
Faculty of Arts and Education 
Educational Work

DISSERTATION

Karlstad University Studies
2009:36

Nina Thelander

We are all the same, 
but...

Kenyan and Swedish school children's 
views on children's rights



Karlstad University Studies
2009:36

Nina Thelander

We are all the same, 
but...

Kenyan and Swedish school children's 
views on children's rights



Nina Thelander. We are all the same, but... - Kenyan and Swedish school children's 
views on children's rights

DISSERTATION

Karlstad University Studies 2009:36
ISSN 1403-8099    
ISBN 978-91-7063-260-0  

© The Author

Distribution:
Faculty of Arts and Education
Educational Work 
SE-651 88 Karlstad
SWEDEN
+46 54 700 10 00

www.kau.se

Printed at: Universitetstryckeriet, Karlstad 2009



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

To Alexander, Pierre and Amelie 





Preface 

 
I’m nine years old and sitting together with my schoolmates in year three, in 
school, in a small village in Sweden. This day is a special day - we have a 
visitor in class. He is sitting on a chair next to the teacher’s desk at the very 
front of the class room. The visitor is telling us about his experiences from his 
mission as a peace keeping soldier in the UN operation in Cyprus. During the 
time he talks, he is showing slides, one shows him standing in a uniform and 
blue beret, squinting his eyes against the sun. Next to the squinting man in 
uniform and blue beret I can see  a picture on the black board, illustrating the 
white and blue United Nation flag,  the white pigeon with a green olive 
branch in its mouth, and the words HUMAN RIGHTS in white block letters. 

Many years later I’m sitting at Jomo Kenyatta International Airport, Nairobi 
Kenya, looking out the window into the dark African night, studded with 
stars, thinking about the places I have been to and people I have met during 
my first journey to Kenya. People I have met and talked to, especially all the 
children, have made a deep impression on me and more than ever I’m 
thinking of how daily life conditions and situations can differ from place to 
place around the world. While sitting at the airport thinking of both 
commonalities and differences of being a child and especially a school child 
in Kenya and in Sweden I’m also reflecting upon that both Kenya and 
Sweden have ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, meaning 
that children in both countries share the same rights even though they are 
living their every day school life under very different conditions and 
circumstances.  

 
Looking back, I believe that these two frozen moment pictures from my life, the first 

one as a school child illustrating an event in school, and the second one as an adult 

lecturer at the University, have influenced and inspired me to study children’s views 

on children’s rights. The process from idea to a completed thesis have taken more 

than five years, a period where the thesis project has been a part of my and my 

family’s life, consisting of both good times and rough times.  

 

When started working with this project someone told me that writing a doctoral 

thesis can be illustrated as trekking in a desert, without a map. Now, as I am about to 

actually reach the final destination on this trekking, I would like to express my thanks 

to those who have accompanied me during this challenging, adventurous and exciting 

journey. Some have been my accompanists all the way and some in parts of the 

journey. My heartfelt thanks to all of you. 

 



First of all I would like to thank the children involved, in Kenya and Sweden, for 

sharing their views on rights with me. Your contribution made this study possible on 

the whole. Many thanks to the teachers and principals in each school, for being 

supportive, and helpful with the arrangements round about the interviews. At the 

same time I would like to thank The Swedish National Agency for School 

Improvement and the Faculty of Arts and Education, Karlstad University for 

financing this dissertation. 

 

My warmest and sincere gratitude I wish to express to Professor Solveig Hägglund, 

Karlstad University, Sweden, my main supervisor, who enabled me to complete this 

thesis. Solveig, you have with wisdom, critical comments, and supportive guidance 

accompanied me the whole way. I have appreciated our many supervision hours 

where you have both challenged and supported me, and filled me with inspiration and 

energy to keep on walking. Through the years you have also encouraged me to 

present papers at international and national conferences that have given me 

opportunities to meet and discuss my work with other colleagues, all this have given 

me invaluable experiences. Thank you Solveig! 

 

I have also had the opportunity to have two assistant supervisors, Dr Tomas Saar, 

Karlstad University, Sweden and Professor Wanjiku Chiuri, Egerton University, 

Kenya, to whom I would like to express my gratitude. To Tomas for your support 

and critical and challenging comments which many times have made me  reflect upon 

my own position as a researcher and on my theoretical perspectives. To Wanjiku for 

the support, comments, and efforts you have made, especially when I have been in 

Kenya. Despite the distance, we have continuously met and discussed, lately mostly in 

cyberspace. Thanks for your help with the Kenyan research permit and for answering 

all my questions when interpreting the Kenyan interviews.  

 

A warm thank I want to address to those who have, in different phases commented 

upon texts I have written. A special thank to Professor Allison James, University of 

Sheffield, UK, who commented on my 50% text and made important contributions. 

And to Professor Héctor Pérez-Prieto, Karlstad University, Sweden, who contributed 

with valuable comments in the last phase and to the final text.  

 

Many thanks to my former colleague, Björg Ryan, at ‘Samhällskunskapen’, Karlstad 

University who introduced me to the exchange program in Kenya and with whom I 

have shared office, wild pedagogical ideas and many laughs for more than ten years. 



At the same time I want to thank the rest of the gang at ‘Samhällskunskapen’, Ann, 

Anders B., Anders Ö., Gerhard, Kenneth, Kerstin, Lars, Martin and Roger for having 

accompanied me with encouragement, support and  Friday–coffee, all the way. To 

Gösta, a former member of ‘the gang’, your ideas and thoughts have inspired me 

throughout the work of this thesis. 

 

To colleagues and friends at the department for Educational Science and to old and 

new fellow PhD students in Education and Educational Work, I would like to thank 

you all for interesting analytical discussions, and for moments of chatter and laughter. 

The ‘fikarum’ at this department has many times been the oasis on my trekking. In 

particular I want to thank my PhD-friends Katarina Ribaeus and Lovisa Skånfors for 

your encouragement and comments, especially during the last phase of writing, and 

for your help with proof reading the text.  

 

I also want to thank Cathrine Andersson–Busch, for always being so helpful and 

thoughtful. Ann Dyrman, for all your patient assistance with the references!  Christine 

Njiru, thank you for proof reading the text with your ‘Kenya glasses’ on. Suzan 

Kiratu for your assistance during my visits to Kenya and for your support answering 

all my questions. 

 

A special thank I want to express to my parents who have encouraged and 

accompanied me without exactly knowing what I have been doing. In different ways 

they have during my childhood expressed the idea of that all human beings are equal. 

Dad through his sense of humour and anecdotes and Mom through her political 

commitment and care, this has inspired me in the work with this thesis, and in life, 

and for that I am sincerely grateful.   

 

Thanks to relatives and friends who have supported my ‘trekking’ just by being there. 

Especially thanks to Christina Andersson, for your support and generosity. Johanna, 

for your encouragement and concern. Anita Johansson, my ‘oldest’ friend, thank you 

for always being there! To Elisabet Myrsell, my neighbor and accompanist during 

many walks, for supporting and helping the whole family with practical solutions 

when things ‘came up’. Ann Svensson, for your hospitality and for being so inspiring. 

To Sonja, for all your help and support during a hectic time. 

 

Last but not least, I would like to express my warmest thanks to my family for all 

your support, efforts and encouragement. To our children, Alexander, Pierre and 



Amelie, to whom I dedicate this thesis, I am eternally grateful for being a part of your 

childhoods and for reminding me of that children’s rights in practice is sometimes 

easier said than done. To Claes, my husband and companion through life, you have 

encouraged me the whole way, with love and care, and as time went on you have also 

improved your cooking. To all that I am heartfelt thankful. You’re the meaning in my 

life, you’re the inspiration. 

 

Karlstad in the summer of 2009  

Nina Thelander 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

Ohh, yes! We have heard about rights, and about women. They come to school and 
we have to sit there and they ask what we want and we do not know what we want 
(Tracey, Kenyan Town-school, October 2005). 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to document Kenyan and Swedish school 

children’s views on children’s rights. Tracey, in the quotation above, talks about 

her experiences of meeting children’s rights as a topic brought up in school. 

Her way of commenting this indicates that issues of children’s (and women’s) 

rights do not make any real sense for her. Besides that, Tracey mediates an 

experience where the subject of children’s rights is presented to her and her 

classmates from outside, by ‘them’ and not by familiar teachers.  

 

Tracey’s voice is one example of how children in this study responded to my 

questions on rights in relation to their daily lives. Her view on children’s rights 

as an abstract idea, presented from outside and with little or no relevance for 

her daily life, represents some of the children’s experiences. There are others as 

well which will be given space to later on. 

 

The point of departure for this study is the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (UNCRC1) and its claim to be universal independently 

where children live. As a lecturer at the teacher trainer program at Karlstad 

University in Sweden I have been working in an exchange program with 

Egerton University at Laikipia Campus in Kenya. This has given me the 

opportunity to visit different schools in Kenya. Experiences from these visits in 

Kenya and an interest in issues concerning human rights have influenced and 

inspired me to conduct the study presented in this thesis. Besides that, the 

exchange program made it possible to carry out the study in Kenyan schools.  

 

Through the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, adopted in 1989 and 

entered into force in 1990, all children between birth-18 years are acknowledged 

as right holders and are embraced of the same rights. How is it possible to 

claim the same rights for all children although they are living under different 

conditions and circumstances like children in Kenya and Sweden? And what do 

                                                 
1 UNCRC and “the Convention” are acknowledged abbreviations for The United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child. All three concepts will be used in the thesis. 
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children’s rights mean for children? Those are some of the reflections I brought 

with me when planning and conducting the study. 

 

The overarching aim of the study is to explore the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, its claim to be universal and its relevance for children in 

various school and life contexts. By asking children in Kenya, a developing Sub-

Sahara nation, and children in Sweden, a western welfare state, about rights, I 

wanted to elaborate and challenge the UNCRC’s claim to be universal. With the 

help of these children’s voices, my ambition is to contribute to knowledge 

about what rights mean in the perspective of children.  

 

As human beings, children are comprised in previous human rights documents, 

where they have been linked with their parents and viewed rather as objects in 

need of protection than as individuals with rights. The UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child is a document that has been ratified by nearly all states in 

the world2. The ratifying states have undertaken to pursue the Convention, 

which makes it a global political document. As such it has brought with it 

questions about what impact global political documents and processes have on 

children’s everyday life (e.g. Stephens, 1995). Since the UNCRC came into 

force, large economical and political efforts have been made in order to 

implement children’s rights, but it is still difficult to evaluate the size of its 

impact. However, the massive support of the Convention from the ratifying 

states has contributed to highlighting children’s rights in various contexts. 

During the last two decades, this issue has generated research within different 

disciplines, particularly salient are studies where children’s rights issues are 

investigated and elaborated in the perspective of law, social science and moral-

philosophy. A large amount of the research has been concerned with the 

implementation of the UNCRC. Although there is a lot of research about 

children’s rights, comparatively few studies are related to children’s views and 

understandings of their rights, particularly so in the field of education 

(Alderson, 1999; Howe & Covell, 2005; Taylor et al, 2001).  

 

It is obvious that children’s daily lives differ and all children do not have their 

rights provided for, for example their rights to education. In the Convention 

the child’s right to education is declared in article 28. In article 29 the aim of 

education is stipulated. Taken together these articles outline the child’s rights to, 

                                                 
2  Somalia and United States have not ratified the Convention, but both countries have signed the 
document. Apart from that, international cooperation is stated in the UNCRC, which means that the 
ratifying countries have a responsibility for all children independently of where they are living. 
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in and through education. This study is about children who have access to school 

and spend most of their everyday life in school, even though they live in 

different political and economical circumstances. 

 

In the preamble of the UNCRC (see Appendix I), with reference to the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, it is stated that everyone is entitled to 

“… all the rights and freedoms set forth therein, without distinctions of any 

kind.” In the articles of the UNCRC this is highlighted in article 2 and is often 

called the right to non-discrimination. “Every child shall be respected and each 

child shall be ensured the rights in the Convention…”, without any kind of 

discrimination. Moreover, each child shall be protected against all forms of 

discrimination or punishment. According to this all human beings are equal and 

it should not matter whether you are young or old, rich or poor, black or white 

or whether you are a girl or a boy. Even though the idea that all human beings 

are equal is well established and agreed upon, it is still a vision and far from 

realized.   

 

Related to the issue of equality, and non-discrimination, is the right to 

participation, set forth in article 12. Ever since the Convention came into force, 

issues in relation to participation have been paid attention to. The right to 

participation concerns the right to be listened to, taken seriously, and the right 

to take part in decision making processes affecting the child’s life and the life in 

the community where she/he lives. The individual child’s right to participate in 

decision-making processes and to influence her/his owns life has been one of 

the most ground-breaking articles in the Convention and, at the same time, the 

most controversial one. The reason for this, I would argue, is that it challenges 

the traditional view of the child as a dependant object. Participation is about the 

process of sharing decisions on which a democracy is built and should be 

evaluated and referred to as the fundamental right of citizenship (Hart, 1992). 

 

As pointed out above, the objective of this thesis is to document children’s 

rights as seen through the eyes of children in two different countries, Kenya 

and Sweden. Both Kenya and Sweden have ratified the UNCRC, which means 

that children in both countries share the same rights. My overall ambition has 

been to approach the idea of global rights through children’s perspectives, 

experiences and understanding of rights in Kenya and Sweden. Participation, 

non-discrimination and education are rights in focus throughout the thesis. The 

way the children refer to their rights is anchored in social and cultural realities. 
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These realities are not only framed by national borders, but also by common 

experiences of being a child belonging to global childhood and local 

childhoods. 

 

The study presented in this thesis is outlined in order to capture views on rights 

mediated through global as well as local experiences of being a child. Drawing 

on children’s experiences from Kenya and Sweden, I have been able to relate 

the Convention and its claim to be universal from the perspective of children, 

and their common experiences of life. 

 

Outline of the thesis 

The thesis consists of 11 chapters. In this first chapter, a brief introduction to 

and the overarching aim of the study is presented. 

 

In chapter two, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, its historical 

background, main intentions and objective are presented. Specific attention will 

be paid to the articles of particular interest in the study: participation, non-

discrimination and education. The status of children’s rights in Kenya and 

Sweden will be portrayed mainly based on information from national reports to 

the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 

 

In chapter three, the theoretical framework of the study is presented.  

 

Chapter four presents previous research with relevance for the study. A multi-

disciplinary review of previous research about children’s rights is described. The 

chapter ends with a presentation of the aim and the research questions of the 

study. 

 

The fifth chapter contains descriptions of methods and how the study was 

carried out as well as methodological and ethical considerations. This is 

followed by a presentation of the school systems in the two countries, Kenya 

and Sweden, in chapter six. 

 

The results of this study are presented in chapters seven through ten. In chapter 

seven, the children’s talk about rights is presented in terms of overarching 

themes. In chapter eight, children’s relationships with adults are in focus, 

illuminating issues about participation and power relations. In chapter nine, 
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children’s relationships with peers are highlighted and issues about rights to 

non-discrimination and equality are presented. In chapter ten, the student’s 

views of education are in focus. 

 

Finally, in chapter eleven, the results of the study are summarized and 

commented upon. 
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2. HUMAN RIGHTS 
 

In this chapter the historical development leading up to the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is described. Thereafter, a 

presentation of the main intentions and objectives of the Convention and a 

description of the mechanisms for implementation and monitoring the 

Convention will be given. The chapter ends with a description of the UNCRC 

in Kenya and Sweden, mainly built on information from the countries’ reports 

to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child. 

 

Human rights and children’s rights  

When considering the number of declarations and conventions on rights, the 

20th century can be named as a century of human rights. However, the history 

of human rights started long before that. An often recalled historical era is the 

eighteenth century where the American and the French revolutions are at the 

centre. The idea that all human beings are equal was proclaimed in the 

American Declaration of Independence (1776) which states that “all men are 

created equal”. Some decades later the French National Assembly declaration 

from 1789 contained formulations based on the same idea (Scott & Freeman-

Moir; 2007, Strzelewicz, 2001). The idea of equality was from the beginning 

only directed towards white men in white collars but has gradually included 

black people, women, children and various minority groups (Brems, 2001).  

 

The start of the human rights movement was connected with the changed 

relationship between the state and the citizen and the construction of the 

modern state, where the idea of strengthening the individuals’ civil rights was 

emphasized (Bobbio, 2000; Stern, 2006; Van Bueren, 1998). Focusing on the 

rights of the individual citizen means that the individual has her/his own value 

and the state is created for the individual, not the other way around. From a 

rights-philosophical perspective, it has been suggested that interests in rights 

appear in times when there is a struggle for, or a defence of, new liberties 

against old power structures (Bobbio, 2000). If so, issues of rights have been 

raised in a way which is related to time and space. 

 

According to Bobbio (ibid) the development of human rights has gone through 

three phases. The first one is about rights as limiting the state power, which 
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means the individual’s freedom from the state. The second phase is characterized 

by a growing active political participation, allowing the individual’s freedom 

within the state. The last phase includes social rights, for example welfare, and 

concerns the individual’s freedom through the state. From an international law 

perspective Van Bueren (1998) describes the growth of both human rights and 

children’s rights in three stages. The first one is about the recognition that all 

individuals, including children, are objects of international law calling for 

international protection. In the second stage, the individual’s rights and duties 

are made available. In the third stage, the ability to exercise human rights and 

freedoms are acknowledged. According to Van Bueren (ibid), the second and 

the third stages are still developing. The difference between general human 

rights and children’s rights is mainly that children’s rights have not developed 

from the second to the third stage. Children are not acknowledged the ability to 

exercise and claim their rights, particularly so regarding the right to freedom of 

expression. 

 

The description of the development of human rights illustrates the 

development in several democratic welfare states and illuminates that rights are 

connected to citizenship. Being a citizen does not only mean that the person is 

a right holder. It includes accepting others’ views and opinions as well as 

democratic processes and decisions. According to Marshall (1950), citizenship 

rights are of three different kinds. Civil rights embrace everyone’s equality in 

front of the law. Political rights hold the idea of citizens’ rights to vote and to 

take part in decision-making processes. Social rights concern realizing rights to 

material and cultural resources such as rights to shelter, work, education, and 

social and medical care and treatment.  

 

Three years after the end of World War II, in 1948, the United Nations 

proclaimed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), embracing all 

human beings. This document prescribes basic liberties and rights to be 

implemented into societal contexts. The UDHR was later followed by the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) in 

1966. An often discussed issue on documents on human rights is whether they 

can be considered universal or not, and how the concept of universality is to be 

defined. Brems (2001) belongs to those who have discussed the universality 

problem in relation to human rights documents. She refers to the fact that while 
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non-Western societies criticize human rights for being Western-biased3 and for 

not paying attention to needs and values from other parts of the world, 

Western societies and the international human rights community view the 

critique as “… an attack on human rights, and in particular as a threat to the 

fundamental principle of the universality of human rights.” (Brems, 2001, p. 1). 

Furthermore, Brems (ibid) suggests the concept ‘inclusive universality’ as a way 

to open up for a more dynamic approach to understand universality. Such an 

approach should integrate perspectives on rights from diverse contexts. 

  

A similar conclusion is made by Englund & Nyamnjoh (2004) when criticizing 

the Western-biased focus on the rights of the individual at the expense of the 

rights of the collective: ”There are cogent historical reasons for questioning 

individualistic notions of citizenship that marginalize various intermediate 

solidarities” (ibid, p. 23). The authors emphasize the importance of recognizing 

flexibility when discussing democratic institutions and human rights in an 

African context. Another example of critique towards the idea of human rights, 

also related to distinctions between Western and non-Western perspectives, is 

that developed countries are advocating civil and political rights, while 

developing countries rather prioritize social, economical and cultural  rights4 

(Barak-Erez & Gross, 2007). 

 

So far, I have briefly described the background and development of human 

rights and some of the critique that has been directed towards the idea of 

universal human rights. A major critique has been that human rights as 

formulated in these documents are strongly influenced by Western values. The 

early human rights document, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(1948) and the two Covenants (ICCPR and ICESCR, 1966) are addressing all 

human beings, including children. The UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child was developed in parallel with these documents and was influenced by 

ideas of human rights in general. Below, some of these ideas and thoughts will 

be described. 

 

                                                 
3 When using the word ‘Western’ in the text, it relates to a cultural/religious and economical 
perspective which is geographically located in the western part of Europe, USA, Australia and New 
Zeeland. 
4 In this perspective, human rights are viewed as two categories of rights,1) civil and political rights 
as one category and 2) social, economical and cultural as another category of rights. 
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Ideas and thoughts influencing the UNCRC 

In this section I have highlighted some of the underlying ideas and values that 

inspired the work that led up to the Convention in 1989. First, it is important to 

emphasize that the work ending with the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child was conducted during a certain historical era where two conditions are of 

particular interest. One condition concerns the fact that attitudes towards 

children changed, especially in the Western world. The other condition was a 

growing global interest for human rights as shown in the development of 

human rights documents described above. The UNCRC was not the first 

international document on children’s rights. Three declarations, in 1924, 1948 

and 1959 respectively, paved the way. Before describing these declarations a bit 

closer I will mention some ideas that inspired this study. I will do so by 

presenting views on children and their human value as held by Ellen Key, 

Eglantyne Jebb and Janusz Korczak5. All three are important forerunners to the 

Convention and viewed children as right holders and social actors. They were 

also pedagogues in various historical times and spaces. Below are presented 

some main aspects and features of their ideas and work with children.  

 

The 20th century was proclaimed by Ellen Key, as ‘The Century of the Child’, a 

statement that entitled her two volumes on children, their upbringing and 

education (Key, 1900). Ellen Key was born in 1849 and died in 1926. She was a 

Swedish author and a pedagogue who shed light upon children and their 

exposed situation in and outside the family by drawing attention to the child’s 

subordinated position in society. In her work she formulated arguments against 

corporal punishment and advocated the individual child’s specific development. 

She criticized education and school systems for not encouraging children’s 

initiatives and activities. In her books she formulated rights for children that 

embraced the right to have parents, the right to individual development, and 

the right to ask questions and being respected. The emphasis on encouraging 

children’s own initiatives and viewing children as social actors characterizes 

Key’s ideas (Englundh, 2008; Key, 1900). 

 

Another important forerunner to the UNCRC and its view on children is 

Eglantyne Jebb. She was born in 1876 and died in 1928. She was a British 

pedagogue, known for her social commitment towards exposed children during 

the World War I, an experience that led her to formulate ideas which formed 

                                                 
5 Ellen Key, Eglantyne Jebb and Janusz Korczak have been described as pioneers and inspirators  
to the Convention (Englundh, 2008)  
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the basis of the Geneva Declaration (1924). She is also known for being the 

founder of Save the Children. Jebb held a universal perspective on children. 

With reference to children’s situation in a war situation, she called attention to 

all children’s need of protection despite their country of origin or religion. 

(Englundh, 2008; Van Bueren, 1998).  

 

A third person whose ideas guided the Geneva Declaration was the Polish 

doctor and pedagogue Janusz Korzcak, born in 1878 and died in 19426 

(Hartman, 2004). Like Jebb, Korczak experienced children’s exposed situations 

in war time and initiated what he referred to as ‘child republics’, where each 

child, irrespective of age, had the same rights and duties and was expected to 

cooperate. The focal point in Korczak’s ideas was that children are human 

beings and therefore they have the same human dignity as adults. By using 

social pedagogical methods, such as the ones underpinning his ‘child republic’ 

model, Korczak emphasized the importance of viewing children as competent 

social actors, carrying individual abilities and qualifications and the right to 

express an opinion. Moreover, he explicitly underlined children’s right to live 

here and now as a child and not only as a becoming adult (Englundh, 2008; 

Hartman, 2004; Mathiason, 2004). 

 

The main ideas from these three persons are that children have the same dignity 

as adults, that they are competent social actors, and that they carry the right to 

be listened to and be respected. This covers the underlying ideas that influenced 

the work with children’s rights during the 20th century into the 21st century. 

Below, the historical background of the Convention and how the three 

declarations mentioned above developed into the UNCRC is further presented. 

 

From the Declaration of Geneva to The United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child 

The Declaration of the Rights of the Child from 1924, also known as the 

Declaration of Geneva, was the first international document dealing with the 

rights of the child. According to Stern (2006) this was the first time an 

intergovernmental organisation adopted a human rights declaration. The 

Declaration of Geneva was never meant to be a legally-binding document. Its 

aim was rather to develop morally-binding norms (ibid). In the Geneva 

                                                 
6 Korzcak worked in Warsaw until he died with the children from his orphanage in the concentration 
camp in Treblinka, 1942. 
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Declaration, manifested in five paragraphs, the rights of the child were 

formulated as the duties of men and women of all nations to recognize and 

realize that the child must be given protection (Declaration of the Rights of the 

Child, 1924). The declaration stresses the importance of the child’s social, 

economic and psychological needs and that the child must be protected from 

various kinds of exploitation. The Declaration of Geneva did not make any 

distinction between categories of rights. Its main purpose was, first and 

foremost, to protect the child.  

 

After the establishment of the United Nations7 the work with children’s rights 

continued. In 1948 the document was enlarged into seven paragraphs, entitled 

the 1948 Declaration of the Rights of the Child, which replaced the Declaration 

of Geneva. In addition to what was stated in the earlier document, this 

declaration stated that the child should be provided social welfare and social 

security. The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of the Child was 

adopted by the General Assembly in 1959. This Declaration consists of a 

preamble and the number of principles had now increased to ten. The 1948 and 

1959 documents’ main purpose was to protect the child and to emphasize the 

child’s right to be provided welfare.  

 

As mentioned above, children are referred to in general human rights 

documents, but are viewed as part of the family rather than unique individuals. 

Also, in these documents, children are referred to as objects to protect rather 

than as subjects with rights. The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights from 1966 (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), both from 1966, comprise children’s 

special needs8 but without identifying who is a child. Although the ICCPR and 

ICESCR hold a more specific child perspective than the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights, the dominant position is to hold children as objects of 

protection rather than as individual right holders (Stern, 2006). Another human 

rights document related to children’s rights is the UN Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination of Women (CEDAW), adopted in 

1979. This document addresses adult women’s rights to justice and equity. To 

some extent, rights related to education and marriage also stresses girl children’s 

needs and situation (Stern, 2006; Van Bueren, 1998).  

 

                                                 
7 After the World War II, the League of Nations became United Nations in 1945 
8 In ICCPR – in particular articles 23 and 24; in ICESCR – in particular article 10. 
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In 1979, after a proposal from Poland9, a working group was set up to outline a 

draft for a convention on the rights of the child. The Polish initiative to a 

resolution came as a surprise for some and was explained by others as related to 

the country’s historical background, where taking care and giving shelter to 

children during war time had been experienced. Still others referred to this as a 

political initiative from the Communist Party as an answer to the dominating 

Western focus on human rights (Lopatka, 2007). However, when the drafting 

group started their work, the consensus principle was predominate, something 

which effected the time used for the drafting process. The discussions were at 

the time influenced by the ongoing Cold War, and it has been reported that 

some questions were left behind due to the struggle for consensus (ibid). When 

the draft was completed, the process of preparing for adoption in the General 

Assembly is said to have been fairly easy (ibid). Throughout the drafting 

process, a majority of the Western countries were involved. According to 

Lopatka (ibid), discussions of the articles were often related to various contexts. 

One example is article 5, as the concept of family and respect for parental 

authority varies across different contexts10. Other articles frequently discussed 

were article one, on the definition of the child, and the articles on the child’s 

right to express views, freedom to expression and the right to freedom of 

thought, conscience and religion (articles 12, 13 and 14) (ibid). 

 

In general, children did not participate in the working process with the 

Convention except for on a few occasions11. The reason for this is explained as: 

”It is obvious that the Convention on the Rights of the Child, like any other 

international human rights treaty, is an accomplishment of the government 

representatives of all States concerned” (Lopatka, p. XI, 2007). In the drafting 

process, representatives from Non-Governmental Organisations (NGO) were 

taking part in and contributed to the work continuously. This is worth noting, 

as in earlier working processes on human rights, these organisations were not 

involved (Ek, 200412). 

                                                 
9 The resolution was handed in to the Human Rights Commissioner by the Polish professor Adam 
Lopatka on February 13, 1978. Mr Lopatka later became the Chairman-Rapporteur of the Working 
Group. 
10 States Parties shall respect the responsibilities, rights and duties of parents or, where applicable, 
the members of the extended family or community as provided for by local custom, legal guardians 
or other persons legally responsible for the child, to provide, in a manner consistent with the evolving 
capacities of the child, appropriate direction and guidance in the exercise by the child of the rights 
recognized in the present Convention. (art. 5) 
11 For example when a group of Swedish children handed over a petition to the working group, when 
some school children from Canada came and listened to the debates and when a French child and 
youth organization is described as showing an active interest. To what extent these children have 
had any impact on the draft is not outspoken (Lopatka, 2007).  
12 Personal communication with Simone Ek in December 2004 
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On November 20, 1989, the Convention on the Rights of the Child was 

adopted by consensus in the General Assembly. It entered into force on 

September 2, 1990, and to date it has been ratified by 191 countries, with the 

exceptions of USA and Somalia. This makes the Convention almost universally 

accepted as for the concern of ratification. In year 2000, two Optional 

Protocols were annexed to the UNCRC: the Optional Protocol on the 

involvement of children in armed conflicts, and the Optional Protocol on the 

sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography (Stern, 2006). 

 

Through this brief background to human rights and its documents, a glimpse of 

international actions and decisions linked with the Convention on the Rights of 

the Child have been presented. The Convention was developed side by side 

with other human rights documents and can be seen as a part of the human 

rights family package with a particular focus on children’s perspectives, needs 

and interests. Being a part of the human rights family means that problems and 

critique related to the documents’ universal claim  are also at hand in the work 

with children’s rights. In the next section, the overarching content in the 

UNCRC will be presented. A more specific description of the articles focused 

upon in this study will be given in the section thereafter.  

 

The United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child  

The Convention is built upon a holistic perspective on rights, which means that 

it includes the individual child’s political, civil, social, economical and cultural 

rights. According to Stern (2006), the Convention is an innovative treaty, 

holding all categories of rights, and constitutes a large step forward for the 

development of human rights for children:  

 

The Convention is one of the few global human rights treaties embracing 
political and civil rights as well as economic, social and cultural rights in the 
same text without placing them in a hierarchy. It is the only global human rights 
treaty so far to include references to humanitarian law.  This holistic approach to 
rights is one of the hallmarks of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and a 
cornerstone in its interpretation. (Stern, 2006, p. 37) 

 

The Convention consists of a preamble and 54 articles divided into three parts. 

Part one contains 41 articles about the rights of the child. Part two comprises 
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articles on the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, its monitoring and 

work, and the countries’ duties regarding information, implementation 

responsibility and obligations to present regular reports to the Committee. The 

articles in part three concern proceeding processes, how to ratify, withdraw 

reservations, and how to denounce the Convention. 

 

The preamble contains references to humanitarian law such as the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights from 1966 (ICCPR) and the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966, 

(ICESCR). In addition, the preamble states the family “…as a fundamental 

group of society and the natural environment for the growth and well-being of 

its members”, and the family environments should have an “atmosphere of 

happiness, love and understanding”. …”childhood is entitled to special care 

and assistance’ and if necessary, the child is entitled ‘to protection and 

assistance’ (Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989). The preamble ends 

by pointing out the importance to different cultural values and traditions as well 

as: “Recognizing the importance of international cooperation for improving the 

living conditions of children in every country, in particular in the developing 

countries.” (ibid) 

 

The articles of the Convention can be read through its four guiding principles, 

each represented by one article. Article 3 focuses on the best interest of the 

child as a primary consideration. Article 2 is about the right to non-

discrimination, article 6 about the right to life, survival and development, and 

article 12 holds the right to be heard, to be listened to and to participate. 

Grouping these articles together and giving them a particular status in the 

Convention is a common way to summarize its content and has been suggested 

by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (Hodgkin & Newell, 1998). 

Another common way of summarizing the content in the Convention is to 

refer to its four P’s: Protection, Provision, Participation and Prevention (Van 

Bueren, 1998) or its three P’s Protection, Provision and Participation 

(Verhellen, 1996). The UNCRC is often described as holding two main 

perspectives: protection and participation (e.g. Stern, 2006). This catches an 

inbuilt tension in the Convention, as it implies the child as both a dependant 

object in need of protection and care, and an independent and active subject 

with own rights. Other tensions in the Convention that have been pointed at 

are the claim of ‘universality’ and ‘particularity’ and perspectives on children as 

both ‘being’ a child and ‘becoming’ adult. In the Convention, it is the individual 
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child’s rights and not the rights of the collective group children that are 

emphasized. Through the articles, the child is portrayed as a right holder, while 

other human rights documents can be described as an agreement between two 

different parties: the state and the individual.  

 

In summary, the Convention holds the individual child’s rights rather than the 

collective group of children’s rights. While other human rights documents 

represent an agreement between two parties, the state and the individual, the 

UNCRC through its articles maintains the portrait of the child as a right holder. 

The Convention is characterized by embracing three different parties: the state, 

the parents/care takers, and the child. Sometimes these interests clash when 

practising rights. The child of the Convention is a universal, competent child 

with own rights, and at the same time a child with special needs of protection 

and care. This child’s present life is as important as her/his future life as an 

adult. Summarizing the Convention and its particular characteristics, the most 

salient are that all categories of rights are included. This means that the 

Convention holds a more holistic perspective on rights than other human rights 

documents. Moreover, it claims the same rights for all children at the same time 

as it protects rights of other right holders (parents/caretakers). Finally, the 

UNCRC is the only human rights document that was created for a group that 

neither asked for it nor was involved in the drafting process. 

 

Rights focused on in this study  

In this section, the four articles in the Convention that are particularly focused 

on in the study will be described, namely article 2, the right to non-

discrimination, article 12, the right to participation, and the two articles related 

to education, i.e. articles 28 and 29, the rights to, in and through education. As 

mentioned above, articles 2 and 12 belong to the Convention’s guiding 

principles and hold fundamental democratic values, non-discrimination and 

participation. Articles 28 and 29 represent articles focusing on provision and 

the child’s life conditions. Comments on the articles as set out by the UN 

Committee on the Rights of the Child in their General Comments and by 

representatives for interpretations of the Convention and its content will 

underpin the presentation (Abramson, 2008; Hammarberg, 1998; Verheyde, 

2006). 
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The right to non-discrimination  

1. States Parties shall respect and ensure the rights set forth in the present 
Convention to each child within their jurisdiction without discrimination of any 
kind, irrespective of the child's or his or her parent’s or legal guardian's race, 
colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national ethnic or 
social origin, property, disability, birth or other status. 

2. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that the child is 
protected against all forms of discrimination or punishment on the basis of the 
status, activities, expressed opinions, or beliefs of the child's parents, legal 
guardians, or family members.(Article 2) 

 

The right to non-discrimination considers the value and human dignity given to 

the child as a full-worthy human being. In its deepest sense, it is a mark of 

respect and human dignity. 

 

According to Abramson (2008), the right to non-discrimination contains three 

different rights. First, the individual’s right to non-discrimination is outlined, 

emphasizing the same content as in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(UDHR), the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 

and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

(ICESCR). Moreover, it holds the child’s right not to be discriminated or 

punished due to parents’ social, economical or cultural status.  

 

The right to participation  

1.States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her 
own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the 
child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age 
and maturity of the child. 

2. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be 
heard in any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the child, either 
directly, or through a representative or an appropriate body, in a manner 
consistent with the procedural rules of national law. (Article 12) 

 

Article 12 can be viewed as the most distinguished article in the Convention, 

maybe also the most discussed (Stern, 2006). It is difficult to interpret and 

implement. The view of the child as an individual capable of forming her/his 

own ideas and to express her/his own opinion, was in the drafting process 

considered as radical. Articulating the right to participate in the way it is being 

done in the article recognizes a political child and implies a potential for real 



 22 

impact over her/his own life. What this impact really means has been debated 

by politicians as well as by researchers.  

 

There are several ways of describing to what extent children take part in 

decision-making processes (e.g. Kjörholt & Lidén, 2004). One example is the 

ladder metaphor describing various levels of participation, introduced by Hart 

(1997). The ladder consists of eight steps, out of which the three first ones 

correspond to low level participation, termed by Hart as ‘decoration and 

manipulation’. Steps four to eight symbolise situations where the child is 

informed about the decision making and where the child’s initiative, influence 

and decisions successively increase in close co-operation with adults. 

  

According to the article, all children shall have a right to be listened to, to be 

taken seriously and to participate in decisions that concern them. Article 12 is 

linked to article 2 as it highlight issues of equality and non-discrimination. 

Bartley (2001) emphasizes the importance of viewing the article as a right and 

not a duty in the sense that teachers and other adults are responsible for seeing 

to it that this right does not become a burden for the child. 

 

The right to participation has been particularly discussed in relation to the 

school context and opens up for many questions on how it can be implemented 

in the school system. Questions such as “On what can children have an 

influence?”, “In which activities do they want to participate?”, and “In which 

decisions can they be involved?” have frequently been discussed. According to 

Hammarberg (1998), children’s participation is closely related to practising and 

doing democracy in school. He argues that by allowing children to take part in 

decision-making processes which have an impact on their daily life in school, 

this is likely to create an interest in learning democracy.  

 

The emphasis on children’s participation has been subject to critical comments 

about why adults are finding an interest in describing children as autonomous 

actors. According to Lindgren & Halldén (2002), too much emphasis on 

children as autonomous persons opens for a risk to turn children into political 

subjects, where children may be persuaded to act politically in a way that does 

not benefit the children themselves. In such a perspective, children’s 

participation may take a form of manipulation for political strategies.  
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The right to education 

1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to education, and with a view to 
achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity, they 
shall, in particular: 

(a) Make primary education compulsory and available free to all; 

(b) Encourage the development of different forms of secondary education, 
including general and vocational education, make them available and accessible 
to every child, and take appropriate measures such as the introduction of free 
education and offering financial assistance in case of need; 

(c) Make higher education accessible to all on the basis of capacity by every 
appropriate means; 

(d) Make educational and vocational information and guidance available and 
accessible to all children; 

(e) Take measures to encourage regular attendance at schools and the reduction 
of drop-out rates. 

2. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that school 
discipline is administered in a manner consistent with the child's human dignity 
and in conformity with the present Convention. 

3. States Parties shall promote and encourage international cooperation in 
matters relating to education, in particular with a view to contributing to the 
elimination of ignorance and illiteracy throughout the world and facilitating 
access to scientific and technical knowledge and modern teaching methods. In 
this regard, particular account shall be taken of the needs of developing 
countries. (Article 28) 

 

Article 28 calls for education for all, and primary education as compulsory and 

available free for all children. It stresses access to education and underlines the 

importance to encourage regular attendance in school and to promote 

reduction of drop-outs. School discipline is brought up as something to be 

administered in accordance with the child’s human dignity inbuilt in the 

Convention. Furthermore, the article emphasizes international cooperation and 

particular attention to be paid to the needs of developing countries in matters 

related to education in order to realize the right to education for all children. 

 

The connection between economical growth and education has led to 

investments in education. In a global perspective, economical and cultural 

aspects of education have been in focus.13  Irrespective of this, there are many 

children who do not have access to education. One example is the seven-year-

                                                 
13 One example is The UN Millennium Goal, Education For All (EFA), a project pursued by UNESCO. 
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old Kenyan girl whose duty is to collect water in the water spring ten kilometres 

away from home. This walk takes her three hours one way and when she has 

finished her duties it is getting dark and there is no electricity.14 How is the right 

to education realized for her? Another example is the Swedish boy with dual 

medical diagnoses15 who refuses to go to school and is not able to utilize his 

right to education. How does he access the right to education? Refugee children 

and their situation constitute another example. How are their rights to 

education realized? These are just a few examples mirroring children’s daily life 

situations, which in one way or another prevent them from their rights to 

education.  

 

UNESCO recently presented a report that declares that the UN Millennium 

Goal, as decided upon in the Education For All project, will not be reached by 

2015 (UNESCO, 2008). According to the report, failure of Governments can 

be explained by the fact that they are not able to tackle problems of inequalities 

based on income, gender, location, ethnicity and other markers of disadvantage. 

More effective policies in order to reduce inequalities and increased 

international cooperation are called for in order to realize the right to education 

for all children. Although not stating the duration, article 28 holds that 

educations should be compulsory. This puts pressure on the states to promote 

school attendance, for example by providing transport facilities and food 

provision. Even though education and school are not synonymous words, and 

even though it is not always easy to distinguish between formal and informal 

education, schools are in general viewed as the best places for children for 

educating and implementing children’s rights (Verheyde, 2006). 

  

While article 28 concerns the right to education, emphasizing access to and 

availability of education, issues of content and quality in education are stated in 

article 29 which will be presented below. 

 

The right in and through education 

1. States Parties agree that the education of the child shall be directed to: 

(a) The development of the child's personality, talents and mental and physical 
abilities to their fullest potential; 

                                                 
14 The example is given by the staff at UNICEF office in Kenya, March 2004. 
15 The boy has ADHD and Asperger syndrome, example from Sweden. 
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(b) The development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and 
for the principles enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations; 

(c) The development of respect for the child's parents, his or her own cultural 
identity, language and values, for the national values of the country in which the 
child is living, the country from which he or she may originate, and for 
civilizations different from his or her own; 

(d) The preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit 
of understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all 
peoples, ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin; 

(e) The development of respect for the natural environment. 

2. No part of the present article or article 28 shall be construed so as to interfere 
with the liberty of individuals and bodies to establish and direct educational 
institutions, subject always to the observance of the principle set forth in 
paragraph 1 of the present article and to the requirements that the education 
given in such institutions shall conform to such minimum standards as may be 
laid down by the State. (Article 29) 

 

In article 29, the aim, content and goals of education are stated. This article also 

underlines that children’s rights should be respected in education and highlights 

the importance to improve children’s rights through education. 

 

The goals of education, as stressed in article 29 and in the General Comments 

of the Committee on this article16 (2001), are described in terms of moulding 

democratic human beings through human rights education in the name of 

peace, tolerance and equality. According to the Comments, article 29 also 

proclaims a need for education to be “… child-centered, child-friendly and 

empowering” (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2001). It points out 

that the child’s cultural identity, language and values are to be balanced through 

dialogue and respect for diversity. Furthermore, the Committee underlines the 

significance of “…respect for parents, of the need to view rights within their 

broader ethical, moral, spiritual, cultural or social framework…” (ibid).  In the 

Comments, the importance of focusing on the child’s own community when 

teaching human and children’s rights is stressed. Attention is drawn to the vital 

concern to see that the child learns and becomes informed about children’s 

rights and to the significance of practising rights, for example the right to 

participation: 

 

                                                 
16 The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has added General Comments to some articles, 
where the Committee’s perspective on how to interpret the article in question is formulated. Article 29 
is one of the articles commented upon. 
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Children do not lose their human rights by virtue of passing through the school 
gates. Thus, for example, education must be provided in a way that respects the 
inherent dignity of the child and enables the child to express his or her views 
freely in accordance with article 12 (1) and to participate in school life. 
Education must also be provided in a way that respects the strict limits on 
discipline reflected in article 28 (2) and promotes non-violence in school. The 
Committee has repeatedly made clear in its concluding observations that the use 
of corporal punishment does not respect the inherent dignity of the child nor the 
strict limits on school discipline. Compliance with the values recognized in 
article 29 (1) clearly requires that schools be child-friendly in the fullest sense of 
the term and that they be consistent in all respects with the dignity of the child. 
The participation of children in school life, the creation of school communities 
and student councils, peer education and peer counseling, and the involvement 
of children in school disciplinary proceedings should be promoted as part of the 
process of learning and experiencing the realization of rights. (UN Committee 
on the Rights of the Child, 2001) 

 

In the General Comment above, child-friendly schools is asked for, i.e. schools 

promoting non-violence, schools where children are listened to and taken 

seriously, and schools where children are respected by adults and peers. 

According to Hammarberg (1998), the intentions in the UNCRC emphasize the 

idea of a democratic school and the Convention is viewed as a tool in realizing 

this.    

 

When building a democratic school, differences in political, economical, social 

and cultural contexts have to be considered: “…the challenges that accompany 

a period of fundamental change drove by globalization, new technologies and 

related phenomena. Such challenges include the tensions between; inter alia, the 

global and the local; the individual and the collective; tradition and modernity; 

long- and short-term considerations; competition and equality of opportunity; 

the expansion of knowledge and the capacity to assimilate it; and the spiritual 

and the material” (UN Committee on the Rights on the Child, 2001). 

 

In conclusion, the overarching aim of education as formulated in article 29 and 

interpreted by the Committee is to develop and foster the child in the spirit of 

peace, tolerance, equality and friendship among all people while in school, as 

well as to prepare the child through education for a responsible life in a free 

society. The connection between society and school is underlined in the 

General Comments. Children’s experiences in school are viewed as integrated 

in cultural and social contexts, where traditions and institutions such as families, 
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leisure activities, neighbours and church are significant. Also, changes and 

developments at national and international arenas are influential.  

 

In both articles on education, issues of equality and participation are explicitly 

addressed. 

 

Above, the articles in focus for this study have been presented. As mentioned 

earlier, the Committee on the Rights of the Child, the UNCRC treaty 

monitoring body, plays a central role in following the implementation work of 

the UNCRC, primarily through discussions and hearings in connection with the 

delivery of state reports. Below, the Committee and its function are described.  

 

The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child  

For the purpose of examining the progress made by State Parties in achieving 
the realization of the obligations undertaken in the present Convention, there 
shall be established a Committee on the Rights of the Child, which shall carry 
out the functions hereinafter provided (Article 43). 

 

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child consists of 18 members who 

meet three times annually. The members are elected by the General Assembly 

as experts and serve in their personal capacity, i.e. they do not represent any 

group or interests but are expected to use their professional or other 

competence in contributing to the fulfilment of the role of the Committee. The 

primary task of the Committee is to monitor the measures taken by the states in 

order to implement the Convention. The rules of monitoring are found in the 

UNCRC in articles 42-45.   

 

Article 42 points out the state obligations to inform both adults and children 

about their rights and make the Convention widely known. In article 43, as 

shown in the quotation above, the establishment of the Committee is stated. 

The forms and procedures for reporting to the Committee are outlined in 

article 44. Within two years after ratification, the initial national report must be 

submitted to the Committee. Thereafter, a new report has to be presented every 

fifth year. In addition to the country reports, supplementary reports, written by 

NGOs and for example the Children’s Ombudsman, are submitted. The 

Committee has to consider both the country report and the supplementary 

reports when discussing with state representatives. The country report is 

discussed during one day in an open, public meeting. During this meeting, the 
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Committee is supposed to create a constructive dialogue with the national 

representatives based on comments that have been sent in advance to the 

Government. After the meeting, the Committee summarizes the comments in a 

document, ‘Concluding Observations’. The comments should be constructive 

and point out what is considered to be “principal objects of concern”. In order 

to encourage public interest and awareness of the rights of the child, this 

document is supposed to be made publicly available.   

 

The work of the Committee has been criticized in various ways. It has for 

example been argued that political, rather than legal mobilisation, has been 

emphasized (Gras, 2001). According to Gras (ibid), the work of the Committee 

would be more effective if it was concentrated on the juridical aspects. Gras 

also suggests that the Committee should more clearly point out how and where 

the UNCRC is violated (ibid.). 

 

Since the UNCRC came into force, the number of the Committee amount 

members has increased from 10 to 18. The Committee meets three times a year 

for sessions of three weeks. The members have ordinary employments 

alongside the work in the Committee. According to the frames for the 

Committee’s work, a continuous improvement of the work should be strived at, 

for example to provide General Comments to all articles. One part of the work 

is to invite to constructive dialogues on certain themes, the so called days of 

General Discussion, aimed at promoting a deeper understanding of the 

contents and implications of the Convention and its various articles.17 On these 

occasions, organisations and interest groups may present their views, ask 

questions and discuss child rights issues with the Committee. The discussions 

are led by members of the Committee. (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 

2008) 

 

I have presented the UNCRC, its intentions and underlying ideas. The articles 

in focus for this study have been described and the Committee on the Rights of 

the Child has been briefly introduced. The study presented in this thesis has 

been conducted in two countries where children have been encouraged to share 

views on rights with me. Although different in many ways, the two countries 

have one thing in common. Both Kenya and Sweden have ratified the UNCRC, 

thereby they have accepted to put political and other efforts to implement the 

                                                 
17 In September 2006, I attended the Day of General Discussion when the right to be heard (article 
12) was discussed. 
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Convention. In order to contextually frame the study, a short description of the 

UNCRC in Kenya and Sweden will be presented below, particularly focusing on 

the rights to participation, non-discrimination and education. This description is 

based on the countries’ reports and the Committee’s concluding comments. 

The UNCRC in Kenya 

Kenya ratified the UNCRC in 1990. The Office of the Vice President and 

Ministry of Home Affairs is responsible for implementing the Convention and 

for general issues concerning children’s rights. Since the ratification, many 

activities in order to implement and monitor the Convention have taken place 

at different levels in the Kenyan society. Through the Convention and the 

Children Act, special juvenile courts have been established which are 

responsible for children in trouble with the justice. Another example is the 

National Council for Children Services (NCCS), which has also been 

established through The Children Act, given the aim to “exercise supervision 

and control over planning, financing and co-ordination of child rights and 

welfare activities, as well as advice the government on these issues” (Palmqvist, 

2006, p. 6). A National Plan of Action (NPA) was developed after the initial 

country report to the Committee. This plan is to be reviewed in order to 

improve and develop how and to what extents goals are attained (Kenya 

Periodic Report, 2006). 

 

In the Kenyan reports to the Committee, the juridical perspectives are 

emphasized and taken into account. According to Stern (2006), the system of 

Kenyan law, like in other African states, consists of parallel systems: the 

customary law and a Western-oriented system with colonial roots. From a legal 

perspective, the customary law is to be regarded when issues about children’s 

rights are considered and applied: 

 

Customary law is recognized as law in all African states alongside the western 
systems of law imposed during the colonial era; thereby creating a legal 
pluralism where the citizen can choose which of the parallel systems of law is to 
be applied. The application of customary law is especially common in family 
law and land law, thus touching upon children’s lives in various aspects. (Stern, 
2006, p. 79) 
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The Government of Kenya delivered its initial report18 to the UN Committee 

in year 2000. The second report was discussed by the Committee in January 

2007. In the Concluding Comments based on the periodic report and the 

discussion day with representatives from the Kenyan Government, there were a 

number of issues to be considered. The Committee noted that the Kenyan State 

through law and policies had considered concerns since the initial report.19 

Issues that the Committee found necessary to be further considered were issues 

of discrimination, low legal minimum age20, corporal punishment, child labour, 

and juvenile justice. 

 

The Committee recommended Kenya to ensure that all children complete eight 

years of compulsory, free, primary education,21 and to strive for free secondary 

education. Furthermore, increased and better achievement enrolment in both 

primary and secondary education in order to reduce socio-economic, gender, 

ethnic and regional disparities and to fulfil the right to education was 

emphasized. Alternative forms of education like mobile schools and evening 

classes were suggested.  

 

Even though certain discriminatory legislation had been reviewed since the 

initial report, the Committee emphasized that measures should be taken against 

discrimination, particularly regarding certain groups of children. Examples of 

groups discriminated in policy and practice were girls, children of certain 

minorities like children with disabilities, children infected with HIV and/or 

affected by HIV/AIDS, orphans, street children and children born out of 

wedlock (Kenya Committee Comments, 2007). Issues related to children’s 

participation were described in the periodic report with different examples as a 

goal to strive for, but hard to achieve: 

 

Traditional attitudes towards children have hindered their full participation 
on issues that concern them. Most people in society fear that if children are 
allowed to freely express their views they will get out of control and will be 
unmanageable. (Kenya Periodic Report, 2006). 

 

In order to stress African interests, the Organisation of African Unity (OAU), 

has made an agreement concerning children’s rights declared in the African 
                                                 
18 The first national report is called the Initial report. Thereafter the first, second etc. periodic reports 
are delivered.  In the case of Kenya, the initial report was submitted in 2000. In 2007, the first and 
second periodic reports were submitted as one. 
19 Field notes, Geneva, 2007 
20 Legal minimum age is 8 years 
21 In Kenya primary school is 8 years 
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Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (African Children’s Charter). 

This document was ratified by Kenya in 2001 and points out the special 

responsibilities that the society and the individual have concerning children’s 

rights. Moreover, the document strengthens parents’ responsibilities towards 

children, as well as children’s responsibilities in relation to family and society 

“…to work for the cohesion of the family, to respect his/her parents, superiors 

and elders at all times and to assist them in case of need. To serve his/her 

community by placing his/her physical and intellectual abilities at its service;” 

(African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, 1990, art. 31 a, and b).  

 

According to Lloyd (2002) and Chirwa (2002), non-discrimination is the core in 

the African Children’s Charter. Most of the articles in the UNCRC are found in 

the African Children’s Charter. Though a few African countries participated in 

the drafting work with the Convention, the African Charter can be viewed as a 

regional response to the UNCRC (Stern, 2006). Even though the non-

discrimination is the core, there are articles concerning children’s right to 

participation and the best interest of the child: “In all actions concerning the 

child… the best interest of the child shall be the primary consideration….a 

child who is capable of communicating his/her own views, an opportunity shall 

be provided for the views of the child to be heard…” (African Charter on the 

Rights and Welfare of the Child, 1990, article 4). The African Children’s 

Charter describes the child as an autonomous individual with the right to 

express her/his views, to freedom of association, and to private life (Chirwa, 

2002).  

 

In conclusion, Kenya has ratified the UNCRC without reservations. It has been 

domesticated through the Children Act and through the African Children’s 

Charter where the regional African perspective is considered. According to the 

Committee, prevention of discrimination, free compulsory education for all 

children and protection of certain exposed groups of children are issues of 

primary importance for Kenya to pay attention to in the ongoing work to 

implement the UNCRC.  

 

The UNCRC in Sweden  

Sweden ratified the UNCRC in 1990. The Swedish government decided to 

integrate the UNCRC into national law “when needed”, or in other words, to 

successively transform it into domestic law. The Ministry of Health and Social 
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Affairs is responsible for the implementation of and general issues concerning 

UNCRC in Sweden. Since 1993, Sweden has a Children’s Ombudsman. A 

National Strategy, holding a child policy is guiding the implementation of the 

UNCRC in Sweden with a particular task to look after children’s rights. A 

National Strategy for child policy guides the work of implementation (Prop. 

1997/98:182). Since the strategy came into force, the government’s work on 

UNCRC has largely been based on this strategy. In 2004, an elaborated strategy 

was presented by the Government, a strategy which further pursues the 

implementation. Within the international human rights community, Sweden is 

sometimes considered and portrayed to be in the forefront implementing and 

monitoring children’s rights.22  

 

In January 2005, the third periodical report on children’s rights in Sweden was 

treated by the Children’s Rights Committee in Geneva23. In the Concluding 

Observations, the Committee stressed the following recommendations: 

prevention of discrimination against “children in hiding”, provision of family 

counselling services free of charge, and the need of taking action towards 

economic disparities and bullying. In addition to that, the Committee 

recommended drafting of legislation for further implementation, as well as 

training of judges in children’s rights. The Committee also commented upon 

the lack of coordination of implementation policies between municipalities, 

country councils and ministries.    

 

In the field of education, the Committee pointed out the need to strengthen the 

measures to combat xenophobia, racism and bullying. It was emphasized that 

all children should enjoy the right to education, including those without 

resident permit and “children in hiding”. The Committee also drew the 

attention to large variations in student achievement and results between schools 

and regions. With reference to article 12, concerning the respect for the views 

of the child and issues of participation, Sweden has reported programs and 

reforms, such as ‘influence forums’, and the right of the child to have her or his 

views heard in legal proceedings and in school matters. Despite these efforts, 

the Committee members expressed their concern that: “… children and young 

persons do not feel they have any real influence in matters concerning their life 

in society” (Sweden Committee Comments, 2005)  

 

                                                 
22 This was emphasized by the Committee on the Rights of the Child when Sweden’s third periodic 
country report was discussed. (field notes, Geneva, January, 2005) 
23 Sweden’s third periodic report was submitted in 2002 
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As for the comments on variations in student achievement, most of the 

diversity is explained as being due to differences in the student’s socio-

economic or ethnic background, or gender. (Sweden Periodic Report, 2008). 

Segregation in housing areas is referred to as contributing to variations and 

differences in the students’ goal achievements. This is paid attention to by the 

Swedish National Agency for School Improvement, which has initiated a 

strategy, in cooperation with local authorities, aiming at improving the quality 

of education (ibid). 

 

Recently, Sweden delivered its fourth periodic report to the Committee, which 

was discussed in May 2009. According to the report, several plans of action 

have been taken since the second periodic report, such as the Action plan 

against racism, xenophobia, homophobia and discrimination 2001, as well as 

the Action plan for human rights 2006-2009. In the latter, measures are taken to 

improve knowledge about children’s rights. Despite this, a survey, conducted by 

the Swedish Children’s Ombudsman in 2009, only 20% of the children aged 11-

14 were sure that they had heard about the Convention (Barnombudsmannen, 

2009). 

 

As a member of the European system, Sweden has signed, but not ratified, the 

European Convention on the Exercise of Children’s Rights from 1996. This 

document is viewed as a complement to the UNCRC in the European context. 

The objectives of the European Convention are, as stated in the preamble: 

 
Best interests of children should be promoted and to that end children should have 

the opportunity to exercise their rights, in particular in family proceedings affecting 

them; (European Convention on the Exercise of Children’s Rights, 1996) 

 

The European Convention tries to strengthen the participation rights of the 

child in family proceedings. This is viewed as a step forward in fulfilling the aim 

of the child’s right to participate in decisions concerning the child. Worth 

noting is that out of forty-seven member states in the Council of Europe, only 

ten countries have ratified and fourteen, among those Sweden, have signed this 

Convention (Child Rights Information Network, 2008). In the Swedish context 

international viewpoints, such as the Committee’s, seem to be more regarded 

than European perspectives.  
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In September 2008 the Council of Europe organized a conference in Sweden, 

which focused on a strategy for a more child-friendly Europe, a strategy 

referred to as “the Stockholm strategy, 2009-2011”. The heading of the strategy 

is ‘Provision, Protection and Participation’ and concerns five areas: to 

mainstream the best interests of children in political decisions, to combat all 

forms of violence and exploitation of children, to strengthen children’s 

participation, to acknowledge children who need special action and care, and to 

make justice administration more child-friendly (Council of Europe, 2008). This 

strategy can be interpreted as an effort striving towards a more general and 

pronounced European perspective on children’s rights. 

 

In conclusion, Sweden has ratified the UNCRC without reservations. It has 

been domesticated through transformations into existing laws and through the 

National Strategy. The regional European perspective seems to draw growing 

attention through “the Stockholm Strategy”. Even though Sweden is viewed as 

being in the forefront in discussions related to children’s rights, the Committee 

has made critical comments on the large disparities between different schools 

and regions in Sweden, on the fact that children generally do not know about 

children’s rights, and the on the uncertainty about the right to education for 

children ‘in hiding’.    

 

In this section glimpses of the work with children’s rights in Kenya and Sweden 

have been presented. By referring to the national reports and to the concluding 

comments made by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, particularly 

on issues related to rights and education, right to non-discrimination and 

participation, I have sketched a rough picture of the UNCRC in Kenya and 

Sweden. In addition to the national perspectives, I have presented African and 

European regional aspects in the national work with children’s rights. 

 

Summarizing comments  

In this chapter, I have given a brief introduction to how historically important 

movements of general human rights have taken the form of international 

declarations and conventions. Furthermore, the Convention on the Rights of 

the Child and its history, its intentions and its view on children’s value has been 

described. I have also presented some of the national and regional contexts that 

frame interpretation and implementation of the Convention in Kenya and 

Sweden. 
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

The theoretical basis for this study is built on the tradition of sociology of 

childhood where children are viewed as social agents and childhood is viewed 

and valued as a social category rather than as the individual child’s preparation 

for adulthood (Qvortrup, 1994; James et al, 1998). As social agents, children are 

reproducing as well as producing knowledge in relationships with others. Also, 

they are competent and their voices carry a child perspective on life that ought 

to be listened to. Children’s social agency and their ability to form and express 

experiences of life are contextually bound and linked with local economical, 

social and political conditions, their change and continuity (James & James, 

2004).  

 

In this study, children’s views on rights, especially the right to participation, 

non-discrimination, and education are in focus. The theoretical model entitled 

the cultural politics of childhood, as developed by James & James (2004), captures the 

link between social constructions of childhood and policies related to time and 

space. It considers childhood as holding children’s common and shared 

experiences at the same time as it recognizes diverse experiences of childhood. 

Before presenting the model, I will give a short introduction to the tradition of 

sociology of childhood. 

 

Sociology of childhood  

The tradition of sociology of childhood, also referred to as “social studies of 

childhood”, has been developed by an interdisciplinary group of international24 

researchers, mainly sociologists and anthropologists, since the 1980s (Jenks, 

1982, 1996; Qvortrup, 1994; James, Jenks and Prout, 1998; Kjörholt, 2004; 

Mayall, 2002; James & James, 2004; Corsaro, 1997, 2005). Researchers from 

other disciplines, such as geography, history, pedagogy and philosophy, have 

been involved in developing the research. According to the tradition, childhood 

is considered as a social phenomenon, socially constructed and based in 

“particular social, historical and cultural contexts” (Kjörholt, 2004, p. 21).  

 

The introduction of this research tradition has been described as a critical 

alternative to developmental psychology, which dominated the field during the 

                                                 
24 International, but dominated by researchers from countries in the West. 
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1960s and 1970s. The main objection to developmental psychology was that it 

viewed the child’s development as stages related to age, not taking the child’s 

social relationships and social context into account (James et al 1998; Lee, 

2005). To a large extent, studies within sociology of childhood have been 

conducted outside institutions, such as the school, in order to catch children’s 

social relationships and contexts that are not anchored in age-based structures 

and power relations. According to Mayall (2002), who underlines that even 

though school reproduces and upholds age-based structures and power 

relations, it is a place where children spend most of their daily life not only 

reproducing power relations, but also being participant agents in social 

relationships. This includes an understanding of school as a ‘micro society’ 

reflecting internal school cultures with curriculum, pedagogy, rules and 

relationships, as well as cultures mirroring society at large (Mirembe & Davies, 

2001).  

 

The theoretical model used in this study, i.e. the cultural politics of childhood, is a 

developed version of an earlier model of child and childhood positions 

introduced by James et. al. (1998). A synthesis of different perspectives on child 

and childhood forms the base of the model. Four views on children’s positions 

comprise central issues for understanding children’s life and development 

conditions. They concern how children are viewed and positioned in society, 

how to handle the gaps between commonality and diversity, between change 

and continuity, between structure and agency, and what impact political 

documents and processes have on children’s everyday life. The four 

perspectives are formulated as four distinguished but interrelated positions, 

serving as analytical platforms for studies of children and childhoods. They will 

be presented below, but before that, a few more words on the background of 

the model will be mentioned. Initially, the four perspectives were used to 

describe research within the field of childhood studies as often being carried 

out within more than one position. From that point of view, the four 

perspectives are not only positioning children and childhood but are at the 

same time positioning researchers within childhood studies. Below, the model 

will be further described. 
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The cultural politics of childhood  

This section presents the cultural politics of childhood and its key assumptions. The 

description is anchored in the focus of the study, where the child is regarded as 

a right holder and childhood is the context where rights are to be carried out.  

 

Children share common experiences of being children at the same time as they 

experience diverse everyday lives in different contexts. According to James & 

James (2004), such diversities are not taken into account in law and social 

policy. In the model called the cultural politics of childhood, children’s positions and 

status, their commonalities and diversities and the interrelationship between the 

local and the global are in focus. A political perspective emphasizing that 

children are included in and affected by political policies and practices 

connected to their everyday life experiences are significant traits in the model.  

 

According to James & James (2004), the cultural politics of childhood consists of 

three characteristic approaches: cultural determinants, processes of social 

ordering, and children’s experiences of being a child and understanding 

children’s lives. The first approach, i.e. cultural determinants, includes both the 

social status given to children and the possibilities they have to influence their 

position. Social factors such as family structure, school system, and economic 

and political conditions are important and vary within and between social and 

cultural settings. In this study, Kenyan and Swedish children’s views on rights 

obviously represent experiences from different cultural and social contexts, 

framed by cultural determinants coloured by this diversity. But it is also 

expected that the children contribute with common and shared ideas of being 

young right holders. The second approach in the model refers to the processes 

and relations where the cultural determinants are put into practice. Formal legal 

systems together with formal and informal social policies facilitate the 

maintenance and regulations of cultural determinants and discourses. In this 

study, strategies for implementing the UNCRC that have been decided upon 

and anchored in Kenyan and Swedish societies can be looked upon as 

illustrations of how cultural determinants supporting processes and structures 

with relevance for children’s rights are at hand. The third approach is striving to 

understand children’s lives and in which ways they experience cultural 

determinants in practice, for example in terms of how they see their position in 

relation to adults and institutions, and how they regard their possibilities to 

influence the form and directions that the society’s regulatory frames take over 
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their time and space. Again, the model considers both shared and diverse 

childhood experiences.  

 

The three approaches are integrated in the model and its description of four 

distinctive and qualitatively different positions. James & James (2004) use the 

four positions as a starting point when they explain and develop their 

theoretical model.  By using the “four-model” they claim:  

 

Taken together they [the four positions] constitute and reflect the totality of the 
childhoods lived by children throughout the world and, from the perspective of 
the individual child, it is these same four positions that, in varying proportions, 
at any given time and in any particular situation, combine to shape their daily 
lived experiences. (James & James, 2004, p. 61). 

 

James & James (ibid) have developed the synthesis of different perspectives on 

the child and childhood into a model where these positions are described as 

shaping and being shaped by children’s daily lived experiences. Below, the four 

positions are described.  

 

Four positions of children and childhood 

The four positions of children and childhood consist of the tribal child, the 

minority group child, the social structural child and the socially constructed child (James et 

al, 1998; James & James, 2004). 

 

The tribal child position deals with children’s relationships with each other and 

works with questions where children are seen as competent social actors. 

Diverse life experiences related to age, gender, class, ethnicity, religion, or 

colour, but also shared knowledge about the social world, are in focus. 

Children’s peer-cultures, traditions, activities, norms and values as practised in 

everyday life are of special interest in order to explore the ways children 

themselves construct their world and bring meaning into it. The position also 

includes the idea of children as producing and reproducing social structure 

together with other children, their family and other adults. Conceptually, this 

position is similar to what is referred to as interpretative reproduction, 

suggested by Corsaro (1997, 2005). 

 

The second position the minority group child, emphasizes what is common to all 

children and stresses the power relation between children and adults. Children 
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are described as belonging to a social category with a minority position in 

society, implying lack of social, political and citizen status. In this position, 

issues of participation and influence on decision-making processes concerning 

their own situation are in focus (Hägglund & Thelander, 2008). This position 

illuminates the power order between children and adults as social categories, 

but also the possibility of agency for a social group with own rights and voices 

and how children collectively may act to challenge their subordinated position. 

Within this position, issues of children’s citizenship are illuminated. It is 

described as ‘universalistic, differentiated and global, and fails to find liberation 

through the historical process’ (James et. al. 1998, p. 212). 

 

The social structural child constitutes the third position. Childhood is viewed as a 

constant category in the society, containing social actors with civic needs and 

rights. Issues about how social space of childhood is restricted are of certain 

interest. Changes in the position are related to the social system and structure, 

assumed to be global and universal rather than local. The identity and position 

of the child are regarded as shaped in relation to other social groups (Qvortrup, 

1994). Questions related to structural conditions such as gender, class, race, 

ethnicity and religion are essential. Through this position, it is possible to 

emphasize and illuminate children’s living conditions and, for example, to 

discuss consequences of social segregation and poverty for childhood life 

(Hägglund & Thelander, 2008).   

 
The fourth position, finally, the socially constructed child, stresses that children 

belong to social contexts and that their position changes across time and space. 

This means that diversities and particularities between childhoods are 

unavoidable. This position illuminates questions about how children and 

childhoods are constructed and how a child in a certain context is raised. A 

child perspective is significant and comprises adults’ views on children and 

childhood, the society’s views on children and child politics, and the individual 

child’s views on her/his life.  

 

Although integrated within one model, the different positions can be 

analytically separated. For the individual child or a group of children, childhood 

membership in different positions can be described in terms of specific 

conditions and circumstances with relevance for children’s rights. The positions 

offer conceptual tools for identifying social distance, opportunities for 
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communication, for participating in decision making processes, and for 

revealing the importance of social interpretations of affiliation and justice (ibid). 

  

The model has been discussed and to some extent also criticized. According to 

Kjörholt (2004), applying the different positions and linking them to each other 

are not a problem as such. More challenging according to Kjörholt is the 

embedded paradoxes in the perspectives. Kjörholt argues that the tribal 

position describes adults and children in a way that is grounded in ‘normative 

and western-oriented values associated with romantic and idyllic notions of 

harmonious children and autonomous communities of children’ (ibid. p.26).  

However, my interpretation of this position is that it recognizes what children 

are talking about and what social knowledge, norms and values they construct 

and re-construct in peer group cultures. The fact that children develop and 

uphold peer cultures in settings where they share certain knowledge shows the 

importance for adults to listen to children’s own perspectives and views.  

 

Another challenge to the model that Kjörholt (ibid) points at is the way of 

viewing the socially constructed position as being on a par with the other 

positions. She argues that the other positions are also socially constructed and 

embedded in discourses related to particular contexts. In other words, this 

position can be described as the lens through which the other three are viewed. 

According to Kjörholt (ibid), using this position as a lens has been criticized for 

only focusing on micro-orientated studies. However, Kjörholt argues that a 

social constructional approach rather opens up possibilities to include broader 

cultural and socio-economic contexts. Besides that, she finds that this 

perspective opens:  

 

…for analyses of the interrelationships between local cultural contexts and the 
wider society, including the ‘underlying’ historical conditions that give rise to 
the particularities of different contexts. (Kjörholt, 2004, p.39) 

 

The cultural politics of childhood is a theoretical model and like all abstractions of 

reality it suffers from contradictions, weaknesses and limitations. In addition to 

the critical aspects of the model mentioned above, one may argue that a model 

that includes global, national and local perspectives on cultural determinants 

runs the risk of over-simplifying the matter. However, I have rather found that 

the model, through its conceptualization of positions, has made it possible to 

conduct a study in two different countries and contexts on their own conditions 

and on both ‘local and global’ levels. The model opens up for possibilities to 
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understand children’s lives from their perspectives on children as right holders. 

Besides that, the model supports an approach where the individual as well as 

the collective child is considered.  

 

The model has been used by researchers from a number of different European 

countries (James & James, 2008; Spyrou, 2008; Casas, 2008; Hengst, 2008). 

When discussing implications of their model, James & James (2008) refer to 

policies and ideologies as integrated in cultural policies, as well as in children’s 

own construction of their childhoods where their experiences of life are central.  

 

In addition to the model described above, some theoretical concepts are 

important and have been used in supporting the analysis of empirical data. 

These concepts will be presented below. 

 

The Child, Children, Childhood and Childhoods 

In our everyday language, the concepts of child, children, childhood and 

childhoods are often used as if they were interchangeable. Within the tradition 

of sociology of childhood and in the model the cultural politics of childhood 

however, it is important to distinguish between these concepts.  

 

The child refers to the individual social actor, a specific child who has its own 

way to think, react, interpret and understand things around her or him. But at 

the same time, this specific child has some things in common with all children. 

 

Children is used for a collective category, consisting of various individual “child” 

who are members in the wider concept of children. Childhood is the structural 

location of the social category children, embracing socioeconomic factors and 

children’s possibilities to conduct power and control. In order to emphasize the 

particularity and differences among children’s daily life conditions, the concept 

of childhoods, in plural, is used. 

 

James & James (2004) emphasize the importance of viewing the concepts as 

interplaying with each other: “if children are acknowledged as social agents – as 

people who combine their uniqueness as individual boys and girls, as sons and 

daughters, with their membership of the wider collectivity of children – can 

their active contribution to changing the nature of childhood be recognized”. 

(James & James, 2004, p. 17). This also illuminates that children are social 
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actors and participants in the constructions of their every day lives and 

childhoods as well as in society at large.  

 

In this study, children, rather than the individual child, are in focus. At the same 

time, these children represent on one hand different childhoods, on the other 

they express common features uniting the category childhood.   

 

Child perspective  

The emphasis on children as social competent actors with both rights and 

ability to participate in decision-making matters that concerns them is in line 

with the intentions in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Research 

on children’s rights has contributed to highlight and emphasize children’s 

perspectives and voices in research as well as in other activities involving 

children (Kjörholt, 2004). The concept of ‘child perspective’ has been given a 

variety of significations and meanings. The intention here is to present my 

interpretation of the concept and how it is used in the study. Through the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, an image of the child emerges showing 

a competent child with own rights. At the same time, this child has certain 

needs of protection and care. Thus, the child is both an object and an active 

social actor. This means that the Convention consists of rights to claim 

(protection and provision of rights) and rights to act (participation). Taken 

together this constitutes the child as a right holder. Furthermore, the image of 

the child is embedded in a childhood with its own value rather than as a 

preparation for a future life as adult. 

 

Since the UNCRC came into force, concepts such as child perspective, 

children’s perspective and children’s voices have been used with a rhetorical 

power in different ways and contexts. The concept of child perspective has 

been employed as an ideological concept by governments and NGOs and as a 

methodological concept in research (Halldén, 2003). The use of children’s 

voices as an ideological concept has been criticized for being a rhetorical 

argument in political normative discussions, often carried out between adults, 

trading children’s voices with characteristics of political symbols, like a 

decoration leaving children without any real impact in decision-making 

processes (Halldén & Lindgren, 2001; Kjörholt, 2004). Child perspective as a 

methodological concept has had an increasing importance within research 
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related to the tradition of sociology of childhood, especially in research 

positioned in the social structural child.  

 

The concept of child perspective has further been used in research related to 

the structural position in welfare and policy studies to distinguish children as a 

particular social group in social and demographic statistics (Qvortrup, 1994). 

The increased tendency to refer to children’s voices and children’s perspective 

has been criticized for being particularistic and for not considering social and 

economical structures, a criticism which highlights that  the ‘child perspective’ 

is problematic both theoretically and methodologically and need to be further 

elaborated (Kjörholt, 2004). 

 

Moreover, using the concept of child perspective implies that there are other 

parties to consider. A child perspective can relate to the expressed views of the 

child, it might be what parents/adults describe as a child perspective, and it may 

also concern the society’s view of the child. Brems (2001) illuminates this in 

what she calls Trías Pedagogica. Human rights in general consist of two 

interested parties, the individual and the state. The UNCRC has three different 

interested parties to consider, namely the child, the care-taker and the state. In 

my study this distinction between these three parties are important, but my 

intention is to hold a child perspective throughout the study. A child 

perspective within the theoretical framework for this study implies an ambition 

to open up for a focus on how children view their rights. It also means an 

awareness of the fact that children’s views and knowledge about rights are 

based on shared as well as diverse experiences of belonging to the social 

category childhood.  

 

Vulnerability and separability 

As has been mentioned earlier, the Convention carries tensions and paradoxes 

as for the way a child is imaged. On one hand the child is viewed as an object, a 

vulnerable child who needs protection and care, and on the other hand the 

child is viewed as a social active agent. Moreover, on one hand the child is 

regarded as a dependent human being, and on the other as an independent 

individual. These views of the child do not exclude one from the other, on the 

contrary, they exist simultaneously. Two concepts, vulnerability and separability, 

have been introduced in literature in a way that allows for a less “either-or” and 

a more nuanced approach to these seemingly opposite child images.     
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Lansdown (1994) argues that adult relationships towards children are 

protective. According to her, children are viewed and constructed as vulnerable 

by adults. This vulnerability is two-folded and can be described as inherent 

vulnerability and structural vulnerability respectively. Inherent vulnerability relates to 

children’s physical weakness, immaturity, lack of knowledge and experience, in 

other words, what children are not in relation to adults. This form of 

vulnerability concerns children’s dependency on adults as to needs such as 

food, shelter, protection, and education. Structural vulnerability means that 

children are vulnerable in terms of lack of political and economic power and 

civil rights. According to Lansdown (ibid.), this aspect derives from historical 

perspectives and attitudes about the nature of childhood. Furthermore, the lack 

of political and economical power is based on the social and political construct 

of childhood. Since children in general have limited rights to express their 

opinion, be listened to and  be taken seriously, they are also made vulnerable in 

relation to structure. Landsdown points out inherent vulnerability as the 

predominant aspect, dominating law, policy and practice. According to her, the 

inherent vulnerability might be used as an excuse for not dealing with the structural 

vulnerability.  

 

Generally speaking, the use of the vulnerability concept indicates a focus on a 

dependant child. It may seem strange to add such a concept to the theoretical 

frame for a study based on the childhood sociological view of the child as a 

social agent. However, the two-folded vulnerability concept suggested by 

Lansdown does not focus on the dependant child as such, but contributes to an 

elaborated, critical view on the relationship between children and adults. It is 

built on the hypothesis that adults are holding a protectionist attitude towards 

children which is inbuilt in social and political constructions of childhood. By 

using the two distinctions of vulnerability, the child who needs protection is 

linked to the view of what children are not in relation to adults, and it reveals 

the possibility of structures holding back an active, more independent child. 

Moreover, it sheds light on discrepancies of power in relationships between 

children and adults.   

 

Viewing children as right holders has challenged the view of the dependent 

child. In a similar way as Lansdown has given vulnerability a more complex 

meaning in relation to the image of the child’s dependency on adults, Lee 

(2005) has contributed to a more elaborated view of the independent child. He 
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has suggested the concept of separability in order to open up for a view where 

the child is regarded not as either dependant or independent, but a combination 

of both.  

 

As has been mentioned, the Convention holds two main perspectives, namely 

the right to protection and the right to participation, underlining the images of 

the dependant and the independent child. The right to protection emphasizes 

the importance of being surrounded by adults who can protect the child and 

provide what the child needs. At the same time it highlights children’s lack of 

competence and also the child as a possession to be cared for. The right to 

participation, on the other hand, offers another image. This image describes 

children as being together with adults and not surrounded by them, an image 

where children are accompanied by adults rather than possessed by them (Lee, 

2005). 

 

According to Lee (ibid), children have been viewed as possessions by parents 

and other adults. Through the Convention and its claim of children as right 

holders, another image emerged. According to this image, children are viewed 

as possessing themselves, and separateness as a sign of independence is highly 

valued as a human value. Lee is critical to this view and suggests the concept of 

separability to challenge separateness: “…separability poses a challenge to 

separateness. Separability is nothing more that the possibility of relationship, a 

possibility that is always involved in the generation of human value. 

Separateness however is merely a standard by which human value is 

distributed.” (Lee, 2005, p. 154). 

 

Moreover, he emphasizes that neither development nor rights are 

understandable if viewing the individual human being as separate from  other 

human beings. Shifting between dependency and independency is fundamental 

in the conditions of being human, and this goes for both children and adults. 

Instead of striving for separateness he puts forward the ability to separate, 

allowing for both independency and dependency.  

 

Like in the discussion of the concept of vulnerability above, the way Lee 

interprets the quality of independency that characterizes the child as a right 

holder contributes to a deeper understanding of the relationship between the 

child and the adult, and also between the child and the society. That is why the 



 46 

two elaborated concepts have been added to the theoretical frame for this 

study.   

Summarizing comments  

The aim of this chapter has been to present the theoretical framework of the 

study which has influenced its design, how it has been conducted, and how the 

empirical information has been interpreted and analysed. 

 

The theoretical base of the study is built on the tradition of sociology of 

childhood and the model the cultural politics of childhood, as suggested by James & 

James (2004). Taken together, the conceptual framework holds possibilities to 

study children’s views on their rights as anchored in diverse and common 

childhoods. In the cultural politics of childhood James & James (ibid) emphasizes 

that the childhood concept carries experiences that are common for all children 

and at the same time it hosts experiences that differ between individual children 

or groups of children. In my study I have interviewed groups of school children 

in Kenya and Sweden about their rights, especially their rights to participation, 

non-discrimination and education. In the analysis, the concepts and thought 

models presented in this chapter have guided the work. The four positions in 

the cultural politics of childhood have offered alternative perspectives on social status 

and relationships to society, adults and peers, and its relevance for ideas of 

rights. The model has also opened for the recognition of views based on 

diverse and common experiences, and it has allowed for analyses of 

commonalities and diversities that are neither only nor primarily based on 

national differences, but on other kinds of dissimilarities. The view of children 

as both inherently and structurally vulnerable, as both dependent and 

independent in relation to society and adults, and as carrying voices and being 

able to mediate their particular view of rights, has been fundamental for the 

work.  

 

In the next chapter, previous research about children’s rights and the aim of the 

study and its research questions are presented.  
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4. PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
 

Since the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

came into force in 1989 many researchers from different disciplines have found 

an interest in issues related to children’s rights. Even though the Convention 

and children’s rights as specific objects of research have existed for two decades 

in the research arena, its problems and questions have found its way into a 

number of research areas, such as law, philosophy, sociology and education. 

The research field is broad. It stretches over different topics, various research 

disciplines and holds a multiplicity of theoretical and methodological 

approaches. It represents basic research as well as action-oriented research 

dealing with implementation, organisational development and staff training. 

This means that in order to present a realistic map over the field, studies 

covering a wide range of traditions should be included.  

 

In this chapter the aim is to present a selection of research with relevance for 

the present study. I will give a broad, introductory overview of the most 

important areas in which issues of the Convention and children’s rights have 

been studied. Thereafter, research specifically focusing on the issues that are at 

hand in the present study is presented, i.e. children’s rights in relation to 

education, participation and discrimination. The chapter ends with a description 

of the aim and the research questions for the study. 

  

An introductory overview of the research field  

In this section I will present research about children’s rights as conducted 

within law, social science, and moral philosophy, three areas representing 

different disciplinary traditions within which questions about children’s rights 

have been raised. In addition to this, research directing critical and challenging 

approaches towards the Convention, particularly its claim to be universal, is 

presented. The overview is limited and it is important to bear in mind that the 

intention is to bring about a rough idea of existing research in order to frame 

the present study, rather than to give a complete map over research on 

children’s rights.  
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Research in the area of law 

During the last decades, a large amount of research has been conducted about 

children’s rights within the field of law. Attention has been given to the 

Convention as such and to its status as an international rights document. A 

comprehensive documentation of the legislative history of the Convention was 

recently published (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights, 2007). It presents the discussions, oppositions and deliberations 

in the working group dealing with the draft of the Convention and gives an 

interesting insight into the work leading up to the 54 articles in the Convention. 

 

Within law studies, the international juridical status of children’s rights have 

been highlighted and discussed in the perspective of international law, and the 

status of children in different contexts has been elaborated. The importance of 

contextualising rights and the potential power of international law to protect 

children’s rights have been frequently recurring issues (Alston & Crawford, 

2000; Freeman, 1992, 2004; Stern, 2006; Van Bueren, 1998; Verhellen, 2000). 

The juridical status of the articles in the UNCRC and its relation to general 

human rights documents are other issues of concern (Abramson, 2008; Stern, 

2006; Verheyde, 2006). Some attention has also been paid to the work of the 

United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (Gras, 2001).  

 

The concept of universality has different meanings in the human rights 

discourse. It has been criticized for holding a Western-biased approach. In a 

study investigating non-Western human rights discourses, Brems (2001) 

suggests that the concept of ‘inclusive universality’ is a way to emphasize that 

the concept embraces groups of people in the margin of being included in the 

claims for human rights.  

 

The child’s right to express her/his view, be listened to and be taken seriously 

in matters affecting her/him has been in focus for several studies (Alston, 2000; 

Freeman, 1992, 2004; Stern, 2006). Results show large discrepancies between 

theory and practice, i.e. children are often left behind in issues related to 

participation and decision making processes. This observation has primarily 

been explained by referring to cultural traditions rather than to power structures 

(Stern, 2006).  According to Stern, in the reports to the UN Committee, 

countries frequently give prominence to themselves for being in the forefront 

of children’s rights, blaming traditional attitudes for holding back children in 

decision-making processes. Stern argues that by looking beyond what is viewed 



 49 

as traditional problems, structures of power may be revealed that explain why 

children do not take part in these processes. Stern concludes that the greatest 

challenge to involve children in decision making processes lies in changing 

adults’ attitudes towards children and child participation (ibid).  
 

Children’s participation in decision-making processes can be manifested in 

various ways. In juridical procedures it often concerns the participation of a 

child in family law proceedings within different national contexts (Eriksson & 

Näsman, 2008; James & James, 1999; Sloth-Nielsen, 2002; Taylor et al, 2003; 

Taylor et al, 2007). Another topic commonly dealt with by researchers in this 

tradition is article 3 on the best interest of the child (Alston, 1994; Schiratzki, 

2005).  

 

Research presented above represents and relates to international perspectives in 

a broad sense (e.g. Alston, 2000; Brems, 2001; Van Bueren 1998), but it is 

dominated by a Western-oriented perspective, mostly referring to European 

and Anglo-Saxon examples and contexts (Eriksson & Näsman, 2008; James & 

James, 1999; Taylor et al, 2003; Taylor et al, 2007). However, there are some 

examples of research conducted within the African context, such as studies of 

the child in juridical procedures (Sloth-Nielsen, 2002) and of children’s rights 

and African law (Sloth-Nielsen, 2008). Furthermore, human rights and 

children’s rights in the context of the African legal system have been elaborated 

and discussed in relation to the United Nations human rights documents 

(Chirwa, 2002; Olowu, 2002, 2008; Lloyd, 2002, 2008). Research has also been 

conducted on the role of economy for social and cultural rights in the African 

context (Chirwa, 2008). 

 

In summary, research on children’s rights carried out within the field of law has 

raised questions concerning children’s rights in international and regional law 

perspectives. Other issues that have been particularly in focus are related to the 

child’s possibilities to be listened to and to the articles on participation and the 

best interest of the child in the context of law procedures 
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Research in the area of social sciences  

A large number of studies have been conducted on children’s rights in the field 

of social studies. Research within the tradition of sociology of childhood is well 

represented (Alderson, 1999, 2000; James & James, 2004; Mayall, 2000), and 

also other approaches. Similarities between children’s rights and the women’s 

rights movement have been identified, for example the view of women as being 

different than men in the sense of not being men, as similar to children being 

viewed as different in the sense of not being adults (Canella & Viruru, 2004; 

Lansdown, 1994; Mayall 2000). Such a perspective has been related to colonial 

ideology and the relation between the colonizer and the colonized as being 

much the same as between children and adults: 

 

Children have been consistently seen as the same as the colonized, exotic beings 
who were different from adults and interesting only to the extent that they could 
be analyzed for who they would become.(Canella, et. al., 2004, p. 84) 

 

The exposed and vulnerable child is a theme of research where children’s rights 

and need to be protected has been made visible. Violence and other forms of 

abusing children, street children, children and labour, and children with 

disabilities are examples of issues where children’s rights have been considered 

in relation to groups of children in difficult life conditions. In addition, research 

emphasizing girls and refugee children and their particularly exposed situation 

have been conducted (Ennew, 2000, 2004, 2005; Halvorsen, 2005; 

Nieuwenhuys, 2008; UNICEF Annual Report, 1999, 2006; White, 2005). In 

these studies, improvements of the children’s living conditions through 

political, economical and social change are called for. According to Freeman 

(2000), such change is not only a task for national agencies to see to, but should 

also be of highest priority among the international society.  

 

Some critical comments have been directed towards the tendency to give too 

much space on needs and problems among marginalized groups of children. 

This may lead to insights about certain groups of children but very little about 

“ordinary” children and young people, something that may cause a lack of 

baseline knowledge with ‘…which to compare the experiences of the vulnerable 

with the unexceptional’. (Morrow & Richards, 1996, p.97). The question of what 

kind of knowledge may be gained and not gained by focusing research on 

specific, marginalised groups of children is important. Not in the sense that 
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these groups are of non-interest, but by restricting the scope of the validity of 

the Convention to a tool for ‘particular’ problems and ‘particular’ children, 

which does not correspond to its intention. Without disregarding children in 

marginalized groups and their needs, it has been underlined that the 

Convention is assumed to be a moral action plan for democracy for every child 

in their everyday life (Hammarberg, 1998).  

 

In the field of social studies one also finds research related to how media in 

different ways affect children’s everyday lives and their possibilities to claim and 

practise rights (Drotner, 2005; Buckingham & Bragg, 2005; Kline, 2005). 

Research about children and health is another area. Topics that have been 

studied in developing countries are the problems of HIV/AIDS (UNICEF, 

2006). Other examples are children’s participation and influence in medical care 

and protection from drugs (Alderson, 2002; James & James, 2004). Research 

about children and childhood in a global perspective has studied what it means 

to be a child living in a global world where incidents and accidents of various 

kinds around the world affect daily life. Examples of studies concern global 

economy and political and social transformations, and its influence on 

children’s life conditions, in particular with focus on socio-economic aspects 

(Boyden, 1990; Katz, 2002; Kaufman et al, 2002; Kjörholt, 2007).  

 

Research within the social sciences covers a broad field, including political, 

cultural, social and health aspects of being a child with rights. Research 

specifically focusing on rights tends to highlight exposed and marginalised 

groups of children and their needs. Issues of globalisation and its meaning for 

children and rights have been explored to a certain extent.  

 

Research in the area of moral and philosophical studies 

In research representing the two areas above, children’s rights have been 

studied in relation to everyday, concrete situations. The third research field 

which will be briefly touched upon in this introductory overview is anchored in 

the traditions of theory of rights and philosophy of rights, a field where more 

abstract reasoning around concepts of rights and right holders are in focus. 

Studies where issues of the child as a right holder and the Convention as a 

universal human rights document are in focus when illustrating this area below. 
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Bobbio (2000) has investigated human rights and children’s rights in an 

historical perspective and elaborated the ideas of universality vs. particularity. 

By referring to the fact that classical rights theories, as developed by Dworkin, 

Rawls and Marshall, do not include children, others have suggested that as these 

theories include all citizens with equal concern and respect, they also include 

children, who therefore should be regarded as equal to other human beings and 

autonomous (Bojers, 2004; Freeman 1992; Lister, 2008; Van Bueren 1998). 

Closely linked to this are issues of what may be described as children’s double 

standard, they hold the right to both protection and autonomy. When Archard 

(1993) discusses questions of liberation and caretaking, a similar conceptual 

dialectic is brought forward. A double standard in the view of children is also 

highlighted and emphasized in the concept of separability referred to earlier, 

which points out that children, and  adults do not need protection or autonomy 

- they need both (Lee, 2005).   

 

Critical and challenging approaches towards the Convention 

As a final part of this introductory section to the chapter, some examples of 

research are presented where the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

and its claim to be universal is criticized and questioned. Viewing the articles of 

the Convention and its perspectives as universal is inbuilt in the Convention. 

This is also the official view held by the UN Committee on the Rights of the 

Child and among practitioners implementing and monitoring the UNCRC. 

However, the Convention as a universal document has been questioned. 

Through empirical studies in developing countries, it has been pointed out that 

it is problematic to view the Convention as universal, as national laws and 

regulations necessarily put demands on contextualizing it (Dawes & Donald, 

2000; Qvarsell, 2001; Wessels, 2001).  

 

Researchers from various disciplines have argued that the Convention carries a 

Western-biased perspective (Burman, 1996; Dawes & Donald, 2000; Wessels 

2001). Discussions on the universality issue have been undertaken also in 

relation to general human rights and the idea that all human beings share a 

common basic value, namely that the human nature is based on reason. This 

quality, initially attributed to adult men, constituted a fundamental principle for 

the construction of human rights. Gradually, rights as a value in itself has 

become predominant and women and children have been included (Brems, 

2001). In a study on the work of implementing the Convention in Vietnam, 
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Burr (2002) examined the UNCRC in relation to its influence on local attitudes 

towards childhood. Burr describes how the Western individualistic perspective 

clashes with traditional family values, holding a more collective perspective, 

where the global rights do not seem to fit into the local Vietnamese context. 

With this observation in mind Burr is arguing for further studies to connect 

global and local views and contexts. 

 

The Convention has also been criticized for holding a perspective based on 

neoliberal individualism, assuming freedom of choice for young people and a 

pre-given understanding of what a child is (Aitken, Lund & Kjörholt, 2007). 

Another example of critique concerns the global children’s rights discourse and 

children’s development in relation to economical development (Aitken, et al, 

2007; Tomasevski, 2006). When the draft leading up to the Convention was 

outlined, the work was approved by consensus. This has been described as a 

serious risk against democracy. According to Mouffe (2008), when established 

actors such as political parties or governments are striving towards mutual 

agreement this opens up for undemocratic movements.  

 

By sketching the above map of research on children’s rights, an introductory 

review over previous research has been given. Besides highlighting what has 

been studied before, the review intends to call the attention to issues which 

have not been in focus in earlier research about children’s rights. Below are 

some comments with this intention in mind, based on what have been 

presented so far.   

 

In research on children’s rights, children’s own ideas and views have been used 

as empirical information to a larger extent within studies of law and social 

sciences than in the moral philosophical field. When children’s views are being 

used, issues related to being listened to, participation, and decision making are 

at hand. Studies investigating children’s experiences of rights in their daily lives 

by way of their own descriptions and reflections are rare. Even though there are 

studies challenging the Convention as a universal document,  most of them do 

not discuss or question the Convention as such, which means that it is left 

rather unchallenged as a phenomenon in itself in earlier research. A final 

observation is that while children’s rights have become an issue of growing 

concern for policies, child activists, and practitioners working with the  

implementation of the Convention around the world, research has been 

initiated within various fields. The establishment of international research 
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centres dealing with issues on children’s rights illustrates the need of creating 

multi-disciplinary arenas for developing knowledge about this issue, and is also 

a way to give it legitimacy. Examples of such centres are the UNICEF 

Innocenti Research Centre in Florence, Italy, the Children’s Rights Centre in 

Ghent, Belgium, and the Children’s Institute in Cape Town, South Africa. 

   

In the next session, the overview of previous research continues, but now with 

a specific focus on studies that have been directed towards questions 

concerning rights in relation to education, participation and non-discrimination, 

i.e. the issues of primary interest for the present study.  

 

Previous research about children’s rights and education, 
participation and non-discrimination  

As has been mentioned earlier, the four articles in focus for this study 

correspond to different kinds of rights. While the right to education represents 

a provisional right, rights in and through education, and rights to participation 

and non-discrimination concern more fundamental democratic rights. 

However, it goes without saying that even though it is possible to make a 

theoretical distinction between them, they are interrelated, not least from a child 

perspective on life. Trying to sort out and describe previous research with 

relevance for the study has not been an easy task. When reviewing research of 

relevance for these issues, the four theoretical positions described in chapter 

three (see page 38) have to some extent been guiding the research studies. 

Studies focusing on structural aspects of childhood, on childhood as socially 

constructed, as a minority position, and as a socially and culturally shared peer 

community have been identified. However, as there are relevant studies which 

do not specifically claim an interest for children or childhood, a wider framing 

of existing research was necessary. In the remaining pages of this chapter, two 

broad headings will serve as such a frame. The first deals with rights and 

education, the second holds research on children as right holders and includes 

studies on participation, non-discrimination, and studies on teaching and 

learning children’s rights. 
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Children’s rights and education  

Generally speaking, research that specifically connects children’s rights and 

education is limited. Interestingly enough, such research is even more limited 

within the field of educational research. On the other hand, there is a large 

number of studies which are relevant for children’s rights and education, as for 

example studies of children and citizenship, education and participation, and 

studies of education and equality, all representing research with bearing on 

children’s rights.  

 

Issues on children’s rights and education comprise a range of aspects where 

access and availability to education constitutes one and the rights in and through 

education reveal other aspects of education as a right (Tomasevski, 2003, 2005, 

2006, Verhellen, 1996, 2000). Education is important for the individual child 

and valuable for the nation and the parents. From a governmental perspective 

the aim of education is to develop economic workforce and wealth for the 

future, and to encourage social integration: ‘…the intention of society to produce 

individuals who will be useful to society. Indeed, education means more than mere 

transfer of knowledge and experience to the next generation. It is an attempt to 

control the population and the future’. (Hart & Pavlovic, 1991, p. 5). From a 

parental view, education is viewed as an investment for the future as well as a 

carrier of certain values and beliefs. All this underlines the importance of 

education and points at different agendas which might even compete 

(Lansdown, 2002). When talking about children and education, Brems (2001) 

has suggested the concept of ‘Trías Pedagogica’ and its three different positions 

as a way to make explicit the complexity inbuilt within the Convention and in 

educational situations. ‘Trías Pedagogica’ identifies three parties of interests, the 

state, the child, and the caretakers. The child is placed at one angle, the state at 

a second and the caretakers at a third angle. The concept helps highlighting 

whose interest is taken into consideration when interests clash (ibid). 

 

With these introductory notions from research where children’s rights to some 

extent have been put into a perspective of education as a background, two lines 

of research will be presented somewhat more in detail. One concerns 

contextual and structural aspects of education, the other the relation between 

education and economical growth.  
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Contextual and structural aspects on rights and education  

Children’s right to education has been an issue in focus since the UNCRC 

entered into force. Education for all children was emphasized in earlier human 

rights documents, such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, as well 

as in recent international documents such as the United Nations Millenium 

Goal (UN Millenium report, 2000). The strong international emphasize on the 

right to education contributed to the project Free Education for All in Kenya, 

which was initiated in 2003 and related to political and economical claims 

(Lansdown, 2002).  

 

Several studies have shown that structural inequities related to economical, 

political and social diversity among social groups constitute reality for children 

and their rights to and in education. (Brems, 2001; Davies, 2004; Spring, 2000; 

Tomasevski, 2003, 2005, 2006). Tomasevski (ibid), mainly using human rights 

documents, statistics and reports on various local and global circumstances, has 

shown how political, economical and social systems in different countries have 

an impact on how the right to education is realized. When discussing this, 

Tomasevski argues for compulsory education for all, where access to school 

also includes availability, i.e. realistic ways of making it possible to reach school 

in order to ensure the right to education, for example by mobile schools. A 

similar emphasis on education as a possible arena for breaking structural 

inequities and violence has been made by Davies (2004). According to Davies, 

education is an important tool for change in assuring “…connectivity – 

between the wealthy and the poor, between males and females, between 

different ethnic or religious groups, between the ‘able’ and the ‘less-able” (ibid., 

p. 204). Some researchers have highlighted a need of differentiated education, 

adapted to changing societies and students’ diverse needs (Brems, 2001, 

Tomasevski, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2006, Spring, 2000, Verheyde, 2006). Taken 

together, these examples of research show, not surprisingly, that rights to 

education are distributed along contextually and structurally related patterns of 

inequality. However, it also indicates that education and schools may serve as 

active arenas and tools for change.   

 

Economical growth and the right to education 

Some researchers have argued that children’s rights may be violated when 

education is organised and viewed as mainly a contributor to economical 

growth and economical interests. One example of research holding this line of 
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reasoning is an international comparative study on the impact of financial 

globalization on education, where the interplay between global and local 

processes ‘… tends to treat education as an industry’ (Tomasevski, 2003, p.9). 

According to Tomasevski, economical growth seems to be more and more 

important in the relation between education and society. Tomasevski argues 

that by viewing the right to education as more of a traded service than anything 

else, there is a risk that the poor countries may be left behind and that the poor 

people become poorer (ibid.).  

 

Another example of critical comments related to education as a predominantly 

economical enterprise concerns the transformation of political nationalism into 

economic nationalism linked to “… a human resource and human capital 

model of schooling’ [and] ‘…as a resource to be developed for the good of the 

economic system” (Spring, 2000, p. 148). According to Spring, through this 

kind of linking education to economy, children are treated as resources for 

economic interests rather than as right holders, and this calls for a more critical 

approach towards the global economical perspective on education. 

Furthermore, Spring argues that it is necessary for human beings and societies 

to find ways to counteract negative outcomes for human rights of these global 

changes (ibid.).   

 

In a worldwide study of children’s rights and education, the negative 

dimensions of globalization have been highlighted and described in terms of 

risk (Tomasevski, 2006). According to Tomasevski and others, there is a 

remarkable risk of loosing sight of children’s rights when actors at the global 

arena, such as the World Bank, have another agenda than what is stipulated in 

the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (Tomasevksi, 2003, 2006; 

Spring, 2000). The increasing impact of international markets on governmental 

decisions which are assumed to affect education in a negative way has actually 

been referred to as more than a risk. According to Fredriksson (2001), the 

impact of international markets is actually working against children and 

children’s rights. Drawing the critique a bit further, Aitken, et al (2007) as well 

as others have argued that the increasing impact of international markets is 

related to a neoliberal agenda influencing the global rhetoric on rights, also 

inbuilt in the UNCRC (ibid; Apple,  2005, 2006). Following this line of 

reasoning, the Convention and its intentions can be regarded as working against 

children in the name of the best interest of the child. However, Tomasevski’s 

contribution to this debate (2003), based on a study about children’s rights and 
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education, is that these negative dimensions of globalization actually may be 

neutralized through human rights. 

 

In conclusion, studies on education in relation to children’s rights are often 

based on document studies and statistics. International, comparative 

perspectives on children’s social and cultural living conditions in relation to 

access and availability of education for all children are common. There are 

studies holding a critical approach towards the relation between education and 

economical growth and development. Studies focusing on education and rights 

related to structural and economical issues are predominantly carried out within 

a macro perspective, but some have pointed at the need to combine macro and 

micro perspectives when conducting research on children’s rights in a global 

world (Aitken, et al. 2007; Burr, 2002; John, 2001; Stephens, 1995). 

 

Children as right holders 

Through the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, children 

are given the position as right holders with rights to express their view, to be 

listened to, to be taken seriously, to participate, and not to be discriminated. 

The idea of the child as a right holder has challenged traditional views on 

children and adults, and on children and society, as it implies not only a certain 

human value given to the child as such, but also what the child represents and 

carries in terms of knowledge, experience and claims on “truths”. In this 

section, three themes of research are presented within which the idea of the 

child as a right holder has been elaborated. The first theme concerns research 

on children’s participation in school and elsewhere, and on children as citizens. 

The second deal with research on non-discrimination, and in the third theme, 

research on learning and teaching rights is presented.  

 

Participation and citizenship  

When discussing children’s rights to be heard and to participate, children’s 

voices have been referred to as the medium through which this is made 

possible (James & James, 2008; Kirby, 2002). In studies focusing on children as 

right holders, children’s voices have been used in the sense that children have 

been involved in the research. According to some researchers, this raises 

questions on theoretical and methodological issues, and also calls for ethical 

considerations (James & James, 2008, Kjörholt, 2004; Halldén, 2003).  
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To give children a voice is one thing, however, there is more into participation 

than just giving space for their voices (Halldén, 2003; James & James, 2008; 

Kjörholt, 2004). In order to understand and realize children’s right to 

participation, it is important to have a complex approach where ‘space’, ‘voice’, 

‘audience’, and ‘influence’ need to be considered (Lundy, 2007). Even though 

there is a growing tendency to involve children and their views in research, 

most studies do not. However, in studies on participation and decision making 

in school, children have to some extent been used as informants (Alderson, 

2000; Allan & I’Anson, 2004; Morrow, 1999; Smith, 2007; Spyrou, 2007; Taylor, 

et al, 2001). There are also studies where both adults and children have been 

involved and when children’s and adults’ different perspectives have been of 

interest (Burr, 2002; Cheney, 2007; Taylor, et al, 2001).  

 

Research on children’s participation has primarily been conducted in Western 

contexts and rarely in other parts of the world (Ehlers & Frank, 2008). To a 

fairly large extent, the issue of participation and decision-making has been 

investigated in school contexts where school councils have been of particular 

interest. A general conclusion from these studies is that school councils as an 

arena for children’s participation do not seem to be working (Alderson, 2000, 

Allan & I’ Anson, 2004, Morrow, 1999). Initiating school councils is not 

enough to involve children in decision making processes. Other and deeper 

structural and relational changes in the cultures and organisations of schools are 

needed (Alderson, 2000; Davies, 1999, 2002). Without improving other aspects 

of school there is a risk that school councils make democracy to a decoration 

only, without any further meaning and reason, or as argued by Davies (1999) 

when discussing a study on school councils: 

… [It]is impossible to drop a school council into an otherwise inequitable or 
inhumane institution and expect it to achieve 'the learning organization'. 
Consultants and trainers would have to spend much time in exploring 
conceptions of terms such as debate, mediation, appraisal, accountability, 
negotiation and consultation before advocating democracy and power sharing. 
(Davies, 1999, p. 138) 

 

A generally held idea in relation to participation in the school context is that by 

involving children in school issues in a  democratic way they will be empowered 

and prepared for being respected and responsible present and future citizens 

(Alderson, 2000; Allan & I’ Anson, 2004; Morrow, 1999; Smith, 2007). This is 

also a bearing idea in Hart’s study (Hart, 1992) on children’s participation. Hart 



 60 

describes participation as a process of sharing decisions, a main condition for 

democracy and a fundamental citizenship right.  

 

In similar ways as issues have related to children’s right to participation, 

children’s citizenship has caught attention among researchers. The 

Conventions’ focus on participation has actualized questions of whether to 

view children as accomplished citizens or not. Questions concerning whether 

children are valid or legitimate citizens in spite of the fact that they are excluded 

from the political rights included in adult citizenship have been discussed 

(Roche, 1999). Such an exclusion of political rights challenges the classical 

definition of what it means to be a full status citizen with rights. This definition 

is built on notions of independence, maturity, competence and belonging, 

which characterize a citizen who contribute to the society with competence and 

by that receive independence and belonging as a full status citizen (James & 

James, 2008). As children are dependant on adults and do not have political 

rights, they cannot be viewed as citizens according to this definition. When 

discussing why it is difficult to claim full citizenship for children based on other 

definitions, James and James (ibid) suggest this to be related to adults’ need of 

care and control. However, in the wake of the Convention, the classical 

definition of a citizen has been challenged and criticized. It has for instance 

been argued that another concept of citizenship is needed, as the way of 

viewing children as becoming citizens, thereby excluding them from 

participation in society until they have grown up and received full political 

rights, does not correspond to the intention of the Convention (Lister, 2008; 

Lockyear, 2008; Moosa-Mitha, 2005).  

 

Alternative ways of defining, constructing, and understanding children’s 

citizenship  have been examined and illuminated in a number of studies (Fortin, 

2008; James & James 2008; Lister 2008; Lansdown, 2005; Liebel, 2008; 

Lockyear 2008; Mosa-Mitha, 2005; Smith, 2007). Several researchers emphasize 

that citizenship starts from the day of birth, which means that children are both 

citizens of today and of tomorrow (Doek, 2008; Fortin, 2008; Lockyer, 2008; 

Smith, 2007). Lister (2008) suggests children’s citizenship as being built on 

other building blocks than adults’ citizenship. By making a distinction between 

citizenship as status and citizenship as practice, Lister is able to discern that 

children are actually practising rights without having the formal status of a full-

worthy citizen. According to Lister, the way they act as responsible social 

participants when taken care of and in interaction with peers and adults is an 
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example of this. Children’s relational competencies have also been highlighted 

by others (Kjörholt, 2004). 

Another aspect of children’s citizenship that have been object for analyses and 

discussions concerns the issue of children as being included or excluded in 

society. Some authors have claimed that by emphasizing children’s 

participation, their present as well as their future status as members of society 

are being underlined (Liebel, 2008; Lister, 2008; Lockyear, 2008). Others have 

pointed at school as an important inclusive, participatory arena of significant 

importance, as it supports not only ‘reading-and-writing’ and arithmetical 

literacy, but is a most important space also for developing political literacy 

(Davies, 1999; Lockyear, 2008).  

 

In research on children as citizens, the complexity when interpreting definitions 

and limits related to the child as a right holder is frequently analysed and 

discussed. One example of this is the fundamental question of the child’s 

development of insights and competences, referred to in the Convention as 

their ‘evolving capacities’ (Lansdown, 2005). This concerns the growing 

autonomy of the child and its relation to questions on how the right to freedom 

of expression, the right of thought and the right to say her/his views in matters 

of concern should be understood and interpreted. Other matters that have been 

of importance in research are themes and concepts viewed as contradictory, 

such as children as human beings and/or human becomings (Liebel, 2008; 

Lockyear 2008; Qvortrup, 1994), children as being in need of protection vs. the 

right to participation (James, et al, 1998, James & James, 2008; Lockyear, 2008; 

Myhre & Tarulli, 2008), and theory in relation to practice, for example when 

applying the right to participation involving both learning and empowerment 

(Lockyear, 2008). Situations where protection and participation clash have been 

discussed, for example when bullying calls for balancing the definitions of the 

right to free expression on one hand and the right to protection from 

discrimination on the other (Shariff & Johnny, 2008).  

 

Studies where children have been used as informants have been conducted in 

research on participation. Also, some studies on conceptions of rights have 

involved children and their views. In a study conducted in New Zeeland, 

students’ rights as conceptualized by students, teachers, and other staff were 

investigated (Taylor et al, 2001). The results showed that while the teachers 

viewed issues of safety and the right to protection as most important, the 

students ranked freedom to expression and participation highest. In a similar 
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study conducted in Belize, Canada, Colombia, Mexico, and Mozambique, 

children in primary schools discussed and voted on the relative importance of 

the articles in the UNCRC. Adults involved had expected the students to rank 

rights to participation highest, but instead the children put priority to the rights 

to protection and provision (Howe & Covell, 2005). Both these studies show 

the discrepancy between adults’ and children’s views on rights. They also 

indicate a difference related to the children’s age in the sense that the older 

students gave priority to participatory rights whereas younger students seemed 

to prioritize rights related to protection and provision.  

 

Studies about children’s right to participation and about children and 

citizenship referred to above are mostly conducted in Western contexts and by 

Western researchers. Although children’s participation in the African context 

has been studied, it has been described as activities initiated by international 

agents, implying difficulties in both evaluating and sustainability (Ehlers & 

Frank, 2008).  

 

Studies related to children’s participation and citizenship as those mentioned 

above indicate school and education as important arenas for practising 

participatory rights. The research also implies that when organising 

participatory activities, anchoring in children’s experiences as well as in the 

school context at large is needed. Research on citizenship and rights has to a 

large extent been occupied with analyzing, defining, interpreting, and discussing 

concepts related to the child as a right holder. When children have been 

involved in studies about conceptions of rights, it seems as if they have other 

ideas than adults about what is important and not. Finally, again, a Western 

predominance is obvious in the research being conducted.   

 

Equality and the right to non-discrimination 

The second theme of research related to the child as a right holder concerns 

discrimination and equality. Social, economical, and political equality is a focal 

ideological dimension of children’s rights. Research presented earlier on 

education and structural differences which related to economical, political and 

cultural circumstances as hindrances for equality have bearing also for this 

theme (Brems, 2001; Tomasevski, 2003, 2005, 2006; Spring, 2000).  

Studies related to equality in school often deal with social exclusion and 

inclusion. Groups of children running particular risks to be excluded have 
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largely been in focus, for example children who need provision of special care, 

assistance, and education (Howe & Covell, 2005). Studies have been conducted 

on children with special needs (Bennet, et al, 2008), bullying prevention 

(Lacharite & Marini, 2008), gender disparity (UNICEF Annual Report, 2005), 

asylum seeking children (Halvorsen, 2005; Lidén & Lidén, 2007), and studies 

about how to include excluded groups in school (Brems, 2001; Moosa-Mitha, 

2005).  

 

In educational sociology, research has been conducted on structurally related 

inequalities and the way power hierarchies in line with those in society at large 

are produced, reproduced, resisted, and changed in school. Studies related to 

gender and education (Lahelma & Öhrn 2003), ethnicity (Rizvi, 2004; Apple, 

2004, Nolan & Anyon, 2004) and class (Apple, 2004; Cheney, 2007) belong 

here. Ethnographic research approaches have shown how common views on 

social justice, belonging and exclusion develop and change by groups of 

children in shared school and pre-school settings (Corsaro, 2005; James & 

James, 2004; Löfdahl & Hägglund, 2006; Spyrou, 2007). At the same time as 

they interpret and create meaning, they also produce change. In school this 

might be manifested as forms of resistance strategies (Öhrn, 1998). 

 

Several studies have been conducted where the connection between the global 

intention of children’s rights and local conditions have been elaborated as one 

aspect of how equality may be understood. In these studies, local political, 

economical, and social contexts including views on children and childhood 

have been investigated (Burman, 1996; Burr, 2002; Chirwa, 2002; Cheney, 2007; 

Lloyd, 2002). Research has shown that when the global rights discourse meets 

local notions on what children and childhoods are supposed to be about, 

challenges and contradictions appear which have to be dealt with by the 

children in their daily lives (Cheney, 2007; Burr, 2002; Myhre & Tarulli, 2008). 

While in some countries education is viewed as a possibility to class mobility, 

Cheney argues that due to post-colonial dependency and social and political 

violence, this is not true for a majority of children around the world (Cheney, 

2007). The statement made by Cheney can be seen as an example of how 

children’s daily lives are connected to the global political economy. It has also 

been referred to the fact that the global children’s rights discourse, often carried 

by international aid agencies, is heavily influenced by a western perspective on 

the individual child which sometimes clashes with local views on children and 

childhood (Burr, 2002; Cheny, 2007). One example of this is when the family as 
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a group is regarded as more important than the individuals in the family. It has 

been argued that when international legislation, inspired by a view on children 

and childhood in line with the global discourse, serves as a foundation for 

changing children’s lives, this means a clash in the structural and cultural 

realities these children are living in (Boyden, 1990; Burman, 1996; Burr, 2002; 

Cheney, 2007; Dawes & Donald, 2000; Wessels, 2001). 

 

Research with relevance for children’s rights in relation to equality and non-

discrimination that has been mentioned here has been focused on certain 

groups of children, those with special needs and those running risks of being 

socially excluded. Research showing children’s individual and/or collective ways 

of encountering inequality and injustice and to resist and change structures is 

also relevant for the theme. Finally, a fairly large amount of research has been 

conducted where the idea of a global children’s rights discourse causes 

problems for the local child, as the discourses do not agree. Research on 

differences between global children’s rights discourse and local contexts where 

children are, has comparatively often been conducted in non-western contexts.  

 

Teaching and learning children’s rights 

As a human rights document, the Convention is a guide for how to implement 

the rights in global, national, and local contexts. In school this is made concrete 

through teaching and learning. Generally speaking, studies on how to teach and 

evaluate children’s rights are based on pro-Convention attitudes towards the 

Convention as such, and on a positive attitude towards the idea of empowering 

children through teaching and learning them their rights. However, research 

mediating critical voices, highlighting problems and challenging in conducting 

the task and how this may turn out to be counter-productive is also 

documented (Mirembe & Davies, 2001).  

 

Howe & Covell, conducting research with a didactic orientation, have described 

learning of rights as a process of more than one step. The first step is to know 

about children’s rights, the second concerns the practical dimension, how to 

make it real: “A gap remains between educational knowledge and practice. A 

gap remains between the reality of children’s rights in and through education. 

Closing these gaps would be of much benefit to the citizen child and thereby to 

the promotion and maintenance of democratic societies.” (Howe & Covell, 2005, 
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p. 169). This is a difficult but necessary task for schools according to the 

authors.       

 

Teaching and practising children’s rights in the classroom are described by 

several researchers as something that teachers tend to resist (Alderson, 1999; 

Hart & Pavlovic, 1991; Howe & Covell, 2005; Taylor et al, 2001). This is 

explained by teacher’s fears of loosing their authority, power, and control in the 

classroom, something that may be built on the belief that the child needs to be 

disciplined and controlled, and that giving rights to the child will cause chaos 

(Alderson, 1999). Furthermore, it has been argued that teachers and other 

adults tend to avoid and trivialize children’s rights, and to view democracy as 

something consisting of abstract ideas in a system for adults, without having 

anything to do with activities in school (ibid). According to Howe & Covell, the 

tendencies indicate a ‘flavour-of the-month approach’, solving problems when 

they appear, instead of a systematic work with children’s rights and citizenship 

education (Howe &  Covell, 2005, p. 169).  

 

The Convention has been described as a moral action plan where the school is 

an arena for implementing children’s rights and to improve children’s everyday 

life in school. According to Hammarberg (1998), when using the Convention as 

a kind of a moral curriculum, more children can be included in education. 

Spring (2000) conveys similar argumentation by underlining the importance of 

protecting, and so does Grover by emphasizing education for tolerance 

(Grover, 2007).   

 

The examples of research on teaching and learning children’s rights which have 

briefly been mentioned above represent some aspects of which issues have 

been dealt with when approaching children’s rights as a didactic issue. The 

challenges for school as an institution and for the teachers as professionals are 

similar to what has been described within other areas of related education, such 

as citizenship education, moral education, peace education, and education for 

sustainability. One of the many problematic questions these educational tasks 

share with each other is when and how children’s knowledge about rights, 

peace, democracy, or citizenship is learned. A related question is of course by 

whom this is to be judged and to what extent the child has a say or not in this 

matter.   
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Summarizing comments  

In this chapter I have presented a number of studies with different disciplinary 

approaches and with different theoretical and methodological framings. They 

represent a large range of research questions with relevance for children’s 

rights. For obvious reasons, the studies presented are recent and contemporary 

with the Convention. Although some mediate critical and questioning 

arguments in relation to the Convention, particularly its claim to be a universal 

document, most studies explicitly hold a perspective on the child which is in 

line with the Convention, i.e. as being a social, active, and competent citizen. 

Although there are examples of studies from developing countries, the large 

majority have been conducted in the Western part of the world and/or by 

researchers with their origin from these areas.  

 

Four pictures summarize the overview. In the first picture, children as active, 

competent social actors and right holders in their own lives are portrayed. They 

produce and reproduce knowledge about their cultures and social lives and they 

are interpreting, challenging, and changing this knowledge in order to create 

meaning in their lives. However, they have not contributed very much to what 

is known about children’s rights from the perspectives of themselves.  

 

In the second picture, it becomes clear that time and space matter in issues 

related to children’s rights. Contexts are significant for how children and 

childhoods are constructed in a society, and therefore also for how their rights 

are to be understood and implemented. When considering the role of contexts 

and how different childhoods are lived, the need of studies where rights are 

related to and problemized within different childhood contexts at local, 

national, and global levels is obvious. 

 

The third picture shows that independent of space, time, and context, children 

are always subordinated to adults. In relation to adults, children can never claim 

that they have the same status as right holders as adults. However, one may 

argue that they are still practising rights, something that calls for more detailed 

knowledge about what this means in the light of the idea of the child as a right 

holder.  

 

In the fourth picture, it is made clear that structural injustices in societies also 

include children. This means that children’s living conditions and rights are 

related to economical, political, social, and cultural conditions, and also to 
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structurally conditioned positions based on gender, age, class, ethnicity, and so 

forth. In the perspective of children’s rights, empirical knowledge about 

intersectional meanings of this is lacking.  

 

If these four pictures, built on what we know from previous research, are 

relevant and appropriate, then this knowledge should also be valid for and 

recognized by children. The overall aim of this study has been to invite children 

to talk about their rights, to ask them if and what they know of rights, and what 

rights mean for them. Additional aims have been to give these pictures a more 

colourful content with the help of the children, and to add their views on 

contexts, relationships, society, school, future, life and death in relation to 

rights. In this way their own views of being a right holder would add important 

information to these pictures. The aim of the study and the specific research 

questions are presented below.  

 

Purpose and research questions  

The previous chapters of the thesis form a background to the study. By now, 

the reader hopefully has a better understanding of what makes its main line. 

The existence of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child as 

a global, universal document for children’s rights to claim their status as equal 

human beings forms the core. From previous research we know that 

implementing the document into practice, and vice versa, encounters structures 

and contexts where meanings of children’s rights are interpreted. Children and 

their childhoods are included in these interpreting contexts. In order to 

complete and maybe challenge knowledge about the Convention and its 

interpretations in the daily lives of those it concerns, children have been asked 

to comment upon, discuss, and question their rights. The ambition has been to 

contribute with useful knowledge for politicians, teachers and others in their 

task to initiate and evaluate the implementation of the UNCRC, for researchers 

in their work to further develop and deepen the understanding of the idea of 

children as right holders, and for the right holders themselves in their acting as 

such.  

 

The overall aim of the study has been to explore the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child, its claim to be universal, and its relevance for 

children in various school and life contexts. 
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A specific aim has been to increase knowledge about how children in Kenya and 

Sweden relate rights to their daily lives.  

 

The following research questions have guided the study:  

 

* How do the children talk about rights, in particular rights related to 

participation, non-discrimination, and education? 

* How do the children talk about children as right holders?   

* In which ways do children’s views on rights support and/or challenge the 

UNCRC as a universal document? 
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5. METHODS AND PROCEDURES 
 

The theoretical framework for the study implicates that children themselves are 

the best informants of their daily life experiences. Therefore, a design based on 

interviews was decided upon, where children were invited to talk about their 

views on rights. The study has been carried out as a qualitative study. Some 

characteristics of qualitative research are particularly relevant. The research 

process has been seen as a construction and reconstruction of reality, and the 

perspectives of the ones who are studied, i.e. the children have preceded the 

empirical data (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994). The design is built on analyses 

and explanations striving for understandings of complexity, where data and 

context are continuously reflected upon (Mason, 1996). 

 

Before presenting a more detailed description of how the study was planned 

and conducted I will make a few comments on contacts that were made in 

order to learn more about actors and organisations involved in the work with 

children’s rights in the two countries. Although the information that was 

generated through these contacts did not explicitly form a basis for systematic 

analyses, this information served as a background. The reader is also reminded 

that the information in chapter 2 about the implementation of the Convention 

in Kenya and Sweden and in chapter 6 about the school systems in the two 

countries contribute to the description of the contexts in which this study was 

embedded25.  

 

The initial and periodic reports to the Committee have been of special interest. 

When Sweden’s second periodic report was discussed in Geneva in January 

2005, I had the opportunity to join the session, which gave me an idea of what 

kind of issues are being brought up during a discussion day for a national 

report. In January 2007 Kenya’s second periodic report was discussed, and I 

had the opportunity to attend that session as well. During both these sessions I 

took field notes. After the sessions I have studied the Concluding Comments 

written by the Committee.   

 

In both Sweden and Kenya I have met people involved in children’s rights 

issues. Teachers, head teachers, orphanage staff in Kenya, and others, 

representing different professions and different experiences of children’s life 

                                                 
25 For further information about the countries, see Appendix II  
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conditions have been valuable informants for my understanding of children’s 

situation in the two countries. Some meetings with key persons working with 

issues concerning the UNCRC have been arranged. In December 2004, I met 

Simone Ek from Save the Children in Sweden. Ek has a long experience of the 

UNCRC issues and was a member of the NGO Drafting Group for the 

Convention. In the interview Ek talked about the work and discussions in the 

drafting group, and gave a historical perspective on the work leading up to the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. In October 2006, I met 

Joyce Alough, a member of the Committee on the Rights of the Child, who 

informed me about the work of the committee. 

 

UNICEF Kenya is one of the main international non-governmental 

organisations working with children’s rights, and I visited the office in Nairobi 

in March 2004. During this visit I was introduced to the organisation and the 

assignments of UNICEF in the African region, especially as regards the Kenyan 

projects. On the visit to UNICEF I was introduced to the Raoul Wallenberg 

Institute in Kenya, which is connected to the Roul Wallenberg Institute in 

Sweden. It encompasses training courses and seminars on children’s rights for 

various professions. I visited it in March, 2005. In October, 2006, I interviewed 

a district children’s officer about children’s rights work in Kenya in general, but 

mainly in the district in question. In October 2004, I was invited, through the 

Municipality Education Office in a Kenyan town, to attend a day conference 

where people from different authorities and NGO groups discussed issues 

related to the work with the second periodic country report from Kenya. In 

Sweden, I attended a seminar in 2002 in Sätra, where a supplementary report to 

the Committee, from the Swedish network for children’s rights, was discussed. 

 

Obtaining empirical material  

The empirical material in the study consists of interviews with 58 Kenyan and 

Swedish school-children. These were conducted during the years 2005–2006.  A 

pilot study was conducted in 2004.  

 

The pilot study 

In order to get an idea of what would be the best way to arrange the interviews 

and how to introduce the theme of children’s rights, a pilot study was 

conducted. It took place in a school in Kenya in March 2004 and in a school in 
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Sweden in October 2004. Two girls and two boys from each school, two 

Kenyan teachers, and one Swedish teacher took part in the study. I used a 

mixture of individual and group interviews, and also a mixture of individual and 

group exercises in the introduction to the interview theme. As I wanted the 

children to give their views on the various approaches, I invited them to give 

their opinions on how they had perceived them. The interviews were conducted 

in Swedish in Sweden and in English in Kenya. 

 

The Kenyan school was located in a county town. Through the exchange 

program both children and teachers were familiar to me, as we had met several 

times before. The four children, picked out by their class teacher, were between 

12 and 13 years old. They were informed that the pilot study was a way to 

prepare for a main study, and that I was interested in knowing whether they 

thought this way of asking children about rights would work or not. I also 

informed them that they could interrupt the interview, that they could decide 

not to answer and that what was said during the interviews should not be 

carried further. Individual exercises were conducted where the child got 9 out 

of the 54 articles in the Convention written down on separate paper notes (2, 3, 

6, 12, 13, 19, 28, 29, and 31).26 The children were told to put the articles in a 

hierarchical order indicating which one was most important to them27. 

Thereafter, they were told to write down their motives for the order. The 

Kenyan children used approximately one hour to finish the exercise.  

 

The Swedish school was located in a county town. I received permission to visit 

the school from the principal and one of the class teachers in the school. After 

having introduced the study in class, with the teacher present, I asked the 

children whether any of them wanted to volunteer. Two girls and two boys 

aged 13-14 years accepted. The children got the same information about the 

study and their rights as the Kenyan children. The exercise was introduced and 

conducted in the same way as in the Kenyan group. The Swedish children used 

approximately 15-20 minutes to finish the exercise.  

 

                                                 
26 Art.2, the right to non-discrimination; art. 3, the best interest of the child; art. 6, right to life and 
development; art.12, the right to participation; art.13, the right to expression; art. 19, the right to 
protection from all forms of violence; art. 28, the right to education; art. 29, the right in and through 
education; art. 31, the right to play and leisure. 
27 It should be stressed that the exercise is only used as a technique for introducing the interview 
theme. It is also a way for the children to see and read the articles, and later talk about the rights with 
me. The way they order the articles is not the main focus in the study. I am also aware that one may 
find it paradoxical and strange to ask the children to put the articles in a hierarchical order as they 
are supposed to have the same value and be a part of a holistic perspective of rights.  
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In both schools I met the children for individual interviews the following day. 

The interviews were based on questions on the right to participate, non-

discrimination and education, and were related to the children’s reflections and 

thoughts during the exercise the previous day. A question about their views of 

future life perspectives ended the interview. Before starting the interview, the 

children were reminded that they could interrupt the interview at any time, and 

decide not to answer my questions. 

 

The pilot study included interviews with teachers, one in Sweden and two in 

Kenya as the original intention was to include teachers in the study. Later on I 

made the decision not to include teachers, and the pilot interviews with the 

teachers were not followed up in the main study.  

 

The conclusions from the pilot study were that the children found the exercise 

to be a good introduction to the topic, but that it was difficult to initiate 

discussions on reasons and motives for the ranking of the articles in the 

individual interviews. A situation was arranged where the exercise and a 

conversation on the topic was held with a group of Kenyan children. As this 

seemed to generate more open discussions and reflections than the individual 

interview format, I decided to plan the main study according to such a model. 

This decision was supported by literature where it has been argued that group 

interviews open up for social interplay between the informants and offer 

opportunities to create meanings together with others, informants as well as the 

interviewer (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994; Bryman, 2001; Kvale, 1997). I also 

decided to introduce a ’life story form’ in order to get some information about 

the individual children (see Appendix III). The information included their 

names, their parents’ profession, their after-school activities and their ideas 

about their future. 

 

The main study 

According to the Kenyan rules for conducting research, methods and 

procedures are to be considered by national authorities, including conditions 

regulating the specific research. For example, questionnaires are not allowed 

unless approved by the authority. In order to conduct the study in Kenya I 

therefore had to apply for a national research clearance permit. In the 

application the purpose and plan of the research and information about with 

whom I planned to co-operate was described. In February 2005, the Ministry of 
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Education, Science and Technology gave me the authorisation to conduct 

research in the district for three years (see Appendix IV). According to the 

permit and the national rules, four copies of the final report are to be delivered 

to the national research archive which serves as a source of information about 

what kind of research is going on and what has been done earlier in the 

research field. If the conditions, outlined in the research permit, are not 

followed the research project can be cancelled by the national authorities. 

Before conducting the interviews I reported to the District Commissioner and 

the District Education Officer to inform them about the project and to show 

the research authorisation.  

 

The study was conducted in two schools in Kenya and two schools in Sweden. 

All four schools were municipality schools. One school in each country was 

situated in the city (Kenyan and Swedish Town-schools), the other two were 

located just outside the cities (Kenyan and Swedish Hill-schools). Ten group 

interviews were conducted in each country. Altogether 30 Kenyan and 28 

Swedish children participated, 30 girls and 28 boys. The Kenyan children were 

between 12-15 and the Swedish children between 13-15 years of age. Each 

group consisted of three girls or boys, in two Swedish boys groups there were 

two boys. Below the participating schools and children are described closer. 

 

Participating schools and students28 

In order to include socio-economic and cultural variation, I tried to ensure that 

the schools represent some national diversity in this sense. As the Kenyan 

research permit was related to a certain region in Kenya within which the 

teacher training exchange program was located in the county town, a school 

located in this town was a given first strategy. Although at first I had the 

intention to choose schools from very different areas, practical circumstances 

related to language limited the scope of possible schools and the decision finally 

was to choose a school just outside the county town. When searching for 

Swedish schools, the ambition was to find two schools with similar profiles in 

terms of national representation and diversity as the Kenyan schools.  

 

The first step in finding the Kenyan schools was to meet the Municipality 

Education Officer and ask for assistance to contact two schools. At that 

                                                 
28 From here I will mostly use the term “students” rather than “children” as this is closer to the 
language used by the children themselves. 
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meeting I described the intentions to conduct the study in two different social 

and economical settings. He suggested the Town-school as one and the Hill-

school as the other. These schools represent two different socio-economic 

areas and both schools had been involved in the exchange program. I regarded 

the already established contacts between Kenyan and Swedish staff and 

students as an important advantage when preparing the meetings and the 

interviews with the students. After the Municipality Education Officer had 

informed the schools about the study, I went to the schools and informed the 

principals and the teachers about the project. After that I had the opportunity 

to meet the students in the classes that were planned to participate. I talked to 

the students and informed them about the project and the coming interviews. 

The participating students were chosen by the teachers. This means that I 

cannot be sure whether the students genuinely were given the choice to consent 

to being interviewed or not. They were described as ‘good students’ by the 

teachers, indicating that they were maybe the best achievers in their class. 

 

In Sweden, two schools were suggested as corresponding to the two Kenyan 

schools in terms of diversity in location and socio-economical conditions. One 

school, the Town-school, was located in a county town, the other, the Hill-

school, was located in a village outside the town. The first contact with the 

schools was made by telephone in order to get permission from the principals 

and teachers to conduct the study in their school/class. It continued through e-

mail for communication and agreements on practical issues related to 

information and approval of participation from students and parents. I visited 

the schools in order to introduce the study and give opportunities for 

questions. After having recieved the approval from teachers who were willing 

to let me conduct the study in their classes, I met the students and informed 

them about the study and the interviews. I told them that their participation 

was based on their own approval and that even if they decided to participate 

and changed their minds later on, they could withdraw. According to the 

Swedish rules for research ethics, written consent from those participating in 

research is needed. Parents need to approve and give their consent if the child 

is younger than 15. The consent is to be based on information about the 

research, its purpose and how it is going to be used. This regulation was 

followed.  

 

The two schools in Kenya and Sweden represent different socio-economical 

parental groups. The parents in the Town-schools in both countries had 
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university degrees and held professions such as doctors, lawyers, or business 

men or women. In the Hill-schools the parents had a more heterogeneous 

background. In the Kenyan Hill-school most of the parents held professions, 

not having attended higher education, such as running small plots or small 

shops or businesses. In the Swedish Hill-school the parents had their own small 

businesses, or they worked in shops and industries. Overall, the Kenyan 

students represented a more heterogeneous group in terms of socio-economic 

background than the Swedish.  

 

In the Kenyan Town-school, 500 students were enrolled in primary school, 

ranging from class 1 to 8. Within the same area, a nursery school and a 

secondary school were located, with more than 1000 students altogether. The 

children in the schools lived in the surrounding estate district. In the Kenyan 

Hill-School, about 1200 students were enrolled in primary school, ranging from 

class 1 to 8. The school was situated just outside town, serving families in the 

neighbourhood and in the surrounding areas. In both Kenyan schools the 

students represented different ethnic groups29 which sometimes were brought 

up and mentioned in the interviews. Different religions were represented in 

both schools and during religion lessons the classes were divided into two 

groups, one with Christians and Hindus, and the other with Muslims. The 

empirical information from the Kenyan schools consists of interviews with five 

groups from each school, three groups of girls and two groups of boys from 

the Town-school, and three groups of girls and two groups of boys from the 

Hill-school. In total the Kenyan students consisted of 18 girls and 12 boys. 

 

The Swedish Town-school had about 490 students enrolled from pre-school 

class to year 9. The students lived in the surrounding residential area. The Hill-

school was located just outside the town in a small village, a former industrial 

community. The school had about 480 students enrolled from pre-school class 

to year 9. The catchment area for the school consisted of children from the 

village and its surroundings. Even though Sweden as a nation can be described 

as a multi-cultural country where people from diverse cultural, religious and 

ethnic backgrounds are represented, the schools that participated in this study 

were comparatively homogenous with very few students with a non-Swedish 

background. Written consent from students and parents was given by 15 

students in year seven (6 girls, 9 boys) from the Town-school and 13 students 

in year eight (6 girls, 7 boys) from the Hill-school. The participants in the 

                                                 
29 There are 43 indigenous communities in Kenya. 
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Swedish Town-school were from the same class while at the Hill-school the 

participants represented two classes. 

 

Conducting the interviews 

As a first step, I met the students to inform them about the interviews and how 

they were to be carried out. These meetings were held each class except in the 

Kenyan Hill-school where I met all students on one occasion. I prepared them 

that they would be asked to fill in the ‘life-story form’ and reminded them that 

they had the possibility to withdraw from the study at any time. I asked them if 

they had any questions and some students took the opportunity to ask about 

how long the interviews would take and when the thesis was supposed to be 

finished.  

 

The second step for contact with the students was the occasion when the 

exercises and the interviews took place. First, I handed out the ‘life-story form’ 

and asked the students to fill them in individually. I told them that the 

information they gave me through the forms would be used as a background 

for the study and that their identities were not to be revealed. I also told them 

that it was acceptable not to answer the questions.  

 

After they had finished the forms, I handed out the nine articles to the group 

and asked them to come to an agreement on a ranking of the articles in a 

hierarchical order. I told the students to take their time, to start reading the 

articles and discuss with each other. When the students started the exercise I 

turned on the digital wave player. While the students ordered the articles I read 

the “life-story” forms. 

 

After the students had put the articles in their hierarchical order, which took 

about 5-10 minutes, the interview started. The first question asked was whether 

they found the exercise difficult or easy. Thereafter I asked them to explain why 

they had chosen to put article x first. This was followed by an invitation to 

describe how they understood, viewed and experienced the specific article. 

After that I turned to the next article in turn and when coming to the last article 

I asked them why they had chosen to put article x last. Throughout the 

interview I tried to be sensitive to the students’ reactions and responses. The 

length of the interviews varied. The shortest took 45 minutes and the longest 

took 1 hour and 7 minutes.  
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The interviews were semi-structured as the questions were related to the 

articles, but the follow-up questions varied across the groups, depending on the 

themes of the discussions that were generated in the groups. As the students 

ordered the articles in various ways in relation to their different experiences and 

understandings, the follow-up questions also differed. However, in all 

interviews, I raised questions, specifically related to the articles focused on in 

the study, the right to participation (article 12), the right to non-discrimination 

(article 2) and the right to, in and through education (articles 28 and 29). The 

questions raised were the following:  

 

• Who decides in school? Are there things that you can and want to 

decide about in school? 

•  Are there any differences between girls and boys? 

•  Have you talked about rights in school? Are there things you like/do 

not like in school?  

 

When all articles were discussed I ended the interview by asking the students 

how they had found the exercise and being interviewed. I also gave them the 

opportunity to ask me questions, if any. Thereafter we finished the interview.  

 

The interviews were recorded on a digital wave player, which is small and easy 

to handle. The interview files were stored in the computer and during the 

transcriptions I listened to the interviews on the computer. I transcribed the 

interviews as they were recorded.30 The students’ names are fictitious and by 

not mentioning the name of the schools and the towns the students’ identity 

will not be revealed.  

 

Some reflections on the interview situation and my role as a researcher need to 

be made here. Even though the students were informed about their rights, the 

interview situation means that the adult researcher holds a superior position 

towards the students. I was aware of this when conducting the interviews with 

the Kenyan students who responded apprehensively me more often than the 

Swedish students did. The Kenyan students also seemed to be more anxious to 

deliver the right answers to me. One example that illustrates this was when 

                                                 
30 If I have been unsure of who is talking I have marked this with a question mark. I have also marked 
inaudible or inserted a question mark in the quotations where I have not been able to hear what they 
are saying. 
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Louise, Winnie and Judy, at the very beginning of the interview, are talking 

about school and things they like. When I asked them if there was anything in 

school that they did not like they said: 

 

Louise: To me there is nothing that I don’t like in school, everything is good, 
yes 

Winnie:   In this school there is nothing that I don’t like. I like learning, our     
teachers are, they are good, yes 

Nina:         And Judy, is there something that you don’t like in school? 

Judy: No, there is nothing that I don’t like. Here in school we are taught to 
obey our teachers, to obey our parents and to obey even our friends, 
so there is nothing that I don’t like  (Kenyan Hill–school, 
October, 2006). 

 

This example may indicate that the girls were trying to give the ‘right answer’ 

and that they were a little tense in the interview situation. Later on in the 

interview, they did actually brought forward things that they did not like in 

school, for example the noise in the classroom when the teacher is not there. 

Without drawing too heavily on this example, I wished to highlight the 

existence of social desirability and other respondent-researcher dynamics during 

the interviews and that my position as a white, adult researcher probably carried 

some inbuilt problems in these processes.  

 

When using group interviews there is a risk that talkative person(s) in the group 

dominate the talking. I tried to be aware and sensitive about this. If one person 

in the group appeared to be quiet I tried to ask for that person’s opinion at the 

same time as I was aware of the importance to permit the student to be quiet 

and not force her/him to express her or his view. The interview groups were 

allocated according to gender. My intention was also to put the groups together, 

as far as possible, with students who knew each other in order to make the 

interview situation as easy and comfortable as possible for the students. 

However, as the final groups were put together by the teachers in both 

countries, I am not sure if this intention was achieved.  

 

During the interviews I tried to be sensitive to the students’ behaviour. If I 

noticed any hesitation in their answer, silence or change in their body language, 

I asked them if they wanted to continue or if they preferred to go to the next 

question. I also reminded them that it was ok not to answer questions. It 

happened more than once that a student said that everything was okay but that 
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they just did not have any answer or anything to say. A few times they 

expressed a wish to go further to the next article and question. 

 

When asking the final question on how the students had experienced the 

interview, most groups answered that it had been good and several students 

said that it had even been better than they had expected. A number of students 

from both Kenya and Sweden expressed that it was fun to talk about things 

that mattered for them in school, both to articulate the questions with their 

classmates and to do this in a different way from what they were used to.  

 

In the Kenyan schools 

The interviews in the Kenyan schools were conducted in 2005 and 2006, in the 

Kenyan Town-school in October, 2005 and in the Kenyan Hill-school in 

October, 2005 and 2006. The schools were contacted as described above.  

 

From the pilot study I learned that it is hard to identify the owner of individual 

voices, especially in the Kenyan schools. The buildings are made of concrete 

and the windows are rather small, which make the rooms very noisy and dark. 

In addition, the wave player was very sensitive and took up all the surrounding 

sounds, even from outside. Because of the background noise and in order to 

hear and see who was talking, I brought a video camera to catch this. However, 

after this first occasion I realized that this was not a good way to do it. Due to 

the small windows and dark room it was impossible to see anything on the 

screen and I realized that it required a lot of extra spotlights. So I just continued 

with the recorder. When I had difficulties to hear who was talking in the 

interviews I marked this with a question mark and as girl/boy, and sometimes 

girls/boys if there were two students talking at the same time.  

 

What I did not think about was the heavy African rain which turned out to be a 

real challenge, especially in the Hill-school in October 2005. After I had been 

interviewing for one and a half day in a big, frugally furnished classroom while 

heavy rain poured on the metal roof, I found out that the interviews had more 

or less been drowned out by the sound of the rain, and that they had to be 

replaced by new ones.  

 

In October 2006, I went back to the Hill-school and conducted five new 

interviews, this time in a smaller room and without rain, but also well prepared 
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for them. Due to the surrounding noises it was still a challenge to transcribe the 

Kenyan interviews.  

 

In the Town-school, most interviews were conducted in the library. If the 

library was occupied, the interviews were conducted in the headmaster’s office. 

The interviews were conducted in English, the second official language in 

Kenya. English is used in school from the first grade, but during the first years 

the instruction language is in kiiswahili, the first official language in Kenya. As 

the interviewer does not have English as a mother tongue, the linguistic 

prerequisites in interviewing and dealing with the empirical material are not 

unproblematic. I tried to be aware of possible discrepancies in understanding 

words and terms due to this during the interviews. However, not only the 

translation of meanings is a challenge, but also the fact that the pronunciation 

in African English is different from the English I am used to, something that 

has caused problems during the transcriptions. I considered using an interpreter 

but decided that this would have caused other kinds of problems related to the 

personal contact with the students, which I valued as most important in the 

interview situation.  

 

In the Swedish schools 

The interviews in the Swedish schools were conducted in 2006, in the Swedish 

Town-school in May and in the Swedish Hill-school between August and 

November. The interviews were conducted in the teachers’ pantry (the Town-

school) and in one of the teacher’s offices (the Hill-school).  

 

While there were some linguistic challenges to be considered in the Kenyan part 

of the study, the Swedish part carried some problems related to the students’ 

participation. As mentioned above, due to Swedish law on research ethics, one 

needs to obtain what is referred to as informed consent from participants in 

research projects and for those younger than 15 years, both the caretakers’ and 

the child’s consent need to be formally obtained. On my first visit to the 

schools the students were informed about the study. I also distributed written 

information to the caretakers and a form to fill in for the caretakers to give their 

consent. In the information letter to the caretakers I left my name, contact 

number and address. The consent form was collected by the class teacher and 

handed over to me. One parent from the Hill-school, contacted me and told 

me, on the answering machine, that her boy did not want to attend the 
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interview, which he did not. This was the only contact I had with parents in 

Kenya and Sweden.  

 

In the class in the Hill-school, six girls and five boys  wanted to take part in the 

interviews. Due to a wish from the teacher, the interviews were spread out in 

time. Before interviewing the last girl group, one of the girls changed her mind 

about the interview, and gradually also the other two in the group changed their 

minds. I decided to ask for a few more groups. In October 2006 I met another 

teacher and another class in the school. From that class three girls and two boys 

gave verbal consent to participate in the interviews. After the students and the 

caretakers had been given the same information and the same procedures with 

the consent form had been undertaken, the interviews were conducted two 

weeks later in November 2006.  

 

Analysing the empirical material 

The analyses are based on James & James theoretical model the cultural politics of 

childhood (2004) as presented in chapter 3. This theoretical approach implies a 

child perspective and underlines the importance of letting children’s 

experiences and understandings be expressed and their voices listened to. It 

also reveals possibilities to trace and conceptualize childhood positions related 

to cultural, social and structural perspectives on childhood as a social category 

in different contexts.  

 

Analysing and interpreting what was said about rights during the interviews was 

a process of reading transcripts, studying literature, discussing thematic 

interpretations, and reading the transcripts again. The interview transcripts were 

read several times in order to get a general view over the material. Themes in 

the discussions were identified and thematic mind-maps were constructed for 

each group. Commonalities and diversities across and between groups, schools 

and nations were observed. The use of the thematic mind-maps made it 

possible to reveal common views on childhood and rights as well as diverse, 

contextually related views. These analyses lead to the identification of themes 

and aspects that appeared to be essential in the children’s talk about rights, 

namely their views on relationships with adults and peers and their views on the 

importance of school and education.  
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These themes were further analysed. Through Lansdown’s concepts ‘inherent 

vulnerability’, related to children’s physical weakness, immaturity and lack of 

knowledge and experience, and ‘structural vulnerability’, referring to children’s 

lack of political and economic power and of civil rights, the way children’s 

position in relation to parents and teachers was expressed in the interviews was 

analysed (Lansdown, 1994). When focusing on children’s vulnerability, 

questions about participation and being listened to were revealed, and a 

subordinated position in relation to adults was expressed. As for relationships 

with peers, issues of equality and non-discrimination were in focus. At the same 

time as the idea that all human beings are equal was declared, exceptions from 

that rule related to social and cultural differences were expressed. Finally, 

elaborated views on school as an arena where rights are practised and learned 

were identified in the material.  

 

In the results chapters I provide a large number of quotations from the 

interviews in order to illustrate the students’ talk and to show the wide range of 

views and experiences they express. As my ambition has been to open a way for 

children’s voices to be heard, this is a way of illustrating the child perspective 

through their views and through their voices. When it was impossible to hear 

what the students say in the recorder, this was marked with “(inaudible)” in the 

transcript. In the transcripts, parenthesis has been used to mark if anything 

happened during the interview, like giggling, making a face or if someone 

opened the door. Words printed in extra bold type in the transcripts, indicate 

that the words were pronounced or spoken in a certain way, such as imitating 

someone. 

 

In the interview excerpts, some revision has been done to increase the 

readability. Small parts have been taken away as they were considered as 

irrelevant. Likewise, repetitions and pauses have been cut out from the quotes.  

 

When using interview excerpts in the text, the school, the month and the year 

when the interview was conducted are put in parenthesis, for example (Kenyan 

Town-school, October, 2005).   
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Methodological reflections  

Some comments related to the methodological aspects of this study should be 

given. In the interviews I assume that the students talked about things that 

matter for them as well as things that were possible to talk about in that specific 

situation and in that specific room and time. This does not mean that other 

students in school are talking about rights and experience the rights in the same 

way as those interviewed in the study.  

 

The study was conducted in a specific time and space, something that needs to 

be kept in mind when drawing conclusions from the study. During the time of 

the study, the political situation in Kenya changed through the election in 

December 2006. This was followed by violence, oppression and discontent 

among many in Kenya, many people being killed and chased from their homes, 

which changed the everyday life for many Kenyans and of course for many 

Kenyan children. Even though this happened after the interviews were 

conducted, it illustrates that social and political conditions for human beings, 

including children, are dynamic and changing. However, even though changes 

take place and many are likely to have an impact on students’ lives, by leaning 

on their shared views on rights, relationships, school and future, some stability 

in the results over time and space is expected.   

 

The aim has been to present the procedures for data production, analyses and 

interpretations as well as the planning and organisation of the study as clear and 

complete as possible in order to contribute to the reliability of the study. 

Another way to open insights on to the research process has been to use 

extended excerpts from the interviews to illustrate the results.  

 

According to Morrow & Richards (1996), researchers who are involved in 

studies with or about children need to first and foremost respect children’s 

competencies. They further underline that researchers need to be conscious 

about a range of variables like age, gender, ethnicity and personal traits, for 

example shyness, when children portray themselves. They also emphasize the 

significance of taking into account where the data were collected. For example, 

when conducting a study in school where most activities are compulsory, this 

may make it difficult for a child to say no to an interview. I tried to deal with 

this problem by repeatedly reminding the students that they did not have to 
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answer my questions but was also aware that stressing this too much might be 

problematic.  

 

The relationship between the interviewed and the interviewer is important in a 

study like this. During the interviews I was aware of my position as a researcher 

and adult asking questions and tried to develop a relation between me and the 

students. When asking them about their interests outside school, which they 

had written down in the ‘life story form’, for example what kind of music and 

sports they liked, this was one way of showing that I was genuinely interested in 

listening to their views on life.  

 

There were also other challenges related to my position as a researcher. My role 

and position as a researcher highlights at least two challenges inbuilt in the 

design of the study which need be considered. As a white Swedish woman my 

frame of references carries a Western perspective which means that the way I 

asked the questions and interpreted and analysed the interview material in both 

countries is influenced by my background. In order to balance this to some 

extent, some extracts from the interviews have been read and commented on 

by from a person familiar with the Kenyan context. The other challenge 

concerns my superior position as an adult, interviewing children. I have dealt 

with this by trying to be continuously aware of it throughout the study. 

  

Ethical considerations  

In this study ethical considerations, as stated in the ‘Principles of research ethics 

in the humanities and social studies’ (Swedish Research Council, 2009) have 

served as guidance when conducting the data collection. These rules state that 

before conducting research involving human beings, certain claims on 

information, consent, confidentiality and use must be fulfilled. As described 

above, I informed the students in advance about the project and how the 

exercise and interview was to be conducted. In Sweden both students and 

parents had to give their written consent to the interviews. In Kenya, no written 

consent was asked for as these procedures were taken care of by teachers and 

school authorities. This meant that I did not have any insight over how the 

students were selected and if they were able to give their verbal consent. Being 

aware of this problem, I tried to be extra sensitive to these students’ behaviour 

during the interviews. 
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In school the children are used to doing as they are told. This may mean that 

when providing students with an opportunity to make a choice whether to 

participate or not in the interviews, not attending was not really seen as an 

alternative. This might explain why one of the Swedish parents contacted me 

and told me that her son did not want to attend the interviews, even though he 

had given his consent to the teacher.  

 

The claim of confidentiality states that the informants’ identities are not to be 

revealed. I informed the students that their names and identities would be 

treated anonymously, that I would use fictitious names and that their schools 

and home towns would not be mentioned. All information about the students 

is kept in a safe place to which I am the only one to have access. The collected 

data material will only be used for the purpose of research.   

 

Moreover I have considered ethical approaches towards children suggested by 

Morrow & Richards (1996). They stress the particular responsibility that adults 

must take in relation to children to ensure that they do not suffer harm at any 

stage in the research process. As an adult you are in a superior position and this 

position must be handled with care. In my study I felt that my superior position 

as an adult and a researcher was most obvious in the Kenyan context. Even 

though the Kenyan students were all very verbal and gave their opinions during 

the interviews I found the Swedish students more outspoken. This may be 

explained by the students’ various experiences of relationships with teachers 

and other adults in school and in the society as a whole.  

 

The ethical dimension related to issues of responsibility as an adult and a 

researcher can be illustrated by some situations that appeared during the 

Kenyan interviews when the students talked about corporal punishment. 

Although corporal punishment is forbidden in Kenyan schools it is still 

practised in many schools, also in the schools where I conducted my research. 

When the students told me about it my first reaction was to comment that this 

is illegal. Then the students answered that it is still there and some also claimed 

that they had to be disciplined or that their parents had given permission to the 

teachers to punish them, mostly with the cane. When meeting the local and 

provisional authorities, I brought up the issue and informed them that corporal 

punishment is still used. The answer I got was that as long as there are no other 

ways to discipline the students, corporal punishment is the only way. Bringing 

up the issues with the authorities did not stop the corporal punishment in 
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school but it might help to call attention to the children’s situation. When 

transcribing the interviews it struck me that my reaction, when the students told 

me about situations when they had been punished, could have contributed to 

the students recognizing this question as a problem that was not problematic in 

the first place. On the other hand, I regard my reaction as part of the 

responsibility I take on as an adult and a researcher.       

 

Morrow & Richards (1996) also underline the importance of consent as an 

ethical consideration. Asking questions that are relevant and that children have 

a chance to answer is significant. Questions about social class background and 

family income are types of questions that they do not recommend. When asking 

questions that children are not able to answer, incorrect conclusions can be 

drawn and children can be wrongly judged as not having understood. The 

authors stress the importance of considering the aspect of time and of using 

multiple research strategies. Furthermore, they emphasize the importance for 

researchers to consider ‘children as a powerless group in the society and they are not 

in the position to challenge the ways research findings about them are presented.’ 

(Morrow & Richards, 1996, p. 102). Trying to present the research from a 

child’s perspective contributes to treating the children in this study in a 

responsible and respectful way in accordance with the ethical demands for 

conducting research with children.   

 

Summarizing comments  

In this chapter I presented the research process as clearly and understandably as 

possible. Some background information was presented. The four schools and 

the students were described as were the procedures for conducting the group 

interviews. A brief description of the process of analysing the empirical 

information was given. Methodological reflections and ethical considerations 

concluded the chapter.  
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6. TWO NATIONS – TWO SCHOOL SYSTEMS 
 

In this chapter the school systems in Kenya and Sweden are presented. 

 

The Kenyan school system  

In Kenya, children start primary school at six or sometimes five years of age. 

The school system is developed on the 8-4-4 model meaning that primary 

school comprises eight years and secondary school four years, after which 

follow four years to achieve university studies. In class eight, students do their 

final national exam in order to get the Kenyan Certificate of Primary Education 

(K.C.P.E). About 75% of the Kenyan children start school, (UNICEF, 2004), 

however, many students, especially girls, do not finish school. Education in 

Kenya is governed by the Education Act and other related Acts of Parliament. 

During the time of this study, the Education Act was under review (Kenya 

Periodic Report, 2005). The Ministry of Education, Science and Technology 

(MoEST) is responsible for providing education, quality assurance and 

standards, policy and planning, and research and development (Kinuthia, 2009). 

A ‘Strategic Plan 2006-2011’ has been elaborated by the Ministry of Education 

aimed at leading and organizing educational work and structure until 2011. The 

Kenya Institute of Education, a governmental agency, is responsible for 

educational research and development of the curriculum. The agency is focused 

on providing quality educational and training programs responding to social, 

economical and technological changes and environment. Moreover, it is 

responsible for designing and developing curriculum and evaluating school 

books (ibid).  

 

Since 2002 the Kenyan school system has been undergoing various 

transformations. Before 2002, education was labelled officially ‘free’ in Kenya, 

however, in reality it was based on a cost-share system where parents had to 

pay for books, materials, buildings, school uniforms and so on, as dictated by 

‘Structural Adjustment Programs’ (SAPs) (Mukudi,2004,a,b). In December 

2002, the new Government introduced free education for all children31. In 

January 2003, when the schools opened after Christmas break, the teachers 

found that the number of students in one class had, in some example, increased 

                                                 
31 Even though it is called Free Primary Education, there are still fees  to be paid e.g. for school 
uniforms.  
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from 50 students to 200 students in one class.32 This increase had of course 

practical consequences in the form of large needs for more classrooms, more 

teachers, more and better material and sanitation facilities. In order to meet 

these requests and cope with all the students, some schools introduced double 

shifts. The large increase of students has compromised the quality of teaching 

and learning in school. According to the Kenyan second country report (Kenya 

Periodic Report, 2005) there have been quality improvements both in material, 

sanitation facilities as well as teacher recruitment.  

 

The main purpose of primary education is to prepare students to participate in 

social, economic and political good for the country, as well as to be global 

citizens. As mentioned above the educational system and curriculum is an 

ongoing elaborating process where revisions in school curriculum are an 

example (Kenya Periodic Report, 2005; Kinuthia, 2009). At present, the school 

curriculum is moving to a more goal-orientated curriculum than before. The 

previous Kenyan curriculum was characterized by details in regulations that 

were very distinct and explicit for what the teachers and the students have to do 

to conduct and pass the exams. Today the curriculum is striving for a more 

goal-oriented format. According to Kinuthia (2009): “Education in Kenya is 

directly influenced by government policies and is therefore constantly changing 

according to socioeconomic and political trends”(ibid, p.3). 

 

Primary school in Kenya today is described in terms of free33 but not 

compulsory. The school system can be described in terms of holding both 

formal and non-formal education34. Within the formal education system there 

are both public and private schools(Alwy, 2004). The schools can be organized 

as day schools or boarding schools. Boarding schools separate for boys and 

girls and mixed boarding schools are common in Kenya even though day 

schools are becoming increasingly common due to a policy change to have all 

primary pupils continue to secondary school. In Kenya, when girls reach 

puberty or when domestic work takes too much time, which is often the case, 

the girls are sent to boarding school in order to have time for their studies. In 

some cases it is a matter of caring for the girls and to protect them from sexual 

                                                 
32 Told by teachers and principals in Kenya (fieldnotes), and at a lecture at Karlstad University, 
Sweden, in April 2003 by Prof Chiuri, Egerton University, Kenya. 
33 A large number of the children I interviewed have paid their school uniforms.  
34 The non-formal education system consists of education held by e.g. NGOs often in areas where 
the school infrastructure is very poor. 
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temptations or outrages, and from too much domestic work.35 In other cases, it 

is the parents’ lack of time for the children, especially where both parents are 

career parents. It should be noted that this is an option for the not very poor 

parents, as boarding schools are expensive.36 

 

In Kenya’s periodic report it is emphasized that the Government has developed 

a new policy with a national philosophy, vision, and mission of education and 

training. This policy, ‘the Policy Framework, contains “proposals for moving 

the sector’s development agenda forward.” (Kenya Periodic Report, 2005, 

p.78). This might mean that the new policy draws attention to local contexts 

and possibilities as well as to international documents.  

 

Primary education in Kenya - national policies 

As mentioned above, primary education in Kenya is in transformation since 

2002. Except for the changes already mentioned, there has been a 

rationalization of the primary curriculum with reduction of subjects and 

content. These changes are outlined in the various syllabuses following each 

subject. The purpose of the reduction of subjects and content was to ensure a 

significant reduction of the costs for both the Government and the households. 

At the same time, due to changing needs in society, other issues have been 

incorporated. Examples of new issues are: environmental education, 

HIV/AIDS pandemic, gender issues, human rights, children’s rights, moral 

values and social responsibility. In each subject, general and specific objectives 

have been clarified.  

 

Kenya’s national educational goals are to foster nationalism and patriotism, and 

to promote national unity. This relates to the fact that people of Kenya belong 

to different ethnic groups, races and religions, and hence the need to forge one 

nation. “…this will enable them to live together in harmony, and foster 

patriotism, in order to make a positive contribution to the life of the Nation” 

(Kenya Ministry of Education, 2002).  

 

The connection between education, state formation and economical growth is 

underlined several times and in different ways in the goals of education. The 

                                                 
35 According to teachers and to the principal of the Kenyan urban school, Mme Rose, it is especially 
common to take girls in the beginning of their puberty to boarding schools to let them concentrate on 
their studies (Interview in Kenya, October 2004). 
36 According to Professor Chiuri (e-mail contact, July 8, 2009). 
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young Kenyans should be prepared to be effective and productive in the 

formation of the country. Education should prepare the students for living in a 

developing modern economy. Moreover, education should provide and 

coordinate lifelong learning, training and research creating citizens with skills 

and knowledge important for the growing economy and sustainable 

development (Kenya Ministry of Education, 2002). Education should also 

provide for technological and industrial needs, as well as promote the individual 

development, sound moral and religious values, social equality, and 

international consciousness (ibid). Children’s rights are brought up as part of 

the subject ‘social studies’ in the curricula. 

 

The Swedish school system  

The Swedish primary school is compulsory for each child from seven years of 

age. It is possible to start school at age six. The compulsory school comprises 

nine years.  

 

According to the Swedish Education Act, all children and youth shall have 

equal access to education. Included in compulsory schooling are the regular 

compulsory schools, Sami schools, special schools, and compulsory schools for 

the learning disabled. Education is free of charge and the school pays for 

teaching materials, school meals, health services and transport. The national 

curriculum states objectives and guidelines for the public education system 

which are decided upon by the Swedish Parliament and Government. The 

curriculum is goal-orientated, which means that there may be local differences 

regarding ways to meet these goals. In the curriculum, fundamental values, 

basic objectives, and guidelines are stated. Every municipality has to adopt a 

local school plan describing the funding, organization, development, and 

evaluation of school activities. On the basis of the Education Act, the 

curriculum, syllabi, and the school plan, the principal decides upon a local 

school’s work plan adapted to local conditions. This has to be done in 

consultation with teachers and other staff at the school. The National Agency 

for Education evaluates, follows, and supervises the public school system in 

Sweden (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2006)) 

 

Most schools are municipal/public schools in Sweden and the majority of the 

students attend schools nearby. Independent schools are open for everyone, 

however, before starting one, it must be approved by the National Agency for 
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Education. Independent schools are financed through receiving a grant from 

the municipality where the student lives, and education in these schools must 

have the same basic objectives as municipal schools. Independent schools 

might have special education approaches or linguistic or specific religion 

profiles (ibid). 

 

Primary education in Sweden – national policies 

As mentioned before, the national curriculum is goal-orientated implying local 

differences regarding ways to meet these goals. In the curriculum, the 

fundamental values, basic objectives, and guidelines are stated. The 

fundamental values, borne by Christian tradition and Western humanism, are 

supposed to mould the Swedish student. This is achieved by “fostering in the 

individual a sense of justice, generosity of spirit, tolerance and responsibility.” 

(Swedish Ministry of Education and Science, 1994)) The task of the school is to 

encourage all pupils to discover their own uniqueness as individuals and thereby 

actively participate in social life by giving of their best in responsible freedom” 

(ibid, p. 1). Issues related to human rights are found within the fundamental 

values and in goals to attain in the compulsory school. “The school is 

responsible for ensuring that all pupils completing compulsory school: …know 

the basis for society’s laws and norms as well as their own rights and obligations 

in school and society...” (ibid, p.14). Children’s rights are not specifically 

outspoken in the Swedish curriculum for the compulsory school system. 

 

The Swedish school is supposed to promote learning and stimulate the 

individual to acquire knowledge on his own in and outside school. Together, 

school and parents should support and help the child to develop into a 

responsible person and member of the society. The student has to be prepared 

for a complex reality with an enormous flow of information, which is changing 

rapidly and claiming flexibility and lifelong learning. Furthermore, the student 

should be stimulated to self development and personal growth. 

 

Pupils should be able to keep their bearings in a complex reality where there is a 
vast flow of information and where the rate of change is rapid. This is why 
methods of acquiring and using new knowledge and skills are important. It is 
also necessary for pupils to develop their ability to critically examine facts and 
relationships and appreciate the consequences of the various alternatives facing 
them. (ibid.p.5) 
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National goals for education are divided into two parts: goals to strive towards, 

specifying the orientation of the work in school, and goals to be attained, 

expressing the minimum levels for students leaving school. It is important to 

develop the students’ individual way of learning as well as to “strengthen the 

habit of independently formulating standpoints based not only knowledge but 

also on rational and ethical considerations.” (ibid, p. 9). To provide the students 

with good goal awareness will encourage them to take more responsibility, and 

hopefully, they will be better prepared for the future in a global world where 

foreign languages and communication are important.  

 

During the time of writing, the Swedish schools system has been in focus in 

national political discussions. Claims have been made for orderliness and 

discipline in the classroom and a stronger focus has been put on basic 

knowledge, as Swedish students are loosing position in international 

comparisons. A new Education Act is under consideration, a new Teacher 

Education will be introduced and a new curriculum is expected as well. 

 

Summarizing comments  

In this chapter I have briefly described the Kenyan and Swedish primary school 

systems. Both countries are in transforming phases in relation to primary 

education regulations and steering documents where commonalities as well as 

diversities are visible. According to Lindblad och Popkewitz (2003), educational 

reforms in developing countries are strongly marked by for example Western-

biased international organisations. This is observable in the Kenyan educational 

reforms where UNICEF and the World Bank have played an important role 

striving towards education for all (Mukudi, 2004, b). Drawing the attention to 

the idea of education as a lifelong learning indicates a close relation to 

economical changes and economical claims of efficiency (Lindblad & 

Popkewitz, 2003). The connection between education and economical growth 

has been emphasized by several researchers (e.g. Aitken, et al. 2007; Spring, 

2000; Tomasevski, 2003, 2006).   

 

As mentioned above, children’s own responsibilities are emphasized in the 

Swedish steering documents. According to Dovemark (2005) and Söderström 

(2006), responsibility from a student’s perspective means something else than 

the intention in the curricula.  From a student perspective, the real purport of 
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responsibility is to do the school assignments and to hand in the work to the 

teacher in time (Söderström, 2006). 

 

In both Kenya and Sweden lifelong learning together with fostering children 

with skills and knowledge are significant for economical and sustainable 

development. In the Swedish steering documents as well in the ongoing reform, 

the individual’s ability, independence and choice are emphasized, which is 

correlating to the global markets claim on efficiency, flexibility, ability to 

choose, and to international competitiveness. These values and claims seem to 

become more and more acknowledged and universal, which will lead to 

generating inequalities instead of adjusting inequalities (Apple, 2005, 2006). 

Moreover, educating students based on Western values and categories, 

independently of local contexts and possibilities, will risk to leave many children 

in Africa behind (Lindblad & Popkewitz, 2003). 

 

In the forthcoming chapters, the results are presented. 
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7. TALKING ABOUT RIGHTS 

 
This is the first chapter out of four presenting the results of the study. The aim 

of this chapter is to present a broad picture of the content the children talked 

about in the interviews, which also serves as a platform for the following 

chapters. To start with, two examples are given, one from Kenya and one from 

Sweden, to exemplify how the students’ talk about views on rights went on in 

the interviews. In connection with this, a presentation of the students’ ranking 

of the articles in the exercise will be described before continuing presenting the 

students’ views on children’s rights.  

  

In a school in Kenya  

It is a Tuesday afternoon at the end of October and the short rain has started. 

The rain is pouring down and I am sitting together with three young girls in a 

school, in a town in Kenya. We are sitting in the headmasters’ office. In the 

middle of the room there is a desk where I am sitting on one side and the three 

girls on the other side. The room is otherwise frugally furnished with three 

bookshelves placed along the walls. A few photos of different people decorate 

the walls. A portrait of the president, which is found in all Kenyan official 

buildings, is placed well in sight in the room. The building is made of concrete 

and the room has one, rather big window with bars, however, due to the rain 

and the lack of electricity the room is fairly dark. The girls have just finished an 

exercise with nine of the articles from the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child. 

    

Amina: If it drives for me to say, here in Kenya, people like other religious 
like to be put in different schools, we shall be mixed together. We can 
not discriminate, like in work. Girls should not be given different 
work than boys. We are all the same. 

Jill:  Even in school other children will start give you, you are black or just 
have something which is not normal. Children will start teasing you, 
saying how do you look? You are born abnormal. I think it is the right 
of the child not to be discriminated or to be put a part. If they are 
playing, this is a black person he is too dark so he will not going to 
play football with you. So I think the children should be given that 
right not to be discriminated at all. They should be mixed together 
and be seen as one person or as a creation of God. God is the one who 
made children like that. 
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Jasmine: And they need to have neighbours who are not supposed to treat him 
or her bad. You can help him or she if they do not have food you help 
them. You do not feel, ohh this is poor. I can not help him or her 
because I am rich. You are like sisters and brothers    (Kenyan  Town-
school, October 2005) 

 

In a school in Sweden  

It is a Wednesday morning in the middle of May. The sun is shining outside and 

I am sitting together with three young girls in a school in a town in Sweden. We 

are sitting in the teacher’s pantry. In the middle of the room there is a table 

with chairs for eight people. The room is used for coffee breaks, lunch and 

sometimes meetings for teachers and staff. It looks much like a small Swedish 

kitchen with a stove, a microwave oven, a fridge and a sink. One of the walls of 

the room is not furnished, but has two paintings. The school building is made 

of bricks. There is one window in the room. As the sunlight comes in through 

the window, the room is pretty light. The girls have just finished an exercise 

with nine of the articles from the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.37

      

Fia: Sometimes we can decide how we want to work, we can vote, 

Mia: We can choose to work in groups or on our own. Work in groups is 
probably the easiest way for the boys. Sometimes we can choose who 
to work with, other times you work with the one you are sitting next 
to. I think it is hard to work with someone that you have not chosen 
yourself to work with 

Pia: Sometimes we can choose, in different subjects what to work with 

Fia: You learn more if you find it amusing/funny. It is more fun to work 
with a friend. The boys are running around all the time. They do not 
manage to work in groups. We are seated next to a boy to keep them 
calm. …it feels as if they are the ones who decides  

Mia: Not everyone 

Fia: We have class councils – without any teacher. The boys are fussing 
around or running about all the time, they stop when the teacher 
comes, once we [the girls] didn’t go to the class council because 
nothing happens anyway. Then they [the boys] started to shout and 
call us ‘truants’ It is written somewhere that we have to have it [Class 
council] 

Girls: Yes, it is written 

                                                 
37 Quotations from Swedish groups are translated from Swedish to English 
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Fia: Yes, it is written somewhere that we have to have it. We know how 
our class is but it is written somewhere that we must have it. … If we 
want to say something it is better doing it with the teacher (Swedish 
Town-school, May 2006) 

 

The two pictures presented are extracts from data material collected in Kenya 

(October 2005) and Sweden (May 2006). By using these two pictures I want to 

exemplify how the interviews with the students went on. Moreover, I want to 

illustrate how these girls talked about, interpreted and understood the rights of 

the child in general. These examples also catch a tendency in the interviews. In 

the Kenyan interviews, issues of non-discrimination were frequent, while issues 

related to participation were more often addressed in the Swedish interviews. 

Hence, this indicates that issues of rights are related to context, and specifically 

related to time and space.  

 

Through these quotations, pictures appear presenting glimpses of these girls’ 

everyday life and the social context in which they are living, and how it is to be 

a student in Kenya and in Sweden. Altogether, these pictures also say 

something about the different conditions in which these girls are living. 

However, considering the total interview material, the children expressed many 

commonalities which will be further elaborated. As the students have been 

given the same exercise, they are talking about children’s rights, not as an 

expressed commonality, but as a common starting point for the interview. In 

addition to that, they are sharing commonalities as they are all children 

expressing views and having experiences of how it is to be a child. They are all 

students who go to school, have home works, do tests and meet friends and 

teachers. 

 

When talking about children’s rights in the interviews, the students talked about 

what was possible for them to talk about in that particular place and at that 

particular time. They also talked about and discussed their needs, relationships 

with peers and adults, their experiences and understandings of school as well as 

outside of school, what they feared and their dreams about their future. In 

other words, what the students talked about were experiences and stories about 

life itself − their lives.  

 

With the two presented pictures in mind the results of the study are presented 

in the following chapters. As mentioned earlier, this first chapter presents a 

broad picture of the content the children talked about in major themes that 
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emerged from the interviews. Before doing this more overarching presentation 

of the empirical material, I will describe and present the students’ ranking of the 

articles in the exercise, introducing and guiding the interviews with the students.  

 

The Exercise  

As earlier described I have used an exercise with nine articles from the UNCRC 

in order to introduce and guide the interviews. Even though the exercise was 

used as a technique, the students’ ranking of the articles informs us about their 

views and understanding of the UNCRC. Article six, the right to life and 

development, is the one most highly ranked by the students. The motivation of 

choosing article six as number one is related to the fact that if you do not have 

a life you do not need the rest of the articles. Article two (the right to non-

discrimination) and article nineteen (the right to protection) are as well highly 

ranked and viewed as very important for both Kenyan and Swedish students. 

Both these articles can be interpreted, according to the interviews, as rights to 

protection. 

 

The articles concerning education (28 and 29) are put next after the right to life 

and the right to protection (2 and 19). This indicates that education is viewed as 

rather important by the students. The right to play and leisure is found last in 

the ranking list. As highlighted by some students, they want to rank the right to 

play and leisure higher, but at the same time they express their awareness that 

they have to prepare for adulthood, which makes for example the right to 

education more important. Interesting to note is that most of the students do 

not prioritize the right to be listened to (art.12) and the right to have your 

opinion (art.13).     

 

A similar ranking election for school children in primary school took place in 

Canada in 1999, when celebrating the tenth anniversary of the adoption of the 

Convention (Howe & Covell, 2005). The key purpose of the election was to 

educate students about the UNCRC and to stimulate them to think about 

children’s rights. In order to raise awareness and knowledge of children’s rights, 

children were given the opportunity to discuss and vote on the relative 

importance of children’s rights in the areas of education, family, food and 

shelter, health, safety, name and nationality, and the expressions of opinions. 

Similar elections had taken place in other countries such as Belize, Colombia, 

Mexico, and Mozambique. The election in Canada has been described as 
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remarkable in at least three ways: First, the response from the children, their 

teachers and schools. Second, the strong opposition expressed by different 

groups, politicians, parents’ groups and family values organizations. Third, the 

results of the election were described as ironic (ibid). Several adults had in 

advance expected that students would give priority to their individual rights e.g. 

right to participation. The result showed that to students the most important 

right was the right to grow up in a family, followed by the right to food and 

shelter. The same pattern of not prioritizing personal freedoms was found also 

in the other countries: Belize, Colombia, Mexico and Mozambique. Moreover, 

Howe & Covell (2005) refer to other assessments of children’s ideas about the 

importance of their rights where there have been similar findings.  

 

A result corresponding to the one found by Howe and Covell (ibid) came up in 

the exercise with the Kenyan and Swedish students. The Kenyan and Swedish 

students did not give priority to personal freedoms. The students in Kenya and 

Sweden prioritized rights related to life and development, non-discrimination, 

protection and education. Eleven out of twenty student groups, of which 

mostly Swedish students, have given the priority to the right to life and 

development (art. 6). Kenyan students gave priority to the right to education 

(art. 28) to a higher extent than the Swedish students. Personal freedoms 

expressed and stressed in the right to be listened to and taken seriously (art. 12), 

in the right to express your view (art. 13) and in the right to play and relax (art. 

31) were given the lowest ranking by the students, which also correspond with 

the results found by Howe & Covell (2005). Can prioritizing rights which are 

not related to personal freedoms be interpreted in the sense that children view 

their rights as something that is experienced, expressed and upheld in relation 

to others, adults and peers? 

 
The way of ranking the articles can correlate to the age of the students. In 

previous research with secondary school students and employees in New 

Zealand, a study focuses on how rights are conceptualized by children in 

secondary school, and by teachers and other people working with the students 

(Taylor, et al, 2001). The study shows that teachers consider issues of safety and 

the right to protection as the most important right for the students, while the 

students rank freedom to expression and participation rights as the most 

important ones. The students in this study, as in the studies referred to by 

Howe & Covell (2005), are primary school students, which suggests that high 

rankings of rights related to personal freedoms can be related to age. The older 
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students rank rights related to personal freedoms higher than the younger 

students who rank rights to protection and social rights higher. 

 

Above, I have briefly described how the students rank the articles in the 

exercise which introduced and guided the interviews. In the following I will 

continue to present a broader illustration of what the students talked about 

when talking about rights. 

 

Children have rights  

Both Kenyan and Swedish students are saying that they have heard about 

children’s rights while at the same time expressing that they do not know much 

about children’s rights. Most of the students have heard or talked about the 

UNCRC in school. However, even if they are in the same class, the answers 

differ among the students. Most of them identify media, television, newspapers 

and radio as primary sources for information. Moreover, it is obvious to the 

students who have talked about children’s rights in school that the UNCRC is 

something that is brought up on a few occasions and of which the students 

cannot remember much. In Kenya the students seem to have come across the 

UNCRC more recently in their education in connection with the subject “Social 

studies”. In Sweden the students connect talking about children’s rights in 

school to something that they do in lower school classes, when for example 

creating a magazine or making posters about children’s rights. However, 

information and knowledge about children’s rights in school seem to be related 

to special subjects and projects, and to the individual teacher’s knowledge and 

concerns. Furthermore, the Convention seems not to be connected with things  

you learn in school.  

 

To a large extent students in Kenya express the importance for them, as well as 

for teachers and parents, to know about children’s right. One Kenyan boy gives 

an example: 

  

Mike: Maybe [more important] in Africa, I don’t know in Europe countries if 

people do like this, there is only a father who have one daughter playing 

with other boys, it was around 7 o’clock. She was taken home, she was 

being beaten they broke her arm, so children have a right, don’t think 

that father knows the right of children. (Kenyan Hill-school, October 

2006)   
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Mike shows how students view and hope that children’s rights could be a tool 

to protect and offer better living conditions for children, especially for children 

in vulnerable positions. Swedish students do as well express the UNCRC as 

something good to know about for both children and adults, but not in the 

same way as the Kenyan students. Swedish students express that they are not 

sure if they really need children’s rights. In the interviews they articulate that the 

Convention might be of more value for others, and more needed for poor 

children in other countries, for example Africa. At the same time they express 

an awareness that they live in a welfare state and that children in other parts of 

the world live under different circumstances. In one of the boys groups this is 

expressed as:  

 

Marcus:  Yees, [It is important] sometimes maybe, in certain circumstances 
maybe,   

Erik: But I haven’t had any use of them [the rights] (Swedish Town-school, 
May 2006)     
    

Both Marcus and Erik talk about children’s rights as a ‘problem solver’ which 

might be needed under specific situations, e.g. situations in which they have not 

been exposed and in which they seem to find unlikely to be exposed. Moreover, 

they highlight ‘usefulness’ as something important. If the rights are not 

obviously useful for some reason, they turn into being something useless. Pia, a 

Swedish girl, is talking about the rights as not needed rights, and explains it 

with: Because you don’t feel exposed to anything in it (Swedish Town-school, May 

2006) 

 

Both examples illustrate the Swedish students’ uncertainty whether children’s 

rights are really something that they need or/and something meant for them. 

This can be interpreted in the sense that children’s rights are viewed as being 

useful for solving problems that might occur and as if its purpose is first and 

foremost to protect children from not being exposed or abused. Besides that, 

through the Convention children might get support when needed. 

 

In another Swedish boys’ group, the children express the importance to know 

about the rights at the same time as they say that rights are not interesting for 

them for the time being. 
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Jesper: Interesting, yes, but it is more important for them who don’t know, 
like, those who are abused at home and everything so they don’t 
know what is right or wrong. So they don’t know and don’t dare to 
say anything or so 

Nina:  You feel that you don’t have a need? 

Jonas:  If you commit a crime then you have to know your rights 

Jesper:  Yeah, but not only so 

Jonas:  It is like this, if you have committed a crime you get to know your 
rights and then the police say 

Jesper:  You have the right to remain silence 

Nina:  Mhm? 

Jesper:  Or it can be used against you, everything you say (Swedish Hill-
school, August 2006) 

     

Even though some of the Swedish students are referring to the rights as not 

needed and as something more needed by others, they express, at the same time, 

the importance and value of having and knowing about the rights in special 

situations. From the quotations above it is interesting to note that the boys are 

linking the concepts of rights to American action movies instead of their 

everyday life. However, these specific situations seem to exist if the students 

need protection from something and if they need to know morally and legally 

what is right or wrong. In those cases children’s rights might be needed. When 

talking about rights in the interviews, the students concretize rights by 

expressing them in terms of children’s needs of protection and support. 

 

In addition to the two pictures presented in the introduction of this chapter, 

Kenyan students focusing on issues about non-discrimination and Swedish 

students focusing on issues about participation, two other substantial and 

considerable themes emerge from the interviews. The first theme is about 

children’s need of protection and support related to the fact that children are 

vulnerable and need protection and support. This is manifested by the students 

in various ways and examples. The second theme is about being a school child 

with rights, and is related to the specific conditions in school in Kenya and 

Sweden. Below, these two themes are introduced.   
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All children need protection and support  

In this section, the first theme presented deals with how Kenyan and Swedish 

students are talking about children’s need of protection and support. 

 

What’s love got to do with it? 

Both Kenyan and Swedish students express the possibilities that the UNCRC 

offers to children’s needs, and especially their needs for protection in vulnerable 

positions and situations. These situations are mostly related to the fact that they 

are children and therefore more vulnerable and in a lower power position than 

adults. In the interviews, the students are giving different examples of what they 

have to be protected against and of their need of help from others, adults and 

peers, as well as pointing at what they have to be careful about and what they 

are afraid of.  

 

In diverse ways, both Kenyan and Swedish students state the necessity and 

special need for children to be protected from things that can hurt or harm 

them. As a child you are supposed to be protected from different kinds of 

violence, bullying and harassment because you are vulnerable. According to the 

boys in the interviews, girls are the most vulnerable and need more protection 

than boys. At the same time there are no girls, when talking about themselves, 

saying that girls are more vulnerable and need more protection than boys if they 

are living in an ordinary family and under regular living conditions. Some 

exceptions from that are given by the girls referring to girls living in traditional 

homes and under certain circumstances, but not when these girls’ talk about 

their everyday life.  

 

The students express that they are supposed to be protected by adults, at home 

by parents and in school by teachers. To be protected might mean that you 

have a good home and you are among reliable and trustable adults who care for 

you. At the same time, the interviews point towards a well acknowledged “silent 

awareness” among the students. This knowledge shows that adults and places, 

which are expected to be child-protective and friendly, for instance schools and 

homes, might turn out to be the opposite. Instead of a safe and secure place, 

home or school may be the place where you are abused, mistreated, 

discriminated and harmed in different ways. The students agree that children 

need to be protected and cared for. According to Tracey, a Kenyan girl, the 
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need for protection is not enough. She explains it in a broader sense and she 

says: 

 

Tracey:  I was thinking about the family, because love is also a protection for a 
child. If the children do not have love that he or she needs, ok, the 
protection will not give their love. Because if you love a child, if you 
love a child that is when the child have the most protection. Because 
when you love him or her then you really care about that child, then it 
is mostly protected.   (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

      

Hence, to be protected as a child you need caring, trusting and loving adults 

and furthermore you also need friends. To have and to meet friends are 

expressed as a need by the students and school is described as a place and an 

arena for meeting friends. Friends might protect you from adults and peers but 

the most important need is to have someone to talk to, play with and hang 

around with. One Swedish girl emphasized the need of friends with questions:  

 

Sofie:  Can you call it bullying when you don’t have any friends? And if no 
one wants to be together with you? (Swedish Hill-school, September 
2006) 

      

To have friends is a kind of protection; you are related to others - a group of 

people who can protect you. And if you do not have any friends you are on 

your own – unprotected. A common and obvious statement from both Kenyan 

and Swedish students is that protection requires well functioning relationships 

with adults and peers. They also emphasize the importance and necessity for 

children to be informed about what can happen to them. If children are 

informed and warned for things that might happen to them, they can be aware 

of, careful of and prepared for dangerous situations and consequently be able to 

protect themselves. To get information about how to protect yourself in school 

is important so that it is possible to tell others about risks and dangers. 

Television and other media as well as friends are other sources of information 

about threats and risks. 

 

Among the voices articulating needs of protection there is also a need of 

protection against discrimination expressed in the interviews. Even though 

both Kenyan and Swedish students are convinced over and state that all human 

beings are equal, they are expressing examples of exceptions from that. In 

school, at home, or in other places, such as in church or in clubs, you might be 
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exposed to discrimination for a lot of reasons and causes. In the interviews the 

students talk about discrimination related to gender, colour, religion, age, status 

as well as punishment related to what they have said or done. All of this is 

found in both Kenyan and Swedish interviews, but in different ways and to a 

greater or lesser extent, and is related to context and the samples of schools and 

students in each country. Most examples from the Swedish students concern 

discrimination related to gender, and some examples concern fatness or other 

attributes related to the body. The examples from the Kenyans students are to a 

great extent related to gender, colour, religion, ethnical origin and status. When 

describing situations related to discrimination, the students tend to describe 

them in terms of things that are unfair in one way or the other. 

 

Moreover, when talking about the need of protection, the students talked about 

things they fear. Things they fear are mostly connected with different kinds of 

violence or being abused or abandoned in different ways. Another thing related 

to fear which came up in all groups was the fear to be teased or abused by 

teachers or peers in school. To be abused or teased in school by either teacher 

or peers is something that you need to be and is to be protected from. 

 

The Swedish students talked about sick or bad people who can do bad things to 

you, and they established that these people do not have to be strangers, but 

might as well be someone you know. As a whole, the Swedish students did not 

talk about things they fear as much or in the same way as Kenyan students did. 

Kenyan students much more referred to concrete situations and consequences. 

This might be illustrated by the fear of getting raped among the Kenyan girls 

and boys, which means that you are not only violated and abused, but also 

exposed to the risk of getting pregnant or/and having HIV/AIDS. A few 

strategies to avoid situations like this were mentioned by the Kenyan students. 

They have been told by their teachers and parents not to walk alone in the dark. 

The following example is taken from a Kenyan girls’ group, where the 

discussion started by the girls telling how some students do not take the 

teachers advice seriously about not walking alone in the dark. 

 

Nina:  So the teacher tells you about scary things outside school? 

Girls:  Yes 

Nina:  What about at home then, do you talk about it at home? 

Amy:  Some parents are afraid to talk to their children 

Nina:  Ok 
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Joan:  They [the parents] give me advice on like, not walking late at night, 
like such things 

Amy:  Yes, let’s not walk around in the dark, because maybe I might be 
raped and affected by HIV and AIDS or any sexual transmitted 
disease (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

      

When indicating that parents might not talk to their children about certain 

topics and issues, Amy points at the importance and need of talking about 

things like this in school. By giving advice and information about what to avoid 

and stay away from, the teachers support the students, not only with protection 

but also with a form of self-protection. Another need expressed by the students 

is the need for play and leisure. 

 

…just wanna’ have fun 

Even though most of the students put the article about play and leisure in a 

very low rank, they talked about this article as something very important. To 

have fun and the importance to laugh in school is one thing brought up by the 

students in the interviews. As Sara, a Kenyan girl, puts it: “Laughing with friends 

is so desirable2 (Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006). 

 

In the interviews the Swedish students emphasized, more than the Kenyan 

students, the significance of having fun in school and in their free time. The 

lessons are supposed to be fun and not boring. They said that the necessity of 

rest and having fun during the breaks in school. As in the need for protection, 

friends and peers played an important role also in the need for play and 

relaxation. During the breaks the Kenyan boys played games like football, and 

the girls played Karti38. They said that they usually walked around with their 

friends, and most often, they talked about games they play during the breaks in 

school. Swedish students talked more about the importance of having fun and 

the importance of physical activity. According to what the students said in the 

interviews, most of them played different games after school, not during school 

hours breaks, in organized activities and clubs. Among the Kenyan students, 

nobody was engaged in free time activities. Playing games in school during 

breaks seemed to be unusual in the two Swedish schools and it is not very clear 

and outspoken what they are actually doing during the breaks. “Hanging 

                                                 
38 Karti is a popular game among girls in Kenyan schools. A beanbag or a ball is thrown among the 
players while standing in a circle. 
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around” seemed to be the most common activity. According to some boys in a 

Swedish group they could not play football like they wished to do, because they 

did not have a ball to play with. They said that they have asked the school and 

been promised a ball, but that they are still waiting for it. Among the Swedish 

students, both girls and boys expressed that they had too many breaks during 

the school day and that they wished for a more effective time schedule which 

would allow them to go home earlier. A tighter time schedule in school would 

be more effective and give them more free time at their disposal, which meant 

more time to do whatever they want to do. 

 

In this part I have presented examples of how the students are talking about the 

need for protection and support. Below, the second theme is presented. 

  

Being a school child  

In this theme, the specific conditions related to school, as expressed by the 

students, are stressed. The students talked about their views on education, what 

school is for, how it is to be in school together with others, i.e. adults and peers. 

Going to school is viewed as something good from at least two perspectives: 

for meeting friends and as an instrument and equipment for the future. In 

addition, school is a place where there are certain conditions and requirements 

which the students talk about as being likes and dislikes in school. Furthermore, 

to be listened to and taken seriously are emphasized by the students as 

something important and significant in school as well as outside school. 

 

Kim, a Swedish boy, is talking about the importance of going to school at the 

same time as he expresses that going to school is not enough. What happens 

inside school, or in other words, the educational quality in school, is important.  

 
Kim: Primary school is very important, it is like building a house. If you 

have a solid foundation the house, will be good but if you have a bad 
house, things will get worse and worse and worse for each floor you 
are building. (Swedish Hill-school, November 2006) 

      

The above quotation from Kim is one way of how the students describe and 

understand the meaning and purpose of school. In the interviews the students 

talked about their understanding of school and education and what it means for 

them here and now, as well as what education will mean for them in the future. 
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They are talking about things that work well in school and about things that do 

not work at all. Furthermore, they describe school as an arena for meeting 

friends, and they portray school as a place where they learn things which are 

very important for their future as adults. If you do well in school, this means 

that you will have a good life as an adult. Doing well in school is not only an 

assurance for a future good life, but will also provide you with the freedom of 

choice, which will show the way to a good job and lot of money in the future. 

Money will in its turn open up for more possibilities of choices for a better life, 

and as the Kenyan students emphasize, it will also benefit the family. 

 

Susan  … when we go to school we learn a lot of things and it could also 
help us to fulfill our talents and that’s how we get our jobs and even 
(Inaudible) of that and it can also help us to know what is right and 
what is wrong and how to deal with other people 

Janet:  After we are finished all our courses because we come from nursery 
we go to primary like the level we are now and then we go to 
secondary and then we might go to college or to university so after 
that you’ll have to get a job so you can earn a living and many of the 
things you will dream of in your job might come from the education, 
maybe you didn’t learn much about science and maybe your boss is 
trying to learn more about science from you, maybe you are the only 
person of help to him or her so he might need you for his support 

Esther:  You know what is wrong? We go to school and there are always 
some activities that are added to help us you know in our coming life, 
so, that in the next generation we can help our children to do the same 
things and we can also help our parents at home or the society by 
learning and you can also come up to build a group that will help, that 
will help build another school for the grown-ups who did not go to 
school and they might also learn and achieve their lives (Kenyan Hill-
school, October 2006) 

 

The Kenyan girls are pointing at the opportunities that will open up for those 

who are educated. Education will lead to a job as well as it will help and support 

the family, the society and also the coming generation. In school it is important 

to learn things and to be successful, and this will open doors for further studies. 

Like the Kenyan girls, Andreas, a Swedish boy, emphasizes the significance of 

education: 

 

Andreas:  It is important that you, like, learn a lot in school so you get good 
grades so you will be admitted to the right Gymnasium and, like, get 
the job you want (Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 
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Both the Kenyan girls and the Swedish boy stress the meaning of going to 

school and doing well, which will take them to further studies and later on lead 

to a job, a good job they have dreamt of. In addition to that, the Kenyan 

students emphasize that their education is not only a matter of an individual 

project, but something that can benefit others, their family, their future 

employer and the whole society. 

 

Working conditions in school – likes and dislikes 

Most of the students interviewed emphasized and expressed satisfaction with 

their everyday life in school. When talking about ‘the best thing with school’ the 

students underlined the importance of school as a place to meet friends. They 

also talked about the importance of learning to cooperate and to communicate 

with others. Learning to think in different ways is another thing brought up in 

the interviews. Moreover, they declared that ‘the best thing with school’ is to 

acquire knowledge. 

  

In the interviews the students talked about what can be described as working 

conditions related to physical conditions and the atmosphere in the classroom. 

The physical conditions of the school and the classroom were mainly brought 

up by the Swedish students in terms of wishes for fresh, nice and clean facilities 

in school, and more benches to sit on during breaks for example. Furthermore, 

the Swedish students express a wish for more play areas and equipment for 

playing football or other games. Play equipment was according to the Swedish 

students only available for the younger pupils in lower primary school.  

 

One thing that both Kenyan and Swedish girls groups brought up was available 

and accessible toilets. Swedish girls are asking for privacy and clean toilets, 

which seem to be hard to find in the school setting. In Swedish schools toilets 

are often located in places where people pass or are waiting for lessons to 

begin. 

 

Alva:  Well, there are so many people in the corridor and then, I don’t want 
to go to the toilets 

Elin:  I always try to go [to the toilet] at the school nurse’s office ‘cause 
there it is quite, calm and rather fresh, yea, it works 

Moa:  Yeah, but it is often locked (Swedish Hill-school, November 2006) 
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Winnie, a Kenyan girl, stresses difficulties and problems with toilets, lack of 

privacy during their menstrual periods. 

 

Winnie:  …like us girls we may have many problems like now in school, in 
every month we have our monthly problem that’s one problem 
(Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006) 

 

Lack of clean and private toilets in school seem to be a problematic issue which 

the girls from Kenya and Sweden have in common.  

 

The climate and atmosphere in the classroom was very much talked about and 

discussed in all the interviews. The students talked about the importance of 

having good and nice teachers and gave examples of who is a good teacher as 

well as the opposite. By describing others, i.e. peers or teachers, the students  

also tell us something about how they understand their own positions in the 

classroom and in school. In most of the interviews the students talked about 

noise in the classroom and the importance to have peace and quiet in the 

classroom while working. The noise is worse when the teacher is not in the 

classroom. Even though girls can be noise-makers too, the boys are the ones 

making noise, according to the students. A Swedish girls group describes the 

noise and the fuss in the classroom as being something that destroys a lot of 

lessons even though the teacher is present in the classroom. 

 

Linn:  They destroy a lot of lessons, I think 

Erika:  Sometimes, so sometimes you can’t concentrate like as, You just - 
sigh 

Linn:  No, if you just sit like this and work, there is always someone who 
walks around and take you pen or rubber or throwing things at you 
and 

Nina:  But what are you doing then? 

Ebba:  We tell them 

Linn:  But they don’t stop 

Ebba:  Noe 

Erika:  But the teachers, they are so, like she will turn against us. For 
example if she sits and read a book and then the boys are sitting there 
and they don’t give a damn, so why they are walking around is 
because they don’t like the book. So then she punish them and punish 
the whole class by stopping to read or start doing something else 
which is not funny. But the boys they don’t care it is only a 
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punishment for those who like the book. But those who like, they are 
the ones who are punished 

Linn:  She should just throw them out [of the classroom] (Swedish Town-
school, May 2006) 

     

Discipline and punishment are brought up in the interviews in various ways. 

The students talk about how discipline is or is not upheld in the classroom and 

how teachers are using different strategies. According to the students, collective 

punishment, like in the example above, seems to be more common in Swedish 

schools, and individual punishment more common in Kenyan schools. 

Referring to the interviews with the Kenyans students, corporal punishment is 

used in schools and at home.  

 

Homework is an issue that has been brought up and discussed in the interviews. 

Most of the Swedish students emphasize that they have too much homework 

and prefer to have longer school days instead of bringing work home. A 

Kenyan boys’ group describes the clash between school and home when they 

have too much homework and parents sometimes do not understand that they 

have to do their homework and cannot do the domestic work. Another issue 

that has been brought up in the interviews is the experience of being listened to 

and taken seriously as a child in school. This is further presented below.   

 

To be listened to and taken seriously 

As mentioned before, personal freedoms were not highly ranked in the exercise 

introducing and guiding the interviews with the students. At the same time it is 

obvious in the interviews that the students express a wish to be listened to and 

taken seriously. Most of the interviews consist of examples, statements and 

stories where this has been totally neglected. On the other hand, the students 

are also talking about situations and circumstances where they have been 

listened to and taken seriously. In the interviews, the students give examples of 

various situations and occasions where they want to participate, and they give 

examples of circumstances in which they do not want to take part at all. During 

the interviews they talk and discuss about who is making the decisions in school 

and what they, as students, are able to decide in school. Moreover, they reflect 

over if they want to make the decisions they are invited to take, and if they 

really have to.  
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Both Kenyan and Swedish students talked about situations where they have not 

been listened to and which can be related to the fact that they are children and 

that they have a lower position and are subordinated. These situations are 

mostly picked from different classroom situations where the teacher is the one 

who decides and have the knowledge. The Kenyan students also involve other 

adults, mostly parents, in these examples of situations where they are not 

listened to. In the interviews with the Swedish students, parents are hardly 

mentioned at all and not in situations where the students are not listened to. 

But, there are a few examples of adults in free time activities, e.g. coaches, who 

seem to be the ones that tend not to listen and take children seriously. 

 

Boys in a Kenyan boys group give an example on what they want to participate 

in and decide about when the prefect in class is to be elected: 

 

John:  Ehm, an election for prefects, 

Nina:  Election for prefects. How do they pick the prefects? 

John:  They just a, 

Bill:  The teacher 

Nina:  The teacher? 

Boys:  Yes, 

Nina;  And no one else? 

Jim:  The teacher picks the prefects from among the pupils. 

Nina:  Ok, but you have to tell me exactly what is a prefect in class?  

Bill:  He takes care of the class mostly, 

John:  Yeah 

Nina:  And takes care in terms of? 

Bill:  He is the class teacher’s assistance, 

Nina:  He teaches you something? 

Boys:  Noo 

Nina:  But assistance with what? 

John:  He makes sure that the class is quiet  (Kenyan Town-school, October 
2005) 

 

These boys want to take part in the election for prefect as this is a matter of 

their concern. The prefect holds a certain position in class, with an influence in 
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the student’s everyday school life, keeping the order and discipline in class by 

reporting to the class teacher. 

 

To be listened to and taken seriously is important, not only in relation to adults, 

but also in relation to peers. Being listened to and taken seriously among peers 

and older students seems to be related to different aspects, situations and 

position in class. According to some Swedish girls, it is embarrassing to speak 

up and give your opinion in class. One girls group gives an example from a 

lesson where they have worked with different value exercises:39 

 

Lotta:  Or, so and then you, like, have to choose a corner [in the room] and 
give your opinion of the question 

Nina:  How does that work? 

Lotta: Yes, sometimes you don’t know what to say and then it is 
embarrassing  

Nina:  Why it is embarrassing? 

Lotta:  I don’t know, but you just stand there not knowing what to say, like 
(Swedish Hill-school, September 2006) 

 

Another point that comes out, especially in the Kenyan interviews, when 

talking about the right to be listened to and taken seriously, is the significance 

of using the word ‘respect’. The students are talking about respect for others, 

for example by sharing, respecting other peoples rights, as well as respecting 

environment. The Swedish students also talk about respect, not by using the 

word ‘respect’ and not to the same extent as the Kenyan students. The Swedish 

students talk about respect more in terms of: ‘It is not only children that have 

rights – adults also have rights’. Furthermore, they talk about caring and sharing 

with others, like the Kenyan students, which might be interpreted as respect. 

 

Above, I have presented a broad picture of the interviews conducted with the 

students in major themes that emerged from the empirical material. Both 

Kenyan and Swedish students have to a greater or lesser extent heard about 

rights, and several Swedish students questioned the ‘usefulness’ of rights for 

them living in a welfare state. Two major themes emerged from the interviews 

with the students, ‘the need of protection and support’ and ‘being a school 

                                                 
39 In Swedish School different exercises have been used in order to practise the ability to give your 
opinion in different matters. These exercises are mostly related to Fundamental values. 
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child’, which have been presented through different examples from the 

interviews.  

Summarizing comments  

This chapter has presented an overarching description of what the students 

articulated in the interviews when talking about rights. Commonalities and 

diversities among Kenyan and Swedish students have been illustrated with 

references from the interviews with the students. In the introduction to this 

chapter, two examples illustrated how the students talk about rights in the 

interviews and indicated that issues of rights are related to context, time and 

space.  

 

First, it has to be kept in mind that all students did the same exercise, which has 

guided, limited and contributed to what they are talking about and what they 

are not talking about in the interviews. The commonalities in the interviews 

might be interpreted in the sense that the students have a great deal in common 

as they are the minority group – children. The diversities are interpreted in the 

sense that the students are at the same time representing diverse childhoods. In 

the following, I will present what can be described as main commonalities 

emerging from the interviews with the students. Before that I will briefly draw 

attention to a few points related to knowledge about the Convention. 

 

What the children know about the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

and its content is not possible to comment on from the empirical material. 

However, it is possible to draw some conclusions from what the children say 

that they know about the UNCRC and whether they work with children’s rights 

in school. The Kenyan students seem to have come across children’s rights in 

school more recently than the Swedish students, which is probably related to 

the ongoing process with the new curriculum in Kenya where children’s rights 

is an issue in the subject ‘Social studies’. The Swedish students relate working 

with children’s rights issues to lower school classes, and these issues seem to be 

connected to the teacher’s specific interests.  

 

According to the Kenyan and Swedish students, children, and sometimes 

adults, need to know or they do not need to know, as some express too, more 

about the UNCRC. In a survey from the Swedish Children’s Ombudsman, 

2008, children’s knowledge about the UNCRC in Sweden is illustrated by the 

fact that 22% of 1000 children aged 10-15 years have heard about the UNCRC, 
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42% have not heard about the UNCRC, 20% answered that they might have 

heard about it and 16% answer that they do not if they have heard about the 

Convention (Barnombudsmannen, 2009). In connection with this, it is 

interesting to note that several of the Swedish students in this study claim that 

children’s rights are more relevant for children in other countries, for instance 

children in Africa, and not much related to the major part of the children 

growing up in welfare countries. Relating children’s rights especially to exposed 

children is articulated by the Kenyan students in terms of ‘children in 

Africa‘and in terms of particular exposed groups of children that they know of 

e.g. the massaj girls or street children. For Kenyan and Swedish students the 

Convention is not something that they directly relate to when thinking about 

their everyday lives in and outside school. In general, the Convention is viewed 

by the students as a ‘problem solver’ or an ‘instrument of protection’ for special 

situations to which you are more or less exposed in your daily life.  

 

The most characteristic commonality for both Kenyan and Swedish students 

when talking about rights is that they are not using the concept of rights in the 

sense that ‘rights’ is not a common word in their everyday vocabulary neither in 

school nor at home. Instead of rights they talk about needs and especially need 

for protection. The fact that the students choose to talk about needs in front of 

rights is noteworthy from different aspects. From a historical perspective, 

children’s need and rights to protection were in focus in both the Declaration 

of Geneva (1924) and the Declaration on the Rights of the Child (1959), in 

which the view of the child as an object was the dominating perspective. 

Through the UNCRC, the participating political child is highlighted and the 

child is not only a child who needs protection, but also a child, a subject and an 

active agent in matters concerning children. When the students do not talk 

about rights, but about needs, they challenge the picture of the competent 

active child inbuilt in the UNCRC and express a picture of a more dependant 

vulnerable child. Does that mean that children view themselves as dependant 

objects rather than active agents?  

 

So far, I have shown that both Kenyan and Swedish students stressed the 

importance of children’s needs and especially children’s need to be protected. 

In the interviews the students articulate the meaning of children’s need to be 

protected. Children are vulnerable and children need protection from any form 

of violence, abuse and exposed situations, and they also need to be protected 
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from discrimination, e.g. when girls are described as the most vulnerable - by 

the boys.  

 

Besides emphasizing the need to protection, the students also emphasized the 

importance of children’s need of support in different matters, in which social 

relationships with others, both adults and peers, are essential. Trustable and 

reliable adults who are present in school, at home and in other places in the 

society, with ability to protect and support when necessary are expressed as 

essential by the students. When the students are talking about the need of 

support by adults, this means more than basic supplies. It also consists of the 

need to be listened to and be taken seriously. In addition to that, the 

importance to be informed and acquire knowledge in and outside school 

contributes to their own capacity to protect themselves. From this, children’s 

needs might be described as the need to be protected and to have support, and 

is manifested in social relationships with adults and peers. In a similar way, as 

shown by Kjörholt (2004), children’s experiences of participation are built on 

relationships with others, both adults and peers. When the students express a 

need for relationships with adults and peers, they emphasize at the same time 

that relational competencies are significant in their everyday life. Social 

relationships claim capacities to establish and uphold relations, described as 

relational competencies, which are fundamental in constructing children’s 

independency and autonomy. These relational competencies are practised by 

children every day. Drawing from the interviews with the students, social 

relationships with adults and peers seem to function as a form of protection. 

Hence, at the same time as the students focus on needs and especially needs for 

protection, they emphasize that children are competent too and have capacities 

to take part in decisions and concerns that matter for them. This means that 

these children view themselves as both dependent persons with needs of 

protection and independent actors with competencies and capacities. 

 

When the students talk about children’s rights the child of the Convention is 

challenged by a slightly different picture. Since the UNCRC came into force, 

much focus has been on the universal, individual, competent child. From the 

student’s perspective the needs of the child are emphasized, especially the need 

to protection where social relationships with adults and peers are significant, 

and picture a child who seems to be more collective and dependent than the 

child of the Convention. An important standpoint of the students is that the 

child needs to be listened to and taken seriously when she/he wants to express 
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something. Moreover, school is an important arena for meeting friend and 

acquiring knowledge which they acquire outside school as well as e.g. through 

media, parents, church, and athletic associations, knowledge that they will use 

to protect themselves, and to prepare themselves for their lives as adults. In the 

interviews, school is illustrated as the base for the students’ everyday life, and 

going to school to get educated is described as important both for their 

everyday life when meeting friends and learning things and for their future as 

adults. This indicates that the students are viewing themselves as both ‘beings’ 

and ‘becomings’ (Qvortrup, 1994). In addition to what has been described as 

children’s needs, the students stressed the importance of children’s needs to 

play, relax and enjoy themselves, which highlighted issues of time. While talking 

about the need to play and relax, different claims on children’s time appear. 

Expectations and demands on children’s time are raised from different 

directions containing claims to fill their time with other things than playing and 

relaxing, e.g. school work or domestic work. Viewing children’s time in school 

first and foremost as a preparation for the life as adults might be interpreted as 

the dominating perspective among adults. This perspective is also shared by the 

students. 

 

Various claims on children’s time seem to be an issue of commonality among 

the students, however, illustrated somewhat differently between Kenyan and 

Swedish students. The Kenyan students talked about very long school days, 

especially when preparing exams, and illustrated how school-work might clash 

with duties at home. Also, they express a wish to have more free time so that 

they can choose themselves what to do. The Swedish students talked about 

their time in terms of something that can be violated and that they need to be 

protected from too much work in school and at home because this would 

interfere with their free time which is highly valued.  

 

By using the concepts of commonalities and diversities it is possible to outline 

and describe empirical themes that seem to be common and universal for the 

students, as in the examples above, and to identify themes and situations that 

are related to the local and particular. This is in its turn related to the schools’ 

and the students’ participating in the study. Issues related to e.g. colour and 

religion were not brought up as an issue in the interviews with the Swedish 

students, which does not mean that these topics are not discussed in Swedish 

schools, but are related to the participating schools and students in the Swedish 

interviews. The Swedish schools and participating students appeared to be a 
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more homogenous group compared to the Kenyan schools and participating 

students with different religions and ethnic groups mixed.  

 

The commonalities among the students can be described in brief as dealing 

more with children in general and in a broader sense than has been exemplified 

above. The diversities are related to situations of a more local context. The local 

context might be related to national level as well as to a local context within the 

country. When talking about the need of protection, this is exemplified with 

students from both Kenya and Sweden. Most of the diversities appear when 

relating to the local context. For example, the need to be protected from sexual 

abuse includes in the Kenyan context also to be protected from getting 

HIV/AIDS. The Kenyan students express an awareness that the surrounding 

society is full of risks and that they have to be careful and not take the risk to 

walk in the dark, because it can be a matter of life and death. Risks of the 

surrounding society have been emphasized in earlier studies in Sweden as well 

(Öhrn, 2005). This shows the importance of considering national local context 

and the samples of schools and participants when analysing the empirical 

material.  

 

In the interviews, the Kenyan students relate more to family and nation for 

example when talking about the meaning of school, whereas the Swedish 

students talk about it as an individual project which can succeed or fail. This 

can be described as diversity between Kenyan and Swedish students. In general, 

the Kenyan students seem to be surrounded by a broader web of different 

relationships than the Swedish students. The Kenyan students are talking about 

relationships to the family, peers, teachers, relatives, neighbours, church, God 

and the Nation, while the Swedish students are talking about relations to peers, 

teachers and sometimes family. Another example of diversity concerns 

punishment in school. According to the Swedish students, collective 

punishment is a way of disciplining the students in the classroom, while 

individual punishment is more common in Kenyan schools. These illustrations 

reveal matters related to views concerning perspectives on the individual and 

the collective. Kenya and Sweden, two countries which can be portrayed as 

societies carrying very different perspectives and discourses, of which, from a 

very broad perspective, the Kenyan society has been described as building upon 

ideas about the collective rights, and Sweden has been described as an 

individual society where the rights of the individual is in focus. At first sight, 

these maybe more traditional perspectives seem to be common and prevalent 
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among the students as well. On the other hand, the students indicate other 

possible perspectives as well. As mentioned above, the Kenyan students often 

relate to a broad web of relationships which might symbolize the collective 

track in the society. At the same time the individual responsibility for doing well 

in school is obvious in order to contribute to the collective. For the Swedish 

students the collective seems to be more peer-oriented, and relationships to 

peers in various circumstances have a certain and specific value. The examples 

given by the students concerning punishment in school are in a way challenging 

the picture of collective and individual stereotypes. Collective punishment in 

school described by the Swedish students is one way of leaving questions of 

discipline to the group, which in its turn means that as an individual you might 

not have a chance to avoid the punishment. Moreover, the discipline is upheld 

by the peer group.  

 

This chapter has dealt with what the students in Kenya and Sweden talked 

about when talking about rights. In the beginning of this chapter two pictures 

were introduced, one from Kenya and one from Sweden, to give an idea of 

what the students were talking about. These pictures illustrated both 

commonalities and diversities in the students’ discussion about rights. In 

addition, the pictures stressed that issues of discrimination were essential in the 

Kenyan student’s talk about rights and that issues of participation were essential 

in the Swedish student’s talk about rights. Furthermore, two main themes were 

added to the pictures emerging from the content of the student’s talk about 

rights in Kenya and Sweden. The first main theme is about children’s needs, 

especially children’s needs of protection and support. The students emphasized 

in the interviews that children’s needs of protection and support goes through 

well functioning relations. Relationships to adults, teachers, parents and other 

adults as well as relationships with peers were brought up in the interviews as 

something significant for their protection and support. This theme can be 

described as having a more general perspective and deals with what the students 

claim to be every child’s needs. The second main theme concerns how it is to 

be a school child and what it means in the Kenyan and the Swedish context, 

and the particular conditions it entails. In its turn, this means that what the 

students emphasize as problematic is different and related to the local Kenyan 

or local Swedish contexts. 

 

These two main themes are linked to each other in the students’ talk about 

rights and illustrate the complexity between what they express as general for all 
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children, in a global childhood, and what they express as particular for 

themselves, their class, school or country, as local childhoods. Besides that, 

what the students express as general for all children is often explained and 

exemplified through examples from their everyday life in school.  

 

Through this broad overview over the empirical material, social relations with 

adults and peers came out as essential in the students’ talk about rights. In the 

following chapters, further focus on situations when the students talk about 

social relationships to others, i.e. adults and peers, and issues of participation 

and non-discrimination will be actualized and exemplified. In the following 

chapter, the focus is on the student’s relationships to adults. 
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8. EXPERIENCES OF RELATIONSHIPS WITH  
ADULTS 

 

This chapter focuses on the students’ views on children’s relationships with 

adults. In the interviews, relationships with adults were often described by the 

students in different ways, for instance as problematic and complex. In the first 

part of this chapter Kenyan and Swedish students discuss common experiences 

about relationships with adults as shown in specific examples related to their 

particular context. The second part of this chapter contains two specific 

illustrations from Kenya and Sweden illustrating students’ experiences of being 

listened to. 

 

A child is always a child  

In the interviews, the students talked about children’s needs rather than about 

children’s rights. The importance of children’s needs of protection and support was 

especially emphasized by the students in the interviews. From the students’ 

perspectives they portray themselves as someone who needs to be protected 

from violence, abuse or from being abandoned, and this emphasizes children’s 

vulnerability. For the reason of their vulnerability they need protection and 

support through relationships to others, adults and peers, according to the 

students. In addition to the need of protection through relationships with adults 

and peers, the children need to be educated in order to learn and develop 

competencies so that they can take care of and protect themselves. The 

protection can therefore be described as two-folded. The students receive the 

protection they need in two ways: passively through the relations with their 

parents and other people, and actively by learning to protect themselves. 

However, because of the children’s vulnerability and their need to be protected, 

they are automatically positioned as subordinated in relation to adults. 

Consequently, the starting points in the students talk and reasoning about their 

relationships with adults are: children are vulnerable and by that they need protection 

and childhood is subordinated adulthood. In the interviews, when talking about 

children’s need of protection, the children discussed from the perspective that 

children are vulnerable. Because of their vulnerability they need protection and 

care from adults, and because of their need of protection childhood is 

subordinated adulthood. This is well-known, outspoken and upheld among the 
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students, who mean that they are also active in reproducing and producing the 

picture of the child as vulnerable and subordinated.  

 

Below, situations related to students’ relationships with adults, i.e. teachers, 

parents, and other adults whom they meet in their everyday life, are presented. 

Focus in this part of the chapter is on the Kenyan and the Swedish students’ 

examples of relationships with adults that the students find problematic and in 

which they are positioned as subordinated 

Subordination through teachers’ power 

In general, the students’ relationships with the teachers can be described as 

functioning, and most of the time they seem to feel comfortable in their 

relationships with the teachers. A good teacher is portrayed as a person who 

likes children, who is present, caring, listening and distinct when teaching, and 

who is in a good mood when meeting the students. The importance of how the 

students are treated by the teacher is illustrated by two Swedish girls in this way:  

 

Mia:  Yes, when you come to the Swedish lesson, you feel like, like you 
know, it is okay to do things wrong, because as she says: we are just 
human beings. That is what she usually says. 

Pia: And she is joking too, she is always happy. And the funny thing is 
that she never has to shout at the boys, they are behaving. I think they 
like her too. (Swedish Town-school, May, 2006) 

 

Mia and Pia are describing the teacher as a person who likes children, makes 

them feel comfortable and shows them confidence and respect. However, in 

relationships with teachers there are many voices from both Kenyan and 

Swedish students describing how their positions are subordinated by the 

teacher in different ways. In relationships with teachers it is not only the power 

order between children and adults that is revealed, but the institutional power 

order is also highlighted. In the institutional power order the students are the 

ones who do not know and are by that subordinated in relation to the teacher 

who is the one who does know. 

 

Tracey:  When, let’s say, when we are at home or let’s say in school because 
we spend most of our time in school. When we are in school and you 
read an opinion, a motion, like you said, we don’t like anyone to be 
rude all the time. It is not to take it as a joke because we know that we 
can not speak like that. We should not take it as a joke because our 
teachers are really rude. They are not taking it seriously, they are not 
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supposed to take it as a joke and laugh and say, aha that’s a joke and 
then we continue teaching. They should take it seriously, that they 
can see that they are rude and they see that you can not concentrate in 
class if they are that rude. At least they should listen to us and not 
always take things as jokes all the time. 

Nina: Are teachers rude? 

Tracey:  Yes, some, yeahh 

Nina:  And what do they do when they are rude? 

Ann: Okay, if you go and borrow them permission. They say you do not 
need permission [permission to go to the toilet], they say go, they tell 
you to leave in front of the whole class, you know, then you feel 
ashamed, and then you go, 

Nina: Okay, then you feel embarrassed? 

Ann:  Yeahh 

Doris:  …sometimes, you know I am too short and when I am going to say 
my opinion against the class, everybody laugh and say: you are too 
short, sit down and keep your mouth shut! This is hard, you know, 
because sometimes people takes it seriously and sometimes when I 
say something it can help maybe, it can help you in the future or 
maybe the same day. You know some of them they are really, 
someone is short and someone is tall and you know that people can be 
too tall and that people can be too short. I think it is important for the 
person taking their opinion seriously, because even though like a 
person there is no difference whether you are tall or short! (Kenyan 
Town-school, October 2005) 

 

This quote from the Kenyan girls, illustrates different kinds of subordination 

which were in various ways expressed by both Kenyan and Swedish students. 

The example shows how the girls talk about both subordination as a group and 

as an individual in relation to the teacher, and as individual subordination in 

relation to peers. The example also points out the students’ lack of agency when 

they are not listened to and laughed at in public, which they describe as both 

frustrating and insulting. It also shows how subordination is produced by the 

teacher, based on the fact that they are children and that it is okay to be rude to 

and offend them. In the same quotation, after talking about the teacher, Doris 

gives an example of a situation where peers act in the same way as the teacher, 

i.e. they are rude. This is an example of how the position of subordination, 

earlier produced by the teacher, is reproduced by other students and peers in 

class.  
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In the interviews the students gave several examples of relationships with adults 

where their position is described as subordinated. Many of the examples seem 

to be connected to and based upon the fact that they are children and what 

children are not, e.g. they are not old enough, they do not know enough, they are 

not capable enough. This will put them in a subordinated position which, in 

turn, seems to be a matter of course for the students. Subordination is also 

based on gender, colour, religion and other things, such as shortness or fatness, 

which is further analysed in the next chapter. Furthermore, as in the quote 

above, subordination is described and connected to children as a group or 

between different groups of children as e.g. boys and girls, as well as it is 

described with examples where the individual child has a subordinated position 

in different relations. Altogether, this gives a view of how children and 

childhood are looked upon by teachers and adults, from children’s views, 

indicating that the crucial point is that children are not valued as much or in the 

same way as adults.  

 

In one of the Swedish boys groups, Johan and Kim give an example of how a 

teacher in social science is systematically trying not to subordinate the students 

by letting the students answer questions alternately. However, when having Art 

lessons Kim illustrates how they are subordinated by the Art teacher: 

 

Kim: Yes, and then the teacher is sitting in a corner together with the girls 
all the time, and you might get some support after five, six lessons or 
so. I got support from the teacher last, last, last time. And the last time 
I got support before that, was in the seventh grade. That’s what 
happens sometimes. (Swedish Hill-school, November, 2006) 

 

Kim talks about how the boys are ignored by the Art teacher, who most of the 

time supports and recognizes the girls in class. Being ignored can be a form of 

subordination, as in this example, where the students are competing for the 

teacher’s attention. This theme, being subordinated through competition and 

favouritism will be further in focus in the next section. 

 

Subordinated through competition and favouritism 

Competition in varies forms is a common element in school. Doing well in 

school and doing well on tests are valued with good marks and/or a good 

position in class. This indicates whether the student is a success or a failure 

from the school’s perspective. In the interviews the students talked about this 
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competition in relation to teachers and are giving examples of how they are 

subordinated both individually and as a group. 

 

Both Kenyan and Swedish students talked about teachers who are favouring 

individuals as well as groups in school. Doing well and having good marks in 

school mean that you are also well treated by the teacher. In the Kenyan 

schools the marks are read out loud in the classroom and the students know 

their exact position in class. Belonging to the ‘Top ten’ in class signifies better 

opportunities for further studies in secondary school and that children are 

listened to by the teachers. The students who fail tests and exams are 

sometimes neglected and not taken seriously by the teacher, however, they are 

often encouraged by the other students instead. Grace and Amy are talking 

about the connection between their positions in class and about being listened 

to by the teacher.  

 

Grace:  Sometimes, if you are more brave, the teacher is going to listen to you 
but, but if you, if you don’t have a good position in class, the teacher 
will not listen to you, 

Amy: Aha, when you have done an exam, they, when they got high marks 
the teacher likes you, but when you get bad marks the teacher doesn’t 
seem to care about you. (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

The girls also talked about how they know their own positions in class and the 

positions of those with poor marks. 

 

Amy?:  The teacher tells us, the whole class and, when she is reading the   
results. 

Grace:  Sometimes the teacher talk to them [the ones with bad marks] and 
sometimes they are neglected  (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

 

To have a high position in class is important in Swedish schools to keep a good 

relation with teachers. In the interviews with the Swedish students, the position 

in class is not as obviously related to good marks as it was outlined among the 

Kenyan students. This might be explained by the fact that Swedish students 

receive their first marks after they have completed their eighth year40, while 

Kenyan students get their marks already in the first grade, the first year in 

school. None of the Swedish students who participated in the interviews had 

recieved their first marks. In Sweden, instead of giving marks, special meetings 

                                                 
40 During the time of writing there are ongoing discussions and changes in the Swedish school 
system e.g. when and how marks are supposed to be given to the students in Primary school. 
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are arranged twice a year where the students and their parents are informed by 

their teachers about the students’ progress in school. Even though the students 

do not know their marks, they give the impression of knowing their position 

anyway. According to the Swedish students, a good relation with the teacher 

depends on whether the teacher likes you or not, which in turn is related to 

how well you are doing in school. A Swedish boys group talks about a boy in 

class who is black, being also the only black student in class, and describes him 

as a person who is not doing very well in school and is not liked by the teacher.   

 

Per:  Just being black, does not mean that it is okay to be nasty to you and 
not getting the help you need  

Nils:  If the teacher thinks something bad, they are not supposed to show 
that for the one that is so…like black or so, yes they are not supposed 
to show that they think like that 

Nils:  But we all have the same value, 

Nina: Mhm, is that’s the way it is in school? 

Nils: Ehh,yes, children are children (Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 

      

Both Per and Nils are aware of the situation and the black student’s position in 

class, and emphasize that all human beings have the same value. Moreover, the 

boys pointed out the necessity that professional teachers must not show 

favouritism. They indicated that teachers should be aware that they are children 

and treat them like that. However, they did not say anything about what this 

would mean or whether they would be able to do anything about this boy’s 

situation.   

 

To be favoured as a group is discussed by both Kenyan and Swedish students: 

boys and girls are favoured in different ways in relation to teachers. According 

to the Swedish girls, boys are favoured as they are getting much more attention 

by making noise in class, which the teachers ignore. This is described as 

favouring the boys at the girls’ expense. In the example below the girls talk 

about how the boys are better treated during Physical Education: 

 

Fia:  The boys are always more commended than we are. And even though 
they are better players she should commend us more. 

Pia: Yees 

Mia:  It is like; it is not that serious when we are playing or something 
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Fia: And the teacher, she is, she is acting as a judge when the boys are 
playing. And then one of the boys’ acts as a judge for the girls and the 
teacher leaves. (Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 

 

The quotation shows that competition in class is not only between individuals, 

but can as well be a competition between groups, mostly between girls and 

boys. The competition is about who is favoured by the teacher. Several 

examples from the interviews with both Kenyan and Swedish students show 

how girls, as a group, are subordinated in relation to teachers. On the other 

hand, both Kenyan and Swedish boys talked about teachers favouring girls in 

class because the teacher thinks that girls are more serious in their studies and 

also more behaved than boys, which according to the boys is not true. Marcus, 

Linus and Erik in a Swedish boys’ group gave their picture of the situation in 

class when talking about girls as more valued by the teachers. According to the 

boys the teachers are nicer to the girls, because the teachers allow the girls to do 

what they want, and the girls are allowed to walk around in the classroom and 

to talk to each other. 

 

Erik:  Like Vic and Sara they are walking all the time. Vic goes all the time 
to Sara, 

Linus:  Yes, and starts talking. And when, if we boys then: What are you 
doing? Come and sit in front! [Imitating the teacher] 

Marcus:  Go and sit down it is not a gathering of people! 

Erik:  and then, she [teacher] said the other day that we are talking too much 
and that they might call our parents. The girls are talking as much as 
yes, nearly more, 

Linus:  And then they are writing notes all the time  

Marcus:  And if we draw the attention to that, they do not bother,  

Nina:  Okay, you are talking instead of writing notes? 

Boys:  Yes 

Nina:  But how can you change that? 

Boy?:  Tell the teacher, 

Erik:  Go to the principal 

Linus:  And when you are in class you might just look at someone, like that 
and then: Now work! But, if the girls are doing the same thing the 
teacher just say: Yes, now you start working again. They use a 
complete other voice and everything. The boys do more often get a 
telling-off.  
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Erik:  and like, when I sat next to Vic and she asked me something and I 
answered, I was the one who got a telling-off but I just answered.  

Nina:  So, boys talking draw much more attention to them? 

Boys:  Mm 

Erik:  And we tell them that they always make us get a telling-off but, then 
they say: it is not the way it is. It is unfair all the time, 

Linus:  and then they say: All things in life are not fair , all the time 
(Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 

 

If you are put in a subordinated position by the teacher, as an individual or as a 

group, it seems to be hard to change the situation or do anything about it. As a 

student you are dependent on whether the teacher likes you or not. A common 

opinion among the students is that a functioning relation with some teachers 

depend on whether the teachers like you or not and if they are in a good mood. 

If you want to be liked by teachers you have to do well in school, you have to 

be quiet and disciplined and you have to be born the right sex, and you are not 

supposed to diverge from the norm of a “good student”.  

 

If the relationship to the teacher does not function, this gives a rather hopeless 

impression and offers hardly any agency. From the students’ perspective they 

know that they can turn to the headmaster or the principle if the relation 

between teacher and student does not work. At the same time, the students are 

aware of the lack of agency in this matter. This is illustrated by a Swedish boys 

group talking about the possibility of telling the headmaster about the non-

working relationship with a teacher: 

 

Andreas:  But you can go to the headmaster and explain that you want to have 
another teacher 

Per:  You cannot do that!  

Nils:  That does not work! 

Andreas: Of course I can do that! But, it will never work 

Nils:  Oh, okay (Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 

 

Even though the given examples illustrated subordination between students 

and teachers, the students expressed at the same time their disapproval of and 

objections against teachers’ behaviours, which was illustrated in the examples 

above. To change things where teachers are involved seems nevertheless to be 

difficult. However, according to the boys, it is important to inform the 
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headmaster and express their views, even though they know that they will not 

be able to change the situation.   

 

Caught in between good wills 

In most cases, teachers are making demands and requirements on the students 

in order to encourage them do well in school. Other adults, e.g. parents, are 

making demands on the student for different reasons, it might be to do well in 

school or support the family in various ways. This can be described as the 

adults’ good wills from different perspectives. These good wills sometimes 

clash and children are very often trapped between them.  

 

From a child perspective, the teachers’ and other adults’ good wills sometimes 

turn out to be not good at all and the children are positioned in situations in 

which they do not want to be, having no choice or agency. In this section I will 

point out issues and examples of situations where students are caught in 

between adults’ demands and actions and what consequences this might have.  

 

In the interviews with the Kenyan students parents were often mentioned and 

related to. This was the case much more often than in the interviews with the 

Swedish students. Kenyan students gave several examples of situations where 

they are in a subordinated position in relation to their parents. The following 

example, given by David and his friends from the Kenyan Hill-school, shows 

the complexity of the subordination, how their subordination can be related to 

both teacher and parents and the way the students have to, conduct themselves 

to different demands, where the opportunities and space for agency are fairly 

indiscernible. 

 

David:   But let’s say this, this right, here in Kenya you can find some parents 
when a child come from school and the parents, him or her taking her 
book going to read, the parents (inaudible) start abusing him or her. 
And if you, they want you to go to the shop, go to the shop and buy 
so and so but the girls has a lot of homework so when  she tells her 
mother that she has a lot of homework the mother can abuse her and 
the girl feels bad. So the next day when the girl come to school, the 
teacher founds out that she has not finish homework so she is being 
punished and she is saying that her mother was the one who, who 
made her not to finish homework, so when she has been punished she 
says that the mother was the one who made her not to finish the 
homework. And the girl, the teacher tells the girl to go and come with 
her parents. The parents start thinking that children are cruel and they 
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don’t do them bad. So the parents are the one who are behaving 
badly. So children, they are not finished the homework so the 
children are supposed to be protected from all those things, yeah, 

Nina:  So, what you are saying is that parents they want the child to do this 
and that and the teacher wants to have the homework finished and the 
child can not choose. He or she has to do what the parents say 

Boys:  Yeah  (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

     

This example illuminated the tensions and the ambiguity between, on the one 

hand the teacher’s and the school’s interests and demands on what the child 

should do and prioritize, and on the other hand what the parents want the child 

to do. At the same time it illustrated the students’ experiences of being exposed 

to and being in the middle of different demands and interests, and by that 

exposed to punishments for fulfilling neither the demands nor the requests. 

Furthermore, the example demonstrated experiences of how children can be 

regarded by adults. i.e. they are regarded as cruel. At the same time, it pointed 

out the possibility for the student to be an active agent by addressing the 

teacher. However, the possibility to have agency very much depends on the 

individual teacher and his/her good will.   

 

David continues to talk about the risk of being corporally punished for not 

having fulfilled the teachers’ or the parent’s demands and the importance for 

children to be protected from such situations: 

 

David:  Yes, but sometimes the teacher may told you to go out with your 
book so you can go out and finish your homework in the outside 

Nina:  Mhm 

David:  But let’s say that the teacher have given you a lot of homework even 
though you have not finished you are told to go outside with your 
book, outside there are some grass you are told to sit there finish your 
work, yeah, 

David: When I was in class 5 I was given some homework but when I went 
home I had found there is some work I, the parents told me to do the 
work, and even when I told my father that I have a lot of homework 
but he told me that I have to finished the work he have given and then 
go and do my homework. I finished work at 8 and then I went to the 
dining hall but when I went there I found there is a lot of noise so I 
went to the room and went up to my bed I started to do my homework 
at my bed but, I felt a lot of sleepness and then I slept. Well, when I 
wake up in the morning I had not finished my work so I came to 
school very early to finish but when I was bring it the teacher said I 
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didn’t finished. I was told to go and sit in the outside and I finished 
my work there, then I went back to class. (Kenyan Town-school, 
October 2005) 

      

In the example above given by David, the parents prioritized work at home 

ahead of the school work, while the teacher prioritized school homework. 

David is the one who has to deal with the situation and he is the one who is 

punished for not fulfilling the teacher’s request. In both examples, children are 

not listened to and not taken seriously. Furthermore, they are put in a position 

of subordination in a double sense, as the teachers and parents demands are 

superior and the child is the one who is punished for not fulfilling either of 

them. In many situations the three different parties’ interests, i.e. the child’s, the 

parents’ and the teacher’s interests, will struggle with one another and form a 

situation which resembles a competition to determine whose interest is the 

winning one? In the situations given above it is difficult to say who is the 

winning party, the teacher or the parents? However, it is obvious that the child 

is the one who looses. Furthermore, the example might say something about 

what the child is in the local context. In this situation the child is supposed to 

obey both teachers and parents, even though their demands of what to 

prioritize are different.  

 

As pointed out before, relationships with parents were hardly mentioned in the 

interviews with the Swedish students. If mentioned, it was mostly in connection 

with situations of how parents had protected their children or in other ways 

helped and supported them in different matters, e.g. taking them to their free 

time activities. Clashes between teachers and parents related to what kind of 

work to prioritize are not seen in the interviews with the Swedish students. This 

can be interpreted as if school work is prioritized by both teachers and parents. 

Another interpretation is that the need for children in Sweden to give a helping 

hand at home is not necessary for keeping the family going to the same extent 

as for children in Kenya. For the Swedish students, the competitive features 

concerning school homework seem to be more between the time spent on 

school homework and the time spent on free time activities. The following 

example is not illustrating an explicit situation where students are caught in 

between good wills, but is one example, out of a few, relating to how the 

Swedish students are subordinated in relation to their coach in free time 

activities. By way of introduction and as a general example, the Swedish boys 

from the Hill-school, Jonas, Jesper and Kasper, talked about teachers who can 
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squeeze and force students in their schoolwork. In connection to that, they 

started to talk about the handball coach. 

 

Jesper:      I know those who have forced like that, sort of, the handball coach  

Jonas:  But, after all it is to pep us up 

Jesper:  Noe, strictly he was really mean 

Jonas:  Yeah, Blind-school and so, 

Jesper:  Yeah 

Nina:  What? 

Jesper:  Yeah, he call us, he did call us Blind-school 

Jonas:  Blind-school, he said when we were playing handball 

Nina:  And what did you think than? 

Jonas:  Shut up! And do it better, yourself! But it was no one that, 

Jesper:      It was no one that questioned it, we just did our best and thought:             

Shut up yourself! 

Jonas:  We just had him for one season 

Nina:  What would have happened if you had said something? 

Jonas:  Leave the field, 

Nina:  Okay 

Jonas:  Yes, “don’t question me” [Imitating the coach] He has raised. He is 
raising such foster children and is grumbling the whole day through 

Nina:  Hmh, because he has foster children? 

Jonas:  Yes, he has like so many. He has five children at home. He probably 
thinks it is tough to have such small children, 

Nina:  But, he is not a coach anymore? 

Jonas:  Noe 

Jesper:  Noe, he is not mean like that, sort of, but he is not such a good 
teacher if I say so 

Jonas:  The team was disused 

Nina:  How is a good coach? 

Jesper: They should be tough but they shall no be sort of mean or so, 

Jonas: Tell you, well done and so, like  (Swedish Hill-school, August 2006) 
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When the boys are talking about the coach they do it in terms of “a bad 

teacher”. At the same time they are also expressing sympathy with the coach 

and an understanding of his behaviour. They explain it with: “He is having a 

hard time”. In this section examples of situations have been presented where 

children have been caught between good wills, between teachers and parents 

and other adults. From the examples it can be seen that the students are not the 

winners when being in situations where parents’, teachers’ and other adults’ 

interests and wills are challenged. Below, focus will be on situations where 

children’s relationships with teachers and parents are slightly different than 

presented earlier. 

 

Competitive and ambiguous relationships  

Children are not always caught between the good wills of adults, even though it 

seems to be a common case, according to the students in the interviews. There 

are examples of situations where parents are supporting the students offering 

other possibilities and situations, and there are examples where teachers and/or 

other adults are supporting the students in relationships with other adults. 

  

The following situation is told by Elin, Alva and Moa from the Swedish Hill-

school. They are talking about an episode that happened a year earlier. The 

incident began a few months after the girls had started in a new class in a new 

school. At that time, the three girls did not know each other. Some girls in 

school started to harass these three girls, a harassment that fairly soon turned 

into physical violence. The need for protection became essential for these girls. 

Moreover, and which is the focus in this section, the episode shows how the 

teachers, the principal and the parents are acting, and how the girls interpret 

and regard the support for protection they are asking for and obviously need.  

 

Moa:  There was one thing, happened to the three of us, and then they had to 
have guards and so on and it is type very hard to walk around an be 
afraid. 

Nina:  Mhm, what happened then? 

Moa:  We were home for about a week and were not allowed to go to 
school. We didn’t dare to go to school 

Elin:  I hardly dared to go out of the house 

Moa:  We were not allowed to be in the town centre, not too late, and rather 
not at all, at least not  
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Nina:  What happened? 

Moa:  They said that we have said something that we did not say, something 
about them or so 

Nina: Mhm, so these were mates of your age? 

Elin:  And then, it was once more as well 

Moa:  Mates and mates, I don’t know 

Elin:  They are like [making a face] you know they are not nice 

Elin:  By then, we were in the 7th year and they, they controlled the whole 
school, so to say 

Nina:  Were they older than you? 

Alva:  No, they were not older 

Moa:  Even the teachers were like 

Elin:  They didn’t listen to the teachers or anything. They were totally 

Alva:  Stupid! 

Moa:  Impossible 

Elin:  They still are 

Moa:  Some of the teachers think they are trying, and tiresome and so 

Nina:  And the end of it was that you couldn’t go to school? 

Moa:  We were not allowed to 

Elin:  No, one of them hit me (Swedish Hill-school, September, 2006) 

 

The girls who caused the violence were described in terms of being the bullies 

of the entire school and being totally stupid and impossible. The teachers were 

not able to do anything about the bullies who harassed these three girls, as the 

bullies did not listen to the teachers.   

 

Alva, Moa and Elin continue to talk about how all three of them were punched 

by the other girls. A couple of weeks later, one of them was punched on the 

back and dragged by her hair. After that last incident, the girls’ parents did not 

allow them to go to school without the parents’ protection. However, as their 

parents had to work and were not able to spend time in school for more than a 

couple of days, the parents decided that the girls were not allowed to go to 

school at all.  

 

Nina:  Who decided that you were not allowed to go to school? 

Elin;  Noe, it was mum who said that, she didn’t think so. Because she 
couldn’t be off work and accompany me to school, 
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Moa:  So our parents were together with us in school after that 

Elin:  And the principal he didn’t do, sort of, anything, in the beginning 

Moa: Yes, until they said that we were not allowed to go to school then he 
started to do, 

Elin:  And then he started to psych me out so I should go to school 

Nina: Mm, in what way? 

Elin:  Yes, he looked at me like that and then tried to convince me to stay 

Nina:  He looked at you? 

Elin,  He just looked at me like this [making a face] like that, very weird. 
He was very tiresome, 

Alva:  Mum decided that I must be home from school, 

Nina:  And then she was home? 

Alva:  For a week and worked from home, 

Elin:  And then everything was okay again 

Moa:  But to start with we were scared to death 

Alva:  But there were guards walking around 

Nina:  What kinds of guards? 

Elin,  Yes it was like, sort of assistants or whatever they call it, 

Moa:  Yes, 

Nina:  Who walked along with the other girls? 

Moa:  Yes, in the beginning they were walking along with us but, then our 
parents thought that it was wrong, 

Elin:  Yes, we had a very nice girl walking along with us, she was really 
good. 

Alva:  But then they split the group, like so they are not in the same class 
anymore. 

Elin:  And then it was that girl that punched me on the back she has, sort of, 
moved somewhere 

Alva:  So the other two have stopped, sort of, 

Moa: They had to work in special rooms 

Alva: Not sit next to each other and so on, they are not in the same place 

Elin: Since then they haven’t done anything (Swedish Hill-school, 
November 2006) 
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In the given example the parents’ action and protection was necessary and 

important for helping the girls out of the situation, especially compared to how 

the principal handled the situation. The principal is portrayed as someone who 

cannot be trusted and as a person who questioned what the girls told him. In 

addition, the girls talked about the guard as someone to trust, and later on in 

the interview they talked about a teacher, their tutor, who had been supporting 

them afterwards. In this example it is obvious that situations like this require 

efficient and active parents who can offer support and protection when the 

school fails. According to the girls, their demands and wishes for support and 

protection were not listened to nor taken seriously by the principal or the 

teachers. It was only when the parents took action that the principal started to 

do something about the situation and engaged guards to protect the girls.      

 

At the same time as the example illustrates the girls’ situation and the relation 

between adults, it exemplifies the girl’s relationships with peers in school. From 

that perspective it is interesting to note that at the same time as the girls talked 

about how they were put in this subordinated and singled out position by the 

other girls, and they also talked about the harassing girls in patronizing terms. 

By describing the other girls as stupid and impossible and not able to be in the 

same class, Elin, Alva and Moa are positioning the other girls as subordinated 

by singling out these girls from good and behaving students like themselves.  

 

Another example is described by Ann, Tracey and Doris from the Kenyan 

Town-school, who are talking about situations where they are treated 

differently by the teacher and the parents, and where the teacher puts them in a 

subordinated position and the parents offer other possibilities. 

 

Tracey:  Hmmm, Yeah I am just making some points, 

You see in school it is like a teacher picks on you and then you argue 
all the time. Just because he or she argue with you or because you 
have done something that has upset her, what did you think of, you 
know he or she (inaudible) 

Doris: Okay in school, cause maybe you have just done a little mistake and 
then punished but, at home at least your mum and dad just sits with 
and tell you how to correct the mistake. But in school sometimes you 
can not be given a second chance because if you do a mistake, it is 
not a mistake but when you repeat then is when it makes it a mistake. 
But soon as another teacher takes it as a mistake it just it. There is no 
time for explanations and the teacher thinks that you’ve done it out of 
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purpose. They just take it as a manner but you see at home there I can 
really explain. 

Tracey:  You loose hope 

Ann :  You know like in school, you know when teacher asks a question and 
then you answer badly, teachers they are not understanding , they 
always think you are doing bad, you are not suppose to answer badly. 
They are supposed to tell you and explain for you so that even next 
time you are told that you are right. (Kenyan Town-school, October 
2005) 

 

The girls described situations where the teachers’ understanding and support 

for making mistakes in school are poor, but where their parents offer another 

way of handling their mistakes and failings. In the same interview the girls are 

talking about the pressure and demands placed upon them by the parents to do 

well in school. 

 

Ann:  Like me I can say that if you ask your parents that you want to go to 
music, drama sports some of them can refuse us, you are not 
supposed to do this things. The only thing I suppose to do is just to 
learn.  

Tracey:   They must give you a short time not to read and a short time to watch 
television. And that you need time to do sports and dramas. Like in 
our school when we are six we were used and were aloud to do 
music. And then we used to come, maybe number two or one. But it 
is (Inaudible) that my father told me to stop. But then we stopped and 
then we, I tried to explain to him. I told him that it is just my time. He 
just refused. (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

        

The quotations above illustrate the complexity of relations. It shows how the 

students are dependent on how adults are treating them and positioning them 

in different situations. In the first example, the parents are the ones who offer 

alternative possibilities and whom to turn to when the children are exposed to 

the teacher’s actions. In the second example, teachers and the school are the 

ones offering alternatives to parents’ demands and requests of doing well in 

school. As emphasized by the Kenyan girls, in school it is possible to participate 

in playground activities, sports and dramas, which does not seem to be 

prioritized by the Kenyan parents. 

 

Parents’ ideas and opinions about time for play and leisure seem to be related to 

the way childhood is regarded in various countries and contexts. For the 

Swedish students, having time for sports and other leisure activities in their free 
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time is more common than for the Kenyan students. In one of the Swedish 

schools, the Town-school, some of the boys gave an example of how one of 

the boys’ ice hockey activities where paid attention to when the timetable for 

the entire class was to be set. Making the whole class facilitate for the boy to 

play ice hockey was mentioned as a matter of course by the students. In the 

interview, the boy was portrayed as doing so well in ice hockey and as someone 

who will most probably be a future hockey star.  

 

Altogether, these examples of situations gave a hint of how children are related 

to and dealt with their subordinated positions and complex relationships with 

adults, and of the possibility to take action in these situations. First and 

foremost, the students are aware of their subordinated positions in relation to 

all adults. In relationships with teachers, both Kenyan and Swedish students 

expressed an awareness of teachers’ superior positions, both as adults and as 

representatives for the institution of school. Children will sometimes in 

relationships with adults be left in between two wills, on the one hand the 

teacher and on the other hand parents or other adults. The examples given so 

far have illustrated how some subordinated positions give the impression of 

being more annoying and frustrating than others. The most annoying situations 

seem to be when the students are left in between two adults’ wills and have no 

one to turn to. 

 

Discipline and punishment 

In the previous chapter a few illustrations of how discipline and punishment, 

brought up by the students in the interviews, have been presented. One 

conclusion to draw from the interviews is that collective punishment seems to 

be more common in the Swedish schools while individual punishment is more 

common in Kenyan schools. According to the interviews with the Kenyan 

students, corporal punishment is used in school. The Swedish students talked 

about how the teachers discipline the class by for example not letting them do 

things the students regard as more fun, breaking the ordinary school day. Their 

examples of discipline and punishment were from situations in school, while 

the Kenyan students talked about discipline and punishment by giving examples 

from school and home. When talking about these issues in the interviews with 

the Kenyan students, these students described discipline and punishment as 

necessary. In the following example John, Bill and Jim talk about punishment at 

home and in school. They first talk about punishment at home. 
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John: Yes, if you do a mistake, the parents can punish, you need to be 
corrected, you want to be corrected first, but when you repeat the 
mistake, Ah, a punishment is a must 

Boys:  Yes (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

 

At home you might be beaten, however, punishment can also consist of not 

being allowed to go out for a week or not being allowed to watch television. In 

school you might be punished for different reasons: the homework is not 

finished, you make noise in class, you climb trees, you hit the guavas down, or 

eat them, or you misbehave in one way or the other. Jim describes what might 

happen if someone has made a mistake. 

 

Jim:  Ahh, you have to go to the headmaster’s office, either caning or they 
call your parent 

John: They cane and call your parents, (Kenyan Town-school, October 
2005) 

      

According to the students, being caned or not is connected to whether you are 

liked by the teacher or not. If you are not liked by the teacher you can be caned 

for a small matter. However, according to the students, most of the teachers do 

not cane or beat them. When a situation appears where someone has done or 

said something wrong, the teachers can just say “no”, and then the students say 

“sorry”. Or else, some of the teachers make them go out to pick up pieces of 

paper in the compound41 or clean the offices as a punishment. In the interviews 

with the Kenyan students they describe corporal punishment in school as 

something that is disappearing more and more Moses and Joseph talk about 

how often the cane is used:  

  

Boys: No, not much 

Moses: But sometimes they do [use the cane] (Kenyan Town-school, October 
2005) 

      

In one of the interviews, a boy says that corporal punishment is not forbidden 

in Kenya.42 

John: No, in Kenya it is not 

                                                 
41 Compound  is the school yard 
42 The Kenyan government banned physical and psychological abuse through the enactment of the 
Children's Act in 2001, and in Legal Notice No. 56, which explicitly banned corporal punishment in 
schools. Retrieved on 2008-09-25 from http://allafrica.com/stories/200807230017.html   
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Bill:  It is forbidden by the government. But the parents told our teachers 
that they can punish us 

Jim:  But sometimes, it is not okay, because some parents or some teachers 
beat or punish their pupil badly [?] and that can cost internal wounds, 
and make the child suffer a lot (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

      

So even though it is not legal, the teachers might end up in a situation where 

they have to choose between complying with the law or with the parents’ 

requests and demands. The Kenyan boys mentioned corporal punishments in 

the interviews. They gave examples of how they had been corporally punished 

with the cane in school, and described that the teachers used the cane on the 

children’s hands or on their backs while they were bending over or lying on the 

floor. According to Jim, the amount of the punishment was related to the 

seriousness of the mistake: “I have done a bigger mistake I have been beaten 

even twenty of them”(Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

 

The Kenyan boys described another formof punishment: the principal calls the 

parents who come to pick up the student at school, which is very embarrassing 

for the student, and there is a risk of being beaten when getting home. 

According to the students it is okay to be caned or slapped very hard within the 

family, because ‘you should be disciplined’, as Joseph says. Jeremiah is very 

convinced that: “You are punished so you are not to repeat the mistake you 

have done” (Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006) 

      

In the interviews, the students state that even though corporal punishment is 

forbidden in Kenyan schools, it still occurs. When the Kenyan students, both 

girls and boys, are talking about corporal punishment, they say that corporal 

punishment is getting rarer nowadays, it is more common to use other forms of 

punishment. At the same time as the students and teachers express that they are 

against corporal punishment, it seems to be supported by the parents, and, to 

some extent, among the students themselves. According to them, children need 

to be disciplined, and in what other way can they be disciplined, if not through 

corporal punishment?  

 

I have presented examples and situations where Kenyan and Swedish children 

are positioned as subordinated in relationships with teachers, parents and other 

adults, and, to some extent, I have emphasized the student’s agency in these 

relations. Kenyan and Swedish student’s’ experiences of relationships with 

adults can be described as similar and having much in common independently 
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of where they are living, even though the examples are from a specific context. 

In this part of the chapter, the children’s experiences of discipline and 

punishment have also been illustrated. In the next part of the chapter, the focus 

will be on the local child and experiences of being listened to.  

 

Experiences of being listened to  

This section illustrates how the students are using various ways to handle their 

subordinated position in relation to being listened to. According to the 

contextualized examples, these descriptions and situations will be illustrated 

from both countries. Below, examples from Kenya are presented.  

 

Examples from Kenya 

 

To be listened to and taken seriously 

To be listened to and taken seriously is something that is highlighted as a wish 

and desire among the students. However, according to the students, this is 

often ignored and neglected by adults. In the following examples, Susan, Janet 

and Esther, a group of Kenyan girls, are talking about the right to be listened to 

and taken seriously. 

 

Susan:  Maybe we have written, we have read a certain topic and then maybe 
the teacher doesn’t  understand why I, why are they use this word in 
this way but maybe, I understand then the teacher asks: who doesn’t 
understand? And then I raise my hand and they see the reason , the 
reason that I think, maybe I am correct and the teacher does not take 
it seriously and maybe, what we read may come to help in our, in our 
future so we may come to regret and say ahh! No Susan told us the 
truth and we, the teacher didn’t take note of it. So we come to regret 
at the end 

Esther:  I think we also have an opinion to be listened to, because we can help 
other children and we can also help ourselves because we maybe 
didn’t understand and your friend understood and she can explain it 
on behalf of the teacher and it may also come in examinations and we 
can not express because of those questions 

Nina:  Is it often like, like that? 
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Janet:  No, not like that, but maybe if we are doing some things on the board 
and the teacher has forgotten a certain mark which could make the 
answer correct, and maybe I’ll show the teacher and the teacher will 
see that maybe for example the teacher might see that I am not talking 
something sensible and then he leave me alone and then in the reality 
he will come to see that I was right 

Nina:  Oh, but when you discover something like that and tell the teacher, 
this is wrong, how do they react? 

Esther:  Some of them reacts and listen to your opinions, some of them just 
see you as not talking about anything, and it is meaningless, and they 
might even punish you sometimes (Kenyan Town-school, October 
2005) 

 

In these examples it is obvious that the teachers know what is right and wrong, 

from the teacher perspective. From the students’ perspective, they are aware 

that the teachers are the ones who know and have the knowledge of right and 

wrong. At the same time, the students understand that teachers do not know 

everything and are not always doing everything right. This shows that the 

students are aware of their capabilities, knowledge and competencies. They also 

understand that if they should correct the teacher, they would challenge the 

power balance. The students express that they can make a decision: either tell 

the teacher about the mistake and risk being neglected and punished, or decide 

to be silent about it, which might mean that neither the girls nor their 

classmates will understand the task in question. Hence, this means that the 

students use different strategies of actions to tackle situations where they are 

not listened to, and these different actions contain different risks and 

consequences which they are aware of. This example shows how the students 

are asking for other voices to be heard than the teacher’s in the classroom. 

 

Both Kenyan and Swedish students are referring to the media as an important 

source for getting information and knowledge. In the following example, 

Kenyan students describe how television presents other opinions and/or 

knowledge than the ones taught in the classroom by the teacher:  

 

Tracey: There use to be a program, when I’m watching television about 
children’s rights, to learn more about children’s rights. It say that 
some parents do not want their children to learn about children’s 
rights because they just refuse, they refuse them their rights. Like 
freedom of speech. Now parents who not allow that because they 
know now if they beating so much that even you are tired. Now they 
do not want to know that, that they are taken to court and do 
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something to them, they can see that they are taken to court, so they 
don’t want that for their children to know. And in the teachers side 
the teachers if they beat you a lot or do something bad to you. They 
know that you got the rights so they don’t want you to get to know 
your rights because if you know you can go and tell the police or 
something. (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

      

Watching television opens other opportunities for students to get information 

and gain knowledge. This might as well open other ways and possibilities to 

handle difficult situations for the children. Tracey illuminates that information 

and knowledge offer other forms of action for the students as well as it 

contributes to their own capability of self protection. If the students are not 

taken seriously by the teachers, they can always turn to their parents or 

somebody else  “…when having problems you can tell your parents and then 

you can yourself solve that problem”. (Judy, Kenyan Hill-school, October 

2006) 

 

At the same time there are situations where there are no options for strategies 

for actions and there is nothing to do. Burton gives an example of when he and 

his friend have been beaten up, and they tell a teacher about it “… the teacher 

tell you that is not anything, cause then you feel bad because he has not taken 

any steps” [to help them]’  (Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006) 

 

In this example, Burton emphasizes that even though they are listened to by the 

teacher, listening is not enough. Their voices have to be taken seriously. There 

are situations which entail both serious listening as well as a need for the 

teacher to take action when there is no one else to turn to. To express their 

opinions is emphasized and stressed by most students as very important and 

central in their relationships with adults. According to the Kenyan students, 

expressing opinions is not only a matter of talking and putting their views into 

words. Another way to express their views and opinions goes through music, 

dramas, art and poems in which competitions are arranged all over Kenya. In 

festivals and competitions, students from different schools come together, 

perform and compete in these forms of expression.  
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To have influence and participate 

Possibilities and opportunities to have influence and participate in matters 

concerning children are according to the Kenyan students related to having 

access to school, which in turn is connected to the individual means and the 

socioeconomic situation in Kenya.  

 

In school, the principal and the head teacher are the ones in charge and to turn 

to if there is any problem to discuss. When the students have a matter that they 

want to talk or ask about, there is also the possibility of contacting the class 

teacher. To encourage questions, the two Kenyan schools used the system of 

suggestion boxes. When the students have questions or have matters they want 

to discuss, they put a note in the suggestion box, anonymously, and one of the 

teachers will bring the matter up during the assembly.  

 

Esther:  They read the questions out, if there are questions to be discussed by 
the whole, then you read them out before the assembly and we answer 
the questions. Like class 6 to class 4 they might have questions about 
HIV/AIDS many, many questions. So they write them down put them 
into the suggestions box and then suggestion box, after ahh, a period 
of time, the headmaster will have to take and handle the questions 
which are there. Or maybe for example for now, we are, we are, we 
would like the suggestion, we are suggesting that the school will look 
for a another patch of the town and then buy a piece of land, let’s say 
maybe 20 acres and then build a bigger school, because you see like 
here, we have the secondary, we also have the nursery and we have 
the primary and buy some school facilities (Kenyan Town-school, 
October 2005) 

      

The suggestion box system has the function of both giving information about 

different things as well as offering an opportunity to raise questions related to 

the school working conditions and environment. 

   

Simon, Jeremiah and Burton talked in terms of their possibilities to choose, as a 

form of influence and participation, if they want to learn or if they are not 

interested to learn about things brought up. They can make a choice. Hence, 

they say that they can choose to keep quiet in class and do their studies, while 

other students in class choose not to be quiet. 

 

Burton: I can make the decision about what to learn but there are some people 
in the class they make just the decision to make noise so when you 
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make a decision you want to learn and they make noise that you can 
not even learn, 

Nina:  Okay 

Jeremiah:  Even me, can make the decision to learn but, sometimes there is a lot 
of noise others [inaudible] there? 

Simon:  Decides or make the decision, it’s me I can be in charge in my own 
work 

Nina:  Mhm, If you want, want to do some change in school is that 
possible? 

Boys: yes, yes you can 

Nina:  What do you do then? 

Jeremiah: Make a decision be, when you learn, you have to improve in your, in 
your education, so that you can make your school be with the ones 
best. In the municipality, yes 

Nina; Mhm, if you want to change for example the situation about the 
noisemakers, is there anything that you can do? 

Boys: YES 

Nina:  What do you do then? 

Simon: You can decide to keep quiet maybe you have a group that you make 
noise you can break out and then study for your own  and leave that 
and then you’ll see your marks is coming up 

Nina: mhm, yeah, if you want to do something for example for the whole 
school? 

Simon:  I can debate 

Burton:  We can meet outside 

Nina: Where? 

Burton:  We can meet even under the trees, 

Nina: Is it anything that goes on every week? 

Burton: There was an environmental club, I don’t know what happens, we 
were meeting maybe two, two times a week but I don’t know what 
happen (Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006) 

 

In the above quotation, which is related to participation and influence, different 

strategies are used. To cope with the noise makers the boys describe it as being 

able to choose to stay away from the noise, or to handle it in one way or the 

other. If they need to discuss something they choose to do that, otherwise they 

refrain from discussion. A lot of schools in Kenya have different clubs which 

the students can join to meet peers with the same interests. Apart from 
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environmental clubs, there are other clubs in school connected to various 

interests and directions such as health clubs, scouts, brownies, and wild life 

clubs and so on. These different clubs constitute a place and a space where 

matters of concern for the students are discussed. One of the two schools 

where the interviews were conducted has a school council. However, this was 

not mentioned by the students in the interviews.  

 

According to the Kenyan students, the extent of opportunities to participate 

depends on and is related to different aspects and features. To be listened to 

and taken seriously, and to have opportunities to express opinions are 

fundamental for the students, as expressed in the interviews. According to the 

students this was not often taken into account by teachers or parents. At the 

same time as the students described situations opening up for strategies and 

options to have agency, there are examples given which do not contain any 

choices to have influence at all. In relationships with adults the power balance is 

in favour of adults.   

 

Above, specific examples about experiences of being listened to and 

participation are given by the Kenyan students. Below, specific examples from 

Sweden are presented. 

 

Examples from Sweden 

In one of the Swedish schools, the Town-school, the participating students 

were from the same class. When talking about decisions in school, one subject 

was brought up by all the participating students: the class council. In this 

section I have chosen examples from this particular school, as the interviewed 

students brought up the same issue. By choosing the class council as a specific 

example, it is possible to illustrate the complexity, from different perspectives, 

of the students’ formal influence and participation in school matters. 

 

This class was described by both students and teachers as a class where the 

boys are noisy and the girls are quiet. The boys portrayed themselves as 

talkative, however, according to them, they are just giving their opinions, 

expressing their views and trying to have some fun. According to the girls and 

the teachers, the boys are described as noisy and taking up a great deal of space 

in the classroom. On the other hand the boys and the teachers describe the girls 

as very quiet and shy. The girls portray themselves as quiet, because the boys 
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always comment on everything they say, and they are not listened to anyway. 

The girls describe the boys as very childish, and by being noisy the boys are 

ruling the class. According to the girls, the teachers use the girls as guards, as 

the girls are placed next to the boys in order to keep the boys calm and quiet in 

the classroom.  

 

In this particular class, the class council is supposed to hold a meeting once a 

fortnight, on Friday after lunch, and be led by the students, with no teacher 

present. However, in reality the class council meetings are not that frequent 

according to the students. In order to avoid the class council meetings, the 

students are often using the strategy of not having anything to discuss. If they 

have something to discuss, they are trying to bring it up in the meetings with 

their class teacher, which are once a week. 

 

Class Council 

The students describe the class council meetings as chaotic occasions without 

any sense and meaning for them. Fia, Mia and Pia illustrate the class council 

meetings in this way: 

 

Mia:  Yes, there is no teacher, so it does not work. 

Nina:  What happens then? 

Mia:  Yeah, the boys are fighting and 

Nina:  Fighting? 

Pia:  Yes, running around and just keep on  

Mia:  Yes, the girls have also been fighting, sometimes. We never get to the 
point and come up with something 

Nina:  What do you do to stop the fighting? 

Pia:  We can hardly stop it 

Nina: When does the fighting stop? 

Mia:  When a teacher shows up (Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 

 

As the example shows, the class council does not seem to fulfil its purpose and 

I asked the children why they are having these meetings, as they are not 

successful. The students answered that they have to have them, and Fia says: “it 

is written somewhere”   (Swedish Town-school, May 2006). 
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At the same time as the students describe the meetings as “not working” they 

explain the idea of class council meetings as an opportunity to raise and discuss 

things that matter to the students. However, in their class, it does not work that 

way. The other girl group describes the meetings as filled with fights and noise, 

and adds that it is always the boys’ wishes that are fulfilled, because it is a boy 

who is in charge of the meetings. According to Erika, the reason why a girl is 

not in charge is because the girls are not supporting each others decisions, not 

in the same way the boys do. 

 

Erika:  The girls they are more honest. They don’t support things they don’t 
believe in like the boys do. They don’t even think the same but they 
just 

Linn:  Yeah, they [the boys] just agree 

Erika:  Yes, they just throw themselves over, they just agree with each other 
so they are, and they are just like a waterfall. (Swedish Town-school, 
May 2006) 

     

The boys are described by the girls as being more supportive to each other, and 

Erika illustrates the boys acting in the class council as a lot of noise just like a 

waterfall, which give no space for the girls to talk or act. 

 

Topics for the class council 

The same dissatisfaction and frustration, articulated by the girls, is expressed by 

the boys. The boys depicted the meetings as noisy, while the girls emphasized 

the form and structure of the meetings as not functioning at all. When the boys 

talked they were more concerned about what they discussed and decided upon 

during the meetings. In the following quote, Karl, Oskar and Filip express their 

frustration over the meetings and present two subjects that have been on the 

agenda in the class council. 

  

Karl: It is worthless! 

Filip:  I think it was last year we discussed and decided whether to have 
softer or harder toilet paper 

Oskar:  Yes, and Liseberg [a Swedish amusement park] 

Karl:  In our toilet. We had our own toilet next to the classroom. It is 
meaningless! It is worthless 
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Oskar:  Yes, and then the teachers says, Now everybody is going to 
participate in the decision and then we are voting. But then nothing 
comes out of it, sort of, does it? 

Filip:  Yes, it is noisy, we just sit there and everybody is shouting 

Karl:  They say that we are supposed to handle it, but we don’t do that. Or 
rather some don’t 

Oskar:  I would rather be outside 

Filip:  Yes, get some fresh air (Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 

 

Describing the meetings as worthless where issues without importance and 

significance are dealt with, the students seem to consider them a waste of both 

time and resources. Just like the girls, the boys are asking for an adult to be 

present in the class council meetings. However, during the interview with Karl, 

Oskar and Filip, the boys incidentally said that most of the time there is an 

adult present, namely Arram the school grandfather.43 

 

Karl: But he has problem to understand what we are saying 

Oskar:      Or he is rather good now, but, it is not the same as having an ordinary 

                 Swede 

Filip:  By the way, why can’t he teach us math? 

Karl:  He is an educated math teacher 

Oskar: He escaped from Irak because he was a teacher. He [Saddam] would 
kill sort of all teachers. That’s why he moved here. He helps me 
sometimes when studying for tests and so on. He is much better 

Karl: I want to have him as a math teacher 

Oskar: But there would be a little bit too much noise, like: Hey Arram come 
here! 

Karl: Yes, you are right. (Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 

      

As the quotations show, the class council meetings seem to be both chaotic and 

insignificant. The importance of having a teacher present during the meetings is 

expressed as a necessity by both girls and boys. When asking for a teacher to be 

present, they are left with the answer that they are supposed to handle and take 

responsibility for the situation themselves. One group mentioned Arram, an 

adult who had been present during most of the meetings. From the students’ 

perspectives he was positioned as subordinated in relation to the teachers. Why 

                                                 
43 In order to let young children meet older people and to have more adults around in school, some 
schools have projects involving older people in school as an extra resource.  
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is the presence of Arram not enough and why is he not mentioned by the other 

groups? Is it because he cannot speak the language properly, or is it because he 

is not a teacher, or is it for some other reason? 

  

The students described class council meetings as a performance where the 

structure is chaotic, and the content that they can discuss and decide upon is 

trivial. Noteworthy is the themes discussed, such as where to go on a school 

trip, or the question of using soft or hard toilet paper, which are far from the 

central events in school, i.e. teaching and learning. 

  

Even though the students do not handle the class council situations and have 

asked for teacher assistance, they are left with the explanation that they have to 

take their responsibility and solve the problem themselves. By using the strategy 

of not having anything to discuss, the students are able to avoid having the 

meetings. At the time when the interviews were conducted the students had 

avoided class council meetings for four weeks. Another strategy explained by 

the girls was being absent from the meetings. This happened once and it was 

the girls who did not attend. At this time, the boys were very upset and called 

the girls truants. The boys mentioned the occasion in the interviews and said 

that the occasion was silenced by the teacher when they brought it up. For 

these students, both girls and boys, the class council seems to be an arena 

where normalities related to gender and power are corroborated and 

reproduced rather than a space for learning and practising democracy.   

 

Doing a survey – a guarantee of quality? 

Another formal way for students to have impact on and to participate in the 

daily school life came up in one of the interviews. When talking about the class 

council and what kind of decisions the council can make in school, one of the 

boys mentioned that they had done a survey the same day I met the group. 

According to the boys, the survey concerned the question of whether bullying 

occurred, and also the question of whether they liked the lessons and school, 

and so on.44 

Karl: You know, you don’t get the questions. These surveys. But you, some 
of the questions you can not understand them 

                                                 
44 When I asked the principal about the survey he said that it was part of the school’s guarantee of 
quality. The school wanted to know more about the students views on how they experience school a 
if they think they have any impact on their daily school life and their views on relationships with 
teachers and peers. 
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Filip:  No, and then they ask 

Karl: You don’t have a clue 

Karl:  See, you fill in the form but there is nothing done, sort of 

Oskar:  Noe 

Karl:  It is sort of 

Nina:  Can you give an example? 

Karl:  Do you think the sofas are comfortable? 

Oskar:  And we don’t bother [about the sofas] 

Filip:  And then, do you want to decide about this and that? 

Karl:  Do you think you can decide  

Filip:  And so, bla bla bla bla bla 

Oskar:  But I, I just marked any 

Nina:  Is it common to do that? 

Oskar:  Yees 

Filip:  And there are only four alternatives and I want to be in the middle 

Oskar:  There is none in the middle 

Nina:  How do you do then? 

Oskar:  I just marked disapprove, no, no, no 

You know we tried to talk to the principal to have the schedule 
changed. But he didn’t listen to our proposal at all. We have a lot of 
breaks. We had one before this. And what can we do? (Swedish 
Town-school, May 2006) 

 

The quote illustrates how difficult the survey was to understand and answer, 

and how meaningless it was, because the boys had the experience of not being 

listened to anyway. By filling in the form they had done what was expected of 

them, and by marking any alternative, they were showing their resistance against 

the survey. According to the principal, the survey was used for work with the 

school’s quality plan for guaranteeing and improving the quality of education in 

school. 

 

According to the students, neither the class council nor the survey had been 

accessible ways to gain influence and participate in matters which are important 

to them. In the interviews the students talked about tests, homework, and 

schedules as important topics about which they want to participate in the 

decision-making process. From the students’ perspectives, the topics that they 
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had an impact on seemed to be in the periphery from what they actually wanted 

to have influence on and participate in. At the same time, the examples 

illustrated how the students used different strategies of resistance. A possible 

interpretation of the chaotic class council is to view it as a form of resistance 

for not being taken seriously by the adults. Marking any answers on a survey 

can also be viewed as resistance for not being listened to and taken seriously 

and not having a chance to have impact on matters that are really of their 

concern.  

 

In both Kenya and Sweden there are formal arenas in school where students 

can express their opinions and have the opportunity to have impact on 

different matters. To what extent these opinions are taken into account when 

making decisions is in the power of adults. In these sections, examples have 

been given where both Kenyan and Swedish students are positioned as 

subordinated by adults, and where students’ lack of power in the structural, 

formal arena is significant. However, as stated before, children are not only 

reproducers, they are also active agents in their social daily life. They create 

spaces, places and strategies where they master situations on their own 

conditions, rules and agendas which not always correspond to adults’ intentions 

of how it should be.  

 

Summarizing comments  

Since the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child came into 

force, a lot of efforts have been made in order to involve children in decision-

making processes in school as well as outside school settings (Alderson, 1999; 

Kjörholt, 2004; Stern, 2006; Taylor, 2001). In this chapter, examples are 

presented showing that children are positioned as a subordinated group both in 

relationships with teachers and in relationships with parents and other adults. 

Characteristic for the interviews is the discussion about relationships with 

adults who do not listen and do not take children seriously. Noteworthy is that 

the relationships with adults the students are talking about are not relationships 

with just anybody, but the examples given concern relationships withspecific 

adults upon whom the students to different extents are dependent. 

Nevertheless, to be positioned subordinated in relationships with adults seem 

to be characterizing for the social group childhood independently of context - 

the child is always a child. This is built upon the premise that children are 

vulnerable and by that need protection, an idea shared by both adults and 
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children. Children’s vulnerability, in turn, seems to be built upon what children 

are not - they are not old enough, they do not know enough and they are not 

competent enough in relation to the norm, i.e. being an adult (Lansdown, 

2005). Children’s vulnerability is built upon both their inherent and structural 

vulnerability which can be described in terms of a hindrance for children to 

participate in decision-making processes and not being listened to (ibid). For 

the students, children’s subordinated positions seem to be something that they 

know about and are aware of, and most of the times accept. Even though a 

large number of examples show children’s subordination, it is important to 

stress that the students are also giving examples of situations where they are 

listened to and can participate in matters which, to a different extent, coincide 

with issues in which they want to participate.  

 

In the students’ discussions about discipline and punishment, children’s 

subordinated positions are obvious. The Swedish students’ views on collective 

punishment as used in school were expressed and specifically questioned. The 

Kenyan students were also questioning punishment, especially corporal 

punishment, but not to the same extent as the Swedish students. A common 

question among the Kenyan students was: “without punishment how will one 

ever learn to be disciplined?” To hold discipline in class in order to be able to 

do their work was asked for by both Kenyan and Swedish students. 

Highlighting and questioning their subordinated position were mostly in 

situations where other students in class interpreted and reproduced the 

teachers’ positioning work and direct the subordination to one person (Corsaro, 

2005).  

 

Within the groups in Kenya and Sweden the interviews are characterized by 

boys describing girls as preferentially treated by the teachers and vice versa. As 

experiences of preferential treatment in the classroom and classroom 

observations have in other studies showed to differ (Öhrn, 2005), it is not 

possible to draw any conclusions from this empirical material. On the other 

hand, it is important to emphasize that the students’ experiences of how they 

understand and interpret a situation is much about making meaning of their 

everyday life in school and by that important to highlight. When the students 

talked about preferential treatment, it might be interpreted as a way to express 

and understand that they are not listened to. Moreover, the students are using 

gender to indicate social difference and social value, which will be elaborated in 

the next chapter. 
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Situations also described as more complex than others are when the students 

find themselves in between the will of different parties, for example teachers 

and parents. According to Brems (2001), this exemplifies the Trìas Pedagogica, 

describing the three interest parties of the Convention, the child, the caretaker 

and the state, which in this case is held by the teacher/school, and comprise 

parties whose interests sometimes clash. Conflicts of interests, involving 

teachers and parents, were visible in the interviews with the Kenyan students, 

while the Swedish students hardly mentioned their parents at all. The ‘invisible’ 

Swedish parents might be interpreted as if teachers’ and parents’ intentions in 

the Swedish schools seem to be in accordance. At the same time, the situation 

where the Swedish girls could not go to school, because they were bullied can 

be described as a situation where parents stepped in and acted when the 

principal did not. In the Swedish Town-school some students described parents 

as supportive as to their free time activities, in particular for driving them back 

and forth to their different activities. Doing well in sports and having free time 

activities is highly valued and to a great extent supported by Swedish parents 

and teachers. The connection between doing well in school and doing well in 

sports is widespread in the Swedish society (Nordberg, 2006). To do well in 

sports might also be a way to guard yourself against failure in school, and offer 

a second chance, maybe even a better chance in the future life by doing well in 

highly paid sports. However, if the child is always a child, adults seem to have 

different positions and aspects. 

 

In the Convention there is an inbuilt claim on focusing on children’s voices and 

their opinions in order to let children have their say, to be listened to and to 

present the child’s perspective. This is connected to children’s rights to take 

part in decision-making processes, to participate in matters concerning them. In 

school this is formalized in different ways through class councils, suggestion 

boxes and various clubs aiming to let children take part and decide about 

certain things, which seem to be working to a higher or lesser extent. 

 

In the examples from the class councils children’s structural vulnerability is 

showed. To have a non-functioning class council seems to be rather common, 

and class council meetings are often described as not working (Alderson, 2000; 

Allan & I’Anson 2004; Davies 1999; Morrow, 1999). According to Davies 

(1999) a functioning class council claims power sharing, democracy, and 

training and consulting in negotiating and debating before it works. Otherwise, 

it will just mirror the structure of the hierarchical institution. The interplay 
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between inherent and structural vulnerability is also emphasized in several of 

the Kenyan examples where the students relate children’s opportunities to be 

listened to and to participate in decision-making processes to social structure 

and to the social and economical situation. Living in poverty is limiting the 

possibilities for the child to be listened to and to have influence both on 

everyday life and on future life. 

 

In this chapter several examples have been presented where the students are 

not listened to and taken seriously. As Lundy (2007) illustrates, it is important 

to have a voice, space, audience and influence. In the Swedish examples from 

the class council, where the students are given voices and space, there is a lack 

of audience and by that also a lack of influence. These examples highlight the 

importance of the constitution of audience and the significance that the 

audience is authorized and legitimized by the students. As mentioned above, 

adults related to in the interviews are mostly adults with specific relationships 

with the students, such as teachers, parents, and coaches having a 

predetermined superior position. However, there is one exception, namely the 

‘class grandfather’ Arram, whose presence in the class council obviously did not 

fill the function of an adult in a superior position and therefore there is not an 

audience. 

 

There are discrepancies between what issues adults want the students to have 

opinions on and views about, and what appears to be important to the students. 

In the interviews the students emphasized the importance of being listened to, 

being taken seriously, and participating in issues concerning them and not in 

issues that they do not know anything about and do not want to participate in. 

In school, there are various ways of formalizing children’s possibilities to 

participate in different matters. The matters in which the students are invited to 

participate are not always related to issues that concern them or they know 

anything about. In issues and matters that really concern them, they are often 

not invited and listened to. What students can participate in and have an 

opinion of is mostly decided by adults. It often ends up in choosing between 

different alternatives presented by the teachers. This means that instead of 

inviting children to a dialogue on issues they know something about and want 

to influence and participate in, their participation is built on conditions laid by 

adults.  
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In conclusion, issues have been presented in this chapter showing how students 

belonging to the social category childhood are positioned subordinated in 

relation to teachers and other adults. Their subordinated position is based upon 

both inherent and structural vulnerability demonstrating that their voices are 

not listened to and taken seriously. Moreover, the students are in different ways 

asked by adults to give their opinions and views. The answers from the Kenyan 

and Swedish students participating in this study are: we want to have a voice, 

we want to be listened to, and we want to be taken seriously. In the following 

chapter, the focus is on social relationships among peers. 
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9. SOCIAL AND CULTURAL DIFFERENCES MATTER 
 

This chapter presents the students’ views on structural differences and 

inequality among various groups in society. In the previous chapter, rights have 

been presented related to children’s relationships with adults. In this chapter, 

relationships with peers are more in focus. As a whole, due to the samples of 

the participating students in Kenya and Sweden (see chapter 5, p.73 ), examples 

of social and cultural differences are more common in the Kenyan interviews. 

This implies that more examples from the Kenyan students will be given in the 

presentation below.  

 

We are all the same, but…  

In the interviews, the students expressed an understanding and experience of 

social and cultural differences in society. By describing social and cultural 

differences and equalities they draw a map over the structural social order and 

what consequences the structural social order might have for certain groups in 

society. In relation to that, the students talked about groups that do not have 

their rights provided for, which in turn has consequences for these groups’ 

possibilities to participate and share resources, for example in school or in 

society as a whole. In the interviews, the students stated in various ways that we 

are all the same45. Jim, a Kenyan boy, emphasized the importance of recognizing 

all humans as having the same value by saying: “without that a country can not 

develop”(Kenyan Town-school, October 2005).  

 

The idea that we are all the same seems to be general as well as common 

knowledge and an ideal norm among the students. However, at the same time 

they are giving exceptions from the rule by examples in the interviews. The 

students express knowledge about how it should be, i.e. we are all the same, and in 

reality they know and have experienced that this is not the way it is. It seems 

that some people are ‘more the same than others’. One example is given by 

both Kenyan and Swedish students when talking about equality and equity 

between girls and boys. They are convinced that there are no differences 

between girls and boys. At the same time, during the interviews, they are giving 

examples of exceptions when girls and boys are treated differently in school as 

                                                 
45 They used different expressions with the same meaning, for example: “we are all the same”, “we 
are all born equal”, “all human beings have the same value”. 
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well as outside school. The Kenyan students emphasized that differences 

between girls and boys are not obvious in school, but are more recognizable in 

their homes and in the labour market. Simultaneously, both Kenyan and 

Swedish students are giving examples of exceptions when girls and boys are 

treated differently in school as well as outside school. 

 

This means that even though they know and recognize the idea that, we are all 

the same, they are aware that it matters whether you are a girl or a boy, whether 

you are black or white, or whether you are rich or poor. In other words the idea 

that we are all the same also consists of we are all the same, but some are different. This 

was illustrated when the students talked about themselves, their class, their 

school, and their part of the world, as well as when they talked about others in 

other classes, in other schools, or about other parts of the world.  

 

When talking about views and experiences of different groups in relation to 

children’s rights, two concepts emerge from the interviews. The first concept is 

a description illustrating the student’s own experiences which tells us something 

about their childhood. The second concept concerns the views on and the 

description of other children’s childhoods, which tell us something about how 

the students understand and interpret other children’s childhoods. Knowledge 

of and information on other groups of children and adults is, according to the 

students acquired in school, at home, and through television and other media.   

 

From the interviews three main themes were identified:  1) Gender, 2) Colour, 

Religion and Poverty, 3) ‘the Look’. The first two themes, Gender, and ‘Colour, 

Religion and Poverty’ can be recognized and described as classical social 

categories. The third theme, ‘The Look’, dealing with physical appearance as 

fatness, shortness, ugliness, and other things that can be bodily manifested, 

might not be recognized as a classical social category, but is present and distinct 

in the students’ speech of language. The themes Gender and ‘The Look’ are 

expressed and illustrated in both Kenyan and Swedish interviews in various 

examples and situations and to a different extent. 

 

The second theme, Colour, Religion and Poverty, is significant in the Kenyan 

interviews, however, as mentioned above, it is related to the samples of 

students participating in the interviews.  
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When the Swedish students are giving examples of differences between other 

groups of people than themselves, they say that structural differences are 

related to resources. The Swedish students talk about groups such as asylum 

seekers and poor children, mostly children in Africa. These groups are 

described as being in need of more resources, both socially and financially. 

Other groups mentioned in the interviews are those who are illustrated by the 

students as draining the public resources – the unemployed and the 

incarcerated.  

 

Among the Swedish students from the Town-school, there are some students 

portraying unemployed adults as a group draining societal resources. The 

students describe the unemployed as a group of people lying on a sofa all day, 

watching television and eating crisps. Another group mentioned as draining the 

societal and financial resources is the incarcerated. Prisoners are served proper 

pizza in the cafeteria while students have to put up with “fake-pizza”. Jonas, 

Jesper, and Kasper are talking about the “Food council” in school, in which 

they can discuss questions related to lunch and lunchtime, when they give this 

example:46  

 

Kasper: The lunch in school is actually worse than in prison 

Jesper: But they have more money per person to spend than in school. In 
prison they have three times more money to spend on food than we 
have 

Nina:  Mhm, how do you know that? 

Jesper:  My father is working in institutions like that, 

You know they even get proper pizza there  (Swedish Hill-school, 
September, 2006) 

      

In the quote, the students compare what they have for lunch with what 

prisoners are told having, and they find this both frustrating and annoying. The 

students seem to view the pizza as an encouragement and a way of support for 

good behaviour. When they do not get a proper pizza, as the prisoners do, who 

have  obviously not behaved well, the students find this unfair and believe that 

the conditions in prison are much better than in school. Nevertheless, 

interesting to note is the comparison the students do with school and prison as 

two equal institutions, but with different conditions. Moreover, both prisoners 

and unemployed adults are described as groups with privileges which they do 

                                                 
46 Lunch is served in the school cafeteria every day 



 160 

not deserve and do not need, especially when comparing their situation with the 

students’ own situation and conditions in school. 

 

In the Swedish interviews other peers in class or in school are singled out and 

sorted into different groups, as for example the fourteen-years-olds referred to 

as the cool-ones, i.e. girls who smoke and drink. Other groups are “raggers” – 

the male equivalent to “the cool-ones”, and nerds. Nerd is a word that can have 

various meanings, it can mean a person who is always doing a lot of school 

work, or it might mean a jerk, or someone who is very much into computers 

and do not care about anything else than the computer. 

 

I have illustrated how different exceptions from the idea that we are all the same 

are expressed and exemplified by the students in the interviews. The examples 

mentioned above, organized in themes, illustrate and show how the students 

are talking about their views of social and cultural diversities, together with 

examples where the students are exposed for being diverted and how this is 

related to different groups. I will start with the theme Gender, where examples 

from both Kenya and Sweden are presented. In this section I will also present 

situations and examples where the students are talking about Gender in relation 

to ethnicity, which was brought up by the Kenyan students.  

 

Gender  

In this section, examples of how the students are positioned as subordinated in 

relation to gender will be presented, together with examples where they are 

positioning others, i.e. children and adults as subordinated in relation to gender. 

Characteristically for the interviews is that it does matter whether you are a girl 

or a boy independently if you are student in Kenya or in Sweden.    

 

Sara and Chris, in a Kenyan girls group, are talking about how the boys are 

separating themselves from the girls in the classroom in different ways, and 

how the teacher at the same time is trying to avoid and reconcile differences 

between boys and girls by arranging the seating in a special way.   

 

Sara: Some boys, like in classroom, boys like there sitting by themselves, 
they don’t like sitting with girls 

Nina:  Ok, why not? 
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Sara:  Because they say, girls are not like them and they are not important 
for them and that they are the ones that are important because God 
created them first so they see that girls are not very important in front 
of them, that’s why they like sitting by their own, yes 

Nina:  What do you think about that? 

Chris:  Sometimes when the teacher came in class and arrange a boy and a 
girl, boys just do it; sha!, we don’t want to sit with girls 

Nina:  Mhm 

Chris:  Because some, girls they say that they smell bad and they don’t wash 
their bodies 

Nina:  Ok, the body, the boys smell bad? 

Girls:  No, girls (Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006) 

 

The example illustrates how the girls are being subordinated in relation to the 

boys. According to the boys, the girls have a certain unpleasant smell. By 

referring to God the boys make it clear that boys are more important than girls, 

and also specially chosen to be number one in front of the girls. When the boys 

use God to verify that boys are superior, the girls cannot question the 

statement. That is the way it is and there is nothing to question and do about 

that. 

 

In the interviews with the Swedish students, boys and girls positions in class 

were often mentioned when the girls were described by both boys and girls as 

shy and quiet, and by that ascribed as subordinated in relation to the boys. In 

the Swedish Town-school, the boys portray the girls as very quiet. Moreover, 

the boys talk about how the girls are commented on loudly by the boys when 

the girls are giving the wrong answer in class. However, if a boy does the same 

thing, nothing happens. At the same time, the girls are explaining why the girls 

are quiet by saying that the boys are taking up a great deal of space and not 

leaving any space for the girls. The boys declare, in turn, that the girls have to 

learn how to retaliate when the boys are challenging them. 

  

Per: Yes there is one [girl who is striking back] 

Andreas: Mhm, but they [the girls] are not doing anything when they are 
striking back 

Per: They [the girls] say things but they are not doing anything, you know 
like fighting or so 

Andreas: No (Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 
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In this quotation the boys emphasize the importance for the girls to learn how 

to claim their positions and to learn how to retaliate on the boys and their 

comments in class and that it is up to the girls, and not to the boys, to change 

the situation. Even though there might be one girl who is trying to take charge, 

this is not enough according to the boys. The boys are challenging the girls with 

their comments and they are waiting for the girls to retaliate. When the girls do 

not strike back the boys think they have themselves to blame because this is 

something that the girls have to learn to do.  

 

In the interviews the Kenyan and Swedish students explained differences 

between girls and boys by distinguishing characteristics and qualities of girls and 

boys. Girls are generally described as shy, quiet, and caring by the boys in both 

Kenya and Sweden. Boys are illustrated by the girls in the two countries as 

noisemakers and the ones who are setting the agenda in the classroom for 

instance by being noisy. The boys are also described as being immature and 

more childish than girls. It is more or less a known fact, according to the 

students, that girls are doing well in certain subjects such as language, while the 

boys are doing well in Mathematics and Physical Education, and this is 

explicitly expressed by the teachers. Even though the students express 

stereotypical images of boys and girls they also give examples of girls who are 

noisemakers and teasing the boys in the same way as boys are described by the 

girls. Joseph, a Kenyan boy, is talking about how girls can abuse other students: 

  

They tell you, like another boy he looks like an old man and they start telling 
him  [inaudible]. You know that thing here, the one the hair goes out and then 
just here, he is bald like that so they start to give him bad looks.  (Kenyan Town-
school, October 2005) 

 

Through the example by Joseph, the picture of the quiet girl is challenged and 

shows that girls are teasing and give comments. Jesper, a Swedish boy says: 
Girls are actually worse, with bullying and so, as far as I know ((Swedish Hill-school, 

August, 2006) 

     

This can be interpreted as a challenge to the picture of the quiet and caring girl, 

however, it might also be interpreted as if the way girls are bullying is worse 

than the boys’ way of bullying, which is in turn built on the idea that boys’ 

bullying is more physical and easier to see and handle, while girls’ bullying is 

more sophisticated, psychological, and taking place quietly and in silence. 
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Although, there are examples challenging the image of girls, there is hardly no 

example challenging the image of boys. Jonas, Jesper and Kasper from the 

Swedish Hill-school are talking about their class and describe the girls:  

 

Jonas: There is one that is rather strange, she skips classes and smokes and 
then there are two that do not say a word and the rest they are just 
giggling, 

Kasper: Yes, they are just whispering when they get a question, 

Jesper: There is one boy, he is quiet 

Jonas: Yes, but sometimes he just turns into a monkey and then sometimes 
he is just quiet and sits like this and then all of a sudden he just goes 
on, (Swedish Hill-school, August 2006) 

 

In this example the stereotypical girl image is reproduced by the boys. At the 

same time these boys talk about a boy who is in a way challenging the boy 

image in that he is silent most of the time, and then all of a sudden turns into 

something else, a monkey, according to the boys. Another example from the 

Kenyan students is when the students are talking about what girls and boys can 

do during breaks in school. As earlier mentioned, girls and boys play different 

games during breaks and even though girls sometimes play football, a boy 

skipping rope is something that will never ever happen, according to the 

students. 

 

In the Kenyan interviews the students give examples of how girls and boys are 

treated differently and are differently valued in the families. Girls’ and boys’ 

positions in the families are not mentioned by the Swedish students. Bill, a 

Kenyan student, gives an example of how boys are highly valued in the families: 

 

The boys are the ones who are respected. They are taken to schools. They are 
the ones who go to work so that, when they are married, when they are married 
they are the ones who get the family needs.  (Kenyan Town-school, October 
2005 

     

In this quote, the structure of the society and the family is also illustrated, e.g. 

the boys are the ones who are taken to school because the boys, not the girls, 

are the ones who in the future have to have a job and be able to support a 

family. The fact that boys are higher valued, especially in the families, is stressed 

by the Kenyan girls. The girls express it as frustrating and sometimes they also 
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say that it can be convenient, because as a boy you have  higher expectations on 

you, and Joan says:”‘It is better to be a girl! …there are some more side 

walking.” ((Kenyan Town-school, October 2005). From Joan’s perspective it is 

better to be a girl because boys have more  pressure on them  to do things well. 

Does Joan mean that boys are more exposed to public control and girls are 

more left by themselves and by that out of control? 

  

Even though the Swedish students do not say that girls and boys are treated 

differently in the families, they stress that there are more differences between 

girls and boys outside school than in school. Differences between girls and boys 

are more visible in their free time activities than in school, and this is related to 

individual interests. For example, Oscar describes the differences between boys 

and girls as related to interests and things they are doing: “ if one likes horses 

and the other one ice hockey then you do not have many things in common.” 

(Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 

 

Gender and ethnicity 

Gender is the main theme in both the Kenyan and the Swedish interviews when 

the students are describing different groups and their relationships with rights. 

In the Kenyan interviews examples related to gender and ethnic groups are 

common.  

 

The Kenyan students talked about people from other places, people from 

various ethnic groups, people with different religions, people from various 

social groups and so on, and described and positioned themselves in relation to 

these people in different ways.  

 

In Kenya the students distinguished children with different childhoods, for 

example children from the arid areas, the slums, the streets and from 

communities like Massaj, Turkana and Samburu communities47. Several 

examples of views were given by the students on how different ethnic groups 

are doing or not doing things that distinguish them from others, like 

themselves. In the example below Amy regards the traditional gender roles as a 

problem:  

Because in Massajs and Samburu, girls are not educated, because 
girls are supposed to stay at home and help the family, and the boys 

                                                 
47 In these communities they tend to live more traditionally than in other communities in Kenya 
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they are, they are supposed to be educated. Because they are the ones 
who are going to help their families – not the girls. (Kenyan Town-
school, October 2005) 

 

The traditional gender role saying that girls are supposed to stay at home and 

help the family and that boys’ duty and mission is to support the family 

economically is highlighted in the interviews, Tracey and Ann express it in this 

way: 

 

Tracey: It was on a documentary, but I do not know which community, boys 
are suppose to go and hunt or look after their cattle when the girls 
remain at home and wash their house, take care of the babies, go to 
the market, cook food and when the men come back there, they 
should serve the food, prepare everything for the man to do, 
everything, like they have separated everything. A girl cannot go and 
look after the cattle, you can not go hunting or being anything like 
that- it is forbidden. Yeah. 

Ann:  Some of the boys choose you know maybe in a tribe marry a Swede, 
that is not, some choose the colour, religion and the value it is not of 
your tribe , ok , some of them don’t really care but  whom they love 
but, that’s the life of kikuyu, the kikuyu . This they don’t do like that 
about the colour this is a tribe where God has chosen whom to marry 
and whom to love. (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

 

Ann and Tracey are illustrating how other ethnic groups are treating girls and 

these groups are described as very old-fashioned. But their own ethnic group – 

the kikuyu – is more open-minded and modern, e.g. it leaves it for the 

individual to decide whom to marry and is not following the old traditional way. 

This example shows that the students position more traditional ethnic groups 

as subordinated, at least when talking about equity between girls and boys. It 

also points at how the girls are using other ethnic groups to describe their own 

ethnic group in terms of what they are not.   

 

Doris, Ann and Tracy are talking about circumcision, a large problem, especially 

in certain communities often called traditional in Kenya. The girls are giving an 

example which they have seen on television. In the quote they express their 

deprecation from Female Genital Mutilation (FGM). 

 

Doris: And you know, those Massajs, just those Massajs, there where they 
live they are forced to be doing circumcision  

Ann, Tracy: Female 
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Doris: Mmm. Those, if they don’t want, they force you 

Ann: Yes and sometimes you can bleed so that you can die 

Doris:  They haven’t seen much of that, have they, about rights, to protection 
against discrimination like those who use circumcision, if you don’t 
want to be circumcised nobody is supposed to force you , because it is 
your body. But the Turkanas they are done when they are going to be 
married 

Tracy:  Even the Massajs immediately after that when you are healed you are 
going to be married. ‘You are married off, Hmm 

Ann: You know some, they use the razorblades, now by, maybe bad luck 
they may cut the veins. You know it is not good, they just die, 
instantly, just like that.  They really bleed a lot and you will bleed to 
death within five minutes. You just loose them slowly by slowly. And 
you know they just bleeded and then they might bury you in secret, 
maybe in the forest I saw that on television 

Nina:  You learn that from television?  

Ann:  Yeah, that’s’ two girls who were circumcised by force now they 
bleeded, they bleeded and then they are being buried that way 

Nina:  Was it a kind of a documentary or something like that? 

Tracy:  Yes or news  (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

      

This example illustrates how the students are talking about girls’ situations in 

Kenya and what girls can risk being exposed to. Circumcision is something that 

girls can be exposed to by force and they are not able to make any choice at all. 

To be circumcised as a girl is not only frightening and scary, but might also be a 

matter of life and death, and a death of dishonour. 

 

Janet, fromanother Kenyan girls group, points out the problems in connection 

with girls being circumcised. Just like Ann and Tracy, Janet connects Female 

Genital Mutilation (FGM) with certain ethnic groups.  

 

Janet:  Yeah, you know, in the old ages girls were not supposed to learn, if a 
girl was noticed that, that she was learning, she is supposed to be 
killed, you see a girl is not supposed to be, to learn , but she was 
supposed to get married and give birth to a baby boy , so that the baby 
boy can , can go and learn and come and teach the society at the end, 
but girls were not supposed to learn, but still some girls in the Massaj 
group don’t go to school and the Massajs don’t think that girls should 
go to school and they still circumcise girl child. The Massajs, 
Samburus and the Kalenjins, those also circumcise and give [away] 
all the girls when they are still young. 
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Susan: But not all, some of them have learned about, about what a man can 
do and a man can not do. (Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006) 

 

Janet stresses the importance of education for girls so that they are not getting 

married too young and can avoid FGM. Susan, on the other hand, is 

challenging Janet’s as well as Ann’s and Tracey’s statement about who is 

executing FGM by saying that not all of them are doing FGM. There are some 

who have learned what is allowable and legal. This can be interpreted as 

indicating that Susan means that those who are carrying out FGM need to be 

educated and learn more about their individual rights. 

 

Girls being in different exposed positions in Kenya is a problem stressed by 

both girls and boys in the Kenyan interviews. The boys mainly gave examples 

of how girls have been treated differently by their families and said that the girls 

do not inherit their parents in the same way as boys do. But several girls were as 

well giving examples of exposed girls from other groups, as in the examples 

above. Another illustration of exposed girls is given by Susan, Janet, and Esther, 

and concerns people in arid areas.  The girls are talking about how some 

parents are mistreating their own children: 

 

Susan:  And some girls from rural areas are brought by their parents to town 
so they can be employed in houses to act like servants, then the 
person who employed the girl might be treat the girl badly or even 
kick the girl in the [inaudible] so she can stay there and even can not 
provide food or clothing to the person to the servant. 

Esther:  Some parents also bring the girls to this towns and they tell them to 
work as sex-employees, they use their bodies and when they get the 
money , the parents are given the money, and the girl doesn’t know 
anything about her rights and she might even end up be given 
HIV/AIDS and die., Yes 

Nina: From where do you know about this? 

Janet:  You, know, in the big cities, in the cities, most of the girls in the cities 
because most of the girls in the cities are prostitutes, and that’s what 
they do and if you don’t take money to you parents they might beat 
you or even chase you from the house 

Esther:  Or even sacrifice you sometimes and in these dry places they believe 
that if a girl doesn’t listen to the parent she doesn’t have the right to 
live 

Nina: Mhm, you are still talking about the arid areas? 

Girls:  Yeah, 



 168 

Nina:  So you can not find it in here, in town? 

Janet:  It is not very common here, maybe you can find 2 or 3 parents, yeah 

But the residence in town can find out that matter first and then report 
it 

Nina:  Mhm. But where do you report it? 

Girls:  To the nearby police station   

Nina:  Ok, where have you learned about these things? 

Esther:  We usually see them on the television or listen to them on the radio or 
even sometimes our teacher teach us about it so that we can also help 
those children 

Janet:  And also we read them, that news in the newspaper 

Susan: Or even in the magazines, where they write about these things 
(Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

 

These girls are not only talking about cultural differences between social groups 

and ethnic groups. They are also pointing out structural differences. As it is 

difficult to find jobs in the arid areas, the parents send their children to town to 

look for jobs, which might end up in prostitution. Consequently, the girls are 

pointing out differences in the social structure influencing and controlling what 

kind of childhood is offered to the child.   

 

Within the theme Gender, differences between girls and boys as articulated in 

the interviews have been highlighted with examples from both Kenya and 

Sweden. Through the students’ voices, the structural societal order appears in 

this section in relation to gender, also pointing out the prevalent gender order 

and power balance between girls and boys. Through the examples given it is 

clear that being a girl or a boy really matters if you want to have your voice 

heard and taken seriously in the Kenyan and Swedish society.   

 

Furthermore, the connection between gender and ethnic groups has been 

exemplified and illustrated with examples and situations from Kenya. When 

talking about gender and ethnicity, the examples above are only from Kenyan 

girls, illustrating that it is mainly an issue brought up by the girls even though it 

was mentioned in the interviews by the boys, but not to the same extent. When 

the girls are talking about the ethnics groups, especially the ones named 

traditional groups, they are positioning the groups as subordinated according to 

their way of living. At the same time they are identifying the girls in these 

groups as the most vulnerable ones. 
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In the following section, the second theme i.e. ‘Colour, Religion and Poverty’ 

will be outlined. 

 

Colour, religion and poverty  

In the Kenyan interviews there are several examples relating to differences 

connected to other classical social categories, such as colour, religion and 

poverty. In the Swedish interviews a few examples related to colour are 

mentioned. In the interviews with the Swedish interviews differences related to 

religion and poverty are not significant. The reader may bear in mind that this is 

related to the participating students and schools in the study, where the Swedish 

students compose a more homogenous group than the participating students 

from the Kenyan schools. Below, examples related to colour, mainly from 

Kenya, will be presented. 

 

“It don’t matter if you’re black or white” 

The importance and matter of colour in the children’s daily life was emphasized 

by the Kenyan students when they talked about how colour affects their social 

conditions. Tracey from the Town-school gives an example of how schools can 

be segregating based on the colour of a person’s skin, where bright or white 

skin is the ideal criterion.  

 

Tracey: In Nairobi there are some schools which are for Indians, you know 
they have separated them because of the population there. Like 99% 
are Indians so if you go there, there might be someone there who 
might be rude because of your colour. So it’s like it is impossible for 
them to go there unless your face is bright, your colour is bright or 
white. (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

      

Tracey gives an example of how it can be in other towns and schools, at the 

same time as she does not relate colour in her daily school life. 

 

In the interviews the students are not only making distinctions between black 

and white. They are also bringing up different distinctions of being black which 

is important.48 Distinctions of black came up in the interviews as something 

                                                 
48 In October 2006 I attended a lesson in the Town-school. First, the class teacjer   introduced me to 
the students . Then the teacher introduced the class by categorizing the students in different ways: 
the blackest male in school was pointed out and presented together with the most successful 
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obvious and evident for the students, however, for me it was not that clear and 

obvious, as shown in the quotation below. 

 

Josef and Moses from the Town-school are talking about distinctions of black 

in terms of “the blackest male” in school and the boys illustrate how this might 

take form in school. Whenthe boys  give this example, I become aware of the 

distinctions in colour, which was a new experience to me, or more something 

that I had not reflected upon earlier. 

 

Moses: Some of us are black and some of us are not that black so if you are 
very, very black so they start abusing you 

Josef:  They are telling you that you are as black as a charcoal (giggles) 

Nina: What? 

Josef:  It is not good to judge someone because of the colour 

Nina:  They tease you for the colour?  

Josef:  If you stay with them, like in our class there is another black boy 
called. If he comes and abuses you, you will tell him you look black 
like the police dog. If he doesn’t abuse you will not do anything 

Nina;  Mhm 

Josef:  But some people they only call him black, black 

Nina:  Ok 

Josef:  And his brother he is black even more than him 

Nina: Alright, the lighter you are things are easier? 

Moses:  Yes, yes  (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

      

Nuances of black are used as categorizing people by distinctions of black, 

which is used among the Kenyan students when teasing and abusing peers. 

Using colour as an insult seems to be both common and evident in the 

students’ everyday life. My unawareness of using colour as a distinction among 

black people is also illustrated in the extract. 

 

Simon, Jeremiah and Burton from the Kenyan Hill-school are also talking 

about distinctions of black, in terms of being brown and black. By the time of 

this interview I was aware of the distinctions of black and the boys explained 

very tangibly the distinctions and differences with their example.  
                                                                                                                                        
students and the shortest girl in school. For me this was a new and strange way to introduce people, 
a way which I was not used to ,it is  important to emphasize that the introduction by the teacher was 
made with a glimpse in the eye and a smile on the face. 
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Jeremiah:  You can not treat another people because his another, he can be black 
another can be more brown so you can not treat the one who is black 
that because of his colour 

Nina:  You say black and brown? Is there a difference? 

Jeremiah:  Yes 

Nina:  Ok, 

Jeremiah: The one who are brown can say that you are black you can not stay 
with us you can not do like that, you have to help one another, to 
become friends, 

Nina:  Is that common that there are differences between brown and black? 

Jeremiah:  Yeah, no, here in school we have Sudanese and Kenyans 

Simon:  They are refugees 

Nina:  Are they black or brown? 

Boys:  They are black! 

Nina: Ok, so they are darker? 

Simon:  Yes, You know, some people in Kenya, let’s say here at school are 
browner than Sudanese, Sudanese are black, so that is the difference 
(Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006) 

      

From the interviews with the Kenyan students it appears that colour is 

important and that it really matters in relationships with teachers and peers in 

school as well as in society as a whole. Furthermore, the quotations show that 

the students are making distinctions, on a whole scale, of what “to be black” is. 

 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, there was only one black student in the 

Swedish schools, in the Town-school, which explains to why colour is not 

much mentioned by the Swedish students. This particular student was not 

taking part in the interviews as he was absent from school when the interviews 

were conducted. However, he was mentioned by some of the other boys when 

talking about relationships with teachers: 

 

Per:  Just being black, does not mean that it is ok to be nasty to you and not 
getting the help you are needed  

Nils:  if the teacher thinks something bad, they are not supposed to show 
that for the one that is so…like black or so, yes they are not supposed 
to show that they think like that  (Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 
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The boys relate to the fact that this boy in their class is neglected and not well 

treated by the teacher, which they describe as connected to the colour of his 

skin. Another example of colour in the Swedish interviews is given by Johan 

and Kim, who say that the colour of the skin, among other things is an 

explanation to discrimination:  

 

Johan: …there is racism and 

Kim: Yes, there is 

Nina:  In this school? 

Kim: Yes 

Nina: How is that expressed than? 

Kim:  You can see for example that someone is teased about something, 
like, for example, he is very faithful 

Nina: Do you mean that religion can be one 

Kim: Yes, but religion can be, or maybe is rather small, it’s more colour, 

Johan: Yes, and the hair colour. 

Kim: Colour of the skin and hair colour 

Johan: Those who are blacker they are more visible in the crowd 

Kim: Exactly, and those who are like more from Asian countries, with eyes 
and so. They are teased for that 

Nina: Like? 

Johan: They are called bloody Chinese or something like that (Swedish Hill-
school, November, 2006) 

 

Besides that, Johan and Kim talked about the colour of the skin but, according 

to them, distinction can additionally be based on hair colour as well as on 

characteristics of certain ethnic groups, as long as there is something that makes 

one visible among others in the crowd. What Johan and Kim say is that it 

seems to be important to be fused with others and not be different in any way, 

because if you are, you might be teased and therefore it will be more difficult to 

have your rights protected.  

 

In this section different examples of the students’ experiences and 

understanding of structural differences in relation to colour have been 

presented. Besides that, I have pointed at the importance of being attentive of 

the researcher’s own frame of reference and the importance of being reminded 
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of this attentiveness all the time. Below, the focus will be on Kenyan students’ 

views on religion. 

 

People fight when they discuss religion  

Descriptions of how the students are doing diversity related to religion are only 

found in the Kenyan interviews. Religion is practised more in Kenyan schools 

than in Swedish ones, where school is secularized49. The Kenyan schools are in 

general multicultural and different religions are represented and practised 

among the students. Both Kenyan schools in this study are catholic schools, 

however, students from different religions are recognized in the schools. The 

two Kenyan schools can be described as more multicultural compared to the 

two Swedish schools, which are more homogenous in relation to religion and as 

to various ethnic groups.50  

 

In the following example, Susan, Janet and Esther from the Town-school are 

describing how they as Christians sometimes end up in disagreement and at 

times even fight with their Muslim peers. 

 

Esther: You know, like in religions some Mu, like us we have Muslims in our 
class, and some of us our protestants sometimes you can find us 
arguing with the Muslims about something because they think that we 
(Inaudible) Jesus, Jesus and they don’t call him that so we start 
arguing and they say that we wash in different cords and sometimes 
bring to quarrel and sometimes we even fight and sometimes we can 
also be punished by the teachers when doing that? 

Nina:  Mhm, do you often talk about religion, different religions in your 
class 

Girls: Yees, 

Nina:  Do you also talk about that together with your peers? 

Girls: Yes 

Nina:  Is that the most common thing that you are arguing about or 
discussing? 

Esther: Yeah, most of the time people fight when they discuss about their 
religions, 

Nina:    Ok, what religion? 

                                                 
49 In Sweden public schools are secularized but  religious practicing independent schools exist 
50 As a clarification I want to emphasize that there are multicultural schools in Sweden as well. 
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Girl?: We are Christians, 

Nina: Is it mostly Christians in your class? 

Girls: Yeah, Muslims and Hindus, yeah 

Nina: But when you are arguing, who are you arguing with? 

Girls:  The Muslims (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

 

According to the students religion is a topic that they talk about and discuss 

very much in school, both in class and during breaks. In class, Christians, 

Muslims and Hindus are mixed. The girls giving the example are Christian and 

they say that if they are arguing, they are arguing with the Muslims, and 

sometimes they even start fighting. According to the girls, the Christians do not 

argue and fight with the Hindus. Susan explains it in this way, ‘The Hindus we 

learn with them the same thing, they stay with us during our CRE lessons’,51  

(Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

 

During the lessons in Religion the class is divided into two groups – Christian 

and Hindus in one, and the Muslims in another. When the girls relate what the 

children are arguing about, they say that they are challenged by the Muslims and 

questioned whether Jesus really died on the cross, and what is written in the 

Holy Scriptures. 

 

Nina:        Yes, and more concrete, what is the discussion about? 

Janet:   That’s mainly, mostly the relationship between us and them, they, 
something like that, it is if we are related to one another 

Nina:  mhm 

Susan:  And they think cause they, ‘cause we call God God they think that we 
are different, totally different but we are not different at all 

Esther:  They also sometimes discriminate us and  say that , that Jesus didn’t 
die on the cross for us, he just choose another person to die for him 
and when we check into the bibles and they then check in the Koran 
we start arguing  and they tell us that our religion is not right, they 
tease us  or they usually make us know and sometimes they also ? 
(Inaudible) their teaching but not too really commonly and sometimes 
we might also get into fights but they say that we don’t serve the right 
religion 

Janet:  And even some of them while we are praying you can find them 
talking, laughing and making fun of us 

Girls: Yes 
                                                 
51 Christian Religion Education 
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Susan:  And we feel very bad because when they are there, when they are 
praying their own prayers we are not even allowed to go near them, 
but when we are praying it’s really hurts us when seeing them 
laughing and making fun of us, when they are praying we are not 
even talking we are giving them their time to talk with their God. 
(Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

 

In this quotation the girls are describing how they, together with other students 

in school, are doing diversity connected to religion. The girls are exemplifying 

how, and what might start with, an argument ends up with a fight built on and 

related to different views on religion. In the interviews they are expressing that 

this is an issue that the teachers are not aware of. They are also giving the 

impression that there is nothing they can do about it, and they say  that the 

principal should be told about the situation. 

 

Esther:  I think our principal should be told about it and the Muslim teachers 
should be told and how to tackle this problems ?(inaudible) they are 
students on how to serve their religion in a polite way and also learn 
to do the same thing as we do and not interfere with our prayers 

Nina: Do you think the principal knows? 

Susan:  I do not think so, but we are often afraid to tell the principal because 
if we tell the principal the students, the other, the Muslims will go to 
principal and tell him it is not true and that is something that is 
happening in school 

Esther:  And that might be against Muslims and Christians and they and it 
may end up being an argument a large one and then we can become 
enemies 

Nina:  Mhm, but when you are arguing about this things, where is the 
teacher? 

Esther:  Maybe it is on a leisure time like lunch-break or when we are going 
back home 

Susan:  Yeah on the way, on their way home  (Kenyan Town-school, October 
2005) 

 

By not letting the principal know can be interpreted as a way of not turning the 

arguments and the fights into something that they cannot handle. To talk to the 

principal is connected with a risk, a risk to start something that they cannot 

control. Even though they do not like the situation and what they are exposed 

to, they find that the situation is under control.  
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The argument between Muslims and Christians is in a way confirmed by a boys 

group from the same school, where Josef and Alex are giving their opinion 

from another perspective:  

 

Joseph:  If, he is a Christian and I am a Muslim and some people start abusing 
us and 

Nina: start abusing you two? 

Josef:  No, the Muslims like that, so they getting abusing of you and they go 
to the teacher. They abuse each other, like Christians use stupid 
language, Christians is this, Christians is this blabla, sometimes they 
even bomb mosques and churches 

Nina: Hmh, is this common in school as well, that you are arguing? 

Joseph: No 

Alex: sometimes they think we can argue about Jesus (Kenyan Town-
school, October 2005) 

      

In the example given by the boys, the Muslims are depicted as teasers just like 

in the girls’ example. Moreover, the Muslims are described as the ones who are 

bombing mosques and churches, and this coincides with how Muslims often 

are portrayed in the media, i.e. as terrorists. These examples are not only 

showing another illustration of diversity, where religion is the distinguishing 

attribute, but it shows at the same time the importance of adults being present 

and listening. The students mediate a situation which can be described as a “not 

good, but still manageable” situation at the same time as they seem to be more 

anxious about enlarging the problem by telling someone in authority and in that 

way creating real enemies. It is interesting to note that these examples, given by 

the girls and the boys, are mirroring arguments, fights and wars that are taking 

place, among adults, outside school and in other places both close and far away 

from these schools in Kenya.   

 

Issues related to colour and religion have been presented. In the next section 

the focus is on examples and situations relating to poverty. The examples are 

taken from interviews with the Kenyan students. 
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Rich or Poor 

The Swedish students were not talking explicitly about rich and poor. Only a 

few students mentioned different groups, such as immigrants, hidden asylum 

seekers, and children in other countries, e.g. children in Africa, as  groups which 

have a difficult time due to a poor economy, and therefore might need extra 

financial and social support. 

 

When talking with the Kenyan students, rich and poor were often brought up 

as important issues in the interviews. For the Kenyan students poverty is a 

serious problem which most of them have experienced as something real and 

something that they have to consider and combat in their daily life.   

 

Doris is talking about rich and poor and how to help a poor friend who is 

celebrating her birthday and will not receive any birthday presents: 

 

Doris:  Let’s say here, rich or poor, I am not supposed to say that Ann is rich, 
Eve is poor and we don’t help her. Let us go to Ann and she has the 
things that you want. We are not supposed to do that. Wherever 
someone is rich or poor we must always be helping her. Like when it 
is your birthday we don’t leave her because she is poor, we are 
supposed to be with her so she can be happy. And even her can be in 
the category of rich people.(Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

 

Doris’ example is a moral story and illustrates at least two things: the first is that 

even though you know a rich person, it is not good behaviour to beg and take 

for granted that this person will help her poor friend by giving her things. The 

second is that things and gifts do not automatically make you happy. Instead  it 

is important to take care of, help and not leave the friend behind by leaving her 

alone.  

 

Chris from another girl group has other experiences and talk about how some 

rich people do not care about poor people:  

But some people if they are rich they treat themselves very good and 
they don’t care about the poor people so if myself I was rich I would 
like to help some people who do not have things to eat or anything, I 
can help  (Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006) 

 

Alex also illuminates the oppressing view of poor people like this: 
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…some rich people, it is like they take the poor people like nothing, it is 

like the poor people are garbage (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

      

Both Chris and Alex are talking about and give an example of how rich people 

might subordinate and even oppress poor people. 

  

Simon, Jeremiah and Burton from the Kenyan Hill-school talked about the 

Free Primary Education (FPE). In their school they receive free books and 

pens, but their parents have to pay for the uniforms and to care for what the 

children eat during the day. The boys are telling me that it is possible to buy or  

bring your own food. Simon explains: 
But you know here in Kenya, we are no all the people who are high 

standards so we can carry some ugali or  kideri.52 (Kenyan Hill-school, 

October 2006) 

 

Not all can manage to buy or bring their own lunch, which means that there are 

students who have nothing for lunch. The boys give examples of peers who 

suffer from poverty and what to do about that. 

 

Simon:  One example I can say is, when someone is suffering and you have 
something you can go with to share but you know the primary, like 
me now I don’t have money I wish I could have money cause’ I can 
help so many people who are suffering.  

Jeremiah:  Or maybe you can give food if someone is not carrying and is very 
hungry, you call him and he eat with you, gives him also a little food 

yes, sometimes I call my friends who have not carry food (Kenyan 
Hill-school, October 2006) 

 

      

These examples illustrate that poverty is well known and experienced among 

the students. Furthermore they illustrate a desire and aspiration of the 

importance of caring about other people as well as the importance for the 

students to show respect for poor people and that they have a will to help and 

share what they have. Showing respect for people is brought up several times 

by the Kenyan students in the interviews. According to the students, to respect 

other people means that irrespective of who you are and what you are, it is 

                                                 
52 Ugali is the traditional staple diet in Kenya made of maize flour and water. Kideri is, as explained 
by the boys, a mixture of carbohydrate and protein, with beans, maize and rice.  
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important to respect other people’s rights. In this example given by Doris she 

underlines the significance for parents and teachers to respect children’s rights: 

 

Doris:  I think that is right that parents and teachers have to respect 
children’s rights. And everybody has to respect the government. 
Because you know it is even a part of us. Like you know like these 
cartels53 something get cancelled you have to respect and follow the 
rules. Because some people say, you know this is just a poor country. 

   (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005)) 

      

In the interviews with the Kenyan students, the special conditions and 

situations for children living in the streets were brought up and described, and 

the way these children are treated by adults and the society were discussed. 

Joan, a Kenyan girl, describes how children become street children:  

 

If they [the street children] have AIDS their parents they don’t like 
them. They go on the streets. (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

      

Joan describes that becoming a child living in the street might be due to the fact 

that your parents have thrown you out of the house, maybe because you have a 

disease which costs money, time and care. According to the students in Kenya, 

very few of the street children attend school and these were mentioned as a 

group who has not full access to school, which is necessary for getting a job. 

Jim describes the problems with drugs that these children have, that the 

government cares for some of them and there are those who are not cared for 

at all. Jim says: 

They sleep in the streets and sniff glue. The government somehow caters for 
some of them but not al l (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

     

As an effect of the HIV/AIDS disease and political and economical 

circumstances, street children have become a common feature in Kenya54. In 

the interviews, street children were talked about in terms of children who have 

not chosen the alternative of living in the streets. Street children were portrayed 

as children with capacities that other people are not aware of, if they do not 

have the opportunity to go to school and be educated. But if they have the 

opportunity, one of them might even become a president one day. 

      
                                                 
53 Doris is talking about political cartels 
54 According to Ouma (2004), street children are gathered in every town in Kenya. The estimated 
number of street children is 700 000 with a concentration in Nairobi (UNICEF, 2007). 
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When the Kenyan students are talking about distinctions between different 

groups and stress their frustration about others, they express at the same time 

empathy with other people, especially when talking about certain exposed 

groups, such as girls and street children, and especially about rich and poor.  

 

Poverty is present in Kenya in a very evident and palpable way, which is 

expressed and stressed in the interviews with the Kenyan students. At the same 

time as the students highlight and emphasize poverty as a structural problem, 

they also articulate the need of other people when children are exposed to 

poverty. Growing up in Kenya means that children are exposed to risks such as 

poverty and HIV/AIDS, in a different way as compared to growing up in a 

country like Sweden.   

 

In this section, social and cultural differences related to colour, religion and 

poverty have been stressed through illustrations from interviews with the 

students. Due to the samples of participants, issues concerning equality are 

described and discussed more often in the interviews with the Kenyan students 

than in the interviews with the Swedish students. Differences between groups 

have been related to more classical social categories. In the interviews there is 

another category that appears to deal with differences related to physical 

appearance and the body, “the Look”. The way the students talk about 

differences related to the body will be presented in the following section.  

 

The Look  

The fear to be singled out from the peer group is expressed by Kenyan and 

Swedish students in different ways. According to the students, the body is very 

important for making distinctions in one way or the other. In the interviews 

there are many illustrations from both Kenyan and Swedish students of 

different examples of what these distinctions of the ideal body can be. A person 

might risk being singled out, for example, if she/he is too short, as Doris, a 

Kenyan girl, says:  “Sometimes, you know I am too short and when I am going 

to say my opinion against the class, everybody laugh and say: you are too short, 

sit down and keep your mouth shut! “(Kenyan Town-school, October 2005)) 

 

If you are too short, too tall, too dark, or too fat, this might mean that you are 

viewed as not being the same as others. The importance of not being fat was 

stressed by the Swedish students, especially by the students in the Town-school. 



 181 

Being fat was described as being filthy and showed that you are not able to look 

after yourself and keep yourself fit and fresh. Fia, a Swedish girl, says:  

If you see someone who looks, like you know really shabby and slovenly, you 
know, then you think, yes one has prejudices (Swedish Town-school, May 
2006)) 

  

Fatness is an issue also raised by the boys. They emphasized the importance of 

doing sports to avoid becoming fat. One boys group in the Swedish Town-

school is talking about things that one might get teased and harassed for. Nils, a 

Swedish boy, says: ”If you are fat you might be teased for it .And if you are 

doing sports you are not getting fat, at least.” (Swedish Town-school, May 

2006) 

     

In this class, doing sports is very important not only for the well-being and for 

doing well in school, but is also a way of keeping the body fit and the look in 

control. 

 

Furthermore, both the Kenyan and the Swedish students stressed the 

importance of the body and that the body is not supposed to be odd looking in 

any way. Jill, a Kenyan, girl says: 

  

Even in school other children will start give you, you are black or just have                                                      
something which is not normal. Children will start teasing you, saying how do 
you look? You are born abnormal. (Kenyan Hill-school October 2006) 

 

The look of the body is important and in focus in the interviews, as well as the 

significance of being fit and fresh. To be normal, fit and fresh is moreover 

connected to and depend on your colour of the skin, your hair, your weight and 

your look.   

 

When the students talked about things they do not like in school, the Swedish 

girls in particular described situations related to the look in which they felt 

uncomfortable. These situations could for example be talking loud in class, 

such as answering questions, or talking in front of the class when giving a 

presentation of a group project.  
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Sofie, Lisa and Lotta describe value exercises55 as an example of how these 

situations can be manifested in the classroom. In the examples they implicitly 

position themselves as subordinated in relation to their peers in situations 

where they do not know what to say in front of the class. They explain it with: 

‘some dare and some are very shy in the class’.  

 

Lisa:  Yes, I hate to give an account for a group and we are getting bad 
marks because you are, like, choosing a smaller group you are not 
entitle to the same mark as the others. 

Nina:  Why not? 

Lisa:  We had that last year even though you are not allowed to give marks 
but we did it anyway, sort of, but it doesn’t count 

Lotta: But in Biology then 

Lisa:  Yes, those in smaller groups got lower marks than those who read in 
front of the class 

Sofie: If you read it in front of the group you could have very good marks 

Lotta:  I thought that was bad because some, they have hard to tell, sort of in 
front of the class. You know I have problems with that I start to blush, 
I go totally read 

Nina:  Are you practising? 

Sofia:  No, hardly ever 

Lotta  But who are you going to practise on when you do not dare to be in 
front of a lot of people? 

Sofie:  Yes, but it is good. I would really want to stand in front of the class 
but it is just that, when you have been really nervous once then you 
are thinking that it will be the same. Instead of thinking of that it will 
be ok I only think of what happened once. Then I just think about that 

Lotta:  Yes, you just stand there and someone says: What are you saying? 
Speak up louder! 

Girls:  Yes 

Sofie:  I think, sort of, when you hear yourself you can hear your voice 
shivers (Swedish Hill-school, September 2006) 

      

In this example the girls are talking about the fear of presenting topics and 

standing in front of the entire class. In the quote, the fear of blushing and not 

having control over the body when the look is changing is evident in the above 

                                                 
55 Value exercises are used in different ways in order to let the students practise and express their 
opinions on moral or ethic questions. In this exercise the students are supposed to give their 
opinions on different statements about for example smoking or alcohol. 



 183 

example. The students also express a wish to be able to stand in front of the 

class without fearing their own reactions and anxieties. If you are not able to 

stand in front of the class, this will influence the possibilities of getting good 

marks. This knowledge together with the fact that they are not getting any 

support to handle the situation is something that these girls have to deal with 

on their own.  

 

To dare do things in class and not be shy is highly valued by the teachers and 

important if you want to get good marks, according to the girls. In situations 

like these, the students feel embarrassed, singled out and not good enough 

because of their personality. This seems to be supported by both teachers and 

peers, as well as by the students.  

 

The Look of the body plays a distinctive role in the students’ views about 

differentiating groups. In the interviews, the students express an anxiety of not 

fitting into the norm of what is viewed as normal. Above, I have illustrated with 

different examples how these can be manifested in the students’ views in 

various ways.  

 

Summarizing comments  

In this chapter, I have presented how the Kenyan and Swedish students in the 

interviews discussed the differences between groups related to social categories 

as Gender, Colour, Religion and Poverty, and to a special category entitled ‘the 

Look’, related to the physical appearance and the body. Through the students’ 

own experiences and examples given, different perspectives of equality have 

been illustrated. Focus in this chapter has been on the students’ relationships 

with peers aiming to show how the students themselves are reproducing and 

producing norms and values in order to create meaning in their daily life 

(Corsaro, 2005). Moreover, within the different peer groups, the students are 

constructing rules and codes for practising rights and justice in their community 

(Hägglund & Thelander, 2008).  

 

Issues related to non-discrimination and equality are topics that the students are 

talking about in terms of their own experiences and when describing other 

children and their childhoods. The fact that examples of inequality are more 

common in the interviews with the Kenyan students is related to different 

reasons and aspects. For example, children’s everyday lives in Kenya are 
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influenced by religion in a different way than are generally, the daily lives of the 

children in Sweden, a country which can be described as a secularized country. 

The samples of schools and participating students are mirroring the results of 

what is articulated in the students’ groups. One example is the Swedish schools 

which had no black students participating in the interviews. In the Swedish 

Town-school, there was one black male in the class, however, he did not 

participate in the interviews. In the Kenyan schools, a fairly large number of 

ethnic groups and different religions are represented. 

 

The common feature for the students when talking about non-discrimination 

and equality seems to be the idea and the norm that we are all the same. To this 

norm there are a numbers of exceptions: we are all the same, but only if you are 

not a girl, if you are not black, if you are not poor, if you do not diverge from 

the norm of ‘normal’-looking. When talking about these issues the students are 

creating a distinction between ‘we and them’. By using the exceptions from the 

norm ‘we are all the same’ in relation to things which are different and described 

as diverse, the students are creating the ‘other’. And the ‘others’ are what ‘we’ 

are not, which form the base of the students’ identity categories and processes, 

characterized by contrastive dividing (de los Reyes & Martinsson, 2005). These 

distinctions are emotionally charged and linked to hierarchical processes and 

stereotypes, e.g. white people are more privileged than black people, a boy is 

higher valued than a girl and so forth (ibid). In the empirical examples it is clear 

that the issue about equality and power is related to views on categories as 

gender, class and ethnicity, which are described as intersectionality (ibid). Even 

though this is visible in the empirical material, the concept of intersectionality 

has not been in focus in this study. However, my interpretation is that 

inequalities are constructed through social categories such as gender, class, 

ethnicity and other aspects, by each one or by combinations of any or all 

(Gordon et al. 2003). 

 

Rules and codes constructed by the students in the peer groups are to a great 

extent mirroring the ones practised in the society as a whole. In general, several 

stereotypes are presented, both by the Kenyan and the Swedish students. For 

example, girls are described by the boys as shy and quiet and boys are described 

by the girls as noisy and immature, which is a common way of stereotyping 

descriptions in other studies as well (Öhrn, 2005). Beyond gender the students 

are, as shown in other studies, reproducing constructions related to colour, 

class, religion and ethnicity (e.g. Apple, 2004; Cheney, 2007; Nolan & Anyon, 
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2004; Rizvi, 2004). In addition to that they construct a category based on the 

physical appearance, called ‘the Look’.  

 

The importance of education in the development of justice and equality is 

emphasized in the Convention as well as by researchers, and this has turned out 

to be easier said than done (Davies, 2004; Gordon et al, 2003). Formal 

education seems also to be more likely to add and damage ‘connectivity – 

between the wealthy and the poor, between males and females, between different 

ethnic or religious groups, between the ‘able’ and the ‘less able’.’ (Davies, 2004, p. 

204).  

 

In the examples given in this chapter, the students are showing an awareness 

and knowledge of dominating discourses and power order in relation to their 

own and other children’s connection to specific social categories. Through this 

awareness and knowledge, i.e. who belongs to ‘we’ and who belongs to ‘them,’ 

the students are creating meaning in their daily life in and outside school.  
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10. STUDENTS’ VIEWS ON SCHOOL AND 
EDUCATION  

 

In the UNCRC, the right to, in and through education is declared. Previous 

chapters of results have focused on the students’ views on children’s rights to 

participation and non-discrimination, which can be described as children’s 

rights in education. In this chapter the main focus will be on students’ views on 

their rights to and through education. Below, issues related to the purpose and 

meaning of education from the views of children will be highlighted. 

 

What is the purpose of school?  

The correlation between economical growth and education has drawn attention 

to invest in education from different nations and stakeholders. In economical 

and political discussions in both national and international arenas56, issues of 

education have been in focus. From a rights perspective, it is significant that it 

is not enough to have access to school and education. A major topic is what 

happens in and what is gained through education. In the Convention and its 

General Comments, the definition of education is described two-fold: 

education is about developing basic skills, e.g. reading and writing, and it is also 

about developing intellectual and emotional potentials of young persons, 

together with a broader development and progress of the students’ 

personalities. The purpose and meaning of education is also stressed in national 

steering documents, international documents and by national and international 

stakeholders. School, as such, can be described as an arena where children 

spend most of their daytime learning different things related to academic 

subjects as well as to moral values and relationships with adults and peers. 

 

In the interviews, the Kenyan and Swedish students talked about the purpose 

and meaning of school and education in different ways. To go to school and be 

educated is viewed as very important and is highly valued by the students in at 

least two different ways. One way is to view school as a daily meeting place, a 

place to go to almost everyday, meeting friends and other people, and learning 

things. Another way to view the purpose of education is the preparation of 

students for adulthood. This is more about the importance of getting a good 

                                                 
56 Some examples are: the UN Millenium Goal (2000), the World Bank(1963), EFA/UNESCO (1990) 
(Tomasevski, 2006)  
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education, which will increase the chances of getting a good and well-paid job 

as adults. Hence, there is a ‘here and now’ as well as a future perspective 

appearing in the students’ views of the purpose and meaning of education. 

 

You cannot live without education 

The importance of having access to school and education was stressed by the 

students in different ways. Winnie, a Kenyan girl, emphasized the importance 

of education in this way: ‘yeah, it’s good to be educated, because you cannot live 

without education’ (Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006) 

 

Education is a serious matter for Winnie, and it is even a matter of life and 

death when saying that she cannot live without it. Talking about education as 

something one cannot live without probably aims at her future life as an adult 

and her opportunities of being educated compared to opportunities given if she 

is not educated. Without education she looks upon her future life as poor and 

without means to support herself and by that she will not survive. 

 

Andreas, Per and Nils from a Swedish boys group talk about the significance of 

having the right to education. 

 

Andreas:   Yes, everybody has the right to education 

Per:  Yes, if you are not educated you are no one, yes you will sit in an 
awful street and maybe sniff glue or 

Nils:  [giggles] 

Per:  that is not funny  (Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 

 

The boys emphasized that everybody has the right to have access to education. 

Going to school and getting educated is, according to the boys, a form of 

protection from ending up in bad circumstances, such as ending up living on 

the street. If you are not educated, you will not have a job in the future, and 

without a job you will be no one, indicating that the boys view their individual 

identity linked to the job they will get in the future.  

 

Sara and Joyce from a Kenyan girls group talked about the importance of 

having access to education, at the same time as they expressed awareness that 

all children are not able to practise their right to education.  
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Sara:  It is good that children have the right to be educated cause there are 
some parents who they don’t have money to educate their children 
and you can not blame them it is not their fault to be, to be the poor 
people so people are, must be educated so that they can help the 
young ones to be educated more than them 

Joyce: I can say that if a child had an education, if her family is very poor 
and when she gets her degree and have a good job she can help her 
parents and other people too (Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006) 

 

Through the initiatives within the Free Primary Education program in 2003 in 

Kenya, a lot of children had access to school, and this is something that the 

Kenyan students acknowledge and talked about in the interviews. According to 

the students, having access to education signifies chances and hopes for better 

life conditions for a lot of children. As the girls above emphasized, education is 

not only for the child who goes to school, it might also be an insurance and a 

chance for better economical and social conditions for other family members. 

In the quote, Sara and Joyce pointed out the importance for society to take 

responsibility for providing children with access to school, and also for giving 

them possibilities to stay in school in order to be educated. The students 

expressed the importance of education and its high value in society, which is 

significant for their own personal future as adults and also important for 

helping the family and other people who need support. According to the girls, 

education is a way to equalize socio-economic diversities and inequalities.  

 

Children’s access to school and socio-economic diversities are interlinked, 

according to the Kenyan students. Chris talks about the importance for children 

to go to school. In her example she gives a rather widespread comment among 

the Kenyan students, relating children’s opportunities to education to their 

access to money, to the social structure and to the social and economical 

situation in Kenya. 

 

Chris:  You can say that there are some children that are very poor, maybe 
their parents died from AIDS, and they were left alone so they went 
to and lived with their relatives. And the relatives maybe is poor so 
the children are supposed to go to work so they can get money for 
money for food and when they get money maybe the money is very 
little they can not buy uniform, food and everything they need, they 
just stay home and go to look for work, because the relative maybe is 
very poor and doesn’t have anything. (Kenyan Hill-school, October 
2006) 
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In the situation above, poverty, disease and the child’s vulnerability are limiting 

the child’s possibilities to go to school and by that the possibilities of having 

influence, both in present everyday life as well as in the future. As shown in the 

extracts above the purpose of education for the students in Kenya is, as 

concerns the importance to learn things in order to be able to help others, such 

as gaining knowledge about HIV/AIDS. At the same time, the example shows 

that initiatives for free education for all are not always enough. There are fees to 

be paid for the uniform and for food and also for the utensils needed in school. 

In addition, the child might be needed as a resource for getting money in order 

to survive. The fact that Kenyan and Swedish students live in very different 

socio-economic contexts are also visible in the interviews. One example is given 

by Nils and Andreas: while talking about the right to life and development in 

relation to the right to education, they start to talk about a life without parents: 

 

Nils: [there will be] no food or anything, there will be no money if the 
parents were not there 

Andreas: There are children’s homes 

Nils: Grandparents 

Andreas: The government! The government will see to it that you survive 

(Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 

 

In relation to what Chris expresses in the quotation above when talking about 

being left alone without parents, the Swedish boys stated that if anything bad 

should happens to them there would always be  a ‘safety-net’ to rely on. 

 

For both Kenyan and Swedish students the main purpose and meaning of 

school seem to be the preparation for getting a job in the future. For the 

Kenyan students the right to education is expressed as something that is related 

to survival and in turn linked to the socio-economic context. Below, examples 

are presented highlighting the importance of helping others. 

 

…and helping others 

In the extract below, Tracey and Ann are talking about education and the socio-

economic context in Kenya. They describe the situation for street children and 

emphasize the importance of overcoming socio-economic differences as well as 

underlining these children’s competencies, capacities and human value. 
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Tracey:  You see, everyone has the right to education, you see when you go 
out of town, there are lots of street-kids there and most of the things 
they like to do if they get something they like to read. Now if they are 
in a school they are even the top achievers but now they do not have 
the chance to do that. If they did that they will be the next doctors, 
scientists or even the president or something else. But now they do 
not even get the chance to do that because of poverty. 

Ann: you know some of them are to like violence, just fighting, they have 
to fight for that money, money that they have to steal. So sometimes 
they are beaten up and if they are not killed, who knows, he is going 
to be the next. He is going to be discovered. (Kenyan Town-school, 
October 2005) 

 

Tracey and Ann are pointing at street children’s extremely exposed situations 

and articulate a wish to give these children a chance to be educated and by that 

a better life. Together with Doris they continue to talk about how education 

will benefit themselves and their family and the importance for the society to 

have educated citizens.  

 

Tracey:  …it will benefit me, I learn and when my parents are in the old age it 
can also benefit them because I will be taking care of them 

Nina:   [Is it important for] the society? 

Tracey:  Yes, and for the church, what you learn in school is also good for the 
society 

Doris: You know, you learn something and you have discovered something 
in school about the government you can now go and express it. 
Because you’ve learned many things in school. Like you know here, 
we learn eleven chapters of the government now if maybe the 
President only knows six like, eh, someone can now go to him and 
even tell him the five ones so he can be educated. (Kenyan Town-
school, October 2005) 

 

The girls talk about the importance of education for all. For them, education is 

not only important for the individual, but is also essential for their parents, 

society and the church. In other words, the girls are talking about education as a 

‘common good’ for everyone. In addition, Doris expressed that adults are not 

the only ones with education but that children too are capable and have 

knowledge, sometimes more than adults, and even more than the President. 

When expressing this, Doris pointed out ongoing changes in society, where 

education gives her opportunities to challenge the power order between 

children and adults, and other manifested hierarchical orders. 
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When the Kenyan students are talking about the purpose and meaning of 

education they often involve the achievements of education for others, as 

shown in the examples above. The link between education and economical 

growth is visible and significant in the interviews with the students. Education 

is something that you share, it is for helping others, and it benefits more than 

just the individual student. To go to school and be educated benefits the family, 

the poor, the church and society as a whole.  

 

Meet friends and acquire knowledge 

When the students talked about what they thought were the best things in 

school they stressed the importance of both meeting friends and learning 

things. To meet friends is highly valued by both Kenyan and Swedish students. 

Going to school means that you can meet your friends, both old and new ones, 

and people whom you would never have met if you had not gone to school. To 

acquire knowledge in school is expressed by the Kenyan students Sam, David 

and Mike in the quotation below, when talking about what is the best thing 

about school: 

 

David:  In the school you get knowledge because children who are not 
coming to school they can not get knowledge like us. When we are in 
class and the teacher is not in, we revise on our own so when the 
children are not coming to school and us we are coming to school and 
those who are not coming to school they can not even know how to 
speak English. They don’t have enough knowledge, the one who are 
not coming to school. 

Mike: The best thing in school is that we have more knowledge about 
things, to help our lives in future 

 

Sam:  Yes, I am a bit older, when I came to this school, I’m a bit old, in year 
2000 , I didn’t even know how to read, how to write, I was  out in the 
(inaudible), yes , so I have to, I will be taken  by my parent, they want 
me to be taken to class 3 but the teacher say , he is thick in the head 
so I had to be taken to class ., But at 12 [years] I stayed like this, 
thinking staying, I am the big kid in the class, staying with some 
smaller kids it was so, I started to go through books so on the teachers 
questions I raised up my hand. Even the teacher also assuming me, 
was knowing that, that I just can’t answer that question. I raised my 
hand even maybe (Inaudible, someone’s coughing) for showing, the 
teacher, they picked me and see what I have learned so I had to 
betaken to class 3, that is why education give us success also 
education is good. (Kenyan Hill-school October 2006) 
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According to the boys, the best thing with school is to acquire more knowledge 

and in school you acquire knowledge with the help of the teacher. Through the 

Free Primary Education many children had access to school, and in class, 

children of different ages were educated. It is about these experiences Sam is 

talking about, how it felt to be an old student among much younger children. 

At the same time he is presenting an image illustrating that hard work in school 

is a way to success, even though it may be difficult at times. Acquiring 

knowledge is not the only good thing with school. Children learn as well how to 

adapt on their own, and this can be interpreted as if they develop their 

competences and capabilities by acquiring knowledge and creating knowledge. 

At the same time, Simon, Jeremiah and Burton from another Kenyan boy 

group emphasize that knowledge development is built upon obeying adults: 

 

Simon:     [In school] we develop by learning and teachers they bring us to 
know something which we don’t know, so I can say like we develop 
like that 

Jeremiah: We can develop just, when the teacher tell us to write by exercising 
us 

Burton: Yes, we develop by obeying, and taught how to obey the parents and 
teachers and, (Kenyan Hill-school, October 2006) 

 

These boys expressed that the teachers provided them with new information 

that helped them to develop. Apart from learning new things in school, they are 

also learning how to obey parents and teachers, and how to respect  others. In 

the example above, the boys identified two dimensions of school practices, the 

first dimension is about knowledge related to subjects in school, and the second 

dimension is related to norms and moral values in the social context.  

 

Some of the Swedish boys are expressing what they learn in school in this way: 

 

Marcus: You have to learn something, in life 

Erik: Otherwise you will not get a job 

Marcus: You are learning new things 

Linus: To cooperate, I think. And then learn to think from different 
directions 

Erik: Learn how to cook57  (Swedish Town- school, May 2006) 

                                                 
57 Erik is talking about the school subject ’home economics’ where they, among other things, learn 
how to cook light meals. 
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According to the Swedish boys, learning new things and how to cooperate are 

examples of what they learn in school, together with learning how to cook. 

Altogether, these quotations show that it is important for the students to learn 

things they do not know about, to cooperate and to develop their own 

capacities in school. Moreover, they emphasized the importance of education 

for their future. The Kenyan boys talked about obeying and the Swedish boys 

talked about cooperation. This knowledge learned in school seems at first sight 

to be opposites of each other. Taking a closer look, the Kenyan students talked 

about relationships with adults when emphasizing the importance of obeying, 

and the Swedish students talked about relationships with peers when 

highlighting cooperation. In Swedish schools, group projects are used as a fairly 

common teaching method, which might explain the emphasis on cooperation. 

Linus is also highlighting the importance of critical thinking. Thinking in 

various ways and taking other perspectives are in turn correlating to the 

intentions in the Swedish curricula. 
 

School is also a place where you meet your friends, and where you have the 

opportunity to play and relax during the breaks. Tracey says: “We can have a 

time, a time to do things we like… Like, we can play basketball,” (Kenyan 

Town-school, October 2005). According to the Kenyan students, they spend 

many hours a day in school, especially during periods of preparing for and 

taking exams. At the same time, school is the place where opportunities to play 

and relax are given. After school, at home, there is no time for playing and 

relaxing for most of the students. According to the Kenyan students, they are 

doing a lot of studying at home. Tracey describes her day with the words: ‘you 

just read, read, read’ (ibid).  

 

Long school days and too much homework are also expressed by the Swedish 

students. However, to meet friends in school is also mentioned by the Swedish 

students. Sofie says: “ Yes, but, sort of, if you were not to go to school, then 

you would not meet all, even though we are not seeing each other like this, we 

are not seeing each other, like, but it is nice to be with you anyway” (Swedish 

Town-school, May 2006).  

 

Fia and Pia in another Swedish girls’ group talked about the best thing with 

school in this way: 

 

Fia: The best thing with school is that you can meet your friends, every 
day. 
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Pia: Yes, and you want to meet your friends every day, and so (Swedish 
Town-school, May 2006) 

In the students’ view access to education is fundamental in order to learn things 

and meet friends. According to the Kenyan and Swedish students access to 

education implies a preparation for a life as a working adult.     

 

A way to success and investment for the future 

Above, Kenyan students referred to education as being very important for 

keeping poverty away, for surviving and helping other people to survive as well. 

In the following quotation the Kenyan boys are expressing the importance of 

succeeding in education, of being able to take part in the competition 

concerning who is going to University and get diplomas and degrees. 

 

Joseph: …children have the right to education and if they don’t get educated 
in the future they will not be like important people 

Alex:  successful 

Joseph:  Yes, they won’t be successful they won’t go to Universities and get 
degrees and the diplomas 

Nina:  Is it important to be successful? 

Boys:  yes 

Nina:  Why is that? 

Joseph: because if you are not successful you can not get, 

Alex: to be alive 

Joseph: you can not get like jobs you need, even in Kenya if you go for a job 
you may to give the school leaving certificate and all those things to 
show that you did the KCPE,58 (Kenyan Town-school, October 2005) 

 

The boys talked about education and expressed the necessity of education to 

get a job in the future. To be successful in education is not only for survival, 

but also for becoming a person of importance. 

  

In the Swedish context students emphasized the importance of education for 

their future life and their opportunity to get a well paid job. Education is the 

way to a good job. Having good results in school will provide you with the 

freedom to choose which school you can go to, what profession you want to 

                                                 
58 KCPE. Kenya Certificate for Primary Education 
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have and so on. Even though school takes a lot of time, it is necessary to go 

there, to be educated, and as emphasized above, it is the place to meet people 

and friends.  

 

Mia:  It’s for the job, for the future. If you don’t have any money you can’t 
do anything. 

Pia: To learn things 

Fia:  Yes, and if you don’t get a job you will not have any money and then 
it will be difficult. 

Pia:  Yes, and you don’t want to end up in the streets, (giggles) 

Girls: No 

Nina:  About the grades- is that important? 

Girls: Yees 

Mia: And good teachers  

Pia:  Nice friends 

Fia: Yes, friends are very important otherwise it is like you think, if you 
don’t have friends then you will hate school, (Swedish Town-school, 
May 2006) 

 

These three Swedish girls talked about education not only as a way to success, 

but also as an investment for their future lives as adults. Saying that they did not 

want to end up on the street might be interpreted as they are not choosing the 

street if they work hard and get good grades. Noteworthy is that some of the 

boys from the same school used a similar phrase when they talked about what 

might happen if you are not educated. Not ending up on the street seems to be 

a phrase used as an incentive for working hard and getting good grades. Having 

very good grades implies a risk for being teased for being a nurd and/or an 

intellect. Together with the significance to work hard for success in school, the 

importance of having friends in school were illustrated in various ways by the 

students, which have been commented upon in the section above. 

 

In the next extract the Swedish boys are talking about the importance of getting 

good grades in school. Having good grades provides freedom of choice, which 

in turn will lead to a good job, and by having a good and well paid job you have 

a high status in the society. 

  

Nina: Is it important to be someone/ something? 

Boy:  Yees 
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Per:  No, but it is good if you have a job at least. Otherwise you will just 
hang around 

Nils:  Drinking 

Nina:  Is it important for you to work hard? Are you thinking about that? 

Boys:  Nooe 

Andreas:  Yes, a bit 

Nils: No, not during the lessons but sometimes at home, maybe 

Andreas:  It is important to learn a lot in school so you get good grades so you 
can continue to the right secondary school and get the job you want. 
(Swedish Town-school, May 2006) 

 

When discussing the importance of education in the interview, these boys did 

not want to portray themselves as taking school work too serious. Nevertheless, 

they are aware of the importance to do well in school for their future working 

career. To have a good job as an adult seems to be important and to have good 

grades opens up possibilities of choosing the right school and so on. School 

becomes the instrument for reaching one’s goal - to be successful. When the 

Swedish students are talking about the purpose and meaning of education, it is 

obvious that education is an individual matter for success, and is not connected 

to the family or other members or institutions in the society the same way as 

for the Kenyan students.  

 

Summarizing comments  

From a general perspective, children’s views on the aims of education interplay 

with the outlined intentions in the UNCRC emphasizing the rights to, in and 

through education. More concrete, school is a place where students go to learn 

things and to meet friends as well as a place preparing them for life as an adult. 

 

In the students discussions about school they described the purpose and 

meaning of education in different ways. The Kenyan students declared that 

education is a way to success both for the individual as well as for the family 

and the nation. In Sweden, education seems to be more of an individual matter 

than in Kenya. Education is viewed as an investment for the future and a way 

to success as well, however, it is not linked to the family or the rest of the 

society. For the Swedish students education is an individual matter which can 

lead to a good job, and through the job it is possible to show if you are 

someone to count on or not. Both Kenyan and Swedish students are correlating 
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education with economical growth but in slightly different ways. While the 

Kenyan students are emphasizing that education is benefitting both themselves 

as individuals and contributes to the wealth of the family and the nation, the 

Swedish students are relating economical growth more to their future individual 

economical situation. This can be interpreted in at least two aspects ending up 

in two questions: Is this an expression indicating that the Kenyan students are 

more care-taking and collective than the more individual-orientated Swedish 

students? Or is it an expression of differences related to socio-economical 

conditions in Kenya and Sweden? In a welfare state, with a well developed 

welfare system, the Swedish students are aware that people in need are most 

often taken care of. This is one likely explanation to why they link their 

education only to themselves as individuals. On the other hand, there are 

growing gaps between different socio-economic groups in Sweden as well. 

There are for example groups of children who do not have access to school, 

such as asylum-seeking children.  

 

As shown above, both Kenyan and Swedish students correlate education with 

economical growth guiding individual and national development (Aitken, et al, 

2007; Mitchell, 2003). In the interviews the students linked the relation between 

education and their development in stages, of which they have to reach and 

finish the final stage before they become successful adults. Moreover, they 

showed an awareness of the significant importance of education in order to be 

‘someone to count on’ in the society based on achievable economical and status 

positions. From a global economical perspective, international markets and 

economical growth play emergent important roles in issues concerning 

education, and the link between economical development and education is 

stressed in national educational policies which tend to treat education more as 

an industry of traded service than a learning institution (Tomasevski, 2003). 

This perspective holds a risk to treat the students more as resources for 

economic interests than as right holders (Spring, 2000; ibid).  

 

A commonality in the interviews with the Kenyan and Swedish students is that 

they talked about views on rights and education related to their future as adults, 

at the same time as they related rights and education to their everyday life. The 

traditional view on rights and education has been that education is something 

that the adult has the right to have received, and not something that the child 

has a right to receive (Marshall, 1992). In this study, it has been shown that the 



 199 

purpose and meaning of education is mostly related to the student’s future. At 

the same time education has the meaning of ‘here and now’.  
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11. CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
 
The aims of this study were to explore the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, its claim to be universal and its relevance for children in various school 

and life contexts, and also to investigate how children in two specific countries, 

Kenya and Sweden, relate rights to their daily lives. Two of the questions that 

have guided the study concern how rights to participation, non-discrimination 

and education, and children as right holders are viewed and discussed by the 

children participating in the interviews. In the previous result chapters I 

presented the discussions, reflections and comments that were brought up in 

the interviewed groups where children’s rights were introduced as the topic for 

conversation. Taken together, these chapters compose one way of responding 

to the questions, as they described situations, memories and reflections referred 

to by the children as important when considering rights and children as right 

holders. From the way the children talked about these things it was evident that 

their views on rights and on children as right holders were interwoven with life 

experiences in diverse contexts, not only representing national differences but 

also gender, ethnicity and culture. When analyzing the results, variations that 

may be connected with differences in children’s life contexts of any kind have 

been observed.   

 

Even though contextually related differences were observed across the group 

conversations, there were also common views on what it meant to be a child 

with rights. In this final chapter I will summarize how the Kenyan and Swedish 

children expressed their perspectives on rights and life by including both 

common and diverse views. This will form a background for some comments 

on the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child as a universal document, the 

main issue for this study. A third part of this chapter will focus on education. 

Throughout the thesis education has been present primarily as a right. 

However, it has also been present in the children’s conversations in terms of 

school as a place for learning, and practising participation and non-

discrimination. Although not originally formulated as an explicit aim for the 

study, its results indicate a possible outline for communicating and practising 

rights in pedagogical practice. This outline will be introduced before some final 

words conclude the thesis.  
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Children’s views on rights and on children as right holders 

In chapter four, when summarizing the overview of previous research (see p. 

66), I designed four pictures to cover research holding important areas and 

questions for this study. The pictures represented research where the child has 

been described as active and competent, where time and space have been 

shown as embedding changing views on children, childhood and interpretation 

of rights, where children’s social position has been described as always 

subordinated to adults, and where structural injustices have been shown to also 

include children. Added to these pictures were some questions that I suggested 

to be recognized in research. The questions concerned the fact that even 

though we know fairly well how children actively produce and reproduce 

knowledge of life and society in general, we know little about their own views 

and perspectives on rights. Also, empirical knowledge about children’s 

perspectives on rights and being a right holder in the light of diverse childhood 

contexts were asked for. Drawing on the results in this study, I will present 

what I would like to refer to as a fifth picture. It completes the four earlier ones 

with information based on the Kenyan and Swedish children’s views on 

children’s rights and on children as right holders. 

 

One major observation was that the students in all groups referred to children’s 

needs rather than rights, and to the necessity for the vulnerable child to be 

looked after and protected by someone. According to the students, social 

relationships with adults and with peers constitute the very base for protection. 

At first sight, their focus on needs and protection stresses a dependent child, i.e. 

not the independent right holder with the capacity and competence to 

participate, who is often underlined in the children’s rights discourse. However, 

at second sight and when listening closer to what the students said, their 

emphasis on needs and protection was rather expressed as one aspect of the 

whole. From the students’ perspective, needs and independency were closely 

and logically connected to each other through relationships with other people. 

When discussing needs of protection the students also included their own 

possibilities to learn abilities to protect themselves, something that could take 

place in school, with friends or through the media. In this way, an independent, 

active and learning child accompanies a dependent, incompetent child unable to 

protect himself/herself. In the perspective of the students, the concept of 

needs holds a child who is both dependent and independent, who needs 

protection and support from others and who also carries competence and 

capacity to act. This way of making sense of rights through needs and 
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relationships to others I have referred to as an extended concept of protection, 

shared by all groups in the study.  

 

A similar line of reasoning was observed when the students referred to the 

Convention as such as holding relational and collective qualities. According to 

them, rights are not only for the individual but for all. In their perspective, 

children’s rights seemed to be viewed as not first and foremost for the 

individual child but for a collective of children with rights to stable and safe 

social relationships with others. Such a perspective on rights may be interpreted 

as indicating the presence of an idea of a global dimension of childhood among 

the students. Social relationships, dependency on others and the importance of 

belonging to a community rather than autonomy and independence were 

emphasized during the conversations. When discussing social relationships the 

students talked about qualities in social competence and how to establish and 

maintain relationships in their daily life. Relational qualities including mutual 

confidence, protection and responsibility, particularly in relationships to peers, 

were underlined. Examples of how responsibility for others were practised 

concerned being a good friend, doing domestic work to help parents, 

supporting the ones who need a helping hand, taking care of the younger ones 

in school, being a good neighbour, a good daughter or son, and a good student. 

When giving examples of how to be responsible in relation to others, the 

Kenyan students referred to a wider public sphere than the Swedish students 

did. While the Kenyan groups discussed in terms of contributing to the nation, 

to church and to God, the Swedish groups rather related responsibility for 

others to private spheres with friends, sports teams and family.  

 

Another observation which was common across the groups was the fact that 

while the right to be listened to and taken seriously and the right to express 

one’s own opinion were not highly ranked by the students in the exercise, 

situations where these rights were violated were frequently mentioned during 

the conversations. Several examples from everyday life in school showing that 

the students had not been listened to were presented. Collectively, the examples 

illustrated a given power order where the students described their position as 

subordinated in relation to the teachers. Even though the students were 

undoubtedly aware of this fact, some situations seemed to be more annoying 

than others. Drawing on what was said during the interviews, there were many 

occasions where the students’ independency had not been encouraged. Their 

subordinated position had rather been maintained by teachers and other adults, 
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and also by structurally related habits and traditions. Options and possibilities 

to be listened to, to be taken seriously and to take part in decision-making 

processes were mostly initiated and led by adults. Whether students would be 

invited to discuss and take part or not was decided by adults and on adults’ 

conditions. This illustrated children’s minority position in relationships to 

adults. It also illustrated difficulties in introducing students’ participation in 

school, an institution where activities had been organised to develop children’s 

knowledge and abilities rather than acknowledge what they already knew and 

were capable of. Furthermore, as has been pointed out by Davies (1999), as 

students’ participation challenges the hierarchical order on which the school 

structure is built, this contributes to the institutional resistance.  

 

Across the groups, the students talked about situations where they had not 

been shown respect for having taken responsibility for certain matters in 

school. Instead of acknowledging what competencies and capacities the 

students could contribute to, attention had been paid to their inadequacies, and 

this had been used as motives for exclusion. One example from Kenya is when 

the students described that they had wished to take part in prefect elections. 

Although they had viewed this as a matter of their concern, they had not been 

invited to take part. An example from Sweden is when the students had asked 

to be allowed to participate in discussions concerning schedules and homework, 

and these issues had been viewed by the adults as none of the students’ 

concern. The discussions on participation during the conversations indicate that 

the students’ views on their possibilities to practice participatory rights were 

governed by adults and their conditions. When invited to participate in 

discussions, these concerned matters that did not interfere with the interests of 

the adults. The students’ competencies were recognized and respected if they 

did not challenge adults’ superior position. Taken together, the students 

expressed a common view on children’s subordinated position in relation to 

adults, and a wish to be more listened to and to be taken more seriously.  

 

The students shared a view of the Convention as first and foremost a problem-

solver, especially for the needy children. The UNCRC was regarded as a tool 

for emergencies, while for ordinary children and their life conditions its 

relevance seemed rather unclear and vague. Both Kenyan and Swedish students 

talked about and described the Convention as needed, however, most so by 

children in Africa, to whom they referred as being the most vulnerable and 

exposed group. This image of the vulnerable and exposed African child, built 
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on social and economical facts, but also on colonial discourses constructed in 

the name of charity and benefactors, seemed to be very strong across the 

groups. In the students’ perspective, the Convention was regarded as a 

document most relevant for exposed children rather than a matter for each 

individual child around the world. But at the same time, the students stated that 

the UNCRC really had an impact on their daily lives. This opens up for 

questions related to from where and by whom the students’ views originate. 

Discourses and practice related to the Convention are of different kinds and it 

is not possible to know how the students in the study got their views. However, 

whether their views stem from political documents and strategies, children’s 

activists, or schooling, children in the margins were always in focus. This view 

of the Convention and for whom it exists does not come as a surprise. It is 

probably at hand also when talking about general human rights as particularly 

important for those whose rights have been violated. I would argue that it 

might be hard to recognize children’s rights as an issue also for those who are 

not particularly exposed, if the emphasis in public children’s rights discourses is 

one-sided on the most vulnerable ones within the category of children. In 

particular, this may be a problem when political decisions on distribution of 

economical and other resources are to be made.   

 

Another view shared by the students was that education is essential in their 

everyday life and an investment for the future. Even though they regarded 

school as very important for their present life, they stated that the efforts they 

made in school would benefit both themselves and society still more in the 

future. The students did not separate today and tomorrow, but expressed a 

view of themselves in relation to education where the present and future 

perspectives were integrated.  

 

So far, common views on the Convention and what it means to be a child with 

rights have been presented. Across the groups the students shared the idea that 

needs and protection are of primary concern and that stable and safe 

relationships with other people form a fundamental condition for children’s 

being and growing. Furthermore, the students talked about the Convention as a 

collective concern and expressed solidarity with all children. They also 

discussed common problems in relation to participatory rights, problems that 

were to a large extent related to a given power order between children and 

adults. Finally, they agreed that education was important, particularly in a future 

perspective. However, even though the students agreed upon some of the 
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fundamental conditions of being a child with rights, they referred to different 

experiences and emphasized different kinds of problems. In some cases these 

differences in focus were related to the students’ national origin, in other cases 

to gender or ethnicity, and still others indicated intersectional contributions to 

what was referred to. Some of the more prominent examples of differences in 

emphasis will be summarized below in order to give the general picture more 

depth.  

 

When discussing rights in relation to discrimination, participation and 

education, the students referred to social value, equality, and fairness by giving 

examples from the social and cultural contexts where they lived. As has been 

described in the result chapters, ethnicity and colour as markers for social status 

were more commented on among the Kenyan than among the Swedish 

students. For example, Massaj children, particularly the girls, were described as 

facing many difficulties. Kenyan students also referred to nuances of skin 

colour as important for social status. Being a girl or a boy was described in the 

groups as implying a given social position. For example, girls in both Kenya and 

Sweden described boys as active, noisy, demanding, and taking a lot of space. 

Correspondingly, boys in both Kenyan and Swedish groups described girls as 

shy and quiet. Apart from these more or less universal gendered stereotypes, 

the conversations revealed that the Kenyan girls were very aware of the fact 

that girls belonging to cultures where female circumcision is practised are 

particularly exposed.   

 

These examples illustrated that although the students shared general views of 

children as right holders, the Kenyan students brought up themes that showed 

concrete insights in social and cultural diversity in life conditions for children to 

a larger extent than the Swedish students did during the conversations. Another 

illustration of the fact that the students represented two very different parts of 

the world was the way socio-economical and material conditions were 

approached in the conversations. The Kenyan students talked about poverty as 

an obvious threat that one had to be aware of and fight against in order not to 

end up on the streets or become exploited. Poverty was not a subject in the 

Swedish groups, but free time activities and how they should be prioritized.  

 

The picture of the students’ shared views on what matters when talking about 

rights for children constitutes a general frame completed with contextually 

anchored and therefore varied examples from situations where rights are met or 
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violated. Fundamental needs of protection are mixed with insights on life as 

challenging and difficult. With this in mind, I will make a few comments on the 

Convention and its universality.  

 

The UNCRC as a universal document 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child is a paper product, a document 

due to be implemented in various geographical, socio-economical and cultural 

settings. This means that local interpretations are necessary. Even though the 

UN Committee gives its opinions and comments to the countries who have 

ratified the Convention, there is room for different interpretations. When local 

political, social and cultural traditions encounter the Convention, its 

fundamental assumptions on children and childhood appear not to be universal 

in the sense that there is a world wide agreement on them. As was mentioned in 

the introductory chapters of the thesis, critiques based on the fact that the 

Convention holds a Western-biased view on children, family and society have 

been expressed. 

 

One major critique has argued that the UNCRC is built on Western liberal 

traditions emphasizing the rational and autonomous individual and therefore it 

cannot be described as a universal document (Burman, 1996; Dawes & Donald, 

2000). From an African perspective, this focus and the tendency in the liberal 

tradition to construct dichotomies such as the individual vs. society has been 

criticized for not recognizing solidarity of the kind that is more attended to in 

African traditions (Englund, 2004). Similar critique has been put forward in 

relation to children’s rights in different local contexts (Burr, 2002; Cheney, 

2008).  

 

The main aim of this study was to explore the UNCRC’s claim to be universal 

with the help of children and their conversations on rights. In what way did the 

students contribute with perspectives and insights that may shed light over the 

question of the Convention as a universal document? As I see it, two lines in 

the students’ conversations on rights are worth reflecting upon. First their 

tendency to view the Convention as a document with relational qualities, 

meaning that highlighting one individual’s rights also includes another 

individual’s rights to be provided for. This may be regarded as an expression for 

rights to be connected with a collective dimension, by some authors referred to 

as a non-Western dimension. From the students’ perspectives, the critique of 



 208 

the Convention as being Western-biased seems problematic as this critique 

implies a separation between the individual and the collective, which the 

students did not bring forward. Secondly, according to the students the 

Convention meets all children’s needs, but particularly the needs of the most 

exposed ones. This may be seen as a view of the Convention as not being 

universal, in the sense that it excludes children without serious problems. Even 

though I have not conducted a study on child rights discourses, I think that this 

exclusive way of regarding the Convention and for whom it exists is to be 

found also in policies and various kinds of social and cultural practices. One 

reflection to be made is that if rights are regarded as something that are 

primarily for children in emergencies, then maybe the idea of rights for all 

children need to be reviewed.  

 

My summary of the way the students in this study talked about rights reveals a 

view of universality embracing an emphasis on social and democratic values. 

Their way of integrating needs and rights and the individual and the collective, 

their emphasis on the exposed ones to be the first to be taken care of and to be 

protected, and their insights in what power orders mean for the possibilities to 

participate and have an influence in decision-making, all of it concerns values. 

Taken together, the views on children’s rights and on children as right holders 

as expressed in the conversations convey a dynamic concept of universality, 

more oriented towards change and processes and less oriented towards whether 

or not universality can be claimed. In my understanding, the way of making 

sense of rights, as the students did when sharing their views on rights with me, 

needs a communicative platform to be elaborated, discussed and deliberated. 

Education and school can offer such a platform.  

 

Education as an arena for communicating and practising 
children’s rights 

Throughout the analysis of the contents in the conversations with the students 

I have used the four-position model as described by James & James (2004). The 

positions focus on certain general conditions for children and childhood. In the 

light of this study the positions can be seen as articulated themes, significant 

when trying to understand children as right holders and as involved in learning 

and practising what rights mean in their particular contexts. Below I will 

develop this thought somewhat further by proposing an outline for how the 

positions may serve as a model for recognizing challenges in pedagogical 
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practices with the intention of communicating teaching and practising rights. I 

regard these comments as a contribution to how children’s rights in school may 

be approached as an alternative to the more commonly addressed issues on 

children’s rights to and through education. 

 

The four positions represent different aspects of being a child and of belonging 

to the category childhood. They present a holistic, integrated perspective on 

children’s daily life. One position describes childhood as a minority group in 

society. The position highlights children’s status in relation to adults and issues 

of power and discrimination are in focus. The child’s right to be listen to and to 

be taken seriously, and the right to participate in decision making are of 

particular interest here. As has been shown in previous chapters, the students 

described several situations in school where they had experienced ignorance 

and not been listened to. This position highlights the fact that no matter how 

many opportunities children are invited to participate in different decisions, 

they know that their minority status is not negotiable. A challenge for 

pedagogical practice is to plan and carry through participatory activities that 

from the children’s perspective are sustainable and credible. Such a strategy 

demands respect and acknowledgment over time, not only for the child as a 

person but also for the child’s experiences and knowledge.  

 

The second position concerns how children’s daily lives are formed and 

determined by social structures. Children as such belong to a social category 

which implies a generational segregation, however, intersectional belongings 

related to gender, class, ethnicity and religion interplay and contribute to the 

positional conditions. The students in this study gave examples of structurally 

related inequalities and injustice, for example difficulties for Massajs to get 

education and social exclusion of the unemployed. This position illuminates 

fundamental democratic issues related to segregation and unequal distribution 

of resources at a macro level. However, structurally related conditions are also 

present in schools. This challenges pedagogical practice to acknowledge and 

deal with the fact that macro-related injustices have their micro-related versions. 

Things like decisions and routines for having access to rooms, distributing 

school materials and offering staff resources can be viewed in this perspective.  

 

The third position is about childhood as a social construction. It concerns the 

fact that time and space hold different views on children and childhood, views 

that influence children’s status in family and society. The earlier introduced 
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concept of ‘’Trías Pedagogica’ illustrates that constructions of demands and 

expectancies on children vary not only over time but also between parties who 

have an interest in the child as a social, economical or emotional resource. 

Parents, society and the child herself do not always agree upon what is to be 

regarded as first priority. The students in this study talked about situations 

when they had experienced that their parents’ demands on what they were 

supposed to achieve differed from what was expected in school. It goes without 

saying that teachers and schools are involved in and contribute to the ongoing 

construction of children and childhoods. The pedagogical challenge here 

includes the awareness that, in the child’s perspective, what is demanded in 

school is just one part of all expectations directed to her/him. Parents, media 

and friends compete with the school for the child’s attention and it is not a 

given who will win.  

 

In the fourth position peer cultures and other cultural communities among 

children are in focus, drawing the attention towards childhoods as they are 

constructed and established by children themselves. Common systems of social 

knowledge, including norms and rules for social value, fairness, exclusion, 

belonging and participation are established and maintained in these cultures. 

For example the students referred to ‘the Look’ as a concept for social value. 

Shared ideas on what is normal, accepted, allowed or not allowed, form the 

basis for social life in peer-cultures, and furthermore connect to children’s 

views on rights, justice and fairness. A challenge for pedagogical practice is to 

gain knowledge about and get insight into what norms and values are at hand 

and how they are maintained in peer-cultures.  

 

Challenges for pedagogical practices as implied by this study concern the task to 

integrate a perspective on life and rights as held by children in various contexts 

with the assignments for education. Drawing on the four-position model and 

the results in this study, I have suggested some strands to be particularly 

recognized in planning and conducting teaching about rights, namely a 

sustainable respect for the child and his/her competence, a recognition of the 

presence of structural inequalities in micro settings, an awareness of the fact 

that school is just one, and maybe a small, contributor to children’s knowledge 

about rights and life, and, finally, a necessity to find keys to communicate and 

deliberate social knowledge as established and maintained in peer-groups. 
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Finally 

In conclusion, I want to refer to the introductory quote about how Tracey 

describes children’s rights as an abstract idea with little relevance for her daily 

life. According to her, even though adults from outside school asked Tracey 

and her school mates to express what they wanted, the students did not know 

what they wanted. The way Tracey described her views on encountering 

children’s rights might have been similar to what the Kenyan and Swedish 

students experienced when they where invited to talk about their views on 

rights with me. One thing that occurred to me during the phase of analysing the 

empirical material was whether it is really possible to ask children about their 

views on rights, if the subject as such does not have any relevance for them. 

When finishing this study, I can see that rights probably did have relevance to 

them but that when communicating their views they were using words and 

expressions that were anchored in their experiences from school and elsewhere 

rather than the words I brought into the study.  

 

When planning this study about five years ago I was not able to foresee the 

complexity in the research field of children’s rights. Children’s rights have not 

been very much in focus in educational research and there is probably much 

more knowledge to achieve in this field, not only from children’s, also from 

teachers’ and caregivers’ perspectives. Hopefully, this study has contributed 

with thoughts and ideas on what it means to be a child with rights. Even 

though I know that the study has not directly improved the conditions of the 

daily life for the participating students, I hope that their thoughts, experiences 

and reflections on rights as I have presented them will form a basis for further 

research and contribute to children’s rights being communicated and practised 

in schools and in other contexts where children live their daily lives. 
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Appendix I
Convention on the Rights of the Child





Convention on the Rights of the Child 
 
 

Adopted and opened for signature, ratification and accession by General Assembly 
resolution 44/25 of 20 November 1989 

 
entry into force 2 September 1990, in accordance with article 49 

 
Preamble  
 
The States Parties to the present Convention,  
 
Considering that, in accordance with the principles proclaimed in the Charter of the United Nations, 
recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human 
family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world,  
 
Bearing in mind that the peoples of the United Nations have, in the Charter, reaffirmed their faith in 
fundamental human rights and in the dignity and worth of the human person, and have determined to 
promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom,  
 
Recognizing that the United Nations has, in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and in the 
International Covenants on Human Rights, proclaimed and agreed that everyone is entitled to all the 
rights and freedoms set forth therein, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, 
language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status,  
 
Recalling that, in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the United Nations has proclaimed that 
childhood is entitled to special care and assistance,  
 
Convinced that the family, as the fundamental group of society and the natural environment for the 
growth and well-being of all its members and particularly children, should be afforded the necessary 
protection and assistance so that it can fully assume its responsibilities within the community,  
 
Recognizing that the child, for the full and harmonious development of his or her personality, should 
grow up in a family environment, in an atmosphere of happiness, love and understanding,  
 
Considering that the child should be fully prepared to live an individual life in society, and brought up 
in the spirit of the ideals proclaimed in the Charter of the United Nations, and in particular in the spirit 
of peace, dignity, tolerance, freedom, equality and solidarity,  
 
Bearing in mind that the need to extend particular care to the child has been stated in the Geneva 
Declaration of the Rights of the Child of 1924 and in the Declaration of the Rights of the Child adopted 
by the General Assembly on 20 November 1959 and recognized in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (in particular in articles 23 and 24), in 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (in particular in article 10) and in 
the statutes and relevant instruments of specialized agencies and international organizations 
concerned with the welfare of children,  
 
Bearing in mind that, as indicated in the Declaration of the Rights of the Child, "the child, by reason of 
his physical and mental immaturity, needs special safeguards and care, including appropriate legal 
protection, before as well as after birth",  
 
Recalling the provisions of the Declaration on Social and Legal Principles relating to the Protection and 
Welfare of Children, with Special Reference to Foster Placement and Adoption Nationally and 
Internationally; the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile Justice 
(The Beijing Rules) ; and the Declaration on the Protection of Women and Children in Emergency and 
Armed Conflict, Recognizing that, in all countries in the world, there are children living in exceptionally 
difficult conditions, and that such children need special consideration,  
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Taking due account of the importance of the traditions and cultural values of each people for the 
protection and harmonious development of the child, Recognizing the importance of international co-
operation for improving the living conditions of children in every country, in particular in the 
developing countries,  
 
Have agreed as follows:  
 

PART I 
 
 
Article 1  
 
For the purposes of the present Convention, a child means every human being below the age of 
eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.  
 
Article 2  
 
1. States Parties shall respect and ensure the rights set forth in the present Convention to each child 
within their jurisdiction without discrimination of any kind, irrespective of the child's or his or her 
parent's or legal guardian's race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national, 
ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth or other status.  
 
2. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that the child is protected against all 
forms of discrimination or punishment on the basis of the status, activities, expressed opinions, or 
beliefs of the child's parents, legal guardians, or family members.  
 
Article 3  
 
1. In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private social welfare 
institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child 
shall be a primary consideration.  
 
2. States Parties undertake to ensure the child such protection and care as is necessary for his or her 
well-being, taking into account the rights and duties of his or her parents, legal guardians, or other 
individuals legally responsible for him or her, and, to this end, shall take all appropriate legislative and 
administrative measures.  
 
3. States Parties shall ensure that the institutions, services and facilities responsible for the care or 
protection of children shall conform with the standards established by competent authorities, 
particularly in the areas of safety, health, in the number and suitability of their staff, as well as 
competent supervision.  
 
Article 4  
 
States Parties shall undertake all appropriate legislative, administrative, and other measures for the 
implementation of the rights recognized in the present Convention. With regard to economic, social 
and cultural rights, States Parties shall undertake such measures to the maximum extent of their 
available resources and, where needed, within the framework of international co-operation.  
 
Article 5  
 
States Parties shall respect the responsibilities, rights and duties of parents or, where applicable, the 
members of the extended family or community as provided for by local custom, legal guardians or 
other persons legally responsible for the child, to provide, in a manner consistent with the evolving 
capacities of the child, appropriate direction and guidance in the exercise by the child of the rights 
recognized in the present Convention.  
 
Article 6  
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1. States Parties recognize that every child has the inherent right to life. 2. States Parties shall ensure 
to the maximum extent possible the survival and development of the child.  
 
Article 7  
 
1. The child shall be registered immediately after birth and shall have the right from birth to a name, 
the right to acquire a nationality and. as far as possible, the right to know and be cared for by his or 
her parents.  
 
2. States Parties shall ensure the implementation of these rights in accordance with their national law 
and their obligations under the relevant international instruments in this field, in particular where the 
child would otherwise be stateless.  
 
Article 8  
 
1. States Parties undertake to respect the right of the child to preserve his or her identity, including 
nationality, name and family relations as recognized by law without unlawful interference.  
 
2. Where a child is illegally deprived of some or all of the elements of his or her identity, States Parties 
shall provide appropriate assistance and protection, with a view to re-establishing speedily his or her 
identity.  
 
Article 9  
 
1. States Parties shall ensure that a child shall not be separated from his or her parents against their 
will, except when competent authorities subject to judicial review determine, in accordance with 
applicable law and procedures, that such separation is necessary for the best interests of the child. 
Such determination may be necessary in a particular case such as one involving abuse or neglect of 
the child by the parents, or one where the parents are living separately and a decision must be made 
as to the child's place of residence.  
 
2. In any proceedings pursuant to paragraph 1 of the present article, all interested parties shall be 
given an opportunity to participate in the proceedings and make their views known.  
 
3. States Parties shall respect the right of the child who is separated from one or both parents to 
maintain personal relations and direct contact with both parents on a regular basis, except if it is 
contrary to the child's best interests.  
 
4. Where such separation results from any action initiated by a State Party, such as the detention, 
imprisonment, exile, deportation or death (including death arising from any cause while the person is 
in the custody of the State) of one or both parents or of the child, that State Party shall, upon request, 
provide the parents, the child or, if appropriate, another member of the family with the essential 
information concerning the whereabouts of the absent member(s) of the family unless the provision of 
the information would be detrimental to the well-being of the child. States Parties shall further ensure 
that the submission of such a request shall of itself entail no adverse consequences for the person(s) 
concerned.  
 
Article 10  
 
1. In accordance with the obligation of States Parties under article 9, paragraph 1, applications by a 
child or his or her parents to enter or leave a State Party for the purpose of family reunification shall 
be dealt with by States Parties in a positive, humane and expeditious manner. States Parties shall 
further ensure that the submission of such a request shall entail no adverse consequences for the 
applicants and for the members of their family.  
 
2. A child whose parents reside in different States shall have the right to maintain on a regular basis, 
save in exceptional circumstances personal relations and direct contacts with both parents. Towards 
that end and in accordance with the obligation of States Parties under article 9, paragraph 1, States 
Parties shall respect the right of the child and his or her parents to leave any country, including their 
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own, and to enter their own country. The right to leave any country shall be subject only to such 
restrictions as are prescribed by law and which are necessary to protect the national security, public 
order (ordre public), public health or morals or the rights and freedoms of others and are consistent 
with the other rights recognized in the present Convention.  
 
Article 11  
 
1. States Parties shall take measures to combat the illicit transfer and non-return of children abroad.  
 
2. To this end, States Parties shall promote the conclusion of bilateral or multilateral agreements or 
accession to existing agreements.  
 
Article 12  
 
1. States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to 
express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due 
weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.  
 
2. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard in any judicial 
and administrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through a representative or an 
appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the procedural rules of national law.  
 
Article 13  
 
1. The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to seek, 
receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or 
in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child's choice.  
 
2. The exercise of this right may be subject to certain restrictions, but these shall only be such as are 
provided by law and are necessary:  
 
(a) For respect of the rights or reputations of others; or  
 
(b) For the protection of national security or of public order (ordre public), or of public health or 
morals.  
 
Article 14 
 
1. States Parties shall respect the right of the child to freedom of thought, conscience and religion.  
 
2. States Parties shall respect the rights and duties of the parents and, when applicable, legal 
guardians, to provide direction to the child in the exercise of his or her right in a manner consistent 
with the evolving capacities of the child.  
 
3. Freedom to manifest one's religion or beliefs may be subject only to such limitations as are 
prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, health or morals, or the 
fundamental rights and freedoms of others.  
 
Article 15 
 
1. States Parties recognize the rights of the child to freedom of association and to freedom of peaceful 
assembly.  
 
2. No restrictions may be placed on the exercise of these rights other than those imposed in 
conformity with the law and which are necessary in a democratic society in the interests of national 
security or public safety, public order (ordre public), the protection of public health or morals or the 
protection of the rights and freedoms of others.  
 
Article 16 
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1. No child shall be subjected to arbitrary or unlawful interference with his or her privacy, family, home 
or correspondence, nor to unlawful attacks on his or her honour and reputation.  
 
2. The child has the right to the protection of the law against such interference or attacks.  
 
Article 17 
 
States Parties recognize the important function performed by the mass media and shall ensure that the 
child has access to information and material from a diversity of national and international sources, 
especially those aimed at the promotion of his or her social, spiritual and moral well-being and physical 
and mental health.  
 
To this end, States Parties shall:  
 
(a) Encourage the mass media to disseminate information and material of social and cultural benefit to 
the child and in accordance with the spirit of article 29;  
 
(b) Encourage international co-operation in the production, exchange and dissemination of such 
information and material from a diversity of cultural, national and international sources;  
 
(c) Encourage the production and dissemination of children's books;  
 
(d) Encourage the mass media to have particular regard to the linguistic needs of the child who 
belongs to a minority group or who is indigenous;  
 
(e) Encourage the development of appropriate guidelines for the protection of the child from 
information and material injurious to his or her well-being, bearing in mind the provisions of articles 13 
and 18.  
 
Article 18 
 
1. States Parties shall use their best efforts to ensure recognition of the principle that both parents 
have common responsibilities for the upbringing and development of the child. Parents or, as the case 
may be, legal guardians, have the primary responsibility for the upbringing and development of the 
child. The best interests of the child will be their basic concern.  
 
2. For the purpose of guaranteeing and promoting the rights set forth in the present Convention, 
States Parties shall render appropriate assistance to parents and legal guardians in the performance of 
their child-rearing responsibilities and shall ensure the development of institutions, facilities and 
services for the care of children.  
 
3. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that children of working parents have 
the right to benefit from child-care services and facilities for which they are eligible.  
 
Article 19 
 
1. States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures 
to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent 
treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal 
guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child.  
 
2. Such protective measures should, as appropriate, include effective procedures for the establishment 
of social programmes to provide necessary support for the child and for those who have the care of the 
child, as well as for other forms of prevention and for identification, reporting, referral, investigation, 
treatment and follow-up of instances of child maltreatment described heretofore, and, as appropriate, 
for judicial involvement.  
 
Article 20 
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1. A child temporarily or permanently deprived of his or her family environment, or in whose own best 
interests cannot be allowed to remain in that environment, shall be entitled to special protection and 
assistance provided by the State.  
 
2. States Parties shall in accordance with their national laws ensure alternative care for such a child.  
 
3. Such care could include, inter alia, foster placement, kafalah of Islamic law, adoption or if necessary 
placement in suitable institutions for the care of children. When considering solutions, due regard shall 
be paid to the desirability of continuity in a child's upbringing and to the child's ethnic, religious, 
cultural and linguistic background.  
 
Article 21 
 
States Parties that recognize and/or permit the system of adoption shall ensure that the best interests 
of the child shall be the paramount consideration and they shall:  
 
(a) Ensure that the adoption of a child is authorized only by competent authorities who determine, in 
accordance with applicable law and procedures and on the basis of all pertinent and reliable 
information, that the adoption is permissible in view of the child's status concerning parents, relatives 
and legal guardians and that, if required, the persons concerned have given their informed consent to 
the adoption on the basis of such counselling as may be necessary;  
 
(b) Recognize that inter-country adoption may be considered as an alternative means of child's care, if 
the child cannot be placed in a foster or an adoptive family or cannot in any suitable manner be cared 
for in the child's country of origin;  
 
(c) Ensure that the child concerned by inter-country adoption enjoys safeguards and standards 
equivalent to those existing in the case of national adoption;  
 
(d) Take all appropriate measures to ensure that, in inter-country adoption, the placement does not 
result in improper financial gain for those involved in it;  
 
(e) Promote, where appropriate, the objectives of the present article by concluding bilateral or 
multilateral arrangements or agreements, and endeavour, within this framework, to ensure that the 
placement of the child in another country is carried out by competent authorities or organs.  
 
Article 22 
 
1. States Parties shall take appropriate measures to ensure that a child who is seeking refugee status 
or who is considered a refugee in accordance with applicable international or domestic law and 
procedures shall, whether unaccompanied or accompanied by his or her parents or by any other 
person, receive appropriate protection and humanitarian assistance in the enjoyment of applicable 
rights set forth in the present Convention and in other international human rights or humanitarian 
instruments to which the said States are Parties.  
 
2. For this purpose, States Parties shall provide, as they consider appropriate, co-operation in any 
efforts by the United Nations and other competent intergovernmental organizations or non-
governmental organizations co-operating with the United Nations to protect and assist such a child and 
to trace the parents or other members of the family of any refugee child in order to obtain information 
necessary for reunification with his or her family. In cases where no parents or other members of the 
family can be found, the child shall be accorded the same protection as any other child permanently or 
temporarily deprived of his or her family environment for any reason , as set forth in the present 
Convention.  
 
Article 23 
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1. States Parties recognize that a mentally or physically disabled child should enjoy a full and decent 
life, in conditions which ensure dignity, promote self-reliance and facilitate the child's active 
participation in the community.  
 
2. States Parties recognize the right of the disabled child to special care and shall encourage and 
ensure the extension, subject to available resources, to the eligible child and those responsible for his 
or her care, of assistance for which application is made and which is appropriate to the child's condition 
and to the circumstances of the parents or others caring for the child.  
 
3. Recognizing the special needs of a disabled child, assistance extended in accordance with paragraph 
2 of the present article shall be provided free of charge, whenever possible, taking into account the 
financial resources of the parents or others caring for the child, and shall be designed to ensure that 
the disabled child has effective access to and receives education, training, health care services, 
rehabilitation services, preparation for employment and recreation opportunities in a manner conducive 
to the child's achieving the fullest possible social integration and individual development, including his 
or her cultural and spiritual development  
 
4. States Parties shall promote, in the spirit of international cooperation, the exchange of appropriate 
information in the field of preventive health care and of medical, psychological and functional 
treatment of disabled children, including dissemination of and access to information concerning 
methods of rehabilitation, education and vocational services, with the aim of enabling States Parties to 
improve their capabilities and skills and to widen their experience in these areas. In this regard, 
particular account shall be taken of the needs of developing countries.  
 
Article 24 
 
1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of 
health and to facilities for the treatment of illness and rehabilitation of health. States Parties shall 
strive to ensure that no child is deprived of his or her right of access to such health care services.  
 
2. States Parties shall pursue full implementation of this right and, in particular, shall take appropriate 
measures:  
 
(a) To diminish infant and child mortality;  
 
(b) To ensure the provision of necessary medical assistance and health care to all children with 
emphasis on the development of primary health care;  
 
(c) To combat disease and malnutrition, including within the framework of primary health care, 
through, inter alia, the application of readily available technology and through the provision of 
adequate nutritious foods and clean drinking-water, taking into consideration the dangers and risks of 
environmental pollution;  
 
(d) To ensure appropriate pre-natal and post-natal health care for mothers;  
 
(e) To ensure that all segments of society, in particular parents and children, are informed, have 
access to education and are supported in the use of basic knowledge of child health and nutrition, the 
advantages of breastfeeding, hygiene and environmental sanitation and the prevention of accidents;  
 
(f) To develop preventive health care, guidance for parents and family planning education and 
services.  
 
3. States Parties shall take all effective and appropriate measures with a view to abolishing traditional 
practices prejudicial to the health of children.  
 
4. States Parties undertake to promote and encourage international co-operation with a view to 
achieving progressively the full realization of the right recognized in the present article. In this regard, 
particular account shall be taken of the needs of developing countries.  
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Article 25 
 
States Parties recognize the right of a child who has been placed by the competent authorities for the 
purposes of care, protection or treatment of his or her physical or mental health, to a periodic review 
of the treatment provided to the child and all other circumstances relevant to his or her placement.  
 
Article 26 
 
1. States Parties shall recognize for every child the right to benefit from social security, including social 
insurance, and shall take the necessary measures to achieve the full realization of this right in 
accordance with their national law.  
 
2. The benefits should, where appropriate, be granted, taking into account the resources and the 
circumstances of the child and persons having responsibility for the maintenance of the child, as well 
as any other consideration relevant to an application for benefits made by or on behalf of the child.  
 
Article 27 
 
1. States Parties recognize the right of every child to a standard of living adequate for the child's 
physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development.  
 
2. The parent(s) or others responsible for the child have the primary responsibility to secure, within 
their abilities and financial capacities, the conditions of living necessary for the child's development.  
 
3. States Parties, in accordance with national conditions and within their means, shall take appropriate 
measures to assist parents and others responsible for the child to implement this right and shall in 
case of need provide material assistance and support programmes, particularly with regard to 
nutrition, clothing and housing.  
 
4. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to secure the recovery of maintenance for the 
child from the parents or other persons having financial responsibility for the child, both within the 
State Party and from abroad. In particular, where the person having financial responsibility for the 
child lives in a State different from that of the child, States Parties shall promote the accession to 
international agreements or the conclusion of such agreements, as well as the making of other 
appropriate arrangements.  
 
Article 28 
 
1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to education, and with a view to achieving this right 
progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity, they shall, in particular:  
 
(a) Make primary education compulsory and available free to all;  
 
(b) Encourage the development of different forms of secondary education, including general and 
vocational education, make them available and accessible to every child, and take appropriate 
measures such as the introduction of free education and offering financial assistance in case of need;  
 
(c) Make higher education accessible to all on the basis of capacity by every appropriate means;  
 
(d) Make educational and vocational information and guidance available and accessible to all children;  
 
(e) Take measures to encourage regular attendance at schools and the reduction of drop-out rates.  
 
2. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that school discipline is administered in 
a manner consistent with the child's human dignity and in conformity with the present Convention.  
 
3. States Parties shall promote and encourage international cooperation in matters relating to 
education, in particular with a view to contributing to the elimination of ignorance and illiteracy 
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throughout the world and facilitating access to scientific and technical knowledge and modern teaching 
methods. In this regard, particular account shall be taken of the needs of developing countries.  
 
Article 29  
 
1. States Parties agree that the education of the child shall be directed to:  
 
(a) The development of the child's personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest 
potential;  
 
(b) The development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and for the principles 
enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations;  
 
(c) The development of respect for the child's parents, his or her own cultural identity, language and 
values, for the national values of the country in which the child is living, the country from which he or 
she may originate, and for civilizations different from his or her own;  
 
(d) The preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of understanding, 
peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious 
groups and persons of indigenous origin;  
 
(e) The development of respect for the natural environment.  
 
2. No part of the present article or article 28 shall be construed so as to interfere with the liberty of 
individuals and bodies to establish and direct educational institutions, subject always to the observance 
of the principle set forth in paragraph 1 of the present article and to the requirements that the 
education given in such institutions shall conform to such minimum standards as may be laid down by 
the State. 
 
Article 30 
 
In those States in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities or persons of indigenous origin exist, a 
child belonging to such a minority or who is indigenous shall not be denied the right, in community 
with other members of his or her group, to enjoy his or her own culture, to profess and practise his or 
her own religion, or to use his or her own language.  
 
Article 31 
 
1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational 
activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.  
 
2. States Parties shall respect and promote the right of the child to participate fully in cultural and 
artistic life and shall encourage the provision of appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural, 
artistic, recreational and leisure activity.  
 
Article 32 
 
1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to be protected from economic exploitation and from 
performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child's education, or to be 
harmful to the child's health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development.  
 
2. States Parties shall take legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to ensure the 
implementation of the present article. To this end, and having regard to the relevant provisions of 
other international instruments, States Parties shall in particular:  
 
(a) Provide for a minimum age or minimum ages for admission to employment;  
 
(b) Provide for appropriate regulation of the hours and conditions of employment;  
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(c) Provide for appropriate penalties or other sanctions to ensure the effective enforcement of the 
present article.  
 
Article 33 
 
States Parties shall take all appropriate measures, including legislative, administrative, social and 
educational measures, to protect children from the illicit use of narcotic drugs and psychotropic 
substances as defined in the relevant international treaties, and to prevent the use of children in the 
illicit production and trafficking of such substances.  
 
Article 34 
 
States Parties undertake to protect the child from all forms of sexual exploitation and sexual abuse. 
For these purposes, States Parties shall in particular take all appropriate national, bilateral and 
multilateral measures to prevent:  
 
(a) The inducement or coercion of a child to engage in any unlawful sexual activity;  
 
(b) The exploitative use of children in prostitution or other unlawful sexual practices;  
 
(c) The exploitative use of children in pornographic performances and materials.  
 
Article 35 
 
States Parties shall take all appropriate national, bilateral and multilateral measures to prevent the 
abduction of, the sale of or traffic in children for any purpose or in any form.  
 
Article 36 
 
States Parties shall protect the child against all other forms of exploitation prejudicial to any aspects of 
the child's welfare.  
 
Article 37 
 
States Parties shall ensure that:  
 
(a) No child shall be subjected to torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment. Neither capital punishment nor life imprisonment without possibility of release shall be 
imposed for offences committed by persons below eighteen years of age;  
 
(b) No child shall be deprived of his or her liberty unlawfully or arbitrarily. The arrest, detention or 
imprisonment of a child shall be in conformity with the law and shall be used only as a measure of last 
resort and for the shortest appropriate period of time;  
 
(c) Every child deprived of liberty shall be treated with humanity and respect for the inherent dignity of 
the human person, and in a manner which takes into account the needs of persons of his or her age. 
In particular, every child deprived of liberty shall be separated from adults unless it is considered in 
the child's best interest not to do so and shall have the right to maintain contact with his or her family 
through correspondence and visits, save in exceptional circumstances;  
 
(d) Every child deprived of his or her liberty shall have the right to prompt access to legal and other 
appropriate assistance, as well as the right to challenge the legality of the deprivation of his or her 
liberty before a court or other competent, independent and impartial authority, and to a prompt 
decision on any such action.  
 
Article 38 
 
1. States Parties undertake to respect and to ensure respect for rules of international humanitarian law 
applicable to them in armed conflicts which are relevant to the child.  
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2. States Parties shall take all feasible measures to ensure that persons who have not attained the age 
of fifteen years do not take a direct part in hostilities.  
 
3. States Parties shall refrain from recruiting any person who has not attained the age of fifteen years 
into their armed forces. In recruiting among those persons who have attained the age of fifteen years 
but who have not attained the age of eighteen years, States Parties shall endeavour to give priority to 
those who are oldest.  
 
4. In accordance with their obligations under international humanitarian law to protect the civilian 
population in armed conflicts, States Parties shall take all feasible measures to ensure protection and 
care of children who are affected by an armed conflict.  
 
Article 39 
 
States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to promote physical and psychological recovery and 
social reintegration of a child victim of: any form of neglect, exploitation, or abuse; torture or any 
other form of cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; or armed conflicts. Such recovery 
and reintegration shall take place in an environment which fosters the health, self-respect and dignity 
of the child.  
 
Article 40 
 
1. States Parties recognize the right of every child alleged as, accused of, or recognized as having 
infringed the penal law to be treated in a manner consistent with the promotion of the child's sense of 
dignity and worth, which reinforces the child's respect for the human rights and fundamental freedoms 
of others and which takes into account the child's age and the desirability of promoting the child's 
reintegration and the child's assuming a constructive role in society.  
 
2. To this end, and having regard to the relevant provisions of international instruments, States Parties 
shall, in particular, ensure that:  
 
(a) No child shall be alleged as, be accused of, or recognized as having infringed the penal law by 
reason of acts or omissions that were not prohibited by national or international law at the time they 
were committed;  
 
(b) Every child alleged as or accused of having infringed the penal law has at least the following 
guarantees:  
 
(i) To be presumed innocent until proven guilty according to law;  
 
(ii) To be informed promptly and directly of the charges against him or her, and, if appropriate, 
through his or her parents or legal guardians, and to have legal or other appropriate assistance in the 
preparation and presentation of his or her defence;  
 
(iii) To have the matter determined without delay by a competent, independent and impartial authority 
or judicial body in a fair hearing according to law, in the presence of legal or other appropriate 
assistance and, unless it is considered not to be in the best interest of the child, in particular, taking 
into account his or her age or situation, his or her parents or legal guardians;  
 
(iv) Not to be compelled to give testimony or to confess guilt; to examine or have examined adverse 
witnesses and to obtain the participation and examination of witnesses on his or her behalf under 
conditions of equality;  
 
(v) If considered to have infringed the penal law, to have this decision and any measures imposed in 
consequence thereof reviewed by a higher competent, independent and impartial authority or judicial 
body according to law;  
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(vi) To have the free assistance of an interpreter if the child cannot understand or speak the language 
used;  
 
(vii) To have his or her privacy fully respected at all stages of the proceedings.  
 
3. States Parties shall seek to promote the establishment of laws, procedures, authorities and 
institutions specifically applicable to children alleged as, accused of, or recognized as having infringed 
the penal law, and, in particular:  
 
(a) The establishment of a minimum age below which children shall be presumed not to have the 
capacity to infringe the penal law;  
 
(b) Whenever appropriate and desirable, measures for dealing with such children without resorting to 
judicial proceedings, providing that human rights and legal safeguards are fully respected. 4. A variety 
of dispositions, such as care, guidance and supervision orders; counselling; probation; foster care; 
education and vocational training programmes and other alternatives to institutional care shall be 
available to ensure that children are dealt with in a manner appropriate to their well-being and 
proportionate both to their circumstances and the offence.  
 
Article 41 
 
Nothing in the present Convention shall affect any provisions which are more conducive to the 
realization of the rights of the child and which may be contained in:  
 
(a) The law of a State party; or  
 
(b) International law in force for that State.  
 

PART II 
 
Article 42 
 
States Parties undertake to make the principles and provisions of the Convention widely known, by 
appropriate and active means, to adults and children alike.  
 
Article 43 
 
1. For the purpose of examining the progress made by States Parties in achieving the realization of the 
obligations undertaken in the present Convention, there shall be established a Committee on the 
Rights of the Child, which shall carry out the functions hereinafter provided.  
 
2. The Committee shall consist of ten experts of high moral standing and recognized competence in 
the field covered by this Convention. The members of the Committee shall be elected by States Parties 
from among their nationals and shall serve in their personal capacity, consideration being given to 
equitable geographical distribution, as well as to the principal legal systems.  
 
3. The members of the Committee shall be elected by secret ballot from a list of persons nominated by 
States Parties. Each State Party may nominate one person from among its own nationals.  
 
4. The initial election to the Committee shall be held no later than six months after the date of the 
entry into force of the present Convention and thereafter every second year. At least four months 
before the date of each election, the Secretary-General of the United Nations shall address a letter to 
States Parties inviting them to submit their nominations within two months. The Secretary-General 
shall subsequently prepare a list in alphabetical order of all persons thus nominated, indicating States 
Parties which have nominated them, and shall submit it to the States Parties to the present 
Convention. 
 
5. The elections shall be held at meetings of States Parties convened by the Secretary-General at 
United Nations Headquarters. At those meetings, for which two thirds of States Parties shall constitute 
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a quorum, the persons elected to the Committee shall be those who obtain the largest number of votes 
and an absolute majority of the votes of the representatives of States Parties present and voting.  
 
6. The members of the Committee shall be elected for a term of four years. They shall be eligible for 
re-election if renominated. The term of five of the members elected at the first election shall expire at 
the end of two years; immediately after the first election, the names of these five members shall be 
chosen by lot by the Chairman of the meeting.  
 
7. If a member of the Committee dies or resigns or declares that for any other cause he or she can no 
longer perform the duties of the Committee, the State Party which nominated the member shall 
appoint another expert from among its nationals to serve for the remainder of the term, subject to the 
approval of the Committee.  
 
8. The Committee shall establish its own rules of procedure.  
 
9. The Committee shall elect its officers for a period of two years.  
 
10. The meetings of the Committee shall normally be held at United Nations Headquarters or at any 
other convenient place as determined by the Committee. The Committee shall normally meet annually. 
The duration of the meetings of the Committee shall be determined, and reviewed, if necessary, by a 
meeting of the States Parties to the present Convention, subject to the approval of the General 
Assembly.  
 
11. The Secretary-General of the United Nations shall provide the necessary staff and facilities for the 
effective performance of the functions of the Committee under the present Convention.  
 
12. With the approval of the General Assembly, the members of the Committee established under the 
present Convention shall receive emoluments from United Nations resources on such terms and 
conditions as the Assembly may decide.  
 
Article 44 
 
1. States Parties undertake to submit to the Committee, through the Secretary-General of the United 
Nations, reports on the measures they have adopted which give effect to the rights recognized herein 
and on the progress made on the enjoyment of those rights 
 
(a) Within two years of the entry into force of the Convention for the State Party concerned;  
 
(b) Thereafter every five years.  
 
2. Reports made under the present article shall indicate factors and difficulties, if any, affecting the 
degree of fulfilment of the obligations under the present Convention. Reports shall also contain 
sufficient information to provide the Committee with a comprehensive understanding of the 
implementation of the Convention in the country concerned.  
 
3. A State Party which has submitted a comprehensive initial report to the Committee need not, in its 
subsequent reports submitted in accordance with paragraph 1 (b) of the present article, repeat basic 
information previously provided.  
 
 
4. The Committee may request from States Parties further information relevant to the implementation 
of the Convention.  
 
5. The Committee shall submit to the General Assembly, through the Economic and Social Council, 
every two years, reports on its activities.  
 
6. States Parties shall make their reports widely available to the public in their own countries.  
 
Article 45 
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In order to foster the effective implementation of the Convention and to encourage international co-
operation in the field covered by the Convention:  
 
(a) The specialized agencies, the United Nations Children's Fund, and other United Nations organs shall 
be entitled to be represented at the consideration of the implementation of such provisions of the 
present Convention as fall within the scope of their mandate. The Committee may invite the 
specialized agencies, the United Nations Children's Fund and other competent bodies as it may 
consider appropriate to provide expert advice on the implementation of the Convention in areas falling 
within the scope of their respective mandates. The Committee may invite the specialized agencies, the 
United Nations Children's Fund, and other United Nations organs to submit reports on the 
implementation of the Convention in areas falling within the scope of their activities;  
 
(b) The Committee shall transmit, as it may consider appropriate, to the specialized agencies, the 
United Nations Children's Fund and other competent bodies, any reports from States Parties that 
contain a request, or indicate a need, for technical advice or assistance, along with the Committee's 
observations and suggestions, if any, on these requests or indications;  
 
(c) The Committee may recommend to the General Assembly to request the Secretary-General to 
undertake on its behalf studies on specific issues relating to the rights of the child;  
 
(d) The Committee may make suggestions and general recommendations based on information 
received pursuant to articles 44 and 45 of the present Convention. Such suggestions and general 
recommendations shall be transmitted to any State Party concerned and reported to the General 
Assembly, together with comments, if any, from States Parties.  
 

PART III 
 
Article 46 
 
The present Convention shall be open for signature by all States.  
 
Article 47 
 
The present Convention is subject to ratification. Instruments of ratification shall be deposited with the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations.  
 
Article 48 
 
The present Convention shall remain open for accession by any State. The instruments of accession 
shall be deposited with the Secretary-General of the United Nations.  
 
Article 49 
 
1. The present Convention shall enter into force on the thirtieth day following the date of deposit with 
the Secretary-General of the United Nations of the twentieth instrument of ratification or accession.  
 
2. For each State ratifying or acceding to the Convention after the deposit of the twentieth instrument 
of ratification or accession, the Convention shall enter into force on the thirtieth day after the deposit 
by such State of its instrument of ratification or accession.  
 
Article 50  
 
1. Any State Party may propose an amendment and file it with the Secretary-General of the United 
Nations. The Secretary-General shall thereupon communicate the proposed amendment to States 
Parties, with a request that they indicate whether they favour a conference of States Parties for the 
purpose of considering and voting upon the proposals. In the event that, within four months from the 
date of such communication, at least one third of the States Parties favour such a conference, the 
Secretary-General shall convene the conference under the auspices of the United Nations. Any 



 15

amendment adopted by a majority of States Parties present and voting at the conference shall be 
submitted to the General Assembly for approval.  
 
2. An amendment adopted in accordance with paragraph 1 of the present article shall enter into force 
when it has been approved by the General Assembly of the United Nations and accepted by a two-
thirds majority of States Parties.  
 
3. When an amendment enters into force, it shall be binding on those States Parties which have 
accepted it, other States Parties still being bound by the provisions of the present Convention and any 
earlier amendments which they have accepted.  
 
Article 51 
 
1. The Secretary-General of the United Nations shall receive and circulate to all States the text of 
reservations made by States at the time of ratification or accession.  
 
2. A reservation incompatible with the object and purpose of the present Convention shall not be 
permitted.  
 
3. Reservations may be withdrawn at any time by notification to that effect addressed to the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations, who shall then inform all States. Such notification shall take 
effect on the date on which it is received by the Secretary-General  
 
Article 52 
 
A State Party may denounce the present Convention by written notification to the Secretary-General of 
the United Nations. Denunciation becomes effective one year after the date of receipt of the 
notification by the Secretary-General.  
 
Article 53 
 
The Secretary-General of the United Nations is designated as the depositary of the present 
Convention.  
 
Article 54 
 
The original of the present Convention, of which the Arabic, Chinese, English, French, Russian and 
Spanish texts are equally authentic, shall be deposited with the Secretary-General of the United 
Nations. IN WITNESS THEREOF the undersigned plenipotentiaries, being duly authorized thereto by 
their respective governments, have signed the present Convention. 
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Appendix II     Country profiles 
Country Kenya Sweden 

Population in 
2007(projected, 000) 

37538 9119 

Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) per capita (US$), 
2007 

786,1 49873,2 

Population growth rate 
2005-2010 % per annum 

2,7 0,4 

Population aged 0-14 years, 
in 2008 (%) 

42,7 15,8 

Population aged 60+ Years 
in 2008 (women & men, % 
of total) 

4,7/3,9 31,1/25,4 

Life expectancy at birth 
2005-2010 (women and 
men, years) 

55,2/53,0 83,0/78,7 

Infant mortality rate 2005-
2010 (per 1000 live births) 

64,4 3,2 

Primary school net 
enrolment/attendance (%), 
2002-2007 * 

76 95 

Internet users(per 100 
inhabitants) 

8,0 76,8 

   
 
* Net Primary school attendance - Percentage of children in the age group that officially 
corresponds to primary schooling who attend primary school. These data come from 
national household surveys. Source: UNICEF 
         
Source: World Statistics Pocketbook, United Nations Statistics Division 
 
.  
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Appendix III Life story form 
 
 
What’s your name? 
 
 
How old are you? 
 
 
Where do you live? 
 
 
 
 
Can you tell me about your family? (mother/father, their profession, siblings etc) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What do you usually do after school? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What will you do when you are 25 (family, profession, place)? 
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Karlstad University Studies
ISSN 1403-8099     

ISBN 978-91-7063-260-0

We are all the same, but...
Kenyan and Swedish school children's 

views on children's rights

Through the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, children 
are given the position as right holders with rights to express their view, to be 
listened to, to be taken seriously, to participate, and not to be discriminated.
  This thesis presents a study on how school children in Kenya and 
Sweden express their views on children’s rights, in particular rights related to 
participation, non-discrimination, and education. The overall purpose was 
to explore the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, its 
claim to be universal and its relevance for children in various school and life 
contexts. Group interviews were conducted with 58 children, aged 12-15 years, 
from four schools, two schools from each country. The theoretical framing for 
the study is anchored in the tradition of sociology of childhood.
  The results showed that the children talked about themes and situations 
that were both common and diverse. They talked more about children’s needs 
than about children’s rights. Needs for ‘extended’ protection were particularly 
expressed, i.e. the importance of stable relationships with parents and other 
adults and peers. The study also showed that when issues on relationships 
with adults, participation and decision making were discussed, the children 
expressed experiences of being viewed as subordinated in a way that could be 
referred to as their inherent and structural vulnerability. A third important 
result showed that values and norms related to non-discrimination were largely 
produced and reproduced in peer-cultures. Finally, the children connected 
education to economical growth, for individuals as well as for societies. 
  The overall conclusion from the study is that children view the UN 
Convention as a problem solver for children in exposed situations rather 
than as a document for their everyday life. From a child perspective, rights 
hold relational qualities, manifested in relationships with adults and peers. 
Furthermore, the study underlines that the young right holder is a ‘both-and’ 
child: both global and local, both being and becoming, and both dependent 
and independent.
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