for human rights and even if these skills were measured (that the 
measurement item is probably valid), the questions are too different, and thus the 
answers of the students vary too much. A more reliable item would probably 
include questions from the same dimension of advocacy skills (see examples from 
civic education in, e.g., Ekman & Amnå, 2012). 

Although I decided to emphasize the importance of the willingness to 
undertake actions for human rights and the belief that one can make bring about 
changes in human rights issues items during the analyses, I also decided to include 
these quality criteria in this report because there is more scarcity than abundance 
of reliable ready-made items in the human rights literature, and if fellow scholars 
find these items useful, the quality criteria for these two other items are available. 
In any case, because I asked some of the interviewees to participate because of their 
responses to the survey, and because the survey enabled a discussion of their 
interpretations of these four dimensions, I still claim that the answers of the two 
others were valuable to me during the research. Interestingly, as the high and 
positive correlation coefficient for mastery-intrinsic learning motivation for human 
rights implies, the item could also be quite credible as an auxiliary indicator for 
willingness to undertake actions for human rights. The other two correlate to only 
some extent with the willingness to undertake actions for human rights item.   

Next, I cross-tabulated the data into two groups, as stated in the last chapter. 
The numbers can be seen in Table 9. Here I used the answers to the willingness to 
undertake actions for human rights item as follows: if a student had answered fully 
agree twice to the three questions within the measurement item, the student became 
part of more active group, which I named “potential actors.” In other cases, they 
became part of the “improbable actors” group. These subgroups had 38 respondents 
and 79 respondents, respectively. This made it possible to count the means for these 
subgroups to understand the ways in which they answered the questions. 
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Table 9.  Summary of quantitative data. 

Statistic Potential actors Improbable actors 

Means for items   

Age 21.6 20.4 

Learning motivation for human 

rights 

4.24 3.11 

Advocacy skills 3.66 3.06 

Willingness to undertake 

actions for human rights 

4.65 3.48 

Belief that one can bring about 

changes in human rights 

issues 

3.64 2.73 

Other statistics   

Past actions for human rights 

(number of positive1 answers) 

2.51 1.33 

Cultural capital (number of 

positive1 answers) 

2.57 1.87 

Past actions for human rights 

(mode2) 

Signing petitions Taking part in discussions 

Note. 1 The past actions for human rights section had two possible answers, yes and no, and the cultural 

capital section included five questions on an absolute scale. In this case, the positive answers were the 

number of yes answers in the first case, and the number of answers that were more than 0 in the second 

case, 2 The model shows the most frequent answer.  

One of the measurement items, the belief that one can bring about changes in 
human rights issues is also important for thematic analysis. It was good to also 
compare the absolute values of these groups using the t-test30, but to also remember 
at this stage that the students in the study were not chosen by random.  

Belief that one can bring about changes in human rights issues  

sample mean (“potential actors”) = 3.64 

sample mean (“improbable actors”) = 2.73  

p value = 3.28 * 10-8 

95% confidence level for “potential actors”: [3.39…3.89] 

 
30 The Welsh t-test is the default t-test in R-Studio, whereas Student’s t-test is probably more generally 
known. Still, I counted both for the tests presented in this report, and there was no major difference to 
the p values in these data (Student t-test p value = 1.45 * 10-9).  
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In summary, the students who reported that they were willing to undertake actions 
for human rights were also more confident about being able to bring about 
significant change in human rights issues than the other subgroup. It is also relevant 
to note that the mean of the “improbable actors” corresponded to even negative 
statements, because in a 5-level Likert scale, a response of 3 means not agreeing or 
disagreeing and 2 means somewhat disagreeing. There was much pessimism in 
class about being able to bring about any significant changes in human rights issues. 
I elaborate on this in the thematic analysis.  

Past actions for human rights, distributions  

The two graphs in Figures 2 and 3 illustrating past actions for human rights show 
how the two groups differed: The first presents the number of answers and the 
second presents the percentages of the students who had engaged in some of the 
concrete actions for human rights elicited in the survey before the course. Although 
the “potential actors” comprised only 30% of all the answers, more of them had 
signed petitions than the “improbable actors.”  

It is notable that human rights volunteering (in a human rights NGO, which is 
also a demanding question, and it was never probable that I would get many yes 
answers) was very rare in both groups. This is not surprising, because there are 
many reasons to apply for non-military service and a vast number of people who 
are not human rights activists make this choice. In fact, only six of the 117 
respondents had volunteered in a human rights NGO in the past.  
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Fig. 2. Past actions of two groups (number of answers).   

When the perspective is changed into percentages, the differences are clearer than 
in the previous graph. 
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Fig. 3. Past actions of two groups (percentages). 

Role of past education and cultural capital  

Research Question 2 was: 

RQ 2. What were the relationships between social class indicators and the 
students’ willingness to undertake actions for human rights before and 
after the course? 

Figure 4 shows the data that were used to obtain a general idea of the role of past 
education as one of the social class indicators. Past education, especially academic 
education, seemed to play a role in implementing more actions for human rights in 
the future. Specifically, there were more “potential actors” with upper secondary 
education than vocational education, both in the actual number of students and the 
percentages (this comparison can be seen in Figure 4: The two highest blue bars 
are about equal, but the third green bar is considerably higher than the second green 
bar). 
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Fig. 4. Past education of students of two groups. 

When past education was combined with cultural capital, it was possible to analyze 
these social class indicators together. As I stated previously, education is in fact 
accumulated cultural capital and therefore, it is reasonable to presume that students 
with tertiary education have more cultural capital than those with only secondary 
education. Therefore, in general, it is more relevant to compare cultural capital 
among people who have the same level of past education. However, the number of 
students with either only primary or tertiary education was small (9 students and 
12 students, respectively), and thus comparisons to others would probably not be 
reasonable. In addition, the students with tertiary education were also about five 
years older in the dataset31, which may have reinforced the difference between them 
and the students who had other past education, and it would have been hard to 
differentiate the independent effect of past education from the effect of age.     

 
31 The mean for students with tertiary education was 25.7 years, for vocational education 20.6 years, 
and for upper secondary education 19.7 years. In other words, the students with tertiary education were 
about five years older on average than the students in the two other groups, and the difference between 
the students who studied some other kind of secondary education was smaller (= 0.9 years) than the 
difference in how this was measured in survey (= 1 year). In other words, in this case, the pure 
measurement error was 0.5 years on average. 
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The dataset had 38 students with vocational education and 51 students with 
upper secondary education; the other groups were so small that comparisons within 
them were not statistically meaningful. In addition, 18 of the 38 students with 
vocational education had answered zero to all five questions on accumulated 
cultural capital32. In other words, almost half of them never or almost never read 
books, visited a museum or theatre, or listened to classical music in their free time. 
Because this fact divided the group into two subgroups with an almost equal 
number of participants, I had a meaningful way to make a comparison33 between 
those two groups. I had a group with students who had less cultural capital and 
another group with students who had more.   

In this comparison, all the 18 students who had only vocational education and 
lower amounts of cultural capital, were in the “improbable actors”  group (see also 
Figure 5). There was no single “potential actor”. I must note that although there 
were only five “potential actors”  in the group with only vocational education and 
more cultural capital, this was still 25% of them. For some reason, this percentage 
was almost the same as the that in the “potential actors” group of all the students 
with upper secondary education (29% of the students who only had upper 
secondary education were “potential actors”). On the other hand, only six of the 51 

 
32 In fact, the survey also included a sixth question on whether the student made art in their free time. 
This was a kind of control question for me because I wanted to see if my data were missing something 
important, but in this analysis, I paid attention to only the first five, which were about accumulated 
cultural capital. Interestingly, this question still revealed that these 18 students with only vocational 
education and less cultural capital probably had little accumulated cultural capital, whereas 10 answered 
either negatively or did not specify art in the open question, and the eight others had answers that I 
considered did not increased their accumulated cultural capital (the answers were: drawing, memes, 
food, illustrations, and graphical design). In addition, four answered “music,” which as such does not 
imply accumulation as in this theory only certain music styles (like classical music or opera) are class-
specific choices. For instance, liking electronic dance music or country music does not seem to depend 
on Finns’ past education at all, and liking heavy music or metal seemed to depend on it very little at 
most (see Gronow et al., 2014, p. 41). Still, if the reader disagrees with this interpretation of music, it is 
possible to conduct the analysis in Table 9 with 14 instead of 18. This difference would not be enormous 
for the interpretation for the Fisher’s exact test in question (p value for these data was 0.0048, which is 
still a small p value)).   
33 The reader might ask why I did not introduce correlations between the items here. In fact, there was 
a mathematical reason for using cross-tabulations with the two groups. In this study, cultural capital was 
measured in a way that combines five different dimensions of cultural product usage, all of which have 
been measured on an absolute scale. At the same time, the dimensions of actions for human rights are 
measured using Likert, which is here interpreted as an interval scale. In this case, it is harder to 
conceptualize a relation between this measurement of cultural capital and actions for human rights, 
when the former is in fact a combination of five different dimensions of cultural usage. However, the 
cross-tabulation and comparison which follows does not have the same mathematical problem. For more 
about scales, see, e.g., Metsämuuronen (2017, pp.41–45).  
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students with upper secondary education answered zero to all the five questions, as 
did two “potential actors.”  

Fig. 5. Past education and cultural capital of students combined. 

How significant was this result with 18 students (students with only vocational 
education and less cultural capital) in the same group (“improbable actors”)? One 
way to examine the result was to cross-tabulate the data into a 2x2 table (Table 10) 
and to carry out a chi-squared test, which would provide an estimation of how likely 
it is that such a result would happen at random. However, in this situation, one of 
the cells had less than five observations and, as Metsämuuronen argues, using the 
chi-squared test here would not have been advisable. Fisher’s exact test, however, 
is not dependent on this kind of sample size (Metsämuuronen, 2017, pp. 322, 326–
327). The test was conducted using the data in Table 10. 

Table 10. Cross-tabulation for Fisher’s exact test. 

Group of participants Potential actors Improbable actors 

Number of students with 

vocational education and less 

cultural capital 

0 18 

All other students 35 64 

p value: 0.00088 
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R-Studio produced a p value of 0.00088 with Fisher’s exact test. The result suggests 
that this kind of distribution did not happen at random. The result was about the 
size of the traditional 0.001 criterion and therefore statistically significant.  

The dataset also included the item past actions for human rights that students 
had carried out before the course, which enabled an estimate of the students’ 
willingness to undertake actions of human rights before the course. Of course, the 
measurement item was qualitatively different to the willingness to undertake 
actions for human rights item. For instance, it may have underestimated past 
willingness to carry out actions for human rights of the students; some of the 
students may have wanted to undertake actions for human rights but had not 
concretely done so, and the item only covered the actions that were elicited in the 
survey. In other words, the item had measurement error. However, the willingness 
to undertake actions for human rights item also had measurement error, because 
the students may have had various reasons for answering normative questions; for 
instance, to give a more positive impression of their actual willingness to engage 
in such actions. Both these questions measured willingness to undertake actions for 
human rights, but the questions themselves had different reasons for measurement 
error.   

However, the measurement error issue was not so grave when the students had 
engaged in past actions for human rights before the course item was utilized to 
estimate their willingness to undertake actions for human rights before the course, 
because in this situation, all the students responded to the same item. All the 
students answered the same questions about their past actions, and these actions 
were compared to each other. In this case it was reasonable to presume that the 
direction of the measurement error was the same for all the respondents, as it 
presumably would be with future actions. 

Therefore, I was able to evaluate whether these 18 students with only 
vocational education and less cultural capital had also implemented a different 
number of human rights actions before the course with a comparison that evaluated 
their willingness to implement actions for human rights before the course. For these 
18 students, the mean for past actions was 0.667 and for the others it was 1.87. The 
t-test between these two groups 34  gave a p value of 0.00026, which is also a 
statistically significant result. This result implies that the group of students with 

 
34 It would be more coherent to use the same test and also to perform Fisher’s exact test. However, 
compiling a 2x2 table was impossible in this case, because there was no data to be put in the cell that 
contained 0 in Table 10. A t-test was possible in this case.   
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only vocational education and less cultural capital was different in relation to their 
willingness to engage in actions for human rights already before the course. In 
summary, these students were less willing to engage in actions for human rights 
before the course, and the course did not significantly change this.  

In addition, about one third of all the other three groups (students with only 
vocational education and more cultural capital, students with upper secondary 
education and less cultural capital, and students with upper secondary education 
and more cultural capital) were “potential actors”  (see Figure 5). If we compare 
this to the whole dataset, it is the same amount: one third potential actors (35 from 
117). Still, the group of students with only vocational education and less cultural 
capital had no potential actors.  Again, it is hard to know the reason for this 
difference. But what I can say for sure is that my original assumption that social 
class indicators are related to human rights education seems to be valid: It might be 
much harder to get people with only vocational education and lower cultural capital 
to undertake actions for human rights than some others.  

In terms of the importance of this result, it is worth clarifying that three 
alternative results could have been possible. First, there may have been no 
significant differences between social class indicators and willingness to engage in 
actions for human rights. I would have preferred this result, because it would have 
implied that the Finnish educational system produces human rights education that 
is equal for different students and that the educational system and I both sufficiently 
understand the personal situations that students face. I would have considered this 
the best alternative from an ethical point of view.   

The second alternative is that the students who had higher past education and 
more cultural capital could have been less willing to engage in actions for human 
rights, and I would have had to deal with privileges in class. But this was not the 
case. Here, in this third case, it is reasonable to follow Bourdieu’s original idea and 
ask a theoretical question. We know from their earlier studies that educational 
institutions, and especially the language that is used in them, favor middle- or 
upper-class students. Concretely, the discourses we teachers use to refer to human 
rights, both before the students start their non-military service and during the 
education period, are perhaps unsuitable for these students.  It seems that the 
education system either produces these differences between students or is unable 
to level out these differences if they already existed before they began school. Even 
a 20-lesson course in adult education could not improve this issue, even if it used 
participatory teaching methods.   
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It is also possible, that the subject in question, human rights, may simply have 
been more interesting or important to those who belong to certain social classes. 
However, in terms of human rights itself, this does not seem to be a very credible 
explanation. On the contrary, it might also be argued that more privileged students 
have less need for the protection provided by human rights. It seems that the 
education system in Finland, my teaching included, does not sufficiently 
understand the personal situations of our students. To continue from what I wrote 
in Sub-chapter 4.5 about the teacher–researcher position, we should try to 
understand their individual circumstances better. And again, it is good to remember 
the critique of individuals’ actions made in the same chapter: I believe that 
individuals should have the opportunity to say that they are not willing to 
implement actions for human rights, at least as long as they are not in an official 
position that  legally obligates them to do so. However, it is a shame for the Finnish 
educational system in general if these students would like to undertake actions for 
human rights, but we teachers are unable to speak to them in ways that are 
personally relevant to them; that they would actually like to undertake actions for 
human rights, but we lack the language to make it happen (in addition to Bourdieu, 
this point is also connected to studies about the language used in class, see, e.g., 
Ekström & Lundholm, 2018; Quennerstedt, 2019).  

In addition to Bourdieu’s findings, these results, which imply a relationship 
between social class and a willingness to engage in actions for human rights, are 
in line with other findings concerning political participation in Finland. For 
instance, Lahtinen concludes that “Those with advantaged socioeconomic positions 
– that is, individuals with high educational qualifications, professional or 
managerial occupations and a high level of income – are the most likely to vote in 
elections” (Lahtinen, 2019, p. 3). The 2018 Finnish Youth Barometer showed that 
young people in Finland who had completed at least upper secondary education, 
tertiary education or were currently studying in tertiary education reported being 
more interested in politics in general (Finnish Youth Research Society & Finnish 
Youth Research Network, 2019, p. 3). The 2021 Youth Barometer contained a 
question on the importance of human rights to young Finnish people, but 
unfortunately did not contain information on the difference between upper 
secondary education and vocational education (Finnish Youth Research Society & 
Finnish Youth Research Network, 2022, p. 4). It is noteworthy that all these were 
quantitative studies and did not actually claim that the difference would arise during 
secondary education. It is also possible that there are differences between students 
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who choose vocational education and who choose upper secondary education at the 
time they complete their primary education.  

  Now I can summarize the issues that arose from combining the survey data 
and interview data results. In this analysis, the survey form respondents were 
divided into two groups; the first consisted of students who answered fully agree at 
least twice to questions on their willingness to undertake actions for human rights 
in the future. The second group consisted of students who never, or only once, 
answered the same questions. These groups were  “potential actors”  and 
“improbable actors,” respectively.  

The analysis of past education and cultural capital showed that students with 
less cultural capital, in this case especially those with vocational education and less 
cultural capital, reported significantly less willingness to carry out actions for 
human rights in the survey than the other students. In conclusion, in line with 
Bourdieu’s original ideas about the use of language in the classroom, it is important 
to find ways to also reach students who are disproportionately represented in a 
group that is less willing to implement actions for human rights.  

5.3 Views on how to enable students to undertake actions for 
human rights  

Research Question 3 was: 

RQ 3. What kind of ways to enable students to undertake actions for 
human rights can be identified in students’ viewpoints? 

Next, I report on the students’ viewpoints and what enabled them to carry out 
actions for human rights. These concern issues that may have been presented to me 
as personal troubles. For instance, some interviewees reported that they did not 
have enough spare money to undertake actions for human rights. Because this 
question is about finding ways to enable students engage in such actions, their 
personal troubles are significant. However, many of these issues are not fully 
personal because they also concern others. Lack of money is a good example of a 
public issue, because not only these young people, but also many other individuals 
who carry out non-military service, have significantly less money than many other 
Finns. This analysis concerns issues that the students usually presented as personal 
but that to me seemed inherently public.  

Table 11 summarizes the final themes and some relevant theoretical results 
mapped out in earlier human rights education literature and presents an overview 
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of how the final themes relate to past research in human rights education. Although 
the students also reported new issues during the interviews, many of their answers 
resonated with past research. The table presents a collection of enablers in human 
rights education: the addition of good-quality human rights education to the 
educational system; personal, mostly material obstacles, which can partly be solved 
in a classroom, but which could also be dealt with through educational and other 
policies; and the importance of a sense of meaning as the basis for carrying out 
more actions for human rights.  

Table 11. Final themes in thematic analysis. 

Themes Examples from earlier human rights education 

literature that are related to the theme  

1. Insufficiency of past human rights education Human rights education is insufficient in Finland (in 

schools) (Malama, 2011; Human Rights Centre, 

2014) 

Contradictions between abstract human rights 

knowledge and real-life problems (Ekström & 

Lundholm, 2018; Halme-Tuomisaari, 2010) 

2. Several obstacles presented as personal troubles 

are public issues in human rights education 

Material and situational issues in human rights 

education (Celermajer, 2017)  

Relational and motivational constructions of 

empowerment in human rights education (Tibbitts, 

2016)  

3. Students are more concerned about the 

meaningfulness of actions for human rights than 

their impact 

Relational and motivational constructions of 

empowerment in human rights education (Tibbitts, 

2016) 

Theme 1: Insufficiency of past human rights education  

I was already aware at the beginning of the study that human rights subject 
knowledge plays a role in getting students to engage in actions for human rights, 
but I was somewhat skeptical of its importance. In other words, I presumed that 
many issues other than sufficient human rights knowledge would be important in 
this respect. Still, it was surprising that the students commented that they would 
have liked to have obtained more information on human rights at school and that if 
they had received more information on the subject, they would have engaged in 
more actions for human rights. In conclusion, if we believe the students themselves, 
some of them would actually engage in actions for human rights if the education 
system offered good-quality human rights education.  
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R: … Did some mental change happen [to you] in your opinion during the 
course? It could be something factual, it could be something else. Or did this 
not happen, that is also an answer. 

I2: Well pretty much the kind of issues that I have never thought or even heard 
of before, in particular, I don’t remember from my school years any human 
rights issues or issues like that, I don’t remember that we discussed them much. 

R: Yes. Was it a good thing that we discussed them? 

I2: Yes, it was good, now I know something about issues I didn’t know about 
before. 

Then also: 

R: Thanks. Well. If we think of someone like you, and say that they would want 
to do more for these issues, what should I, or maybe some other educator, do? 
How could the idea of doing something to improve the issues be transformed 
into action? 

I17: … [one] should … 

R: You may also think about, although I’m not sure if it makes it easier.  

I17: We should simply talk about and teach this topic more. You don’t come 
across this issue very often anywhere, it’s not even discussed that much. 

R: Do you consider that odd? 

I17: Yes, a little. After all, it’s an important issue that affects the whole world, 
you’d think that the whole world would like to know about it. 

Interestingly, lack of prior information about human rights appeared to also affect 
classroom dynamics.  

I17: … Now and then I noticed there wasn’t so much discussion.  

R: Yes. What do you think was the problem? 

I17: It might be that it’s such a new topic, [people] have some information 
about it, but many chose this [educational program] because they didn’t have 
much knowledge. Then it’s a bit hard to answer to the questions. 

Another student reported that they would have liked a more academic course. Still, 
they understood my choices because there were also other students present.  
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R: But you feel that the treatment of issues was fairly balanced?  

I22: Yes, pretty well. It is a fairly abstract issue in many ways and for people 
who have been told nothing about these issues. It’s really hard to begin from 
nothing and right away be armed with the sharp sword of rhetoric.  

R: Well, do you feel, when surely it would have been possible to implement 
[the course] by beginning from a slightly higher level, but would that have been 
a good or bad idea with this subject?  

I22: Well maybe I’d have been more interested in starting from a slightly higher 
[level], but considering the group, the level at which we started was probably 
the right one.  

R: You understood it?  

I22: I understood. 

All these excerpts demonstrate that the fact that many students do not know much 
about human rights is a problem, even when teaching young adults. Because the 
Finnish education system does not seem to fulfil the promises made in the national 
curriculum, I, as an adult educator, must begin my courses with the presumption 
that some young adults have not received much human rights education in school. 
Of course, some of the students know more than the average (although not 
necessarily much), but many know very little. Therefore, I must use a significant 
amount of time teaching the basics, although I would like to speak more about 
actions for human rights. In addition, it is hard to please everyone at the same time 
when the students’ backgrounds vary so much. Consequently, the teaching may be 
too basic for some students who would prefer a more advanced curriculum.     

The interviews included one exception to these excerpts: One student reported 
having participated in a good upper secondary education course in geography called 
“The Wealthy and the Poor World.” However, according to the student, this course 
was not part of the national curriculum but a special course in their school only. 
The student also reported that they had learnt more on my course, so this exception 
does not really contradict my conclusions. Otherwise, no one, not even the 
interviewees with tertiary education, reported that they had too much human rights 
education during secondary and primary education, both of which almost all the 
interviewees had completed. 

Previous results have been more concerned with the quantity of human rights 
education in schools. However, some students commented on issues concerning the 
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quality of education in schools. I begin with a discussion I had with one of my 
students. During the interview, they stated that they were very interested in climate 
change, but that it was not a study theme (it was a generative theme, which was 
chosen together with the students). Consequently, I had a few more questions for 
them:   

R: Does it bother you that climate change was not chosen [as a study subject] 
with others? 

I20: I can’t say that, because it’s not a human rights issue as such, because 
[BREAK] nobody is, strictly speaking, directly oppressed. It only affects 
human rights from one side, but I can’t be bitter that we didn’t cover it in class. 

R: Could you say that again, why do you think it’s not a human rights issue? 

I20: Well, I… OK, it can be a human rights issue, but I think it’s not about one 
factor directly oppressing people, like some dictator somewhere, but it’s 
something that people have caused and that indirectly affects people through 
climate change, which then [affects] human rights and causes human rights 
conflicts. Think about people who have to flee from somewhere because of 
drought or so on. That causes different human rights questions in principle. 

R: I must ask an additional question: Why do you think we find it easier to see 
those direct effects as a human rights issue, but not necessarily climate change 
in the same way? 

I20: Well. It probably originates from that the fact that even if people have 
caused climate change, they’ve not directly done anything to others, but it’s 
nature and climate that affect people’s lives, of course through people’s acts. 

In fact, this student knew that it was a human rights issue, because, for instance, “a 
right to housing” was one and “a right to a standard of living adequate for the health 
and well-being of himself and his family”  was another, and the people in question 
most probably had legitimate concerns in the situation they referred to as “all 
people who have to flee from somewhere.” Still, it seems that they did not consider 
it a legitimate subject for a human rights course. 

The interviewees also presented other similar reports during the interviews. 
They stated that if there had been more discussion about certain themes, they would 
have been more interested, but they did not consider these issues to be human rights. 
For instance, another student reported that they were not willing to undertake 
actions for human rights, but that they could consider volunteering for food help. 
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This was interesting, because a right to food is a human right. A third student 
reported that they chose not to propose a particular subject related to a marginalized 
group in the cooperative planning phase of the course, because they doubted the 
legitimacy of their proposal. In reality, the human rights of individuals who belong 
to the group in question may be violated often, but the public does not easily 
recognize this fact because this group is marginalized.  

These findings also demonstrate that on the one hand, students with none or 
little experience in human rights may see discussions on human rights as very 
abstract and therefore totally irrelevant to their lives. On the other hand, those who 
know more about the subject may see the relationships between human rights 
discourse and their lives more clearly. Chance or not, it was also relevant to note 
that all the three discussions presented above (on climate change, food help and a 
marginalized group) were with students whose reports I used for constructing the 
Listener and Interested types, in other words, with students who reported not being 
so keen to engage in more actions for human rights in the future. Thus, the students 
who reported that they were not so willing to engage in actions for human rights 
considered some other human rights-related actions to be important, but did not 
realize that these actually were a way in which to implement actions for human 
rights. Perhaps I could have found a way to get these students to engage in actions 
for human rights during the course, and maybe the advocacy skills I taught them 
were not as useful as they should have been.  

I must add that even I, as a human rights expert, am all but immune to narrow 
thinking. One of the interviewees even presented the example of donating blood 
and organs35 as an action for human rights during the interview, and I had to think 
for a moment to see how they were right.  

How do these examples explain the relationship between the quality of the 
education in Finland and students’ willingness to undertake actions for human 
rights? First, these students may see the opportunities to undertake actions for 
human rights too narrowly. In reality, there may be suitable ways for them to do so, 
but if they lack knowledge of both the problems and ways in which to resolve them, 
this can be a problem.    

 
35 Blood may be donated through an NGO, the Finnish Red Cross, so in Finland it is an example of an 
action for human rights. Organs are not precisely donated; in Finland, health care organizations may 
use organs from someone who has not opposed this during their lifetime, even without their express 
consent. Still, both I and the interviewee consider the expression of intent to give one’s organs wilfully 
for others after death an intention to undertake an action for human rights. 
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Second, there is the question of legitimacy. In other words, all these students 
seemed to be aware of the problems and possibly even their links to human rights. 
However, they did not seem to regard these issues as legitimate subjects for a 
human rights course. The last argument is especially relevant in the case of the 
student who was concerned about people who belong to marginalized groups and 
whether their human rights are fulfilled. If these students have not convinced 
themselves that they can present these issues as human rights issues on a course to 
me or their peers, they are also unlikely to advance these issues in other forums. In 
other words, it may be difficult to undertake actions for human rights if one thinks 
that certain issues are human rights but do not regard their own thoughts as 
legitimate ways of thinking about human rights. Tibbitts has already presented this 
relation: “Reflecting and recognizing that one’s personal values are consistent with 
those contained in international human rights standards or that one’s personal 
experiences of discrimination are shared by others, can also be empowering” 
(Tibbitts, 2017, p. 11). If a student has not already realized that international human 
rights deal with the issue in question or thinks that their own experience is only a 
personal experience, they may end up undertaking fewer concrete actions for 
human rights.   

Third, the example of climate change also presumes that the student sees 
human rights narrowly rather than holistically. In fact, climate change is both an 
environmental issue and a human rights issue. Still, the student in question seemed 
to think that because it was an environmental issue, it could not be a human rights 
issue. All these three sets of results are directly related to past research on abstract 
human rights knowledge, which students cannot necessarily relate to real-life 
problems in the right way (e.g., Ekström & Lundholm, 2018; Quennerstedt, 2019) 
and the ways in which human rights experts have legitimized certain ways of 
thinking about human rights (Halme-Tuomisaari, 2010). As a result, other ways of 
understanding human rights may not seem legitimate. 

Theme 2: Several obstacles presented as personal troubles are in fact 
public issues in human rights education  

Although teachers are unable to influence their students’ past education in human 
rights, they can, at least theoretically, fully affect the way in which they teach in 
class. However, during the interviews, the students presented two issues as personal 
obstacles to undertaking more actions for human rights which were not purely 
personal. First, they spoke about troubles that seemed to be public as well as 
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personal; issues that I still had ways to address in class. Second, they spoke about 
troubles that seemed to be public issues almost totally outside the control of an 
individual student or teacher.  

Examples of the first kind of issues were not having enough money or time. 
The students reported having other, more interesting things to do, which may imply 
either lack of time, willingness, or both. One student also reported that in their 
current life situation, they did not have the will to make the right choices. 

R: [In the survey] there were [questions] like do you have the power to affect 
these issues, do you feel that you can affect the issues, or the reverse question 
that I do not believe I can make things happen. 

I18: Well, this is maybe more a matter of my personal management and lack of 
it, because I’m not really the kind of [person] who manages to do the right 
thing, or my mental capabilities are not great enough for worrying, so that’s as 
far as it goes. Maybe I don’t believe I could personally do anything, that a 
person like me could possibly change things. That I do believe. Or I don’t know 
how much, but at least something. It’s always better to do something than 
nothing. 

An excerpt from another interview:  

R: So, you have already carried out some actions, but if you think about or 
imagine a version of yourself who would do much more for these issues, what 
would have to happen before you became that kind of [person]? 

I20: I think that it’s generally a kind of, [BREAK] well this is a hard one. I 
think it’s more of a personal issue, I would need to have the kind of will to 
change more, nowadays I just do something sometimes, donate money or 
something, but to become more active, I would need a stronger willingness to 
promote these issues more. In principle, make more space in my current 
schedule. At the moment, why I don’t do more is because I can’t cope with it 
or I do something else and there’s not enough [time] left 

R: In a way that there are other interesting issues, so then in a way it doesn’t 
exist? 

I20: Yes. That there may be other interesting issues than personally acting for 
human rights so strongly that I just do something small every now and then, 
but it doesn’t go any deeper because there are other [issues] which in a sense 
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are probably not as important as human rights but are more interesting to me 
personally. 

It is notable in these answers that although many of the students reported these 
issues as personal troubles, at least some of them were in fact also public issues. If 
someone who carries out non-military service wants to donate money to good 
causes but feels that it is not possible due to a lack of money, for instance, it is both 
an individual choice and due to the way in which non-military service system is 
organized. Moreover, if some of these troubles are public issues, they are not 
something an educator can solve alone in a classroom. Still, there may be ways for 
the teacher to enable their students to carry out actions for human rights in these 
situations, by offering them alternatives, because there are many actions that are 
not very time- or money-consuming, such as voting or attending a demonstration.  

Lack of money can of course be a temporary problem for many because after 
entering working life, these students may have more money. At the same time, this 
result reveals something very strange about human rights education as a way of 
implementing human rights: human rights are usually taught to children and young 
people, who probably have the least resources to donate money. Not-so-young 
adults, who have more money, receive less human rights education.  

Obstacles such as a lack of money or personal management problems may also 
be temporary. To be honest, which of us teachers can ever know what our students 
will do later in their lives? Even if I could achieve the impossible with my methods, 
and conclude that the students whose reports most resembled the Enthusiast or 
Engaged types will more probably engage in actions for human rights in the near 
future, I cannot know this for certain. The kind of interest reported by the students 
who have more temporal troubles may also be very important. Therefore, it might 
be useful to take these concerns seriously.   

However, another group of issues was more difficult for both students and 
teachers to solve, because the issues themselves seemed to be outside the direct 
control of both of them. These included concrete actions being seen as difficult 
because companies or powerful individuals have so much power, or considering 
many actions dangerous.  

R: But does anything come to your mind from this course, or you may also use 
examples from other lessons you have attended, situations when this works, 
when you have become convinced enough, if this influencing by shopping does 
not convince you, or does everything feel as cumbersome? 
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I4: Well, yes, they then, pretty much all is, when we look at how human rights 
are fulfilled across the world and so on. For a long time in all states, including 
Finland, there were these old-fashioned systems and there were never any 
changes. Even if many people wanted it, I don’t know, somehow it feels like 
that. All these Amnesties [the student used the plural] and so on, yes they’re 
for a good cause, but they don’t have much say in this capitalist world where 
people only collect money36. 

These issues were presented as personal troubles, although they were hardly 
personal, because they were related to the ways in which economic and political 
systems are organized. In addition, reports that indicated that the students would 
like to see the results of their actions might relate to economic and political systems, 
because the systems themselves are so enormous that they may hide the concrete 
effects of otherwise meaningful actions. The ways in which economic and political 
systems have been organized affect the concrete situations in which students 
implement actions, because although it is possible to make better choices in terms 
of human rights, the existence of powerful actors does not make the actions easy. 
For instance, making choices that support human rights when buying everyday 
products in the supermarket is not always easy, because some producers have a 
great deal of power (the production of many everyday products has impacts on 
human rights, but companies generally have no legal obligations to make any 
possible impacts of the products visible to the consumer, and often decide not to 
make potential problems public). An individual teacher has little direct influence 
on these issues, which are related to the workings of economic and political systems. 

In summary, teachers have some power to influence Theme 1, insufficiency of 
past human rights education, and some power to influence personal troubles such 
as lack of money or time (at least by introducing options that are not constrained 
by lack of money or time). Still, the issues that are related to how economic or 
political systems have been organized requires other solutions from policymakers. 
In other words, both teachers and students are in a difficult position if the aim is to 
get them to implement actions for human rights, because they cannot fully change 
the material and situational factors (Celermajer, 2017) with which they live.  

 
36 Interestingly, if I had studied critical thinking, I would probably have seen that the student was making 
a critical report in the last sentence. However, in this study, and with my theoretical instruments, I must 
say that in this situation they do not consider that human rights norms should obligate them to implement 
actions for human rights for other people, and that they do not believe that they have much power to 
change human rights issues for the better.  
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Interestingly, although this study revealed many kinds of issues that were 
reported as personal troubles but actually seemed to be public issues, the material 
and situational factors that were present in the situations in which concrete actions 
should be undertaken were often not regarded in human rights education literature 
as an obstacle to engaging in actions for human rights (cf. material and situational 
factors in Celermajer, 2017; motivational and relational constructions of 
empowerment in Tibbitts, 2016).    

Theme 3: Students are more concerned about the meaningfulness of 
actions for human rights than their impact 

The existence of powerful individuals and companies provide some possible 
explanations for the answers that the students gave in the survey to questions on 
the belief that one can bring about changes in human rights issues. To remind the 
reader, the item about belief was based on the relational conceptualization of 
empowerment (Tibbitts, 2016), which is also closer to the question of whether a 
student can make a significant impact on human rights issues. The item’s sum 
variables’ averages were lower in absolute terms than those of the other three items 
(learning motivation, willingness, and advocacy skills). Of course, it is also 
important to remember that averages do not mean everything: For example, some 
of the belief questions were very demanding (e.g., the claim: I have a great deal of 
power to influence the human rights situation in Finland). Still, the students also 
reported doubts over their real power during the interviews.  

Although the students did not consider it easy to influence human rights issues, 
the interviews offered one additional enabler, which was related to the question of 
motivational empowerment in human rights education. Interestingly, although the 
students reported that powerful actors made it hard to believe that they would have 
a significant impact on the world and answered the questions about belief that one 
can bring about changes in human rights issues in the survey in ways that implied 
that they doubted their real power, the interviewees only seldom reported that such 
difficulties would fully prevent them from undertaking actions for human rights. 

According to my interpretation, only two of the 22 interviewees were ready to 
consider the difficulty of making a significant change in the world an obstacle. At 
the same time, 20 other students reported that even “smaller” actions for human 
rights were worthwhile (still meaningful), even if they did not necessarily have 
major impacts on the world. Interestingly, this number also included two students 
whose reports were closest to the Listener type: They both seemed to consider these 
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actions meaningful but at the same time were not very willing to undertake them 
themselves (in other words, it was fine if somebody else undertook these actions).  

  To concretize, the abovementioned kind of report (here again as a reminder) 
was a rarity, and represented only two of the 22 interviewees: 

R: But does anything come to your mind from this course, or you may also use 
examples from other lessons you have attended, situations when this works, 
when you have become convinced enough, if this influencing by shopping does 
not convince you, or does everything feel as cumbersome? 

I4: Well, yes, they then, pretty much all is, when we look at how human rights 
are fulfilled across the world and so on. For a long time in all states, including 
Finland, there were these old-fashioned systems and there were never any 
changes. Even if many people wanted it, I don’t know, somehow it feels like 
that. All these Amnesties [the student used the plural] and so on, yes they’re 
for a good cause, but they don’t have much say in this capitalist world where 
people only collect money. 

Interestingly, even the student in question seemed to consider at least some actions 
for human rights meaningful, because the excerpt contained the phrase “yes they’re 
for a good cause, but they don’t have much say.” In other words, at least some 
NGOs act in meaningful ways, and their actions can also be considered morally 
commendable. However, according to the excerpt, their actions do not have enough 
impact, and this is a problem.  

In comparison, the reflection of about 20 of the 22 interviewees suggests that 
the students found it meaningful to implement actions for human rights, despite 
them not having many major impacts: 

R:  … One more question. If I had not asked it like that but had asked another 
kind of question; do you believe that if you did something, your action would 
have meaning, would it be meaningful to act? If I ask you about believing in 
this different way, does that change anything? 

I18: Well, I do believe that it always has a meaning, that if you put something 
on Twitter, it’s a small and undemanding task, but if it reaches others who begin 
to think another way and then also do something, yes maybe you have 
accomplished something. 

R: But is it sort of more relevant to think that an action is meaningful in itself 
than to think that the world will improve with my message on Twitter? 
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I18: Well, you shouldn’t think that you can personally end famine because then 
you’ll just be disappointed or live under delusions. I mean it’s better to do 
something and take whatever comes of it. I’m not sure if I answered the 
question. 

In fact, the students’ reports can be described by an oxymoron: It seems that it is 
not necessary to have much power to feel empowered, if empowerment is 
understood in a motivational way, a way that emphasizes an individual’s attitudes 
and beliefs. If empowerment is understood in the relational way, both the survey 
and interview data suggest that students do not generally feel very powerful.    

Consequently, it seems that it is not necessary for a teacher to ask students to 
save the world by themselves or to try to convince them that they have a great deal 
of power: These would be difficult tasks for a teacher. It might be enough to only 
ask the students to engage in at least some actions for human rights in situations 
for which they consider the actions worth the effort. According to the reports, this 
might be enough of a reason for many students. 
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6 Discussion 
The aim of this study was to find ways to educate young adult students with diverse 
backgrounds to undertake actions for human rights. Here I present the main results. 
First, I found four ideal types that characterize the distinct stances toward making 
actions for human rights. These types clarify the ways in which the students 
interpreted their human rights obligations and the changes in their willingness to 
undertake actions for human rights during the course. Second, the study 
investigated the relationships between social class indicators and willingness to 
undertake actions for human rights. Students who had only vocational education 
and less cultural capital were statistically significantly less willing to engage in 
these actions. Third, in the thematic analysis, I identified various obstacles that 
limited students’ engagement in actions for human rights. The students reported 
practical difficulties that hindered but did not seem to prevent them from 
undertaking actions for human rights in the future.  

In this chapter, I discuss the importance of the central findings of my work. I 
also consider theoretically-grounded but practical ways in which to apply these 
results. Drawing from the student voice literature, I apply the principles of both 
pedagogical responsibility and countersentence to my research findings. According 
to the principle of pedagogical responsibility, the process of listening to students’ 
voices must not be tokenistic: The viewpoints collected from students should have 
consequences in educational practice. In addition, according to the concept of 
countersentence, a student voice study may have special meaning if it challenges 
existing knowledge on educational practice. I begin with my interpretations of the 
students’ viewpoints and then discuss more concrete applications of the main 
findings for teachers. I end with the limitations of this study and recommendations 
for further research. 

6.1 Students’ viewpoints as a source of information on their past 
educational paths 

The results show whether young Finnish adults receive the necessary knowledge 
and skills to implement actions for human rights during their educational path and 
before they become adults. First, the results imply that good-quality human rights 
education at school could enable young adults to engage in actions for human rights, 
as the students did not seem to know enough about the topic before the course. Not 
receiving enough human rights knowledge at school did not seem to depend on the 
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students’ social class but did concern their different backgrounds. This result also 
had a practical consequence, as, although I would usually emphasize advocacy 
skills in my teaching as an adult educator, I had to reduce the time allocated to 
discussing these skills during the lessons, because the students chose study themes 
that were related to human rights knowledge rather than advocacy skills.  

Second, it seems, at least in the data in this study, that there were significant 
differences in willingness to undertake actions for human rights in the student 
population. Although Finland is a relatively equal country compared to many other 
countries in the world, in terms of the Gini Coefficient for instance, these 
differences between the students’ willingness implied class-related differences 
between the students. However, this data, did not enable me to discern whether 
human rights education was organized qualitatively very differently in vocational 
education than it was in upper secondary school for these students. However, it is 
entirely possible that there are differences between students who choose vocational 
education and those who choose upper secondary education. In any case, according 
to the data, Finnish primary and secondary schools do not seem to very effectively 
leveling out these differences if they already exist in the student population. The 
difference seemed to be so great that even a whole course dedicated to the topic of 
human rights, which lasted 20 lessons and which utilized participatory teaching 
methods, did not level out this difference.   

Third, the data indicated that many of the adult students did not seem to have 
very extensive knowledge of how to undertake actions for human rights and/or 
reported having doubts about their power to change human rights issues in the 
world. Regarding advocacy skills, many students reported in the interviews that 
they had not received enough knowledge on human rights at school and the mean 
of the answers to the advocacy skills dimension in the survey was not very high in 
absolute terms (however, in the latter case it is good to remember that the reliability 
of the item might have been higher). The students’ beliefs that they could bring 
about changes in human rights issues were visible in the mean of the answers to the 
corresponding belief item in the survey. Both results are in many ways ironic, 
because Finland is a relatively equal country. Although students have wide-ranging 
opportunities to enjoy and exercise their Civil and Political Rights (UN, 1966a) in 
Finland, they do not seem to have enough knowledge about how to utilize these 
rights to advance human rights issues. In addition, although many Civil and 
Political Rights but also Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (UN, 1966b) were 
fulfilled quite well in the students’ cases––they had relatively good access to 
healthcare and education, and could probably see the effects of human rights in 
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their lives––they still did not seem to generally believe that they had any power to 
improve the world. 

If our aim is to make Finnish students competent and willing to undertake 
actions for human rights, these three kinds of findings imply three kinds of 
recommendations for Finnish educational policy. First, it would be important to 
strengthen human rights education in preschool and primary and secondary schools, 
and education should include teaching human rights knowledge and advocacy skills. 
Strengthening human rights education in different school levels has also been 
recommended earlier in a national evaluation of human rights education (Lampinen, 
2014, p. 47; Vainio & Rusanen, 2014, p. 45), but I emphasize that teaching 
advocacy skills would also be important. Second, although this study does not 
answer the question of why the willingness to undertake actions for human rights 
varies between students from different backgrounds, its findings emphasize the 
importance of listening to the students to understand why they see actions for 
human rights in different terms and to find concrete solutions for different students. 
This finding also emphasizes the importance of teachers themselves reflecting on 
whether the version of actions for human rights they teach is a class-dependent 
choice, and whether some other alternative actions exist that are not necessarily 
those that the teachers would undertake themselves, but which could still be 
relevant to the student population. The findings also highlight the importance of 
analyzing curricula that include human rights topics from a class perspective.  

Third is the question of disbelief in the power of an individual. It is of course 
notable that the data also indicated that although the means for the belief dimension 
in the survey were low in absolute terms, according to thematic analysis, the 
students were not so worried about the impact of their actions. The question that 
remains is why individual students have so many doubts, despite seeing that many 
of their own human rights are fulfilled. This suggests that, in addition to the ideal 
situation, we should also discuss positive examples with students or compare the 
current situation to that in the past (Sikkink, 2017). Indeed, Sikkink has argued that 
the advancement of human rights can be compared in two ways, to the ideal and to 
history. The first of the comparisons is problematic because we do not live in an 
ideal world in which all people’s human rights are fulfilled. Our world is imperfect, 
and it will probably never reach the ideal (Sikkink, 2017, pp. 32–35, 48–49). Still, 
in the second kind of comparison, we can look at the improvements made over the 
years. Sikkink, for instance, presented statistics on the decrease in the number of 
people killed in genocides and politicides and the decrease in hunger and infant and 
child mortality (Sikkink, 2017, pp. 142–151). Many other contemporary texts also 
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argue this point, such as Rosling and others (2018) and Pinker (2018). UN statistics 
are also readily available.  

We can also remind students about the history of human rights. I usually do 
this on my courses and did so during this study. Many of the facts are encouraging. 
The history of human rights includes issues such as slavery or colonialism, which 
were once accepted as the status quo (Donnelly, 2013, p. 22). Although the change 
for the better has not been fast, it has been significant. History is also full of 
examples of processes in which new issues have been accepted as new human rights 
because people other than the potential rightsholders have worked to make them a 
reality. In other words, in many cases, human rights activists and other “norm 
entrepreneurs” have thought about and advocated the rights of people other than 
themselves. This fact could be an effective antidote to cynicism. 

6.2 Students’ views of me as a human rights actor: A lighthouse 
metaphor 

Chapter 2 contained an overview of human rights education research. A glance at 
the literature (or at Table 1) emphasizes that human rights education is often 
considered a relationship between the student and the teacher. The teacher seems 
to have the power to help students undertake actions for human rights. The question 
is more about finding the right way to present human rights knowledge and using 
suitable pedagogies, which may be rooted in concepts such as transformativity or 
global citizenship. This argument is also valid if we consider the UNDHRET 
principle of empowerment. In these examples, it is primarily the teacher who is 
supposed to make the change. Of course, there are some examples of the contrary, 
such as Celermajer (2017), who considers the material and situational factors as 
constraining actions for human rights, or Ganote and Longo (2015), who see 
individualistic thinking as a problem. Still, even these examples presume that the 
teacher is the primary actor who makes human rights education happen. Not 
perhaps the only actor, but nevertheless an important one. 

However, when I was conducting the interviews, one of the most surprising 
observations I made was that the students frequently reported and reflected on 
issues that were outside my direct control as a teacher. Some of these issues, such 
as practical obstacles that the students claimed to have in their personal lives, were 
in some ways under their own control. Still, several issues were outside both their 
control and mine––issues that also seemed to me to be very public. 
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If this dilemma is illustrated on a continuum and two ocean-related metaphors 
to describe a teacher, one end of the continuum could be a maritime pilot, an actor 
that is responsible for directing ships to the shore, in other words enabling the 
student to implement actions for human rights. However, according to my 
interpretations of the students’ viewpoints, a much better metaphor for me would 
be a lighthouse. I mean an old-fashioned lighthouse, as technological advancements 
mean newer lighthouses no longer always have a light source. Like lighthouses, 
teachers can show students better directions, but the students must make the 
decisions of where to go themselves. However, teachers are also human, and our 
heads do not always blink so brightly.         

This theoretical insight has several practical consequences. First, although the 
data contained examples of changes in the ways students interpreted their 
normative obligations (see Table 7 again), these obligations essentially seemed to 
remain quite constant during the human rights courses in this study. This finding 
emphasizes the fact that adult education is not necessarily the best time to advance 
human rights. This argument is in line with that of Struthers (2020) and Flowers 
(2017), who claim that human rights education should begin in childhood, at a time 
that is important in the formulation of moral obligations. Struthers continues that 
this teaching should be provided in childhood even if many teachers and 
educational theorists argue that the topic of human rights is too abstract for small 
children (Struthers presents arguments from both sides in Struthers, 2020, pp. 90–
98, 105–108; see also Flowers, 2017, p. 328). My argument does not necessarily 
mean that a teacher should start talking about the most serious human rights 
violations in Grade 1, but that what a teacher could do, for example, is talk about 
the close relationships children have, and point out that these are also human rights.  

Interestingly, the last point also raises the question about the role of parents in 
educating their children in human rights issues, although their responsibilities are 
qualitatively different to the responsibilities of policymakers (about the importance 
of parents in teaching global issues, see Conolly, 2019, pp. 20–22). In addition, 
although this study focused more on issue knowledge than organizational practices, 
the literature review also confirmed that there are organizational ways to take the 
importance of normative concerns into account. Here it is possible to look at 
educational materials that concentrate on practices within educational institutions 
(e.g., Hantzopoulos, 2016; Osler & Solhaug, 2018). 

Second, during the interviews, the students also reported personal troubles that 
actually seemed to be public issues. Solutions to such issues concern educational, 
economic, and social policy. For instance, why do students report that they do not 
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have enough time and/or money to undertake actions for human rights, and why 
do young adults not have enough money in the first place? In addition, for a teacher, 
these findings emphasize the importance of finding ways to support individuals in 
their own concrete situations. 

Third, we can ask whether the students in this study are generally very wise 
when they are pointing to solutions that emphasize that the important actors in 
human rights are not perhaps teachers and individual students? In this situation they 
are actually referring to (perhaps without actually being aware of it themselves) the 
way in which human rights systems and human rights treaties are organized. 
According to such treaties, the most substantial obligations to advance human 
rights––legal obligations––belong to states, because they are parties to the treaties. 
In practice, the legal responsibility to protect human rights belongs to politicians, 
civil servants, and other workers in states and in municipalities. In comparison, 
ordinary individuals, which students usually are, may only have moral obligations 
to advance human rights. As students regard powerful companies as the problem 
and as causing human rights violations, the legal responsibility to resolve the issue 
belongs primarily, at least for the time being, to states and not to them (see Ferreira, 
2013, p. 67 again). A student who asks “Why me?” is right in many ways.  

6.3 Adapting results to diverse student groups: Questions from 
Values and Awareness – Socialization model in human rights 
education 

According to the students’ viewpoints, there is no one way of getting them all to 
undertake actions for human rights. On the contrary, we need to understand that 
different students have different backgrounds and different stances toward 
undertaking these actions. These results have consequences for the choice of a 
suitable collection of human rights knowledge for them.  

In human rights education research, there are various ways to generally 
describe the ways of organizing human rights education in different educational 
settings (e.g., Bajaj, 2011; Tibbitts, 2017). Of these different generalizations, I 
chose to apply the Values and Awareness – Socialization model in human rights 
education, because Tibbitts’ model is generally known in the field (the article, and 
the earlier version Tibbitts, 2002, is referenced often in human rights education 
texts) and also a very general way of characterizing education in a context in which 
students have to study, as is often the case in formal education. Therefore, it covers 
some of the essential elements of human rights education practice. Bajaj’s 
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alternative is based more on data in the Indian context, which differs from the 
Finnish context to quite an extent. I considered Tibbitts’ model the most suitable, 
as it characterizes a general context, although some of the issues would also be 
relevant to Bajaj’s “HRE for Global Citizenship” model (Bajaj, 2011, pp. 491–497). 
I also considered Tibbitts’ model suitable because my students are not studying 
voluntarily, and the teaching is conducted in an institution that resembles 
institutions in formal education. Therefore, I believe that NMSC is closer to formal 
education than professional or activist education, which are two other alternatives 
introduced by Tibbitts. 

 According to the model, topics such as “General human rights theory, history 
and content, with some attention to learner’s rights” and “general treatment [of 
human rights norms and standards], with reference to promote social behavior” are 
usually taught in these circumstances (Tibbitts, 2017, p. 15, in addition to these two, 
Tibbitts argues that the model should include a theory of change, which is usually 
missing from concrete educational settings, Tibbitts, 2017, p. 8). These two topics 
most probably characterize the human rights issues that are taught in many school 
contexts. In a way, this adaptation aims to cover some of the essential elements of 
which an advanced theory of change should consist. 

However, the results of this study, especially the answer typologies, question 
the use of the usual topics of the model in a class with students who have such 
diverse notions of actions for human rights. In fact, the model, whether or not it is 
accompanied by some sort of theory, consists of topics that should be quite suitable for 
classes in which all the students think in the same as the Enthusiast type students in this 
study: actually, the way in which they reported thinking before the course. For these 
students, general treatment of human rights theory, history, and content and general 
treatment of norms and standards, accompanied by the application of some theory 
of change, may be a fairly good combination of human rights topics. However, if 
any students in the classroom think in a way that is closer to any of the other three 
types, the same topics are unlikely to be optimal for them. In other words, the model 
seems to include the implicit assumption that students are similar: they do not know 
much about human rights beforehand and they are willing to implement actions for 
human rights if they are told how human rights or related actions can solve global 
problems. However, the model seems to be either suboptimal or ineffective if the 
student thinks otherwise about or knows the issues. 

Thus, I ask student voice-inspired questions from the Values and Awareness – 
Socialization model to emphasize the problems of teaching certain topics to diverse 
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groups. Figure 6 visualizes this. Before going deeper into my questions, it is first 
important to understand what I mean by different topics. 

General human rights theory, history, and content and a general treatment 
of human rights norms and standards: The topics in the model are probably clear 
enough. In addition to these, the results of this study emphasize two other important 
topics.   

Advocacy skills: These include issues that do not deal directly with human 
rights issue knowledge as such, but concern the concrete ways in which students 
can engage in concrete actions for human rights. For example, sharing information 
about human rights, NGOs and their work, and how a student can participate. 
Preferably the content also concerns actual situations that students face in their own 
lives (as presented in Celermajer, 2017, p. 172). 

Challenging and overcoming obstacles: Such topics are most important for 
students whose thinking resembles the Interested type––who are generally willing 
to implement actions for human rights but feel they have at least one practical 
obstacle that hinders them. For instance, they may feel that they do not have enough 
time or money. Still, there might be ways to convince them that not all actions for 
human rights are constrained by lack of time or money (by providing them with 
alternatives) or openly challenging the idea if their actions are in line with the way 
they see their own normative obligations.  

It is also important to understand what the model’s traffic lights mean. 
According to the results, a topic with a red light does not seem to be very relevant 
to students whose thinking resembles a particular type. A light green light seems to 
be suitable or has many advantages in the same situation. A yellow light means a 
mixed one: For instance, students whose thinking resembles the Engaged type do 
not necessarily need any more information on human rights theory, history, or 
norms, so although they are not necessarily against the idea of a teacher dealing 
with these issues, emphasizing them is not necessarily particularly effective. They 
may listen to the discussion and be interested in the topics, but actions are not 
necessarily the most sensible way of using their time. Instead, learning advocacy 
skills is possibly more useful for students who already value human rights. Three 
of the rows also have a dark green light. This option has many advantages in the 
case in question. 
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Fig. 6. Student voice-inspired questions from the Values and Awareness – Socialization 
model of human rights education. 

The model enables us to hypothesize what might happen with groups that include 
students with different stances toward actions for human rights. On my courses, 
the students whose reports resembled the Listener type seemed to have listened to 
and observed what happened during the courses. There was also evidence in the 
interviews that they had reflected on human rights issues during the course. 
However, according to their reports, they were not very willing to engage in actions 
for human rights and seemed not to consider human rights very personally 
important. Still, I gave “Challenging and overcoming obstacles” a yellow light 
because these students might still have engaged in some actions for human rights 
if they had known actions that were not very time-consuming. This was because 
they did not necessarily deny the validity of human rights norms, and could have 
engaged in some actions even if they denied the validity of the norms. However, 
they were not very willing to do so. 

Importantly, what became evident in this study, which was conducted using 
Freirean pedagogies, was that the interviewees who were, according to their reports, 
the least willing to undertake actions for human rights, were not actually against 
discussing the subject matter, as long as they could keep their own opinions, as one 
of the students directly stated. This raises the question of whether it would be useful 
to deal with the norms in a way that allowed students to save face instead of making 
them show others that they disagree with the teacher or with other students. An 
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example would be a roleplay-type of activity, during which students could play a 
role but at the same time hide their own opinions if they wanted to, one that includes 
opportunities for students to reconsider their own normative obligations.  

Students whose reports resembled the Interested type reported that they would 
like to undertake actions for human rights but mentioned at least one practical 
obstacle to doing so. Some of the reports implied that they had also had some 
knowledge of human rights before the course. In their case, I emphasized ways with 
which to challenge their obstacles. Still, it is good to note that such reflections may 
imply worry about real obstacles. The reports may also be socially acceptable 
excuses, because in a normative issue it might be better to defend oneself by 
appealing to external issues than to say that one is not really willing enough. If they 
are more like excuses, ways to deal with normative obligations that include a 
possibility to save face could be important. 

Students whose thinking resemble the Enthusiast and Engaged types are 
probably “easier”  for an educator, as they already share the normative basis for 
human rights. Here the issue for the teacher is the most effective topics for lessons: 
Many kinds of human rights topics would be important for these students. Still, the 
less a student knows about human rights or human rights violations at the beginning 
of the course, the more important it is to teach them the basics. If they know more, 
it might be better to concentrate on how they can implement actions for human 
rights rather than on issue knowledge. 

Of course, often the case is that almost every group of students includes some 
with different stances towards human rights and with different backgrounds, which 
means that compromises must be made regarding which choices are important in a 
concrete case. However, if no choices are made, there is a risk that teaching is only 
optimal for some students. For instance, if only the two first topics of the Values 
and Awareness – Socialization model are emphasized, it is assumed that the 
students do not know much about the subject and the teaching is only optimal for 
students whose thinking reported during the interviews is closest to that of the 
Enthusiast type. 

In other words, if such choices are not made, human rights education may be 
meaningless for many students. This is something that Freire, for instance, knew 
all along. I could quote several accounts from Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
(especially Freire, 1968/2000, pp. 94–97), but I will settle for a short one.  

It is not our role to speak to the people about our own view of the world, nor 
to attempt to impose that view on them, but rather to dialogue with the people 
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about their view and ours. We must realize that their view of the world, 
manifested variously in their action, reflects their situation in the world. 
Educational and political action which is not critically aware of this situation 
runs the risk either of “banking” or of preaching in the desert. (Freire, 
1968/2000, 96, emphasis in the original text.) 

The point is especially relevant in relation to students who interpret their normative 
obligations differently to their teacher. 

Although the data in this study were collected in a setting that resembles formal 
education, it is presumable that students who study human rights as a part of 
professional education may also be studying them as a compulsory subject. Many 
of these students follow professional ethics that are in line with human rights, but 
this does not necessarily mean that they are all willing to engage in actions for 
human rights in their professional roles (see Accountability – Professional 
Development model in Tibbitts, 2017, p. 15). It may be presumed that these 
students have different stances because they may be studying because they have to, 
as in the data of this study, and it seems reasonable for teachers to adapt to this 
possibility. It is important to note that although I often lack the opportunity on my 
courses to appeal to students’ professional values, because many of them have no 
profession yet, in professional education, this might be possible. If the students in 
these settings included professionals who did not consider human rights as 
obligating them, depending on the profession in question, teachers (and other 
employees) may still have the opportunity to appeal to not-so-willing professionals 
to adhere to human rights values and standards in their own professional roles (see 
Tibbitts, 2017, p.15; also for problems in presenting human rights too abstractly to 
professionals, see Celermajer, 2017; in addition to professional values, 
professionals should of course also adhere to the national laws that are in line with 
human rights treaties, which in fact may provide other opportunities in some 
educational settings).   

6.4 Study’s contributions to practices at the Non-Military Service 
Center 

To best describe how this study contributed to my own work, I would say that it 
provided me, and my colleagues who also teach human rights-related topics, with 
ways in which to understand the young adults in my class. It especially helped me 
understand how I could help different students implement actions for human rights 
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in their own lives and contribute to that aim as a teacher. All this enables me, and 
has already enabled me, every time I meet a new group of students to obtain a 
general idea of who how these young adults really are and what actions for human 
rights could interest them.    

Of course, because I had already taught my students for several years, some of 
the results were not entirely surprising. For instance, I already assumed before the 
study that human rights education during childhood would be much better, and I 
had good reason to hypothesize that the social class background of the students 
could be an important factor for engaging in actions for human rights. However, 
the difference was that during the study, I had the opportunity to examine these 
phenomena more systematically and in a more nuanced way than before. Many of 
the other results in this study were more surprising, in which case they acted as a 
countersentence for me, contributing to my understanding of the students who carry 
out non-military service, especially to understanding the ways in which they reason 
engaging in actions for human rights.  

  Still, could we learn to understand students’ viewpoints even more deeply? 
We could at least try. However, that is not to say that the understanding I have 
reached at this stage is not important. It should be noted that the level of 
understanding of the ways in which students reason undertaking actions for human 
rights revealed by the results of this study might be enough for an expert like myself 
to make sufficiently practical decisions in class, because they provide heuristic 
models for generalizing about students in class. Gigerenzer (2008, pp. 20–23), a 
scholar of decision-making theory, argues that heuristic models that limit the 
amount of information used to make decisions can have many advantages for 
making good decisions. For instance, “Simplicity [of a heuristic model] is not only 
a characteristic of beauty; it also enables fast, frugal, transparent and robust 
judgments” (Gigerenzer, 2008, p. 23, emphasis in the original text). This general 
understanding can always be expanded by directly asking each group of students 
about the concrete situations that they face.  

6.5 Limitations of the study 

The aim of this study was to find ways to educate young adult students with diverse 
backgrounds to undertake actions for human rights. Ultimately, it only covered 
some of the possible answers. Still, it is important to remember that some of its 
limitations are compromises in that they are the consequence of choices that have 
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their own advantages, such as the choice to use a short survey form, which 
decreases survey fatigue and maximizes the number of returned forms. 

 First, although saturation of the interview data makes it more secure to claim 
that the answers to RQ 1 and RQ 3 quite well represent young adults who carry 
out non-military service, the participants were not chosen by random and therefore 
the survey data did not statistically represent the whole group of individuals who 
carry out non-military service. Second, the study design primarily only captured 
the surface level of the students’ possible explanations because the interview 
questions were not very personal, for example, about the interviewees’ childhood, 
and the survey was short. Third, the themes created from the answer to RQ 3 were 
also affected by the shortness of the interviews, and thus the themes I constructed 
from the data are very general and concern only the surface meanings of the 
available explanations. Fourth, the students may have reported many issues from 
outside the classroom during the interviews because this might have been easier 
than talking about what the teacher did or about themselves. 

Fifth, one might ask whether RQ 1 has a fifth response type that is more critical 
toward actions for human rights than indifferent. It may be difficult to get students 
who think like this to come for interviews. In other words, the limitation of the 
interview method is that not all people consider it necessary to participate 
voluntarily in an interview. It can be hypothesized that this type might exist, as 
there is one even more critical stance than denial (repression) in the theory about 
human rights norms (Risse & Ropp, 2013, pp. 6–7). Either such students do not 
exist in the student population, or it is difficult to get them to participate in 
interviews. 

Sixth, the study design consisted of two levels. Because the courses were 
organized on the basis of a method of generative themes, the students had 
opportunities to affect this organization, and some of these reports were visible in 
Chapter 4. However, in this case design, the students’ viewpoints were mostly used 
to develop the human rights education that came after the current course. This 
choice also had advantages, like the fact that the students had opportunities to 
reflect on the whole course. However, the courses could have been organized in a 
way that the same students would have “benefited” more from their own voice. 
Because I was with the students for only four weeks, this kind of study design 
would not have been so easy to organize on this study site as on some others. Still, 
such study designs may of course be valuable in the future.   

Seventh, one may ask what version of explanations to the research questions 
my answers represent. Although I did not ask my students questions about their 
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actual gender identity, it is highly probable that most of them considered themselves 
men (see also Footnote 3). Consequently, do the results in fact represent a 
masculine version of young Finnish adults’ potential answers to the research 
questions (or the masculine version), and could a more feminine version of 
potential answers exist?  

6.6 Directions for future human rights education research 

This study demonstrated that listening to students’ viewpoints is one way to find 
more opportunities to get students to undertake actions for human rights. However, 
it offers results from only one educational setting, and therefore it would be 
important to collect and analyze student viewpoints on actions for human rights in 
many other educational settings.   

Of course, the data in this study are only a sample of student voices on the site 
and the results I report only covered student voices from some possible dimensions 
of actions for human rights. For instance, this report emphasizes questions about 
how different normative stances can be identified in students’ viewpoints or the 
importance of social class indicators. However, if we want to even better 
understand the different reasons students have for undertaking actions for human 
rights, many other dimensions could also be studied. For instance, the longest of 
my interviews lasted 34 minutes, and although a short interview has some strengths 
(e.g., the interviewees are probably alert the whole time), a longer one that goes 
deeper into the issues in the student’s private life could have produced other kinds 
of information. Actions for human rights have a vast array of dimensions that 
deserve further research. This is certainly a huge gap in the literature.  

The fact that students with vocational education and less cultural capital were 
statistically significantly less willing to engage in actions for human rights is 
important on two levels. If I combined this with other civic education research that 
claims that people who belong to certain social classes also participate less in 
political action than others, the relationship between social class and human rights 
action may receive more attention in teaching, educational policy, and research. 

By combining all the suggestions with the question of identifying what an 
action of human rights actually is, we can also ask whether the advocacy skills that 
were elicited directly from the students in the survey and the interviews are 
important to students from all backgrounds or to all students. In other words, are 
some actions for human rights especially important to young Finnish adults, that 
the teacher-researcher did not clearly identify here because the survey and 
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interviews included mentions about some actions for human rights that are 
generally considered to be important in civic education? Could some actions for 
human rights and relevant advocacy skills be especially important for young 
Finnish adults? In addition, are young adults in Finland different to those elsewhere? 

The students I met during the study produced viewpoints to the issues related 
to actions for human rights. Some of these viewpoints were shared by many, and 
some pointed to very personal opinions about undertaking actions for human rights. 
I hope that these viewpoints have provided the reader with new insights into the 
concrete situations in which students make their decisions, and would be happy to 
see other scholars take these conclusions forward. 
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Appendix 1: Survey in Finnish and in English  

Table 12. Guide for questions measuring actions for human rights in the future. 

Measurement item Question numbers (R = reversed question) 

Learning motivation 6, 8R, 12 

Willingness to undertake actions for human rights 7, 10R, 14 

Advocacy skills 9, 13R, 16 

Belief that one can bring about changes in human 

rights issues 

11, 15R, 17 

Note that the author had a different official forename during the time of the data 
collection. 
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Appendix 2: Interview questions in Finnish and in English 

Organisointi: 
 
1. (Kurssin yleinen organisointi:) Tällä kurssilla käsiteltävät ihmisoikeusasiat 
suunniteltiin nyt yhdessä; mitä mieltä olit sellaisesta toimintatavasta? 
2. Mitä mieltä olit käyttämistäni opetusmenetelmistä? Minkä tyyppiset menetelmät 
olivat itsellesi sopivia ja mitkä ehkä eivät?  
 
Lomakkeen käsittely: 
 
(Tähän väliin tarkentavia kysymyksiä haastateltavan täyttämästä 
kyselylomakkeesta) 
 
Tieto ja toiminta: 
3. Millaiset tiedot ja valmiudet ihmisoikeuksista mielestänne sai? Voit suhteuttaa 
asian käytettyyn tuntimäärään, mikäli haluat. 
(Tähän väliin tarkentavia kysymyksiä kyseisen kurssin suunnittelussa valittujen 
teemojen käsittelystä) 
4. Saitko itse taitoja myös toimia ihmisoikeuksien puolesta? 
5. Haluatko nyt toimia ihmisoikeuksien puolesta, ja miten kurssi mahdollisesti 
vaikutti tähän? 
6. Kurssilla oli puhetta ihmisoikeuksista ilmiönä, että siihen liittyvästä toiminnasta. 
Puhuttiinko toiminnasta mielestäsi liikaa tai liian vähän? 
7. Mikä edisti oppimista kurssilla? 
8. Mitä olisi pitänyt tehdä toisin, jotta olisit oppinut paremmin? 
9. Millä tavoin sinut saisi toimimaan enemmän ihmisoikeuksien puolesta? 
10. Tähän loppui valmiit kysymykset. Onko jotain muuta ihmisoikeuksien kannalta 
tärkeää, mitä kurssilla tapahtui tai mitä minun olisi hyvä tietää, mutta en keksinyt 
sitä kysyä? 
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Structure of the course: 
 
1. In this course, the study themes were decided on together. What did you generally 
like about this procedure? 
2. What did you like about the pedagogies I utilized during the course? Which type 
of pedagogies were suitable for you and which ones were not? 
Questions from a survey form the interviewee had filled out: 
 
(One or more questions from the answers) 
 
Questions on (human rights) knowledge and action:  
3. What kind of knowledge and skills related to human rights did you receive from 
the course? You can divide your answer between the number of lessons in the 
course.  
(Between 3 and 4: one or more questions from themes that the students had chosen 
during the course) 
4. Did you acquire more skills to engage in actions for human rights? 
5. Do you want to engage in actions for human rights now, and how did the course 
affect your willingness? 
6. The course included discussions on both human rights as a phenomenon and 
actions for human rights. Did we discuss actions too much or too little? 
7. What made learning easier during the course? 
8. What could have been done differently to support your learning? 
9. In what ways could you to undertake more actions for human rights? 
10. These were all the ready-made questions. Did anything important related to 
human rights take place during the course, or is there anything I should know that 
has not yet been brought up? 
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Appendix 3: Consent form for interviewees in Finnish and in English 

Allekirjoituksellani vahvistan, että yksilöhaastattelussa antamiani tietoja saa 
käyttää tutkimuksessa, jonka tarkoitus on kehittää nuorten aikuisten parissa 
tehtävää ihmisoikeuskasvatusta. Tutkimus julkaistaan osana Antti Kylänpään 
väitöskirjaa. 
 
Lomake ja haastattelut eivät sisällä arkaluonteisia tietoja. Henkilötiedot voi 
yhdistää vastauksiin vain tutkija. Tutkimuksen tulokset julkaistaan nimiä 
mainitsematta.  
 
Suostumukseni on mahdollista peruuttaa milloin tahansa eikä tutkimuksesta 
kieltäytyminen vaikuta Siviilipalveluskeskukselta saamiini palveluihin. 
 
Väitöskirjan ohjaajina toimivat Tampereen yliopiston professorit Marita Mäkinen 
ja Juha Suoranta sekä apulaisprofessori Hanna Toiviainen.
 
 
Tutkimuksesta lisätietoja antaa tutkija itse, ja häneen saa yhteyden työpuhelimesta 
ja -sähköpostista myös koulutusjakson jälkeen.
 
Allekirjoituksellani vahvistan, että hyväksyn tietojeni käyttämisen 
tutkimustarkoitukseen: 
 
 
Nimi (selvästi) 
 
Allekirjoitus 
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CONSENT 
 

By signing this document, I verify that the information I give during my interview 
may be used in this study, which aims to develop the human rights education of 
young adults. The study will be published as part of Antti Kylänpää’s dissertation 
for the Faculty of Education at Tampere University.  
 
The form and interviews contain no sensitive information. Only the researcher can 
combine personal data using the answers. No names will be published in the results 
of the study. 
 
I can withdraw my consent at any time, and my refusal to participate in the study 
will not affect any services available to me at the Non-Military Service Center. 
 
The Thesis is supervised by Professors Marita Mäkinen and Juha Suoranta and 
Assistant Professor Hanna Toiviainen.  
 
The researcher themself can provide more information on the study, and may be 
contacted on his work phone number and work email even after the education 
period. 

 
By signing this document, I verify that my information may be used in the study 
presented above.   

 
 

Name (clearly) 
 

Signature   
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Appendix 4: How the quotes were edited 

Quotes from the students are presented as they were said, but I have removed some 
fillers that do not contain any actual information (in Finnish for example niinku or 
totannoinnii) and have also removed unnecessary repetition. I also some additional 
information in brackets to better explain the quotes. Some of these remarks concern 
Finnish grammar. For instance, it is often possible to subtract subjects from Finnish 
sentences because other people may deduct the subject from the way in which the 
verbs are conjugated. In these cases, I have added my interpretations of the 
interviewee’s meaning in brackets. Although in each case I have had good grounds 
to think in this way, because I can see the whole conversation, misinterpretations 
are possible. The brackets may also contain other things of interest, such as long 
breaks between different words.  

Last, the numbers of the interviewees before the citations are not in an 
ascending, but a random order: I randomized the numbers after collecting the data. 
In other words, Interviewee I1 is not necessarily the first, and I22 is not necessarily 
the last. I did this to hide the identity of the interviewees from each other: had I not, 
the students on the first course would certainly have recognized at least the 
interviewees from that same course. This is also relevant in terms of saturation: 
interviewees 16 to 22 are not necessarily the last; they may also be some of the first.  
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