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From the time the Spanish Chairmanship-in-Office of the OSCE first initiat-

ed the idea of developing guiding principles on teaching about religion, there 

was consensus that there would be symbolic resonances if the project could 

be launched in Toledo, a Spanish city laden with relavant history. For that rea-

son, the ODIHR Advisory Council on Freedom of Religion or Belief met with 

a number of leading experts in Toledo in March ���� to commence work on 

the project.

One of the great landmarks of Toledo is the thirteenth-century church of San 

Roman, which stands at the summit of the tallest hill in what once was the cap-

ital of Christian Spain. San Roman is only a few minutes away from another 

thirteenth-century structure, the famous gothic Cathedral that remains the 

Primate See of the Roman Catholic Church in Spain. From at least the time 

Romans conquered Toledo in ��� C.E., a religious building stood where San 

Roman now greets visitors. The twenty-first century visitor who enters the 

church is immediately struck by the unexpected, Islamic-appearing, arches run-

ning along the nave. These horseshoe-shaped arches have stones along their 

inner-vaults that alternate in colour between a creamy-white and a sandstone-

red just as do the arches in the famous eighth-century mosque in Cordoba, 

Spain, and in many other Islamic buildings.

But what, the reflective observer might ask, are “Islamic” arches doing in a 

medieval Roman Catholic church? The question might seem to be answered 

by the fact that before San Roman was reconstructed as a Catholic church, it 

had been a mosque — exhibiting the same horseshoe-shaped arches — that was 

built when Toledo was under Muslim control. But this answer does not tell the 

whole story, because before it was a mosque, San Roman had been a Catho-

lic church — with the same style of horseshoe-shaped arches. But even here we 

do not have the beginning of the story, because before San Roman became a 

Catholic church in the seventh century, it was a Visigothic Christian church. 

The Visigoths who conquered Spain in the fifth century and who built the first 

San Roman church were not Roman Catholics, but “Arian Christians” who 

had been denounced as heretics by Rome. Thus the horseshoe-shaped arch-
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es that we see today did not originate in thirteenth-century Catholic Spain, or 

in an Islamic mosque, or in a Catholic church. They were an architectural in-

novation of the Visigoths — the “Barbarian” tribe that sacked Rome in ��� C.E. 

before conquering southern France and Spain. And looking back even further, 

the Visigoths had been a tribe of farmers living along the Danube in what is 

now Romania. Their ancestors in turn came from the pagan Gothic tribes of 

Scandinavia. Our archaeology of knowledge that began in sunny twenty-first 

century Toledo thus reaches both back in time and out through the landscape 

of what are now participating States in the OSCE. In this vast history, San Ro-

man’s arches remain as an expressive reminder of the complex layering of 

civilizations that makes teaching about religion so significant. They remind us 

that our present is infused not only with history, but with each other’s history. 

And they are just one of many examples of the symbolic relevance of Toledo to 

the Guiding Principles project.

The Confluence of Civilizations

What awareness of Toledo suggests is that it is vital to grasp the confluence 

rather than the clash of civilizations. Throughout Europe—as with the church 

of San Roman in Toledo—there are layers of civilization built on and interacting 

with other layers. Modern-day Europe is the result of the interweaving of mi-

grations of disparate peoples, interactions of religions within a cradle moulded 

by Christianity and by other religious and cultural forces for more than twen-

ty-five centuries, through borrowing, copying, transforming, transmitting, and 

absorbing.

Toledo offers us not only visual reminders of interwoven civilizations, but also 

remnants of civilizations alternatively fighting each other, living together under 

tension, prospering together, suffering together, as well as exhibiting examples 

of tolerance and intolerance.

By the early eighth century, the traditional disunity of the Visigothic rulers of 

Spain came to a point that would modify substantially the history of Spain for 

the following centuries. In 	��, the Arabic Muslim ruler of Tangier, Tariq ibn Zi-

yad, sent by his superior Musa ibn Nusayr, crossed the straits and landed at 

Gibraltar. In fact, Gibraltar is named after Tariq. The Arabic term “Jabal Tar-

iq” (Tariq’s Mountain) evolved over time into “Gibraltar”. Tariq moved swiftly 

through Spain and conquered Toledo later in the same year. For the next 	
� 

years, Muslims in Spain were to leave a legacy that endures not only in Spanish 

art, architecture, language, music, and food, but in a legacy of creative reli-

gious writings as well as the transmission to Europe of classic texts from ancient 

Greece. The cultural heritage celebrated as the “Legacy of al-Andalus is impres-



sive in its scale and splendour, highlighting the important role played by Spain as a bridge 

between Oriental and Occidental civilizations.

The political situation in Spain was complex and volatile throughout the medieval period, 

as wavering coalitions of Muslims would sometimes battle against Christians and some-

times battle against each other. Some of the great monuments of Islamic architecture 

were destroyed by rival Muslims. On occasion, combinations of Muslims and Christians 

would unite to combat other coalitions of Muslims and Christians. But in those violent 

times, well known “golden ages” emerged in medieval Spain, when religious tolerance 

was accepted by rulers, and some of the great accomplishments and precursors of mod-

els of peoples learning from each other with respect were achieved.

Two Spanish cities have been particularly privileged witnesses of those periods. One was 

Cordoba, in the tenth through mid-eleventh centuries, when the city was under enlightened 

Muslim rule—the Umayyad Caliphate—and where Muslim, Christian, and Jewish scholars 

and artists engaged in inquiry and passed on enduring legacies to the world, before the 

disintegration of the Caliphate and the arrival of more religiously intolerant invaders from 

Northern Africa, such as the Berber Almoravids in the eleventh century and the Almohads 

in the twelfth. The other city was Toledo in the twelfth through fourteenth centuries under 

predominantly Christian rule. It was in this period that the current incarnation of San Ro-

man was rebuilt and when the construction of the Toledo cathedral started. In the thirteenth 

century, the court scholars of Alfonso X (the Wise) collected colloquial stories, systematized 

their grammar and diction, and produced the foundation of what is modern Castilian Span-

ish. But it was not only these Christian monuments of architecture and writing that endure. 

The stunning synagogues of (the anachronistically named) Santa Maria la Blanca and El 

Transito attest to a thriving and prosperous Jewish community living alongside Muslims and 

the Christian majority. And in terms of cultural exchange, the translators of Toledo played a 

key role in disseminating throughout medieval Europe intellectual riches such as the works 

of Aristotle, Galen and Hippocrates, as well as those of Avicenna and Averroës.

But golden ages may come to an end. In ����, when the Christian “reconquest” of Spain 

was completed, the new emerging and powerful Christian Kingdom of Spain imposed a 

uniform religious rule in the territory ushering in a period of religious intolerance, mirror-

ing what was taking place across many parts of Europe. Muslims and Jews were given the 

alternative of conversion or exile, and later Protestants were persecuted. The very coun-

try that had provided significant and progressive models of tolerance turned towards 

religious intolerance, as many other European countries in those times. Those days of 

course are long past but they stand as a reminder that the spirit of tolerance can be lost 

unless continued vigilance is exercised. In the rich tapestry of history, Toledo is thus a re-

minder of the flourishing that is possible when religions live together with understanding, 

and a reminder of how easily this flourishing can be lost, if mutual understanding and re-

spect are not passed on to successive generations.
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Foreword

Recent events across the world, migratory processes and persistent misconceptions 
about religions and cultures have underscored the importance of issues related to toler-
ance and non-discrimination and freedom of religion or belief for the Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). In the OSCE region, and indeed in many 
other parts of the world, it is becoming increasingly clear that a better understanding 
about religions and beliefs is needed. Misunderstandings, negative stereotypes, and 
provocative images used to depict others are leading to heightened antagonism and 
sometimes even violence.

The OSCE has made this issue one of its priorities: in its ��� Decision on Combating In-
tolerance and Non-Discrimination and Promoting Mutual Respect and Understanding, 
the OSCE Ministerial Council called upon the participating States to “address the root 
causes of intolerance and discrimination by encouraging the development of compre-
hensive domestic education policies and strategies” and awareness-raising measures 
that “promote a greater understanding of and respect for diff erent cultures, ethnicities, 
religions or beliefs” and that aim “to prevent intolerance and discrimination, including 
against Christians, Jews, Muslims and members of other religions”.�

It is important for young people to acquire a better understanding of the role that re-
ligions play in today’s pluralistic world. The need for such education will continue to 
grow as diff erent cultures and identities interact with each other through travel, com-
merce, media or migration. Although a deeper understanding of religions will not 
automatically lead to greater tolerance and respect, ignorance increases the likelihood 
of misunderstanding, stereotyping, and confl ict.

� Decision No.��/� on Combating Intolerance and Non-Discrimination and Promoting Mutual 
Respect and Understanding, para. �, ��th OSCE Ministerial Council, Brussels, �-� December 
���, available at http://www.osce.org/documents/mcs/2006/12/22565_en.pdf.



To address this problem, the OSCE’s Offi  ce for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights (ODIHR) has gathered the Advisory Council of its Panel of Experts on Freedom 
of Religion or Belief, together with other leading experts and scholars from across the 
OSCE region, to develop the present Toledo Guiding Principles on Teaching about Re-
ligions and Beliefs in Public Schools.

The Guiding Principles off er practical guidance for preparing curricula for teaching 
about religions and beliefs, preferred procedures for assuring fairness in the devel-
opment of curricula, and standards for how they could be implemented. They do not 
propose a curriculum for teaching about religions and beliefs, nor do they promote any 
particular approach to the teaching about religions and beliefs. They highlight proce-
dures and practices concerning the training of those who implement such curricula, 
and the treatment of the pupils from many diff erent faith backgrounds who may be the 
recipients of such teaching. The Guiding Principles do not seek merely to add a new 
set of directives to the long-standing OSCE acquis — principles and commitments — on 
freedom of religion or belief, tolerance and education. Rather, they aim to off er tools 
to implement them, translating these principles into concrete applications and off ering 
examples of good practices.

The Guiding Principles are designed to assist not only educators but also legislators, 
teachers and offi  cials in education ministries, as well as administrators and educators 
in private or religious schools to ensure that teaching about diff erent religions and be-
liefs is carried out in a fair and balanced manner.

I would like to express my gratitude to the Advisory Council on Freedom of Religion 
or Belief and to the numerous other experts who contributed their rich expertise and 
experience in developing these Guiding Principles. I am also appreciative of the con-
tribution made by Ms. Asma Jahangir, United Nations Special Rapporteur on Freedom 
of Religion or Belief and her offi  ce. Particular thanks are owed to the Spanish Chair-
manship of the OSCE for its political and fi nancial support for the development of the 
Guiding Principles. I would also like to acknowledge the important work of other inter-
national governmental and non-governmental organizations, which has served both 
as an inspiration and as an excellent basis for these Guiding Principles. I encourage all 
participating States to widely disseminate this document in order to support all stake-
holders in their eff orts to promote a deeper understanding about religions and beliefs 
throughout the OSCE region.

Ambassador Christian Strohal
ODIHR Director

�




Executive Summary

Background

In line with the OSCE’s confl ict prevention role and its commitment to fostering a cul-
ture of mutual respect and understanding, the Advisory Council of the ODIHR Panel 
of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief�, together with other experts and scholars, 
met in Toledo, Spain, in March ���	 to discuss approaches to teaching about religions 
and beliefs in public schools in the �-state OSCE region. The experts came from a wide 
range of backgrounds and included leading scholars, policy makers, educators, law-
yers, and representatives of inter-governmental and non-governmental organizations. 
The Toledo meeting launched an intensive process, involving subsequent meetings in 
Bucharest and Vienna, and extensive collaboration among members of the Advisory 
Council, the larger Panel, and other experts, resulting in the formulation of the Toledo 
Guiding Principles on Teaching about Religions and Beliefs in Public Schools.

Aim and Purpose

The Toledo Guiding Principles have been prepared in order to contribute to an im-
proved understanding of the world’s increasing religious diversity and the growing 
presence of religion in the public sphere. Their rationale is based on two core princi-

� The Advisory Council is a body of experts appointed by the ODIHR that serves as the lead 
contact group within the overall ODIHR Panel of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief 
and that provides advice to the ODIHR on matters relating to religions and beliefs. Original-
ly established as a relatively small body of experts appointed by ODIHR, the larger Panel in 
recent years has been expanded to include experts nominated by OSCE participating States. 
This structure refl ects an evolution in the growth of the Panel over time. The “Panel” refers 
to the larger group, including the Advisory Council. For convenience, the latter body is re-
ferred to as the “Advisory Council of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief,” or simply 
as the “Advisory Council.” The Panel and Advisory Council regularly provide support and 
assistance to OSCE participating States in the implementation of OSCE commitments per-
taining to freedom of religion or belief. 



ples: fi rst, that there is positive value in teaching that emphasizes respect for everyone’s 
right to freedom of religion and belief, and second, that teaching about religions and 
beliefs can reduce harmful misunderstandings and stereotypes.

The primary purpose of the Toledo Guiding Principles is to assist OSCE participating 
States whenever they choose to promote the study and knowledge about religions and 
beliefs in schools, particularly as a tool to enhance religious freedom. The Principles 
focus solely on the educational approach that seeks to provide teaching about diff er-
ent religions and beliefs as distinguished from instruction in a specifi c religion or belief. 
They also aim to off er criteria that should be considered when and wherever teaching 
about religions and beliefs takes place.

Summary

The Toledo Guiding Principles on Teaching about Religions and Beliefs are divided into 
fi ve chapters: 

Chapter I provides an introduction to the rationale, aim and scope of the Toledo Guid-
ing Principles as well as a summary of initiatives undertaken by other inter-governmental 
organizations related to teaching about religions and beliefs. The chapter highlights the 
high importance the OSCE attaches to the promotion of freedom of religion or belief 
and the availability of diff erent forms of institutional support the OSCE has at its dispos-
al including the High Commissioner on National Minorities and the ODIHR’s Advisory 
Council of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief. The chapter also identifi es the par-
ticular contribution of the ODIHR and its Advisory Council in examining teaching about 
religions and beliefs through the lens of religious freedom and a human rights perspec-
tive that relies on OSCE commitments and international human rights standards. Chapter 
I also defi nes the scope of the Principles. Issues concerning religion in education are le-
gion, and the Advisory Council is convinced that its contribution will be most eff ective if 
carefully focused on teaching about religions and beliefs, without attempting to address 
the full range of issues involving religion, belief and education in OSCE countries.

Chapter II provides an overview of the human rights framework and legal issues to con-
sider when training teachers and developing or implementing curricula for teaching 
about religions and beliefs in order to ensure that the freedom of thought, conscience 
and religion of all those touched by the process are properly respected. In this regard, 
the rights of parent, child, and teacher, as well as the more general interests of minori-
ty and religious communities and of society as a whole are examined.

Chapter III outlines approaches and concepts for the preparation of curricula for teach-
ing about religions and beliefs. The chapter discusses the need for curricula to respect 
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several principles: to adhere to recognized professional standards; to be inclusive and 
to pay particular attention to key historical and contemporary developments pertaining 
to religion and belief issues; to be sensitive to diff erent interpretations of reality and the 
principle of multi-perspectivity; and to be responsive to diff erent local manifestations 
of religious and secular plurality found in schools and the communities they serve. Dif-
ferent types of curriculum and approaches to teaching about religions and beliefs are 
also presented (including subject-specifi c, integrated, and cross-curricular) as well as 
diff erent pedagogical approaches (teacher-centred and student-centred). A summary 
of learning outcomes associated with teaching about religions and beliefs is included 
as well as structures and processes for the elaboration of curricula.

Chapter IV looks at the important role of teacher education and underlines the im-
portance of such education to teaching about religions and beliefs because of the high 
demands such a curriculum places on a teacher’s knowledge, attitudes and competenc-
es. Specifi c aspects of teacher training, including pre-service and in-service teacher 
education are discussed and a summary of skills and knowledge required for teaching 
about religions or beliefs is presented. The importance of assessment and evaluation 
of teacher presentation is also noted.

Chapter V looks at the practical application of the general human rights framework to 
teaching about religions and beliefs and focuses on a number of key legal issues that 
may arise in the process of implementing programmes for teaching about religions and 
beliefs once they have been developed. Issues discussed include: formulating inclusive 
implementation policies; granting reasonable adaptations for conscientious claims; 
state neutrality and opt-out rights; and addressing actual and potential problems linked 
to religions and beliefs.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Teaching about religions and beliefs may be adapted to take into account the needs of dif-
ferent national and local school systems and traditions. The Toledo Guiding Principles are 
based on the following overall conclusions that are supported by a growing consensus 
among lawyers and educators and which should be taken into consideration by all OSCE 
participating States when devising schemes for teaching about religions and beliefs: 

Conclusions

�. Knowledge about religions and beliefs can reinforce appreciation of the im-
portance of respect for everyone’s right to freedom of religion or belief, foster 
democratic citizenship, promote understanding of societal diversity and, at the 
same time, enhance social cohesion.
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�. Knowledge about religions and beliefs has the valuable potential of reducing con-
fl icts that are based on lack of understanding for others’ beliefs and of encouraging 
respect for their rights.

�. Knowledge about religions and beliefs is an essential part of a quality education. 
It is required to understand much of history, literature, and art, and can be help-
ful in broadening one’s cultural horizons and in deepening one’s insight into the 
complexities of past and present.

�. Teaching about religions and beliefs is most eff ective when combined with eff orts 
to instil respect for the rights of others, even when there is disagreement about re-
ligions or beliefs. The right to freedom of religion or belief is a universal right and 
carries with it an obligation to protect the rights of others, including respect for 
the dignity of all human beings.

�. An individual’s personal religious (or non-religious) beliefs do not provide suffi  -
cient reason to exclude that person from teaching about religions and beliefs. The 
most important considerations in this regard relate to professional expertise, as 
well as to basic attitudes towards or commitment to human rights in general and 
freedom of religion or belief in particular.

. Reasonable adaptations of policies in response to distinctive religious needs may 
be required to avoid violation of rights to freedom of religion or belief. Even when 
not strictly required as a matter of law, such adaptations and fl exibility contribute 
to the building of a climate of tolerance and mutual respect.

	. Where compulsory courses involving teaching about religions and beliefs are suf-
fi ciently neutral and objective, requiring participation in such courses as such does 
not violate the freedom of religion and belief (although states are free to allow par-
tial or total opt-outs in these settings).

Recommendations

It is recommended that the OSCE participating States: 

�. Disseminate the Toledo Guiding Principles among teachers, school administra-
tive staff , students associations, parents organizations, education policy makers, 
and all parties that could be interested in teaching about religions and beliefs, and 
draw upon these Principles when such teaching is developed or implemented.
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�. Apply, when developing and implementing these programmes, the relevant 
standards and recommendations of international organizations, including OSCE 
commitments as well as the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly’s recom-
mendations ���� [����] on religious tolerance in a democratic society, ��� [����] 
on religion and democracy, and �	�� [����] on education and religion.

�. Evaluate existing curricula being used in public schools that touch upon teach-
ing about religions and beliefs with a view to determining whether they promote 
respect for freedom-of-religion rights and whether they are impartial, balanced, 
inclusive, age appropriate, free of bias and meet professional standards.

�. Assess the process that leads to the development of curricula on teaching about 
religions and beliefs to make sure that this process is sensitive to the needs of var-
ious religious and belief communities and that all relevant stakeholders have an 
opportunity to have their voices heard.

�. Examine to what extent existing teacher-training institutions are capable of pro-
viding the necessary professional training for teaching about religions and beliefs 
in a way that promotes respect for human rights and, in particular, for freedom of 
religion or belief.

. Determine the extent to which teacher-training institutions provide suffi  cient 
knowledge of human rights issues, an understanding of the diversity of religious 
and non-religious views in society, a fi rm grasp of various teaching methodolo-
gies (with particular attention to those founded on an intercultural approach) 
and signifi cant insight into ways that one can teach about religions and beliefs in 
a respectful, impartial and professional way.

	. Facilitate the organization of processes that provide input to authors, editors and 
publishers who publish textbooks on teaching about religions and beliefs so that 
they can be optimally respectful of the Toledo Guiding Principles.


. Take advantage of the expertise of the OSCE/ODIHR Advisory Council on Free-
dom of Religion and Belief when they develop or implement curricula to teach 
about religions and beliefs or when they establish or assess teacher-training insti-
tutions and programmes.

Based on the fi nal conclusions and recommendations, the following key guiding princi-
ples have been identifi ed and are proposed to the attention of the OSCE participating 
States for promoting the teaching of religions and beliefs in their schools.
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Key Guiding Principles

Whenever teaching about religions and beliefs in public schools is provid-
ed in OSCE participating States, the following guiding principles should be 
considered: 

�. Teaching about religions and beliefs must be provided in ways that are 
fair, accurate and based on sound scholarship. Students should learn 
about religions and beliefs in an environment respectful of human rights, 
fundamental freedoms and civic values.

�. Those who teach about religions and beliefs should have a commitment 
to religious freedom that contributes to a school environment and prac-
tices that foster protection of the rights of others in a spirit of mutual 
respect and understanding among members of the school community.

�. Teaching about religions and beliefs is a major responsibility of schools, 
but the manner in which this teaching takes place should not under-
mine or ignore the role of families and religious or belief organizations 
in transmitting values to successive generations.

�. Eff orts should be made to establish advisory bodies at diff erent levels 
that take an inclusive approach to involving diff erent stakeholders in 
the preparation and implementation of curricula and in the training of 
teachers.

�. Where a compulsory programme involving teaching about religions and 
beliefs is not suffi  ciently objective, eff orts should be made to revise it to 
make it more balanced and impartial, but where this is not possible, or 
cannot be accomplished immediately, recognizing opt-out rights may be 
a satisfactory solution for parents and pupils, provided that the opt-out 
arrangements are structured in a sensitive and non-discriminatory way.

. Those who teach about religions and beliefs should be adequately ed-
ucated to do so. Such teachers need to have the knowledge, attitude 
and skills to teach about religions and beliefs in a fair and balanced way. 
Teachers need not only subject-matter competence but pedagogical 
skills so that they can interact with students and help students interact 
with each other in sensitive and respectful ways.
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	. Preparation of curricula, textbooks and educational materials for teach-
ing about religions and beliefs should take into account religious and 
non-religious views in a way that is inclusive, fair, and respectful. Care 
should be taken to avoid inaccurate or prejudicial material, particularly 
when this reinforces negative stereotypes.


. Curricula should be developed in accordance with recognized profes-
sional standards in order to ensure a balanced approach to study about 
religions and beliefs. Development and implementation of curricula 
should also include open and fair procedures that give all interested 
parties appropriate opportunities to off er comments and advice.

�. Quality curricula in the area of teaching about religions and beliefs can 
only contribute eff ectively to the educational aims of the Toledo Guiding 
Principles if teachers are professionally trained to use the curricula and 
receive ongoing training to further develop their knowledge and com-
petences regarding this subject matter. Any basic teacher preparation 
should be framed and developed according to democratic and human 
rights principles and include insight into cultural and religious diversity 
in society.

��.  Curricula focusing on teaching about religions and beliefs should give at-
tention to key historical and contemporary developments pertaining to 
religion and belief, and refl ect global and local issues. They should be 
sensitive to diff erent local manifestations of religious and secular plural-
ity found in schools and the communities they serve. Such sensitivities 
will help address the concerns of students, parents and other stakehold-
ers in education.
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I. Framing the Toledo Guiding Principles

A. Rationale

There is a growing consensus among educators that knowledge of religions and beliefs 
is an important part of a quality education and that it can foster democratic citizenship, 
mutual respect, enhance support for religious freedom, and promote an understand-
ing of societal diversity. While decisions about matters of faith must be protected as 
personal choices, no educational system can aff ord to ignore the role of religions and 
beliefs in history and culture. Ignorance about this issue may fuel intolerance and dis-
crimination and can lead to the creation of negative stereotypes. Worse still, it can lead 
to increasing hostility, confl ict, and ultimately violence that have the potential to threat-
en security and stability across the OSCE region, as recent history demonstrates all 
too clearly.

In line with both the OSCE’s confl ict prevention role and also with its commitment to 
fostering a culture of tolerance and mutual respect, the Advisory Council off ers these 
Guiding Principles pertaining to teaching about religions and beliefs. These have been 
prepared with the hope of contributing to improved understanding of the region’s in-
creasing religious diversity and the growing presence of religion in the public sphere. 
Their rationale is based on two core principles: fi rst, that there is positive value in teach-
ing that emphasizes respect for everyone’s right to freedom of religion or belief, and 
second, that teaching about religions and beliefs can reduce harmful misunderstand-
ings and stereotypes.

Quality education about religions and beliefs may be an eff ective way to help avoid and 
address divisions and confl icts. Religions are frequently perceived and depicted in the 
media and other social settings in a way that does not properly refl ect their complex, 
diverse, and dynamic nature. While a better knowledge of religions and beliefs will not 
automatically foster tolerance and respect, it has the potential to have a positive eff ect 
upon the perceptions of other’s religions and beliefs and their adherents.



Teaching about religions and beliefs is an important responsibility of schools, which 
should prepare young people for life in a plural society. However, the manner in which 
this teaching takes place in schools should not undermine or ignore the critical role of 
families and religious or belief organizations. Families, together with religious or belief 
communities, are responsible for the moral education of future generations. Working 
together, families, religious and belief organizations, and schools, can promote mutu-
al understanding by teaching respect for the rights of others.

Reasons for Teaching about Religions and Beliefs

There are several compelling reasons for teaching about religions and beliefs, all of 
which are reinforced when this type of teaching occurs in the context of commitment 
to religious freedom and human rights. These include: 
•  Religions and beliefs are important forces in the lives of individuals and commu-

nities and therefore have great signifi cance for society as a whole. Understanding 
these convictions is necessary if people are to understand one another in our di-
verse societies, and also if they are to appreciate the signifi cance of the rights that 
protect them.

•  Learning about religions and beliefs contributes to forming and developing self-
understanding, including a deeper appreciation of one’s own religion or belief. 
Studying about religions and beliefs opens students’ minds to questions of mean-
ing and purpose and exposes students to critical ethical issues addressed by 
humankind throughout history.

•  Much history, literature and culture is unintelligible without knowledge of religions 
and beliefs. Therefore study about religions and beliefs is an essential part of a 
well-rounded education. Learning about religions and beliefs forms part of one’s 
own stock of education, broadens one’s horizon and deepens one’s insight into the 
complexities of both past and present.

•  Knowledge of religions and beliefs can help promote respectful behaviour and en-
hance social cohesion. In this sense, all members of society, irrespective of their 
own convictions, benefi t from knowledge about the religious and belief systems 
of others.

B. Aim and Scope

The primary purpose of the Toledo Guiding Principles is to assist OSCE participating 
States whenever they choose to promote the study and knowledge about religions and 
beliefs in schools, particularly as a tool to enhance religious freedom.

These Principles do not attempt to address the wide range of educational approaches 
for teaching specifi c religions and beliefs in the public schools of the OSCE partici-
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pating States. The Principles focus solely on the educational approach that seeks to 
provide teaching about diff erent religions and beliefs as distinguished from instruction 
in a specifi c religion or belief, as would be the case when a particular religious or belief 
tradition is taught by members of that tradition and/or under the supervision of insti-
tutions representing it.� The fact that these Guiding Principles focus on teaching about 
religions and beliefs does not imply a preference for this particular approach, nor that 
human rights concerns cannot arise in areas that are not addressed by the Toledo Guid-
ing Principles. The Principles do not take sides with respect to the diff erent approaches 
to the teaching of religions and beliefs that currently exist in OSCE participating States. 
Rather, they aim to off er issues that should be considered when and wherever the ap-
proach discussed here (teaching about religions and beliefs) is followed.

Teaching about religions and beliefs may occur in schools and programmes that are 
under the exclusive responsibility of the state or other public bodies, in private schools 
(whether or not they have a particular religious or ideological orientation), or in public 
schools that have a particular religious or ideological orientation.� The Toledo Guid-
ing Principles may be relevant in all of these settings, but in the case of private schools 
or other schools in which teaching about religion is not the exclusive responsibility of 
the state, religious autonomy rights should be respected. The Guiding Principles may 
also be useful in private schools and in public schools that have a particular religious 
or ideological orientation so far as they are relevant and deemed to be helpful by those 
operating the school, but the use of the Principles should take into account the ethos 
of the particular school.

Finally, it should be noted that the Principles address not only teaching about religions, 
but also teaching about beliefs, that is, non-religious conceptions of life and world. The 
main concern of these Guiding Principles  —  deepening commitment to human rights 
principles — applies equally to both. Often such issues arise also in the context of cours-
es dealing with ethics or citizenship education. Although these courses raise some 
issues that lie beyond the scope of this document, those including attention to religions 
or beliefs would benefi t from a close consideration of these Principles.

� In this document “belief” refers to deeply held conscientious convictions that are fundamen-
tal about the human condition and the world. See the working defi nition given in OSCE/
ODIHR Advisory Panel of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief, Guidelines for Review 
of Legislation Pertaining to Religion or Belief, (Warsaw, ODIHR, ����), p. 
. 

� In many OSCE countries it is diffi  cult to make a clear distinction between public and private 
schools. “Public school” is used in this document to refer to a school whose organization, fi -
nancing and management are primarily the responsibility of, or under the primary oversight 
of, a public body (state, regional, municipal, etc.). A “private school” is a school in which, ir-
respective of whether it may receive degrees of support (including fi nancial support) from 
public sources, matters of organization, fi nancing and management are primarily the re-
sponsibility of the school itself, or of a non-public sponsoring body.
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The Toledo Guiding Principles are intended to be a contribution to the rich variety of 
educational systems for teaching about religions and beliefs found in OSCE partici-
pating States.� These approaches often refl ect the history of the country and are an 
expression of diff ering national traditions and heritages that should be respected. All of 
them can contribute to the development of human rights, religious freedom, democrat-
ic societies and mutual respect provided that the principles outlined in this document 
are understood and respected.

The starting point is the understanding that teaching about religions and beliefs is not 
devotionally and denominationally oriented. It strives for student awareness of religions 
and beliefs, but does not press for student acceptance of any of them; it sponsors study 
about religions and beliefs, not their practice; it may expose students to a diversity of 
religious and non-religious views, but does not impose any particular view; it educates 
about religions and beliefs without promoting or denigrating any of them; it informs 
students about various religions and beliefs, it does not seek to conform or convert stu-
dents to any particular religion or belief.� Study about religions and beliefs should be 
based on sound scholarship, which is an essential precondition for giving students both 
a fair and deeper understanding of the various faith traditions.

C. International Eff orts to Foster Teaching about Religions and Beliefs

OSCE/ODIHR

The history of the OSCE and its evolution particularly enable it to facilitate increased 
dialogue and understanding between diff erent religions and beliefs.

From its inception as the Conference for Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE) 
in ��	�, when it served as a structure for bringing together Cold War rivals, until its 
emergence as the world’s largest regional security organization, the OSCE has con-
tributed to the framing of concepts related to the human dimension that refl ected the 
interest of all participating States. Hence, built on an inclusive approach, the OSCE is 
an organization that has traditionally sought consensus, the resolution of diff erences, 
and the prevention of confl ict. The right to freedom of religion or belief was identifi ed 
as one of the fundamental principles guiding mutual relations among the participat-

� See, for example, Peter Schreiner, Friedhelm Kraft, and Andrew Wright, Good Practice in 
Religious Education in Europe: Examples and Perspectives of Primary Schools (Munster, 
Munster Lit, ���	). 

� Adapted from Charles C. Haynes, A Teacher’s Guide to Religion in the Public Schools (Nash-
ville, First Amendment Center, ����), p. �. 
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ing States in the ��	� Helsinki Final Act.� This provision ensured a prominent role for 
religious freedom within the OSCE and paved the way for a number of further devel-
opments. OSCE commitments, including those concerning religious freedom and other 
human rights, have become subject to regular monitoring through available implemen-
tation mechanisms and procedures.

To underscore the importance of freedom of religion or belief in strengthening demo-
cratic societies based on the rule of law and the respect for human rights, an Advisory 
Panel of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief was established by the ODIHR in 
���	. The Advisory Panel was expanded and restructured in ���� to include an expert 
Advisory Council and up to two members nominated by each participating State and 
appointed by the ODIHR. The Advisory Council serves as the lead contact group with 
the ODIHR within the overall structure of the Advisory Panel. The OSCE Ministerial 
Council in a ��� Decision has reiterated prior endorsements of the work of the Advi-
sory Panel and tasked ODIHR to “further strengthen the work of the Advisory Panel of 
Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief in providing support and expert assistance 
to participating States”.	

Secondly, the OSCE has at its disposal diff erent instruments of action that combine spe-
cifi c sets of expertise with political dialogue and quiet diplomacy. The Advisory Panel’s 
Guidelines for Review of Legislation Pertaining to Religion or Belief and the continued 
assistance provided by the Advisory Council to participating States on this issue is a 
compelling example. The OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities (HCNM), 
whose mandate focuses on early warning and confl ict prevention, also has developed 
valuable resources such as thematic recommendations regarding rights of persons 
belonging to minorities to promote and protect their ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and 
religious identity. In order to highlight commitments involving national minorities, the 
HCNM endorsed several thematic recommendations including the Hague Recommen-
dations Regarding Education Rights of National Minorities.


Thirdly, the focus placed by participating States on the role of the Organization in ear-
ly warning and confl ict prevention and the presence of fi eld missions in the OSCE 
area in many instances well-positions the Organization to support eff orts of partici-
pating States to promote freedom of religion or belief. This may also include support 

� Principle VII, Final Act of the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe, Hel-
sinki, � August ��	�, available at http://www.osce.org/documents/mcs/1975/08/ 
4044_en.pdf.

	 OSCE Ministerial Council Decision No.��/�, para. ��(b), op. cit. note �.

 The Hague Recommendations Regarding Education Rights of National Minorities and Ex-

planatory Note, � October ���, available at http://www.osce.org/documents/hcnm/ 
���/��/�	��_en.pdf.
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for eff orts of educators to teach about religions and beliefs, including through the dis-
semination of relevant tools and through more general OSCE eff orts to facilitate the 
provision of assistance to government authorities through the ODIHR’s Advisory Coun-
cil of Experts.

In preparing these Guiding Principles, the ODIHR has benefi ted from the existing ef-
forts, including analysis, research and assistance programmes, that have been initiated 
by other international organizations active in the fi eld of religious and intercultural ed-
ucation. It is appropriate to acknowledge, among others, the following: 

United Nations Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)

UNESCO’s involvement in the fi eld of human rights and intercultural education is 
longstanding. In ��	�, UNESCO’s General Conference adopted Recommendations 
Concerning Education for International Understanding, Co-operation and Peace and 
Education relating to Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (hereinafter UNESCO 
Recommendations) that have served as the basis for UNESCO’s work in this area.��

The Dakar Framework for Action ����-����, adopted at the World Education Forum in 
����, forms the basis of UNESCO’s goals and priorities, including specifi c references 
to schools as being instrumental for the promotion of understanding among religious 
groups. The Framework underlines as well the importance of governmental institutions 
developing partnerships with religious groups in the education process.��

UNESCO’s Inter-religious Dialogue Programme aims at promoting interchange and 
understanding between religions or beliefs. The Programme supports education and 
teaching in the fi eld of inter-religious dialogue through the publication of pedagogical 
material. A recent initiative, which seeks to create a network of UNESCO Chairs of In-
ter-religious Dialogue for Intercultural Understanding, was launched in March ���. 
Major universities and academic centres specialized in this topic are represented in the 
network.��

�� Recommendations Concerning Education for International Understanding, Co-operation 
and Peace and Education Relating to Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, adopt-
ed by the General Conference at its �
th session, Paris, �� November ��	�, available at 
http://www.unesco.org/edu cation/nfsunesco/pdf/Peace_e.pdf.

�� The Dakar Framework for Action, Education for All: Meeting Our Collective Commitments, 
adopted by the World Education Forum, Dakar, Senegal, �-�
 April ����, available at 
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0012/001211/121147e.pdf.

�� For more information, see http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ev.php-URL _ ID=
14008&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html.
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United Nations Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief

Since ����, the United Nations (UN) Commission on Human Rights has encouraged 
the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief to examine the contribu-
tion of education in promoting tolerance of religion and belief. This ultimately led to the 
convening in November in ���� of the International Consultative Conference on School 
Education in Relation to Freedom of Religion or Belief, Tolerance and Non-Discrimi-
nation, which was held under the auspices of the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom 
of Religion or Belief. Based on the view that education, in particular at school, should 
contribute in a meaningful way to promote tolerance and respect for the freedom of 
religion or belief, the Final Document of the Madrid Conference includes the strength-
ening of a non-discriminatory perspective in education and of knowledge in relation to 
freedom of religion or belief at the appropriate levels as one of its objectives.��

Alliance of Civilizations (AoC)

In ����, the UN Secretary-General launched an initiative, co-sponsored by the Prime 
Ministers of Spain and Turkey, for an Alliance of Civilizations. To guide this initiative, the 
UN Secretary-General, in consultation with the co-sponsors, has established a high-lev-
el group of eminent persons and tasked this group with generating a report containing 
practical recommendations to counter prejudices and misperceptions among diff erent 
societies and defeat polarization and extremism by establishing a paradigm of mutual 
respect. The report, concluded at a fi nal meeting of the group in Istanbul on �� Novem-

�� Final Document of the International Consultative Conference on School Education in Rela-
tion to Freedom of Religion or Belief, Tolerance and Non-Discrimination, Commission on 
Human Rights, Report submitted by Mr. Abdelfattah Amor, Special Rapporteur on freedom 
of religion or belief, in accordance with Commission on Human Rights resolution ����/��, 
�� March ����, E/CN.�/����/	�, Annex (also reprinted in Appendix IV of the present doc-
ument). The preparatory work for the Madrid Conference also stressed the importance of 
balanced and inclusive perspectives. A study prepared by then Special Rapporteur Abdel-
fattah Amor in ���� and based on survey results from 	
 countries observed: “Religious 
education should be conceived as a tool to transmit knowledge and values pertaining to all 
religious trends, in an inclusive way, so that individuals realize their being part of the same 
community and learn to create their own identity in harmony with identities diff erent from 
their own. As such, religious education radically diff ers from catechism or theology, defi ned 
as the formal study of the nature of God and of the foundations of religious belief, and con-
tributes to the wider framework of education as defi ned in international standards.” “The 
role of religious education in the pursuit of tolerance and non-discrimination” study in Al-
berto de la Hera and Rosa María Martínez de Codes (Coordinators), La Libertad Religiosa 
en la Educacion Escolar (Madrid, Ministry of Justice, ����), p. �	 (also available at http://
www.unhchr.ch/html/menu2/7/b/cfedu-basicdoc.htm). See also Amor’s study “Ra-
cial discrimination, religious intolerance and education” submitted to the second session of 
the Preparatory Committee for the Durban Conference, UN Doc. A/CONF.�
�/PC.�/��, � 
May ����.
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ber ���, emphasizes that tensions across cultures have spread beyond the political 
level into the hearts and minds of populations. To reverse this trend, the group analyses 
and presents recommendations in four priority thematic areas including “education” 
and states inter alia that: “Education systems, including religious schools, must pro-
vide students with a mutual respect and understanding for the diverse religious beliefs, 
practices and cultures in the world.”��

The rationale for promoting the knowledge of world religious beliefs is that ignorance 
is often a cause of hostility towards religions. The report also recommends that reli-
gious leaders, education policy makers and interfaith civic organizations should work 
together to develop consensus guidelines for teaching about religions.

Council of Europe (CoE)

International norms of freedom of religion or belief and education for tolerance are 
enshrined in Council of Europe documents, such as Article � of the Convention for the 
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms�� (EHCR) and Article �� of the 
Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities.�� The latter asks the 
parties to the Convention to take measures in the fi elds of education and research to 
foster knowledge of the culture, history, language and religion of the various segments 
of their societies. The response to these commitments has been articulated in a large 
number of activities implemented by the Council of Europe’s institutions.

In ����, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe adopted Recommen-
dation �	�� on education and religion, which recommended that the Committee of 
Ministers encourage the governments of Member States to ensure that religious stud-
ies are taught at the primary and secondary levels of public education.��

�� Report of the High Level Group of the Alliance of Civilizations, �� November ���, Chapter 
VI, para. .
, available at http://www.unaoc.org/repository/HLG_Report.pdf.

�� European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, 
opened for signature by the Council of Europe on � November ����, E.T.S. No. �, entered 
into force on � September ����, available at http://conventions.coe.int/ Treaty/en/
Treaties/Html/005.htm.

�� CoE Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, H(����)���, opened 
for signature by the Member States on � February ����, entered into force on � February 
���
, available at http://www.coe.int/t/e/human_rights/minorities/2._framework_
convention_(monitoring)/1._texts/PDF_H(1995)010%20E%20FCNM%20and%20
Explanatory%20Report.pdf. 

�� Recommendation �	�� (����) Education and Religion, Parliamentary Assembly debate on 
� October ���� (�	th Sitting) (see Doc. 10673, report of the Committee on Culture, Sci-
ence and Education, rapporteur: Mr Schneider), text adopted by the Assembly on � October 
���� (�	th Sitting), available at http://assembly.coe.int/main.asp?Link=/documents/
adoptedtext/ta05/erec1720.htm.
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In Athens in ����, the Standing Conference of European Ministers of Education decided 
to make intercultural and interfaith dialogue a central tenet of the Council of Europe’s 
work, and has opened the way to the project “Intercultural Education and the Chal-
lenge of Religious Diversity and Dialogue in Europe”.�	 One of the outcomes of this 
project has been the development of a reference book for schools on religious diversi-
ty and intercultural education. During the Standing Conference of European Ministers 
of Education that was held in Istanbul in ���	, the ministers noted that “regardless of 
the religious education system that exists in a particular country, children must receive 
tuition that takes account of religious and philosophical diversity as part of their inter-
cultural education.”�


The European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) recently developed 
a general policy recommendation on combating racism and racial discrimination in and 
through school education. The recommendation mentions the need to ensure that easy 
procedures of discharge are in place for children for whom an exemption is requested 
in cases where public schools provide denominational religious education.��

European Union (EU)

In ����, the Council of the European Union adopted a resolution on the response of 
educational systems to racism and xenophobia where the value of using teaching ma-
terials that refl ect Europe’s cultural, ethnic and religious diversity is stressed.��

The former European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia (EUMC), now 
the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), has published a number of 
reports on racism and xenophobia in the European Union, which include recommenda-

�	 For more detailed information see the webpage entitled The Europe of Cultural Co-operation, 
available at http://www.coe.int/t/e/cultural_co-operation/education/intercultural_
education/overview.asp.

�
 Resolution on the Results and Conclusions of Complete Projects ����-���: Building a 
More Human and Inclusive Europe: Role of Education Policies, ��nd Session of the Stand-
ing Conference of European Ministers of Education, Istanbul, �-� May ���	, available at 
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/highereducation/News/Istanbul_Resolution%20on%20
the%20results%20and%20conclusions_EN.doc.pdf; John Keast (Ed.), Religious Diver-
sity and Intercultural Education: A Reference Handbook for Schools, (Strasbourg, Council 
of Europe Publishing, ���	), pp. ��-��.

�� ECRI General Policy Recommendation No.�� on Combating Racism and Racial Discrimina-
tion in and through the School System, adopted on �� December ���, available at http://
www.coe.int/t/e/human_rights/ecri/1-ecri/3-general_themes/1-policy_recommen-
dations/recommendation_n10/eng-recommendation%20nr%2010.pdf.

�� Response of Educational Systems to the Problem of Racism, Resolution of the Council [of 
the European Union, �� October ����, Offi  cial Journal C ��� of ��.��.����, available at http://
europa.eu/scadplus/leg/en/cha/c10413.htm. 

��



tions on promoting inter-religious dialogue and highlighting the role of education in this 
context. These include developing school textbooks on the history of religions.��

Through its Framework  programme “Citizens and governance in a knowledge based 
society”, the European Commission has sponsored research into modes of teaching 
about religions or beliefs that promote dialogue and address confl ict.��

D. The Particular Contribution of the ODIHR and its Advisory Council

The particular contribution of the ODIHR and its Advisory Council of Experts on Free-
dom of Religion or Belief in addressing the issue of teaching about religions and beliefs 
is its specifi c approach and its area of expertise. Thus, the Guiding Principles look at 
this issue through the lens of freedom of religion or belief. The Guiding Principles are 
therefore based on a human rights perspective that relies on OSCE commitments and 
international human rights standards.

The Guiding Principles combine the legal, educational, and theological expertise of 
both academics and practitioners to ensure the right balance between substance and 
practicability. With the diff erent approaches to teaching about religions and beliefs be-
ing taken into account, the Toledo Guiding Principles are intended to serve as a tool 
that teachers and educators can relate to from the point of view of their respective 
national systems. Having individuals from diff erent religious and belief viewpoints in-
volved in developing these Guiding Principles has helped to ensure that the perspective 
of religious and belief communities is refl ected and that the fi nal product is as balanced 
and inclusive as possible in its scope and approach.

The strong experience of the Advisory Council of Experts on Freedom of Religion or 
Belief in dealing with legal questions related to the exercise of religious freedom has 
been combined with the competence of leading experts in the fi eld of education, to of-
fer standards and present issues (including legal and policy questions) that should be 
considered by government authorities, educators, school management and represent-
atives of faith communities in their eff orts to teach about religions and beliefs.

�� See, for instance, EUMC, “Muslims in the European Union: Discrimination and Islamopho-
bia”, (Vienna, December ���), available at http://eumc.europa.eu/eumc/material/
pub/muslim/Manifestations_EN.pdf.

�� Robert Jackson, Siebren Miedema, Wolfram Weisse, and Jean-Paul Willaime, (Eds.), Reli-
gion and Education in Europe: Developments, Contexts and Debates (Münster, Waxmann, 
���	).
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II. The Human Rights Framework and Teaching about 
Religions and Beliefs

A. The Human Rights Framework

Freedom of thought, conscience, and religion is one of the most fundamental human 
rights. The protection of that freedom holds a prominent place among the commit-
ments of OSCE participating States. Principle VII of the Helsinki Final Act states: 

The participating States will respect human rights and fundamental freedoms, 
including the freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, for all with-
out distinction as to race, sex, language or religion.

They will promote and encourage the eff ective exercise of civil, political, eco-
nomic, social, cultural and other rights and freedoms all of which derive from 
the inherent dignity of the human person and are essential for his free and 
full development.

Within this framework the participating States will recognize and respect 
the freedom of the individual to profess and practise, alone or in communi-
ty with others, religion or belief acting in accordance with the dictates of his 
own conscience.��

The ��
� Vienna Concluding Document�� sets out a number of key principles concern-
ing the enjoyment of the freedom of religion and belief, these being that: 

�� Helsinki Final Act, op. cit. note 	. 
�� Concluding Document of the Vienna Meeting ��
� of Representatives of the Participating 

States of the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe, held on the basis of the 
provisions of the Final Act relating to the follow-up to the Conference, Vienna, �	 January 
��
�, available at http://www.osce.org/documents/mcs/1989/01/16059_en.pdf.



(�) In order to ensure the freedom of the individual to profess and practise 
religion or belief, the participating States will, inter alia,
(�.�) –  take eff ective measures to prevent and eliminate discrimination 
against individuals or communities on the grounds of religion or belief in 
the recognition, exercise and enjoyment of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms in all fi elds of civil, political, economic, social and cultural life, and 
to ensure the eff ective equality between believers and non-believers;
(�.�) – foster a climate of mutual tolerance and respect between believers of 
diff erent communities as well as between believers and non-believers; […]
(�.) – respect the right of everyone to give and receive religious education 
in the language of his choice, individually or in association with others.

All states are obliged as a matter of international law to promote the observance of hu-
man rights and the freedom of thought, conscience, and religion. These are some of the 
best established of all international human rights commitments. Thus, Article �
 of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) provides that: 

�.  Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. 
This right shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his 
choice, and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in 
public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, 
practice and teaching.

�.  No one shall be subject to coercion which would impair his freedom to have 
or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice.

�.  Freedom to manifest one’s religion or beliefs may be subject only to such lim-
itations as are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, 
order, health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.

�.  The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for 
the liberty of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to ensure the re-
ligious and moral education of their children in conformity with their own 
convictions.��

In a similar fashion, Article � of the European Convention on Human Rights provides that: 

�.  Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this 
right includes freedom to change his religion or belief and freedom, either 

�� International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, adopted and opened for signature by 
the General Assembly on � December ��, GA Res. ����A (XXI), �� UN GAOR Supp. (No. 
�) at ��, UN Doc. A/�� (��), ��� UNTS �	�, entered into force on �� March ��	, avail-
able at http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/a_ccpr.htm.
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alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his re-
ligion or belief, in worship, teaching, practice and observance.

�.  Freedom to manifest one’s religion or beliefs shall be subject only to such lim-
itations as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic society 
in the interests of public safety, for the protection of public order, health or 
morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.��

In what has now become recognized as a landmark decision of general application, the 
European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) has held that: 

freedom of thought, conscience and religion is one of the foundations of a 
‘democratic society’ […]. It is, in its religious dimension, one of the most vital 
elements that go to make up the identity of believers and their conception of 
life, but it is also a precious asset for atheists, agnostics, skeptics and the un-
concerned. The pluralism indissociable from a democratic society, which has 
been dearly won over the centuries, depends on it.�	

The state has the responsibility not only to refrain from interfering with such beliefs, 
but also to take steps to protect the enjoyment of the freedom of religion and belief by 
all individuals and groups.

It is, then, incumbent on all participating States to uphold that freedom. As human 
rights treaties make clear, everyone has an absolute right to hold to the pattern of 
thought, conscience or religion of their choice, free from any interference from the 
state under any circumstances. In consequence, no one must be subjected by the state 
to any form of coercion that would impair their freedom to have or to adopt a religion 
or belief of their choice or to change their religion or belief.

Vital though the protection of freedom of choice is, it is not suffi  cient to properly pro-
tect the interests at stake. Therefore, international human rights law also protects the 
manifestation of religion or belief by individuals and by collectivities. What is a “reli-
gion or belief” for these purposes? There is no generally agreed legal defi nition of a 
religion or of a belief, but it is accepted that these are broad concepts, embracing not 
only traditional and long-established religions found in the world today but also less 
well known and less well understood systems of belief. Nor is a form of belief exclud-
ed from the scope of protection because it is not “religious” in nature: the protection 

�� ECHR, op. cit. note ��.
�	 Kokinnakis v. Greece (ECtHR, App. No. ����	/��, ����), para. ��. 
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off ered embraces both religious and non-religious systems of belief in equal measure, 
without according a priority to any.�


Those holding such forms of religion or belief benefi t from the protection of inter-
national human rights law when acting in ways that “manifest” their convictions. The 
international instruments point to four particular protected forms of manifestation: 
worship, teaching, practice, and observance. These are to be interpreted in a broad 
fashion that facilitates the actual exercise of the freedom of religion and belief, includ-
ing the right of individuals to act in accordance with the dictates of their conscience.

The human rights instruments make it clear, however, that it may be necessary to re-
strict manifestations of religion or belief under certain limited circumstances. When this 
occurs it is inevitable that the freedoms of those aff ected will have been encroached 
upon, and this is not to be undertaken lightly. Therefore, restrictions are only permit-
ted if they are strictly necessary — and not merely convenient — in a democratic society, in 
order to protect public safety, order, health or morals, and the fundamental rights and 
freedoms of others. In addition, such limitations must be prescribed by law and propor-
tionate to the legitimate aim pursued, and must be subject to a narrow interpretation, 
which goes hand in hand with the well-accepted principle of an extensive interpretation 
of human rights. As the UN Human Rights Committee has noted, the limitation clause 
of Article �
 of the ICCPR, which protects freedom of religion or belief,

is to be strictly interpreted: restrictions are not allowed on grounds not 
specifi ed there, even if they would be allowed as restrictions to other rights 
protected in the Covenant, such as national security. Limitations may be ap-
plied only for those purposes for which they are prescribed and must be 
directly related and proportionate to the specifi c need on which they are 
predicated. Restrictions may not be imposed for discriminatory purposes or 
applied in a discriminatory manner.��

This overarching principle of proportionality between competing objectives provides 
an important legal springboard for these Guiding Principles since it underlines that 

�
 UN Human Rights Committee, General Comment No. ��(�
), The Right to Freedom of 
Thought, Conscience, and Religion (Article �
), (Forty-Eighth Session, ����) UN Doc. 
CCPR/C/�� Rev. �/Add. � (����), reprinted in UN Doc. HRI/GEN/�/Rev. 
 at ��� (���). 
Para. � reads as follows: “Article �
 protects theistic, non-theistic and atheistic beliefs, as 
well as the right not to profess any religion or belief. The terms ‘belief’ and ‘religion’ are to 
be broadly construed. Article �
 is not limited in its application to traditional religions or to 
religions and beliefs with institutional characteristics or practices analogous to those of tra-
ditional religions.”

�� Ibid., para. 
. 
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states are required to engage in the task of balancing the interests of those adhering to 
forms of religion or belief with the interests of society as a whole, as expressed in the 
educational system. In order to facilitate this, human rights law is increasingly fi xing 
upon the idea of “mutual respect” as providing a relevant touchstone.

The European Court of Human Rights 
has pointed out repeatedly that these 
rules fl ow from a state’s positive obli-
gation under Article � of the European 
Convention on Human Rights to secure 
to everyone within its jurisdiction the 
rights and freedoms defi ned in the Con-
vention.�� But it has also gone further, 
and made it clear that states are under 
a positive duty to take steps to ensure 
mutual toleration where this is lacking: 

“Although the Court recognizes that it is possible that tension is created in situations 
where a religious or any other community becomes divided, it considers that this is one 
of the unavoidable consequences of pluralism. The role of the authorities in such cir-
cumstances is not to remove the cause of tension by eliminating pluralism, but to ensure 
that the competing groups tolerate each other”.��

It may, then, be said that in order to fulfi l their human rights obligations and their OSCE 
commitments regarding the freedom of thought, conscience and religion, states should 
adopt strategies that foster a general climate of mutual respect and understanding 
within society. It is precisely because teaching about religions and beliefs constitutes a 
valuable means of promoting these objectives that these Guiding Principles have been 
prepared.

B. Legal Issues to Consider when Teaching about Religions and Beliefs

There are a number of important legal factors that have to be taken into account when 
teaching about religions and beliefs in order to ensure that the freedom of thought, con-
science and religion of all those touched by the process is properly respected. These 
factors include the rights of the parent, child, and teacher, as well as the more general 
interests of minority and religious communities and of society as a whole. These factors 
and interests will be outlined in the remainder of this chapter. The general implica-
tions of these issues for teaching about religions and beliefs will be commented upon 

�� ECHR, op. cit. note ��.
�� See, for example, Serif v. Greece (ECtHR, App. No. �
�	
/�	, ����), para. ��.

When tensions result from plural-
ism, “the role of the authorities … is 
not to remove the cause of tension 
by eliminating pluralism, but to en-
sure that competing groups tolerate 
each other.”

European Court of Human Rights��

��



in Chapters III and IV. Chapter V will look at the practical application of this general le-
gal framework in more detail, focusing upon a number of the key issues that emerge 
from what follows.

The State

Regardless of the particular model of church-state relations within a country, the state 
has important responsibilities in the fi eld of education and, in exercising these, it has a 
duty to act in a neutral and impartial fashion where matters of religion and belief are 
concerned — a duty that is “incompatible with any power on the state’s part to assess the 
legitimacy of religious beliefs,”�� and thus should not take a stand on the truth or falsi-
ty of any form of religion or belief.

UN Human Rights Committee in its General Comment No. �� concludes that the free-
dom of religion or belief “permits public school instruction in subjects such as the 
general history of religions and ethics if it is given in a neutral and objective way.”�� 
Moving beyond this, the General Comment acknowledges that it is also permissible for 
public schools to be involved in religious instruction, noting that it would be consistent 
with human rights commitments to do so, insofar as “provision is made for non-dis-
criminatory exemptions or alternatives that would accommodate the wishes of parents 
and guardians.”��

The participating States oversee the operation of a broad range of teaching mod-
els and systems of education, including the use of both religious or non-religious 
schools within the public-school system. Those public schools may be required, or 
may be free to choose, to impart knowledge and understanding about religions and 
beliefs through a variety of media. At one end of the public-school spectrum there is 
general teaching about religions and beliefs as a part of a broad-based educational 
experience delivered by teachers who are qualifi ed in general religious education in 
a secular school environment. At the other end lies the delivery of doctrinal instruc-
tion in the tenets of a particular system of religious belief by clergy of that religion or 
by other practising believers in public religiously-oriented schools. It is not possible 
to conclude in the abstract whether any one model will necessarily have more ad-
verse consequences for the freedom of religion or belief than another. Compliance 
with human rights commitments can only be assessed through a careful analysis of 
the competing interests that need to be respected in the delivery of education and the 

�� See, for example, Gldani Congregation of Jehovah’s Witnesses v. Georgia (ECtHR, App. No. 
	���/��, ���	), para. ���; Cha’are Shalom Ve Tsedek v. France (ECtHR, App. No. �	��	/��, 
����), para 
�.

�� General Comment No. ��, para. , op. cit. note ��. 
�� Ibid.
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manner in which they are in fact respected within the particular model in question. 
It is clear that when considering these questions, the particular historical, political, 
religious and sociological factors will operate so as to preclude the emergence of 
a standard approach. What is clear is that human rights commitments require that 
those interests be properly identifi ed and refl ected in the practical operation of the 
system of education.

Within this framework, educational authorities generally have broad discretion in de-
signing, selecting, and implementing curriculum decisions in their countries. This does 
not, however, authorize breach of the fundamental right to freedom of religion or be-
lief or other fundamental rights. While international norms do not rule out various 
forms of co-operation with religions and belief systems, they do require “neutrality 
and impartiality” in the sense of ensuring the tolerance that is vital to pluralism, and in 
the sense of protecting freedom of religion or belief for all individuals and groups on 
an equal basis.��

The Parent or Legal Guardian

OSCE commitments and international law are clear that parents and legal guardians 
have a right to have their children educated in accordance with their religious or philo-
sophical convictions (the latter for this purpose being taken as meaning in accordance 
with their religion or belief, a somewhat narrower approach). In this regard, the Vien-
na Concluding Document provides that OSCE participating States will: 

(�.	) – respect, inter alia, the liberty of parents to ensure the religious and 
moral education of their children in conformity with their own convictions.��

In a similar vein, Article � of the Protocol to the European Convention on Human Rights 
provides that: 

No person shall be denied the right to education. In the exercise of any func-
tions which it assumes in relation to education and to teaching, the State shall 
respect the right of parents to ensure such education and teaching in con-
formity with their own religious and philosophical convictions.�	

�� See Gldani Congregation of Jehovah’s Witnesses v. Georgia, para. ���. op. cit. note ��.
�� Vienna Concluding Document, op. cit. note ��.
�	 Protocol to the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, 

CETS No.: ���, opened for signature by the Member States on �� March ����, entered 
into force on �
 May ����, available at http://conventions.coe.int/ Treaty/en/ Treaties/
Html/009.htm (hereinafter ECHR Protocol No. �).
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Likewise, Article �
(�) of the ICCPR provides that: 

The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for 
the liberty of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to ensure the re-
ligious and moral education of their children in conformity with their own 
convictions.�


This does not mean that the state is bound to provide a system of education that ac-
cords with parental beliefs, but it does mean that parents can object to the nature 
and content of the education and teaching given to their children where religious in-
struction is predicated upon, is intended to or has the eff ect of projecting the truth (or 
falsity) of a particular set of beliefs. In consequence, parents must have the right to 
withdraw their children from such forms of teaching.

A diff erent and more complex issue arises when parents object to educational pro-
grammes that are aimed at teaching about religions and beliefs from what courts have 
described as a “neutral” and “objective” perspective, such as the ones to which these 
Guiding Principles are addressed. Although the UN Human Rights Committee consid-
ers that these programmes are compatible with Article �
(�), the question of whether 
opt-out rights are required in such cases demands a more detailed analysis, which is 
provided in Chapter V below. ��

The Child

It should be stressed that children, as autonomous individuals, enjoy the freedom of 
religion or belief in their own right, as do adults. However, given the special status of 
the rights of parents and legal guardians regarding the religious and philosophical up-
bringing of their children, the rights of the child in the sphere of education are often 
exercised by parents in their own right rather than in the name of the child. Of course, 
there will come an age at which children may seek to assert their own rights in this re-
gard, and the force of the parental right recedes as the capacity of the child evolves. 

�
 ICCPR, op. cit. note �.
�� “The Committee does not consider that the requirement of the relevant provisions of Finnish 

legislation that instruction in the study of the history of religions and ethics should be giv-
en instead of religious instruction to students in schools whose parents or legal guardians 
object to religious instruction is in itself incompatible with article �
 (�), if such alternative 
course of instruction is given in a neutral and objective way and respects the convic-
tions of parents and guardians who do not believe in any religion.” Hartikainen v. Finland 
(HRC,��
�), para. ��.�. 
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This is refl ected in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC);�� Article ��(�) and 
(�), which provide that: 

�.  States Parties shall respect the right of the child to freedom of thought, con-
science and religion.

�.  States Parties shall respect the rights and duties of the parents and, when ap-
plicable, 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.

Article � (�) of the CRC also states that: 

�.  In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private 
social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legis-
lative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be a primary consideration.

As the child matures, the nature of the claim changes from the perspective of the free-
dom of religion or belief, since children do not have any greater right than anyone else 
to be shielded from teaching not in accordance with their own religious or philosophi-
cal convictions. Therefore, their claims to be exempted from such forms of instruction 
must be assessed in accordance with the more general approach of ensuring that in 
the projection of religious views, the state, through its teachers, does not take undue 
advantage of the superior position that it enjoys vis-à-vis pupils to infl uence their views 
in an inappropriate fashion.

The state has the same obligation to maintain a posture of neutrality and cultivation of 
toleration and respect in relation to children that it has in relation to adults, and should 
not be implicated in eff orts to coerce the conscience of anyone. In practice, one can ex-
pect that the rights enjoyed by the parents regarding the education of their children in 
accordance with their religious or philosophical convictions will transfer to the children 
themselves in a fashion commensurate with their evolving capacities.

The Teacher

Teachers, as individuals, enjoy the freedom of thought, conscience and religion, and 
may manifest their religion or belief in accordance with the general human rights frame-
work. However, it is true that by virtue of their having chosen to work in an educational 

�� Convention on the Rights of the Child, adopted and opened for signature, ratifi cation and 
accession by General Assembly Resolution ��/�� on �� November ��
�, GA Res. ��/��, UN 
GAOR, ��th Sess., Supp. No. ��, art. �� (�), UN Doc. A/��/�� (��
�), entered into force on � 
September ����, available at http://www.ohchr.org/english/law/pdf/crc.pdf.
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environment, a range of restrictions may legitimately be placed upon teachers when 
they are working in the school in order to ensure that an educational environment ap-
propriate to the school in question is maintained — taking into account, when applicable, 
the particular ethos of the school — and that the human rights of parents and children 
are respected. In this regard, it is axiomatic that when teaching about religions and be-
liefs — or, indeed, when teaching about any subject — teachers must approach their task 
in a balanced and professional fashion, and may not exploit their position as teachers 
to infl uence the beliefs of their pupils.

Minority Rights

In developing and implementing programmes related to teaching about religions and 
beliefs, attention needs to be paid to the rights and distinctive needs of minority groups 
in the larger community served by a particular school. This may include national or 
ethnic minorities with students in the school, or simply smaller religious or belief com-
munities that have pupils in the relevant school. Eff orts should be made to ascertain 
the distinctive needs of all such national or ethnic minorities, smaller religious commu-
nities, and migrants and new minorities.

In this regard, a number of points articulated in the Hague Recommendations, prepared 
under the auspices of the HCNM, are highly relevant. While these recommendations 
were developed with a primary focus on the issues of national ethnic minorities, they 
have obvious relevance to issues of concern to religious communities, whether or not 
they are ethnic minorities as well. Indeed, the fact that the right to freedom of religion 
or belief is involved, in addition to any other rights that ethnic minorities might be able 
to assert, adds to the signifi cance of these recommendations.

A number of points made by the Hague Recommendations have relevance to teaching 
about religion. First, “States should consistently adhere to the fundamental principles 
of equality and non-discrimination” (Recommendation No. �). Discrimination might 
arise in a programme for teaching about religions and beliefs at any stage in the devel-
opment or implementation of the programme. If it does, rights are violated. Second, 
it is important to remember that the “relevant international obligations and commit-
ments constitute international minimum standards. It would be contrary to their spirit 
and intent to interpret these obligations and commitments in a restrictive manner” 
(Recommendation No. �). Third, “States should approach minority education rights in 
a proactive manner” (Recommendation No. �). Fourth, just as importance and value 
should be attached “to the highlighting of minority histories, cultures and traditions,” 
so attention should be paid to the teaching of the “histories, cultures and traditions” 
of religious communities that are present in a particular school (Recommendation 
No. ��). Fifth, “States should create conditions […] [allowing national minorities] to par-
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ticipate, in a meaningful way, in the development and implementation of policies and 
programmes related to minority education” (Recommendation No. �). Curriculum con-
tent “should be developed with the active participation of bodies representative of the 
minorities in question” (Recommendation No. ��). Any programme will need to make 
selections and choices, but inaccurate or disrespectful coverage should be subject to 
challenge and correction, and sound justifi cations for selections should be available. Fi-
nally, in accordance with a variety of international instruments, “the right of minorities 
to maintain their collective identity” should be respected” (Recommendation No. �).��

�� Hague Recommendations, op. cit. note �. 
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III.   Preparing Curricula: Approaches and Concepts

A. Defi ning the Educational Content

OSCE participating States have varying approaches to the curriculum and curric-
ulum development, as well as distinct ways of implementing curricula in schools. 
Diff erent traditions and approaches will have consequences for the way education-
al aims and outcomes are defi ned. Nevertheless, educational aims with respect to 
teaching about religions and beliefs should be in accordance with both historical 
and recent developments at the international level that prioritize human rights, in-
cluding freedom of religion or belief, and freedom of speech. Guiding documents in 
this regard include both the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)�� and 
the CRC, which refer to the importance of education that leads to the “full and har-
monious development of the human personality”.�� Article ��(�)(a) of the CRC puts 
it in these terms: 

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.��

The Declaration on the Elimination of all Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination 
Based on Religion and Belief, Article �(�) states: 

The child shall be protected from any form of discrimination on the ground 
of religion or belief. He shall be brought up in a spirit of understanding, 
tolerance, friendship among peoples, peace and universal brotherhood, re-

�� Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted and proclaimed by General Assembly 
Reso lution ��	 A (III) on �� December ���
, GA Res. ��	 (A) (III), UN Doc A/
�� at 	�, avail-
able at http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html.

�� CRC, Preamble, op. cit. note ��.
�� CRC, art. ��, op. cit. note ��.



spect for freedom of religion or belief of others, and in full consciousness 
that his energy and talents should be devoted to the service of his fellow 
man.��

In ���, the UNESCO Task Force on Education for the Twenty-fi rst Century, headed by 
Jacques Delors, made a series of key recommendations for the future of education. Its 
report, Learning: the Treasure Within, referred to four basic pillars that should sup-
port future education: “learning to know”, “learning to do”, “learning to live together”, 
and “learning to be”. These distinctions point to the importance of knowledge, atti-
tudes, values and skills.��

The documents and recommendations above address the civic responsibility of so-
cieties and individuals to be pro-active in protecting basic rights and freedoms. It is 
incumbent upon educators at all levels and in all places to transform these principles 
and standards into reality.

B. Guiding Principles for Preparing Curricula

Teaching about religions and beliefs should be sensitive, balanced, inclusive, non-
doctrinal, impartial, and based on human rights principles relating to freedom of 
religion or belief. This implies that considerations relating to the freedom of reli-
gion or belief should pervade any curricula developed for teaching about religions 
and beliefs.

�� Declaration on the Elimination of all Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on 
Religion and Belief, adopted and proclaimed by General Assembly Resolution �/�� on 
�� November  ��
�, GA Res. �/��, UN GAOR, �th Sess., available at http://www.unhchr.ch/
html/menu3/b/d_intole.htm.

�� See Jacques Delors, Learning: the Treasure Within, Report to UNESCO on the International 
Commission on Education in the Twenty-First Century (UNESCO Publishing, ���), available 
at http://www.unesco.org/delors/. When mentioning “learning to be”, the online version 
of the Introduction to the Delors Report (available at http://www.unesco.org/delors/
utopia.htm, hotlink to defi nition of “learning to be”) states that “all people should receive in 
their childhood and youth an education that equips them to develop their own independent, 
critical way of thinking and judgment so that they can make up their own minds on the best 
courses of action in the diff erent circumstances in their lives.” “Learning to live together” 
refers to: “developing an understanding of others and their history, traditions and spiritual 
values and, on this basis, creating a new spirit which, guided by recognition of our growing 
interdependence and a common analysis of the risks and challenges of the future, would 
induce people to implement common projects or to manage the inevitable confl icts in an in-
telligent and peaceful way.” The Delors Report is also the starting point for the ��� UNESCO 
publication UNESCO Guidelines on Intercultural Education. For an online version of this 
publication, see: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0014/001478/147878e.pdf.






It is expected that curricula will adhere to recognized professional standards.�	 This 
implies that, among other things, the information contained in curricula is based on rea-
son, is accurate, bias-free, up to date, and does not over-simplify complex issues. It also 
implies that curricula are age appropriate so that they are accessible to students.

In addition, such curricula should, as much as possible, be comprehensive and pay par-
ticular attention to key historical and contemporary developments pertaining to issues 
of religion and belief. Societies are not static and all communities undergo change. Far-
reaching change can occur because of processes such as migration, environmental 
degradation, contacts with other cultures, new interpretations of holy texts, scientif-
ic developments, as well as wars and confl icts. These global and local processes have 
an impact on the manner in which religions and beliefs manifest themselves in states 
and in local communities. Individuals and communities often view history and contem-
porary society diff erently (for instance, depending on whether they were targets of 
persecution, or if they speak the dominant language or adhere to the dominant belief 
system) and this gives rise to varying views and perspectives. Thus, curricula should 
be sensitive to diff erent interpretations of reality. This is often referred to in education 
as the principle of multi-perspectivity.�


It may prove helpful to include in curricula reference to sources drawn from various 
religious and belief traditions that reinforce the signifi cance of tolerance, respect and 
caring for others. This may be helpful in building a bridge of understanding and respect 
between diff erent faith groups, and it may also provide believers with supplemental 
grounds for respecting the rights of others that may be more persuasive to them than 
purely secular modes of reasoning.

Curricula should be sensitive to diff erent local manifestations of religious and secu-
lar plurality found in schools and the communities they serve. Such sensitivities will 
help address the concerns of students, parents and other stakeholders in education, 
especially with regard to a fair and balanced coverage of diff erent religions and philos-
ophies. The negative impact on the self-esteem and sense of belonging of students who 
feel excluded has been well documented. Parents who feel that their (religious) beliefs 
are not respected in the school and school curriculum are also less likely to feel a sense 
of engagement with the learning that takes place in the schools their children attend. 

�	 “Professional” has diff erent connotations in varying contexts. There is, for instance, a well-de-
veloped fi eld of academic and scholarly research and publishing on teaching about religions 
and beliefs. The British Journal of Religious Education is an example of such a scholarly 
journal, available at http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals/titles/01416200.asp.

�
 See César Bîrzéa, “Lifelong learning for social inclusion”, paper presented at the ��nd 
Standing Conference of European Ministers of Education, Istanbul, �-� May ���	, op. cit. 
note ��.
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An impartial and inclusive approach should therefore be refl ected in the general policy 
and outlook of the school as well as throughout the curriculum.��

Though sensitivity to local circumstances is important and should be attentive to the 
fact that there are many diff erent religious and non-religious beliefs, this does not nec-
essarily imply that all views need to receive the same amount of attention, but that 
sound reasons exist for including or excluding a particular religion or belief. Reasons 
for including discussion of a particular religion or belief in the national or local curric-
ula include: 
•  historical importance of religions and beliefs in a certain nation or region or 

globally;
• presence of particular religions or beliefs in a nation or the local community;
• media attention devoted to a particular religion or belief;
• existing misconceptions of a particular religion or belief;
•  present or future likelihood of contact with adherents to a particular religion or 

belief.

Teaching Inter-religious Understanding in Primary Schools: The Tanenbaum 
Center

The Tanenbaum Center for Interreligious Understanding (http://www.
tanenbaum.org/ ), founded in ����, is based in New York City. Its pro-
grammes build inter-religious understanding and thereby strive to prevent 
verbal and physical violence and acts committed in the name of religion. 
Its Building Blocks for Democracy: Children Celebrate their Traditions pro-
gramme has created a set of curricula for students from kindergarten through 
the fourth grade (� to � year olds) that both educates students about diff erent 
religious traditions and teaches the skills for living in a pluralistic and demo-
cratic society. The aim of the curricula is to help children establish respectful 
communities where inclusion and pluralism are valued, as well as prepare 
children for the civic and social responsibilities of citizenship in a strong dem-
ocratic society.

The Tanenbaum Center fi rst identifi ed a group of experts in the fi elds of 
religion and education to create the Building Blocks for Democracy curric-
ula. The specifi c focus was on: A) building a positive foundation for mutual

�� Inclusion here can be defi ned as “an attitude that does not exclude others on the grounds 
of status, faith, class or ethnicity”, Keast, p. �, op. cit. note ��.
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respect; B) enhancing knowledge and creating awareness of cultural and 
religious legacies; and C) reducing prejudice and stereotyping. The result-
ing curricula have been used in formal and informal, as well as secular and 
religious, educational settings across the United States and plans exist to in-
troduce the curricula to European educators.

Building Blocks for Democracy prepares students by teaching them the ba-
sic skills behind democracy and multiculturalism: communication, respect, 
inclusion, personal responsibility and participation in community. Children 
are also introduced to an initial discussion of ethnicity, religion and the study 
of culture to broaden their world views, preparing them to encounter diff er-
ence and confront bias. Educators who use the curricula are given substantial 
staff  development and training on issues of pluralism in the classroom, mul-
ticulturalism, pedagogy and the best practices for the implementation of 
the curricula. Co-operative learning strategies are a key component of the 
methodology employed throughout the curricula. Educators have access to 
Building Blocks staff  throughout the year for on and off -site support, ques-
tions, and continuing guidance.

C. Types of Curriculum

At the moment, subject-specifi c, integrated, and cross-curricular approaches to teach-
ing about religions and beliefs can be found in OSCE participating States. All provide 
opportunities to teach about religions and beliefs eff ectively, yet all have distinct ad-
vantages and disadvantages.

It is possible to off er teaching about religions and beliefs as a subject-specifi c course 
in primary and secondary education: this is common in a number of OSCE participat-
ing States. For instance, in England and Wales the teaching of religious education is a 
legal requirement and is an entitlement for all children. In such cases, teaching about 
religions and beliefs is taught as a separate subject. However, given the importance of 
religions and beliefs in human history, as a powerful force in society and culture, and 
as a vehicle to gain a better understanding of oneself and others, teaching about reli-
gions and beliefs may be linked to a variety of subject areas. For example, some aspects 
of teaching about religions and beliefs can be integrated into art, literature, music, his-
tory and philosophy in order to deepen understanding. Similarly, some elements of 
teaching about religions and beliefs could be integrated into intercultural education or 
education for democratic citizenship.

�



Remembering History: Polish Initiatives in Silesia

There is an urgent need for Poland to deal with its complex collective past. 
As part of coming to terms with this past, a local public primary and junior 
high school in Czerwionka–Leszczyny (School Complex no. �), a small town 
in an underprivileged region of Upper Silesia, has been organizing an ed-
ucational programme since ���� called “Silesia at the crossroads of three 
faiths — Catholic, Evangelical-Augsburg and Jewish”. This programme has at-
tempted to provide students with insight into local religious diversity, and has 
been actively supported by a wide range of stakeholders: school authorities, 
principals, teachers of diff erent subject areas, parents and students. 

Methodologically, an attempt was made to engage the students as fully as 
possible. Activities for students included interactive information technology 
projects (WebQuest), organizing seminars, exhibitions, fi eld trips to me-
morial sites related to the Holocaust, creative fi eld research, writing and 
reporting, as well as dance. The information gathered by the students is con-
verted into a multimedia presentation. 

During refl ection that took place as part of the implementation process, these 
stakeholders became conscious of the fact that there was a general ignorance 
of Jewish history in the region. Given the local history, it was felt that teach-
ing about Jewish neighbours before the Second World War could serve as a 
tribute to those who were murdered during the Holocaust, but also as an im-
portant tool to seek a new European identity and develop an awareness of 
the concept of citizenship. 

Due to the growing awareness of a defi cit in knowledge, the school introduced 
a new comprehensive, intercultural project called “Jewish Traces in Upper Si-
lesia”. This project took place in co-operation with the Foundation for the 
Preservation of Jewish Heritage in Poland. Believing that educational activi-
ties are crucial for eff ective heritage preservation, the Foundation has recently 
started the “To Bring Memory Back” educational programme in Polish schools. 
The programme encourages young people to discover the  multicultural his-
tory of their region and to then present their fi ndings to the larger public.

Finally, teaching about religions and beliefs can also be the focus of cross-curricular 
lessons, activities, and projects, for instance connected to human rights education and 
education about mutual respect and understanding. Such an approach is perhaps the 





most challenging and demanding way of teaching about religions and beliefs. Howev-
er, it provides particular opportunities to develop a comprehensive and multi-faceted 
understanding of religions and beliefs, their historical and societal context, and their in-
fl uence on the daily lives of those who subscribe to them. A cross-curricular approach 
implies the collaboration of teachers from various subject areas, who each approach 
the subject area from a distinct background, expertise and perspective. Irrespective of 
which approach is chosen, the importance of a sensitive, fair, inclusive, unbiased and 
impartial curriculum cannot be overstated.

D. Pedagogical Approaches

The processes of teaching, learning, increasing knowledge, promoting better under-
standing and combating prejudice, and developing competences tend to be framed 
diff erently from country to country and from situation to situation. Yet all are important 
dimensions of teaching about religions and beliefs. These processes refer to pedago-
gy and teaching methods.��

Diff erent strategies can be used eff ectively when teaching about religions and beliefs. 
Options include both teacher-centred and student-centred pedagogies. Each comes 
with its own challenges and opportunities. Teacher-centred pedagogy operates on 
the principle that it is the teacher who is the expert who provides information to the 
students. In such cases it is the teacher’s knowledge of the content and the quality of 
learning materials that tends to be critical.

In the second approach, teachers play more the role of a facilitator in the students’ 
learning process. Though their knowledge of the content remains crucial, interactive 
techniques such as discussion, debate, research, group work, project work, drama 
and presentation play a prominent role. Also, the opinions, experiences, feelings and 
refl ections of students are often taken into account when studying issues relating to re-
ligions and belief systems. Students are encouraged to refl ect upon their own beliefs, 
values and decisions.

This is sometimes referred to as “learning from religion”, in contrast to “learning about 
religion”.�� The creation of a safe learning space where each student feels comfortable 

�� See Chapter IV.
�� “Learning about religion” includes enquiry into, and investigation of, the nature of religions, 

their beliefs, teachings and ways of life, sources, practices and forms of expression. It covers 
students’ knowledge and understanding of individual religions and how they relate to each 
other as well as the study of the nature and characteristics of religion. It includes the skills 
of interpretation, analysis and explanation. Pupils learn to communicate their knowledge  
and understanding using specialist vocabulary. “Learning from religion” is concerned with 
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enough to give his or her opinion is a pre-requisite for such work. Given the dynam-
ic nature of student-centred pedagogy and the discussions it provokes, it is more likely 
that personal values and beliefs will become visible.��

Being open about one’s own beliefs can serve as an invitation to others to do the same. 
Such openness can provide opportunities for sincere and respectful discussion about 
beliefs and values, but also carries dangers that certain students may feel isolated and 
alienated, especially if students prefer for their beliefs to remain a private matter, if they 
feel their beliefs are diff erent from the rest of the classroom, or if they are diff erent from 
those of the teacher. Such concerns relate directly to the professionalism and training 
of teachers. This issue will be discussed in the next chapter.

A note about empathetic education

It is recommended that when learning about religions and beliefs an empathetic atti-
tude among learners should be encouraged. Empathetic education refers to attempts 
to genuinely understand what another person is feeling and the ability to respectfully 
communicate the essence of another person’s experience. This diff ers from sympa-
thy, which is an emotional response stemming from the apprehension of another’s 
emotional state or condition that consists of feelings of concern for the other. Though 
empathetic education is recommended for both teacher-centred and student-centred 
pedagogies, it is especially critical for the latter given the potential for diff erent view-
points to emerge.

 Pedagogical Approaches to Teaching about Religions and Beliefs in Schools

A number of pedagogical approaches have been developed for teaching 
about religions in schools.�� Teachers often adapt the approaches or mix 
ideas  from diff erent approaches in order to meet their particular needs. The 
three approaches summarized below are all mentioned in the Council of 

developing students’ refl ection on and response to their own and others’ experiences in the 
light of their learning about religion. It develops pupils’ skills of application, interpretation 
and evaluation of what they learn about religion. 

�� Student-centred pedagogy is well developed in some OSCE participating States such as Can-
ada, Finland, the Netherlands, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. 

�� Several of these are illustrated in Michael H. Grimmitt, (Ed.), Pedagogies of Religious Edu-
cation: Case Studies in the Research and Development of Good Pedagogic Practice in RE 
(Great Wakering, Essex, McCrimmons Publishing Co. Ltd, ����).
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 Europe publication Religious diversity and intercultural education: a refer-
ence book for schools.��

All require a school ethos in which diff erence is respected and human rights 
principles are upheld. All the approaches require a high degree of profession-
alism from teachers.

 Key Points of the Phenomenological Approach

This approach involves attempting to present diff erent religious positions 
from the insider’s point of view and involves the following principles: 

• teaching in order to promote knowledge and understanding;
• not to promote a particular religious or non-religious view;
• suspending one’s own views and attitudes;
• empathizing with the person from another religion or way of life;
• distinguishing between understanding and judgment.

Key Points of the Interpretive Approach

The interpretive approach goes beyond giving basic information about reli-
gions, and requires thought and refl ection from students, as well as learning 
new concepts. It asks questions about the quality of our knowledge and un-
derstanding through asking three key questions of teachers and students: 

•  How well are we portraying the way of life of those we are studying so we 
avoid misrepresentation and stereotyping? (Representation). Religions 
should be presented in their diversity as well as unity;

•  How well are we “translating” the other person’s concepts and ideas so 
we have a clear understanding of them? (Interpretation). Empathy with 
the experience of others can only be developed after key concepts are 
understood;

•  How well are we refl ecting on what we have studied? (Refl exivity). Stu-
dents should be encouraged to relate new ideas to their own views and 
make a careful, distanced critique of the ideas studied.

�� Keast, op. cit. note ��.

	



Key Points of Dialogical Approaches

Several related dialogical approaches have been developed in diff erent coun-
tries. The one below acknowledges three “levels” of dialogue: 

Primary Dialogue
Acknowledging the diversity of experiences, viewpoints, understandings and 
ideas within the class and the school. Using these as a resource for class 
discussions about beliefs and values. Introducing further viewpoints into 
classroom discussion.

Secondary Dialogue
Promoting a class ethos in which children are willing to engage with dif-
ference, to share with and learn from others. Involving children in the 
establishment of principles for learning about religions. Encouraging ques-
tioning to develop interest in others’ experiences and points of view.

Tertiary Dialogue
Employing a variety of methods, strategies and exercises to facilitate dia-
logue in the school. Structuring activities that encourage pupils to express, 
negotiate and justify their views. Providing various stimuli to initiate and sup-
port discussion and debate (e.g. pictures, fi lms, videos, case studies, stories, 
teachings from diff erent traditions).

E. Learning Outcomes for Teaching about Religions and Beliefs

Learning outcomes associated with teaching about religions and beliefs should include 
the development of knowledge, attitudes, and competences.�� Whether one elects to 
use a more teacher-centred or student-centred approach to teaching about religions 
and beliefs, one would expect the following learning outcomes: 
•  attitudes of tolerance and respect for the right of individuals to adhere to a partic-

ular religion or belief system. This includes the right not to believe in any religious 
or belief system;

�� “‘A competence is defi ned as the ability to successfully meet complex demands in a particu-
lar context through the mobilisation of psychological prerequisites (including both cognitive 
and non-cognitive aspects)’. In turn, skills ‘represent only one component of competence in 
a given area of activity, limited to specialised abilities’ (e.g. ability to work in groups with a 
particular skill within the overall competence ‘ability to co-operate’).” Bîrzéa, op. cit. note ��.

�



•  an ability to connect issues relating to religions and beliefs to wider human rights 
issues (such as freedom of religion and freedom of expression) and the promo-
tion of peace (i.e. the capacity of religions and beliefs for solving and preventing 
confl icts);

•  a core knowledge about diff erent religions and belief systems and knowledge of 
the variation that exists within all religions and beliefs, with reference both to the 
local/national context as well as to larger geographical areas;

•  an understanding that there are various legitimate ways to view history and histor-
ical developments (multi-perspectivity);

•  knowledge of the contexts associated with major historical events relating to dif-
ferent religions and belief systems; here, again, the specifi c attention to local/
national circumstances should be combined with a broader geographical and cul-
tural perspective;

•  an understanding of the importance of religious or philosophical beliefs in a per-
son's life;

•  awareness of similarities and diff erences between diff erent religions and beliefs;
•  the ability, based on sound knowledge, to recognize and to question existing neg-

ative stereotypes about religious communities and their members;
•  an historical and psychological understanding of how a lack of respect for reli-

gious diff erences has led to extreme violence in the past and, related to this, the 
importance of people taking an active role in protecting the rights of others (civic 
responsibility); and

•  the ability to counteract, in a respectful and sensitive way, a climate of intolerance 
and discrimination, when it occurs.

 Three Web Resources on Religious Diversity

�. RE-XS 

http://re-xs.ucsm.ac.uk

RE-XS is a website off ering teachers information on the major world reli-
gions, new religious movements and non-religious worldviews. The site also 
contains material on themes such as texts, art, pilgrimage, buildings, rites of 
passage, community and ultimate questions. There are links to other sites 
providing information and resources. Although designed for use in religious 
education in England and Wales, there is much that could be adapted to oth-
er situations. An online Encyclopaedia of World Religions is available from the 
same source at http://philtar.ucsm.ac.uk/encyclopedia
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�. The Ontario Consultants on Religious Tolerance (OCRT)

http://www.religioustolerance.org

OCRT is a multi-faith agency in Canada. Its website contains resources about 
religions and belief systems and provides:

•  information about a broad range of religions, from Asatru to Zoroastri-
anism, and also discusses secular belief systems. The site describes their 
origins, history, current beliefs and practices; 

•  explanations of dozens of controversial topics in which religious groups 
are in confl ict — both with each other and with secular forces in society; 

•  articles on a wide variety of additional subjects, including morality, 
 ethics, promotion of religious tolerance, religious misinformation and 
dis-information, the environment, as well as religiously-motivated intol-
erance, discrimination, hatred, oppression, violence and crimes against 
humanity.

�. The Shap Working Party on World Religions in Education (SHAP)

http://www.shap.org

The Shap Working Party on World Religions in Education was set up in ��� 
in the UK to broaden the basis of education at all levels by encouraging the 
study and teaching of world religions. It seeks to achieve its aim by producing 
accurate information and resources for those involved with religious educa-
tion and religious studies.

Members come from a variety of religious backgrounds and represent ex-
perts from all fi elds of education, from primary schools to universities. The 
publications they produce are used widely by schools, industry, politicians 
and social services in the UK and beyond.

Shap publishes a calendar of festivals, compiled and revised annually 
by scholars and educators, giving key information and dates of the festi-
vals of major religions and many religious movements. Shap’s continental 
partner is the European Association for World Religions in Education 
(http://www.eawre.org). It also publishes a calendar of festivals in Ger-
man and French.

�




F. Structure and Elaboration of Curricula

All OSCE participating States have mechanisms in place to develop and revise their cur-
ricula. With respect to teaching about religions and beliefs, the process should be as 
inclusive as possible. There are many stakeholders who potentially take an interest in 
curricula relating to teaching about religions and beliefs. In various OSCE participat-
ing States, stakeholders such as parents, teachers, higher education institutions, state 
institutions, educational authorities, and representatives of civil society are already 
involved in this process. Religious communities, both national and local, have been ac-
tively involved in many places as well. Given the distinctive nature of teaching about 
religions and beliefs, religious and belief communities should be consulted and given 
the opportunity to give their expert advice and express their concerns. The quality of 
the curriculum and the acceptance and support of local communities will be improved 
by such an inclusive policy. Due to the ever changing and dynamic nature of society, it is 
important to give voice to a wide range of religious and belief communities and to treat 
them with due respect. This also applies to religious groups that are considered small 
and unconventional. It needs to be remembered that most well-established faiths in to-
day’s world started as small and unconventional and were rejected by society at large. 
Finally, curricular authorities should make use of the expertise and innovative vision of 
specialized NGOs in developing and reviewing curricula.

In the participating States that currently do not off er any form of teaching about reli-
gions and beliefs in their national curriculum or elsewhere, appropriate resources will 
need to be developed. Existing curricula for teaching about religions and beliefs in 
various participating States can serve as a starting point for future curriculum develop-
ment, especially where such curricula are based on human rights principles.

A balanced and impartial description of religions and belief systems and fair and sen-
sitive representation of religious groups and individuals are vital. The use of reliable 
source materials, including interpretations by adherents of given religions or belief sys-
tems, is highly important.

A comprehensive evaluation of those curricula, as well as textbooks and education ma-
terials, following the principles set out in this document, can help ascertain whether 
these are free of bias. Where necessary, the development of new curricula should take 
place using similar criteria.

��



IV. Teacher Education

A. Background and International Context

Even the best curriculum ideas and most enlightened policies will have little eff ect at 
the classroom level if teachers are incapable, for whatever reason, of using the curric-
ulum in an appropriate way in their work with students. This applies with extra force 
to teaching about religions and beliefs because of the high demands such a curricu-
lum places on a teacher’s knowledge, attitudes, and competences. The importance of 
teachers’ qualifi cations and adequate initial and continuing teacher education has been 
stressed by the international community on many occasions. Key documents also re-
affi  rm the types of knowledge and competences needed for teaching about religions 
and beliefs.

Article �� of the UNESCO Recommendations states that countries should: 

constantly improve the ways and means of preparing and certifying teachers 
and other educational personnel��

and

develop aptitudes and skills such as a desire and ability to make educational 
innovations and to continue his or her training; experience in teamwork and 
in interdisciplinary studies; knowledge of group dynamics; and the ability to 
create favourable opportunities and take advantage of them.�	

Recommendation R (
�) �
 of the Council of Europe Committee of Ministers (��
�) 
states: 

�� UNESCO Recommendations, op. cit. note ��.
�	 Ibid.



that the governments of Member States (within the context of their educa-
tional and legislative systems and their policies and available resources) […]
train teachers in such a way that they: 
—  become aware of the various forms of cultural expression present in 

their own national cultures, and in migrant communities;
—  recognise that ethnocentric attitudes and stereotyping can damage indi-

viduals and therefore, attempt to counteract their infl uence; and
—  realise that they too should become agents of a process of cultural ex-

change and develop and use strategies for approaching, understanding 
and giving due consideration to them.�


The above-mentioned texts point to the important role of governments in guaranteeing 
that teachers receive the best possible education to prepare them for teaching about 
religions and beliefs in their schools. Though some national and local teacher educa-
tion institutes can be expected to appropriately educate future teachers to teach about 
religions and beliefs and related subject areas, this is by no means the case throughout 
the OSCE region. Governments are encouraged to set up a system of oversight, if such 
a system does not already exist, to monitor and evaluate the manner in which teach-
ers are presently selected and trained (both pre-service and in-service) to educate on 
teaching about religions and beliefs. Participating States should address any shortcom-
ings an evaluation might bring to light with these Guiding Principles and those of other 
international bodies in mind.

Where religious communities are responsible for pre-service and in-service education 
of teachers in subjects related to teaching about religions and beliefs in public schools, 
these communities are encouraged to reach out to other belief communities. Such ac-
tions can help to strengthen pre-service and in-service teacher education pertaining to 
teaching about religions and beliefs. It is also the best guarantee that such education is 
fair, balanced, inclusive and devoid of bias. Collaboration in this area to promote inter-
faith dialogue is a positive aim in itself.

B. Framework for Teacher Preparation

Due to the specifi c challenges associated with teaching about religions and beliefs 
and the potential for exclusion and confl ict, any basic teacher preparation should be 
framed in democratic and human rights principles, as recommended throughout this 

�
 Recommendation No. R (��
�)�
 of the Committee of Ministers to Member States on the 
Training of Teachers in Education for Intercultural Understanding, Notably in a Context of Mi-
gration, �� September ��
�, (
�) �
, available at http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/
refworld/r wmain?page=publisher&amp;docid= 4278de154&amp;skip=&amp;
publisher=COEMINISTERS.
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document. Other considerations are of course important, such as national curriculum 
standards and demands, the place of religions and beliefs in society and in the educa-
tion system, and the openness of the education system to change. But a human rights 
framework is the best guarantee for the development of a fair and balanced approach 
to teaching about religions and beliefs. It is also a powerful tool for combating nega-
tive stereotypes and discriminatory practices. A commitment to freedom of religion 
or belief and sensitivity to issues relating to human rights education and education for 
mutual respect and understanding should be a prerequisite for all future teachers of 
religions and beliefs. Such commitments and sensitivities should be strengthened dur-
ing their pre-service and in-service education.

C. Pre-Service and In-Service Teacher Education

Both pre-service and in-service teacher education are critical components of teach-
ing about religions and beliefs. Comprehensive and well-supported teacher education 
programmes also make it more likely that successful innovations in teacher education 
are sustainable. The OSCE has identifi ed the challenge of sustainability on previous 
occasions: 

The promotion of a culture of mutual respect, understanding and equality 
and the pursuit of equal opportunities for eff ective participation in democrat-
ic societies requires a systematic, comprehensive and long-term approach.��

�� OSCE Ministerial Council Decision No.��/�, Preamble, op. cit. note �. 
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The REDCo Project: Religion in Education. A contribution to dialogue or 
a factor of confl ict in transforming societies of European countries

http://www.redco.uni-hamburg.de 

This three-year European research project (the fi rst substantial study on re-
ligions and education to be funded by the European Commission) is part of 
the EC Framework  “Citizens and governance in a knowledge based socie-
ty” research fi eld. 

The project’s main aim is to establish and compare the potentials and limita-
tions of religion in the educational fi elds of selected European countries and 
regions. The project aims to identify approaches and policies that can contrib-
ute to making religion in education a factor promoting dialogue in the context 
of European development. 

Each of the ten universities is undertaking a specifi c study. In addition, there 
are a number of thematic and comparative studies, ranging from studies of 
the attitudes of adolescents in eight countries towards teaching about reli-
gions in schools to a study of European and national issues concerning the 
study of religion in schools, to comparative studies of teaching about religion 
in diff erent European states. 

The project’s fi rst book is Religion and Education in Europe: Developments, 
Contexts and Debates, op.cit. note ��.

Studies throughout OSCE participating States show that many teachers feel ill-pre-
pared to address the cultural and religious diversity they encounter in their classrooms. 
They often lack the training to discuss diff erent religions and philosophies in a fair and 
balanced way and do not always have an adequate understanding of how issues re-
lating to religions and beliefs relate to human rights. Too many new teachers report 
that they have never taken a course that addresses such issues, and have never had 
direct exposure to other cultures, belief systems, or human rights principles in their 
apprenticeships.��

�� A study in Northern Ireland, for instance, showed that only � per cent of those attend-
ing their fi nal year of teacher training college felt prepared for diversity in the classroom. 
See Martin Hagan and Claire McGlynn, “Moving Barriers: promoting learning for diver-
sity in initial teacher education”, Intercultural Education, Vol. ��, No. �, September ����, 
pp. ���-���. Other studies showing this include: Maurice Craft (Ed.), Teacher Education in 
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Needs Assessment for Teacher In-Service Training and Education

In countries such as Germany, Norway, Switzerland and Sweden, so-called 
“intercultural checklists” have been developed to assess specifi c school de-
velopment needs that can be addressed through in-situ training. Assessment 
is the fi rst step of an internal development process that helps to clarify a 
school’s further need for teacher training. 

Step �: Diversity questionnaires and interviews are developed that identify 
how individual schools address and manage diversity issues. The question-
naires are intended to provide data about the amount of diversity present in 
a school and identify school policy regarding heterogeneity. The questions 
tend to focus on demographics, degree of linguistic, cultural, religious diver-
sity in the school, visibility of minority groups, support structures, degree of 
co-operation between school, parents and community, etc. 

Step �: Structured interviews take place with teachers, principals, students, 
and parents. They are analysed to gain a better understanding of variables 
such as degree of awareness of diversity, teacher attitudes towards cultural 
and religious diversity, and obstacles to diversity education. Most impor-
tantly, the interpretation of the interviews helps to clarify a school’s need for 
further improvement.

Step �: Together, the consultants and representatives of the school defi ne pri-
ority areas for teacher training and school development. In many instances, 
teaching about religions and beliefs has been identifi ed as a priority area. 

Plural Societies : An International Review (London, Falmer, ���); Larissa Vassilchenko and 
Karmen Trasberg, “Estonian teachers in the late ����s: their willingness and preparedness 
for work in a multicultural classroom”, Intercultural Education, Vol. �, No. �, April ����, pp. 
�-	
; Odet Moliner Garcia and Rafaela Garcia Lopez, “Teachers’ initial training in cultur-
al diversity in Spain: attitudes and pedagogical strategies”, Intercultural Education, Vol. �, 
No. �, December ����, pp. ���-���. One review conducted for the American Educational 
Research Association even suggests that pre-service teachers have negative attitudes and 
beliefs about other cultures, have only limited experience with them and also express hes-
itancy to teach in urban settings with high numbers of minority students. See Etta Hollins 
and Maria Torres Guzman, “Research on preparing teachers for diverse populations” in 
Marylin Cochran-Smith and Kenneth M. Ziechner (Eds), Studying Teacher Education: The 
Report of the AERA Panel on Research in Teacher Education (Mahwah, NJ, Lawrence Erl-
baum Associates, ����), pp. �		-��
.
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Step : Teacher training takes place in the school. 

Example: In Germany the national school development project “Learning 
and Living Democracy” had a special focus on diversity education. In vari-
ous instances teaching about religions and beliefs was identifi ed as a high 
priority — especially since the schools were coping with many questions from 
students and staff  about Muslim traditions and the increasing visibility of 
Muslim places of worship in local communities.

In general, the status of teachers in classrooms gives them the potential to infl uence 
students disproportionately in discussions about issues of a personal nature, such 
as religion or belief. While recognizing that the expression of the personal beliefs of 
the teacher can promote understanding and encourage refl ection, teacher education 
should include strategies to ensure that educators’ personal, religious or non-religious 
commitments do not create bias in their teaching about diff erent religions and philos-
ophies. In the increasingly diverse classrooms of OSCE participating States, this issue 
becomes more profound. Professional training can ameliorate some of these (often) 
unintended infl uences and should provide opportunities for teachers to examine their 
responses to beliefs and practices that are unfamiliar to them and to explore the rela-
tionship between their own beliefs and their professional responsibilities.

Given the increasingly global nature of society and the expectation that societal diver-
sity in OSCE participating States will increase, it is critical that all future teachers of 
religions and beliefs and related subjects gain an understanding of key human rights 
issues pertaining to cultural and religious diversity. Also, since teaching about religions 
and beliefs is often particularly eff ective when it is interdisciplinary and human rights 
based, this should guide considerations regarding how to educate present and future 
teachers.�� It is important for OSCE participating States to assess to what extent teach-
er-training colleges, universities, institutes for higher education and other institutions 
are preparing future teachers to work in a plural and multi-faith society as well as class-
rooms that refl ect that diversity.

In some OSCE participating States, teachers do not participate in continuing educa-
tion programmes after their initial training. Irrespective of the quality of such initial 
pre-service training, teachers of religions and beliefs will benefi t most if they receive 
regular continuing support and training after they have fi nished their studies. Given 
the dynamic nature of developments that can make an impact on teaching about reli-

�� See, for instance, Keast, op. cit. note ��.
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gions and beliefs, further education is critical for all teachers who wish to remain up to 
date regarding new developments in this fi eld. Trainers in pre-service and in-service 
training institutions should draw on the experience and materials of intergovernmen-
tal organizations and recognized NGOs to plan and support training on teaching about 
religions and beliefs.

Throughout schools in Europe and North America, one can witness a phenomenon, 
especially in urban centres, where the cultural and religious backgrounds of teachers 
and students do not correspond. The teaching profession is predominantly the do-
main of teachers who are from the majority culture and whose beliefs refl ect majority 
viewpoints.��

Student populations, however, are becoming much more diverse. Putting policies and 
mechanisms in place to recruit more individuals into the teaching profession from un-
derrepresented communities can benefi t teaching about religions and beliefs but also 
education in general.�� Once in the teaching profession, it is also important that teach-
ers with a minority background be given the same opportunities for further training and 
career advancement and to participate in international exchange programmes where 
they can observe examples of best practice in teaching about religions and beliefs.

With the curriculum framework in mind from the previous chapter, present and future 
teachers should ideally: 
•  be capable of teaching about religions and beliefs within a human rights and crit-

ical thinking framework. Critical thinking implies that students can be critical of 
each other’s views and opinions, yet respectful of each student’s right to adhere 
to a belief system of his or her choice;

•  have a good command of relevant subject matter;
•  have pedagogical insight into how to communicate with students and how to mo-

tivate them to learn;
•  gain insight in how to make learning about religions and beliefs interesting and rel-

evant for students;

�� Thomas D. Snyder and Charlene M. Hoff man, Digest of Education Statistics ���� (Wash-
ington DC, National Center for Education Statistics, US Department of Education, ����).

�� Researcher Sonia Nieto refl ected on the situation as follows: “There is a dire need to hire a 
more diverse teacher education faculty. The fact is that when you have a more diverse teach-
er education faculty, you also have a diversity of experiences, viewpoints, and expertise, and 
this enriches the climate for everybody.” Sonia Nieto, “Solidarity, courage and heart: what 
teacher educators can learn from a new generation of teachers”, Intercultural Education, 
Vol. �	, No. �, December ���, pp. ��	–�	�.
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•  gain insight into the most eff ective ways of teaching about this content in a man-
ner that is respectful and inclusive, as well as combating negative stereotypes of 
religions and beliefs and their adherents;

•  understand the impact of religions and beliefs on society (both past and present) 
and culture;

•  be aware of and sensitive to the religious diversity in the communities in which 
they teach, and be able to connect this to global trends;

• gain insight into the role of religions and beliefs in people’s lives;
•  receive training in the psychology of learning, developmental psychology, and how 

this relates to pedagogy, especially empathetic pedagogy;
•  know how to create a safe learning environment where all students feel respected 

and comfortable expressing their opinions and beliefs, and where critical think-
ing does not lead to personal criticism of certain students due to their religious or 
non-religious beliefs or opinions;

• have insight into age-appropriate content and pedagogies;
• be aware of examples of best practice in teaching about religions and beliefs;
•  gain expertise in a variety of teaching methodologies; and learn how to address 

any tensions that might arise in the classroom due to the content matter or the ac-
tivities engaged in by the class;

•  have developed skills to lead students in discussion and debate, and to present 
multiple perspectives on issues in a fair and balanced way; and

•  gain the analytical and technical skills to research religious diversity material on the 
Internet, and identify appropriate, high-quality exercises and texts for their classes.

D. Who Should Teach about Religions and Beliefs?

Many OSCE participating States already have restrictions in place relating to who can 
teach about religions and beliefs. It is important that governments carefully examine 
these restrictions and assess the extent to which they are fair and conform to current 
accepted human rights standards.

An individual’s personal religious (or non-religious) beliefs cannot be suffi  cient reason 
to exclude that person from teaching about religions and beliefs. The most important 
considerations in this regard relate to professional expertise, as well as to basic attitudes 
towards or commitment to human rights in general and freedom of religion or belief in 
particular, rather than religious affi  liation or conviction. An understanding of empathetic 
education principles will also make teachers more eff ective when teaching about various 
religions and belief systems, since empathetic education attempts to arrive at a deeper 
understanding of others’ experiences and beliefs.
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E. Staff  and School Management Education

Proposal for a European Centre for Religious Education

The Council of Europe set up a series of meetings focusing on, among other 
things, teaching about religions. The meetings brought together represent-
atives of the main religions traditionally present in Europe, representatives 
of the authorities of the Council of Europe’s member states, academics and 
politicians. Discussion revolved around the possibility of establishing a foun-
dational programme for teaching about religions in all member states of the 
Council and the establishment of a European Centre for Religious Education 
focusing on human rights. These proposals were approved by the Parlia-
mentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (see: http://assembly.coe.int/
Main.asp?link=/Documents/AdoptedText/ta05/EREC1720.htm). 

Specifi c recommendations to the Committee of Ministers have included:
•  examine the possible approaches to teaching about religions at primary 

and secondary levels, for example through basic modules that would sub-
sequently be adapted to diff erent educational systems (��.�.); 

•  promote initial and in-service teacher training in religious studies (��.�.); 
•  envisage setting up a European teacher training institute for the compar-

ative study of religions (��.�.); 
•  encourage the governments of member states to ensure that religious stud-

ies are taught at the primary and secondary levels of state education (��.). 

The Committee of Ministers, at a later meeting, suggested that such work 
might most fruitfully be based within a European interdisciplinary centre 
that would bring together expertise in a range of fi elds, including citizenship 
education, intercultural education, human rights education and the study of 
religions. A subsequent feasibility study and conference confi rmed a commit-
ment to develop such a centre (see, eg, http://www.strasbourg-reor.org/
modules.php?name=News&new_topic=42&file=article&sid=352).

Discussions are now proceeding on establishing an interdisciplinary centre, 
with support and funding from the Norwegian authorities. It is hoped that the 
centre could begin its work some time in ���
, which is the Year for Intercultural 
Dialogue of the European Union. The centre would deal with research, informa-
tion sharing and with the training of educators. The Norwegian authorities and 
the Council of Europe Secretariat are now working on a concept for the centre.
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Since teaching about religions and beliefs is interdisciplinary by its very nature, and 
since the subject touches upon human nature in a profound way, it can be highly ben-
efi cial for all teachers and staff  in schools to have at least a basic understanding of 
teaching about religions and beliefs. This includes individuals such as school heads, 
psychologists, social workers, and nurses. Eff ective teaching about religions and be-
liefs also benefi ts from a school ethos that focuses on human rights and democratic 
principles, intercultural respect and understanding, creating a safe learning environ-
ment for all students, and critical thinking.�� The best way to accomplish these aims is to 
provide education and training to school staff  and also to the heads of schools. The im-
portance of boards of education, school board members, and principals in developing 
and maintaining a school ethos that supports intercultural and interfaith understand-
ing and sensitivity to the local communities cannot be overstated.

F. Assessment and Evaluation of Teacher Preparation

Although it is the role of the state to develop guidelines and policies for pre-service 
and in-service education, with respect to teaching about religions and beliefs it can 
be especially informative to have the input of multiple stakeholders, such as parent 
associations, religion and belief communities, human rights NGOs, universities, teach-
er associations, and also parent groups. Local religion and belief communities can 
and should play a special role in providing such input. However, the development of 
courses on teaching about religions and beliefs should always take place according to 
professional standards. The same applies to the evaluation of pre-service and in-serv-
ice training schemes.

G. The Added Value of Co-operation and Exchange

Co-operation and exchange across national borders can serve to improve the quality of 
teaching methods. In the Helsinki Final Act, the participating States were encouraged 
to promote exchange and experience, in particular by: 

•  various forms of contacts and co-operation in the diff erent fi elds of pedagogical 
science, for example through comparative or joint studies carried out by inter-
ested institutions or through exchanges of information on the results of teaching 
experiments;

•  intensifying exchanges of information on teaching methods used in various ed-
ucational systems and on results of research into the processes by which pupils 

�� See, for example, Laurie Shepherd Johnson, “The Diversity Imperative: building a cultural-
ly responsive school ethos”, Intercultural Education, Vol. ��, No. �, March ����, pp. �	-��.
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and students acquire knowledge, taking account of relevant experience in diff er-
ent types of specialized education.��

Cross-cultural exchanges on pedagogical techniques, useful practices, texts, learning 
exercises, and similar matters are likely to be particularly helpful in the fi eld of teach-
ing about religions and beliefs. Institutions that carry out the relevant teacher training 
should seek to develop contacts with counterparts in other countries.

�� Helsinki Final Act, Co-operation and Exchanges in the Field of Education, IV (e) op. cit. 
note 	.

��



V. Respecting Rights in the Process of Implementing 
Programmes for Teaching about Religions and 
Beliefs

The preceding two chapters have addressed ways that the human rights framework de-
scribed in Chapter II applies to defi ning the curriculum to be taught (Chapter III) and 
preparing those who do the teaching (Chapter IV). In this chapter, the focus is on hu-
man rights issues that arise in the process of implementing programmes for teaching 
about religions and beliefs once they have been developed. Some of these issues have 
already been touched upon, but they are addressed in greater detail here. In general, 
international standards recognize the need to grant administrators and teachers broad 
freedom of action in shaping curricular policy and training facilities, and more general-
ly in administering educational institutions. But particularly in the sensitive domain of 
teaching about religions and beliefs, international standards set important limits and 
point toward preferred practices that go beyond legal minimums.

A. Formulating Inclusive Implementation Policies

When working on issues related to teaching about religions and beliefs, precisely be-
cause the fundamental right to freedom of religion or belief is inevitably implicated, 
educational offi  cials have special obligations to proceed with sensitivity and care. Wise 
offi  cials will not only respect the applicable constitutional and human rights limitations, 
but will be open to input from relevant stakeholders. Once a curriculum for teaching 
about religions and beliefs has been designed and a school system is ready to imple-
ment it, it is likely that a variety of practical policy issues will still need to be resolved. 
Moreover, there are always unforeseen problems, and no matter how good the initial 
design, there is a need to be prepared to react to feedback and evaluations so that the 
programme can be improved.

Establishing advisory bodies at diff erent levels — national, regional, and local — that can 
address such issues early in the implementation process can avoid numerous diffi  cul-
ties. Such bodies should be chosen in ways that are inclusive, assure openness and 
competence with respect to issues likely to arise, and create input channels for major 



stakeholders. This involves taking into account the convictions, interests, and sen-
sitivities not only of those most directly involved — the pupils, the pupils’ parents or 
guardians, the teacher and school administrators — but also a variety of other stake-
holders, such as representatives of various religion and belief communities, parent and 
teacher organizations, other NGOs interested in the educational process, government 
offi  cials, members of the wider community, and so forth. These bodies, as well as oth-
er relevant stakeholders, need to be given timely notice and reasonable opportunity 
to present their views before additional policy measures or amendments are adopt-
ed by the competent educational authorities. Inter-religious councils may play a useful 
role in this process, provided that they are structured in ways that assure broad rep-
resentation, or provided that others not represented on such councils have alternative 
channels for communicating their concerns.

Teaching about Religions and Beliefs in California: 
The Modesto Experience

Since ����, the Modesto City school district in Modesto, California, has been 
engaged in a direct experiment in using the public school curriculum to pro-
mote religious freedom and mutual respect. Modesto requires all �th grade 
students (��-year-olds) to take a course focused on what are described as 
seven major world religions or beliefs. After a discussion of the history and 
meaning of religious freedom during the fi rst two weeks, students learn 
about Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Sikhism, Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam. Local religious leaders were asked to serve on an advisory group 
during the process of developing and implementing the course.

In ���, the First Amendment Center, a US based NGO, published a study 
of the Modesto course. This study provides some empirical data about the 
educational eff ects of study about religions on student attitudes. According 
to the study, taking the world religions course increased student support for 
the rights of others. Moreover, students left the course with a greater un-
derstanding of major world religions and a fuller appreciation of the core 
moral values shared across traditions. At the same time, the First Amendment 
Center’s study found that learning about various religions did not encourage 
students to change their own religious convictions.

In the process of involving stakeholders, it is vital to strike an appropriate balance. A 
fundamental consideration is that teaching about religion should be based on sound 
scholarship, and not merely on what religious communities want said about them-
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selves and others. Furthermore, while it is important to ensure that representatives of 
religious communities are allowed to give input and advice, this should not be taken to 
the extreme of giving them too much decision-making power at the cost of abdicating 
state responsibility. The European Court of Human Rights has made it clear that exces-
sive involvement of religious authorities from one community in decisions that aff ect 
the rights of those belonging to another community may itself amount to a violation of 
the right to freedom of religion or belief.�� On the other hand, courts have recognized 
that mere involvement of religious representatives in bodies formulating public edu-
cational policies does not constitute excessive entanglement of religious authorities in 
public decision making.�	

Worries about this balance can be reduced by assuring that groups without formal 
representation have adequate opportunities to provide input and be heard. Inclusion 
of representatives of non-religious belief groups and smaller, non-traditional religious 
groups can allay concerns of discrimination in favour of traditional beliefs. Good faith 
eff orts to understand concerns of aff ected parties can go a long way toward avoiding 
or minimizing problems.

B. Granting Reasonable Adaptations for Conscientious Claims

As noted in Chapter II, in educational as in other contexts, freedom of religion or belief 
may be restricted only when the limitations in question have been “prescribed by law” 
and where they are strictly “necessary to protect public safety, order, health, or morals, 
or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.”�
 Moreover, such limitations must 
be proportionate to the legitimate aim pursued, and call for a strict interpretation, in 
parallel with the extensive interpretation required by the rights protected.

Signifi cantly, as important as the state’s interest in promoting education is, education 
per se is not one of the permissible grounds for limiting the right to manifest one’s re-
ligion or belief. Thus, the state’s interest in carrying out its educational programme is 
not, in and of itself, a ground for limiting rights asserted by pupils, parents or others 
under international human rights provisions.

�� See Manoussakis v. Greece (ECtHR, App. No. �
	�
/��, ���), para. ��-��. 
�	 See, for example, Florey v. Sioux Falls School District, ��-�, �� F.�d ���� (
th Cir.), cert. 

denied, ��� U.S. �
	 (��
�); Clever v. Cherry Hill Township Board of Education, 
�
 F. 
Supp. �� (D.N.J. ����); New York State School Boards Ass’n v. Sobol, ��� N.E.�d ��� (N.Y. 
����), cert. denied, �� U.S. ��� (����).

�
 ICCPR, art. �
(�), op. cit. note �. 
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The Culture of Religions Initiative in Bosnia and Herzegovina

“Culture of Religions” is a subject designed to teach students about the four 
major religions practiced in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Rather than teaching 
about religion from a doctrinal point of view, as in traditional religion classes 
for students of a particular faith, it teaches and invites all students to explore 
the four religions through the lenses of history, culture and society. This ap-
proach is inclusive and it serves as a confi dence-building measure that seeks 
to advance inter-religious tolerance and understanding. Its aim is to reduce 
potential misunderstandings and confl icts arising from a lack of knowledge 
of other peoples’ faiths and cultures by providing the next generation with a 
basic knowledge of the culture and history of the religions of others. While im-
plemented diff erently in diff erent parts of the country, this programme could 
ultimately serve as an important part of the curriculum for all students.

At the same time, because of the uniqueness of the educational setting, consid-
erable deference may be given to school offi  cials in assessing what is necessary to 
further this limited set of objectives in the school context. For example, measures 
necessary not only to prevent actual disturbances, but more generally to maintain 
school decorum may be supported. While this may give education offi  cials some-
what broader discretion than government offi  cials would have in other contexts, it 
remains the case that any measures limiting freedom of religion or belief “must be di-
rectly related and proportionate to the specifi c need on which they are predicated.”��

Where educational authorities impose requirements that limit manifestations of reli-
gion, they need either to justify the limitation under this test, or to accommodate the 
religious practice in question. Accordingly, failure to fi nd reasonable adaptations of 
policies in response to distinctive religious needs can easily become a reason why a par-
ticular educational policy or practice violates freedom of religion or belief rights. If such 
an adaptation is feasible but not approved, the policy in question is not strictly neces-
sary, and is therefore not justifi ed under international limitations clauses.

�� General Comment No. �� (�
), para. 
, op. cit. note ��.
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Accommodating Religious Beliefs in Canada: Multani v. Commission sco-
laire Marguerite-Bourgeoys and Attorney General of Quebec

 Supreme Court of Canada, �

�

A Canadian Sikh youth and his father (the Multanis) brought suit to challenge 
a ban on bringing dangerous objects to school. The ban interfered with con-
cededly sincere beliefs requiring a metal kirpan to be worn at all times. A 
kirpan, which resembles a dagger, is an important religious symbol for ortho-
dox Sikhs. A reasonable accommodation initially proposed by school board 
personnel and acceptable to the Multanis was available, according to which 
the son could wear a kirpan if it was sealed and sewn up inside his clothing. 
Ultimately, however, the local school board’s council of commissioners re-
jected this solution. 

Appeals eventually reached the Supreme Court of Canada, which held that 
the commissioners’ decision to reject the accommodation was unconstitution-
al. In the Court’s view, the fact that the policy forced the son to transfer to a 
private school deprived him of his right to attend a public school and violated 
his freedom of religion. The Court acknowledged that ensuring a reasonable 
level of school safety constituted a pressing and substantial social need, and 
that there was a rational relationship between the board’s policy and pursu-
ing this policy. It ultimately concluded, however, that the policy could not be 
justifi ed as being proportional to the right protected. 

The primary reason was that the policy could not be said to “minimally im-
pair the right or freedom that has been infringed.” An absolute prohibition 
was not necessary, as demonstrated by the reasonableness of the rejected ac-
commodation. There was no evidence that the son had behavioural problems 
that might lead him to pose a risk of violence, and the risk of another student 
wrestling the kirpan away from him (restraining him, searching through his 
clothing, removing the sheath, and unstitching or tearing it open to get at the 
kirpan) was remote. Indeed, the record showed no incident of kirpans being 
used violently in Canadian schools in over ��� years and there was no evi-
dence of a real risk of signifi cant harm. 

The Court also rejected the argument that “the presence of kirpans in schools 
will contribute to poisoning of the school environment” because it is a “sym-
bol of violence” and “sends the message that using force is the way to assert 
rights and resolve confl ict.” In contrast, it held that “Not only is this assertion 
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contradicted by the evidence regarding the symbolic nature of the kirpan, it 
is also disrespectful to believers in the Sikh religion and does not take into ac-
count Canadian values based on multiculturalism… If some students consider 
it unfair that [a Sikh] may wear his kirpan to school while they are not allowed 
to have knives in their possession, it is incumbent on the schools to discharge 
their obligation to instil in their students this value that is … at the very foun-
dation of our democracy.” 

The Court accordingly concluded: “A total prohibition against wearing a 
kirpan to school undermines the value of this religious symbol and sends 
students the message that some religious practices do not merit the same 
protection as others. On the other hand, accommodating … [the wearing of 
the] kirpan under certain conditions demonstrates the importance that our 
society attaches to protecting freedom of religion and to showing respect for 
its minorities. The deleterious eff ects of a total prohibition thus outweigh its 
salutary eff ects.”

As a practical matter, religious communities or believers needing such adaptations 
are often in the best position to suggest how such distinctive treatment may be struc-
tured. They may have practical experience based on resolutions of their needs that 
have proved themselves in other settings. Their suggestions may or may not be ac-
cepted by the teacher or other educational offi  cials, but they no doubt constitute a 
useful starting point. Those seeking distinctive treatment should have some obliga-
tion to help mitigate, off set or compensate for the associated burdens that may result 
for others.

C. State Neutrality and Opt-Out Rights

State Competences on Education vis-à-vis the Rights of Parents

Under international standards, states have considerable latitude with respect to provid-
ing religious education but may not seek to indoctrinate pupils in a particular worldview 
through the educational system against the wishes of the pupils’ parents. The Europe-
an Court of Human Rights has made clear that:

the State, in fulfi lling the functions assumed by it in regard to education and 
teaching, must take care that information or knowledge included in the cur-
riculum is conveyed in an objective, critical and pluralistic manner. The State 
is forbidden to pursue an aim of indoctrination that might be considered as 
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not respecting parents’ religious and philosophical convictions. That is the 
limit that must not be exceeded.��

The state may satisfy this duty of neutrality either by designing a curriculum that is itself 
suffi  ciently impartial and balanced, or, in those instances in which the state provides in-
struction in a particular religion or belief, by granting rights to opt out on the ground of 
conscientious objection. This right must be realizable in practice, and not a mere the-
oretical possibility. Moreover, the requisite neutrality would be compromised if pupils 
were subjected to any disadvantage, discrimination or stigma on account of the exer-
cise of this right to be exempted from such classes, or elements of classes.

Whenever states provide for the teachings of religions or beliefs they are required to 
allow those who object to participating in this instruction on a conscientious basis to 
be exempted from it. As noted in Chapter II, the UN Human Rights Committee has af-
fi rmed that public education that includes instruction in a particular religion or belief 
can be consistent with international human rights law on the condition that “provision 
is made for non-discriminatory exemptions or alternatives that would accommodate the 
wishes of parents and guardians.”�� This requirement can be met either by exempting 
individual students from a course requirement, or by making the course itself optional.

Where teaching about religions or beliefs is involved, the situation is more complex. 
Such teaching, when provided in an appropriate manner, is permissible under interna-
tional human rights instruments, even when it is compulsory. The UN Human Rights 
Committee has interpreted Article �
 of ICCPR to permit “public school instruction in 
subjects such as the general history of religions and ethics if it is given in a neutral and 
objective way.”�� Even strongly separationist jurisdictions such as the United States al-
low such instruction, so long as the relevant teaching is “presented objectively as part 
of a secular program of education.”��

In a strict sense, no course — whether on religion or on any other subject — is absolutely 
neutral or objective; rather there is in fact a spectrum of possibilities. The more re-
ligiously doctrinal or philosophically oriented the subject and teaching context, the 
more possibilities there are for confl ict with the right of parents or guardians to have 
their children educated in accordance with their philosophical or religious convic-
tions, and the greater the likelihood is that some type of opt-out provision would be 
appropriate.

�� See Folgerø v. Norway (ECtHR, App. No. ���	�/��, �� June ���	), para. 
�(h).
�� General Comment No. ��, para. , op. cit. note ��.
�� Ibid.
�� Abington Sch. Dist. v. Shempp, �	� U.S. ���, ���-��� (���) (Brennan, J., concurring).
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In short, the basic principle under international standards appears to be that teaching 
about religions and beliefs is permissible even if it is compulsory, so long as it is given 
“in a neutral and objective way.” Moreover, non-neutral religious instruction is permis-
sible if there are adequate opt-out provisions. The diffi  cult questions, of course, are 
when is instruction suffi  ciently “neutral”, when are opt-out provisions adequate or nec-
essary, and how should the opt-out requirements be structured.

Diff ering Opt-Out Settings

When analysing these issues, it is helpful to refl ect on the types of situations in which 
exemptions are sought from being required to participate in various parts of the curric-
ulum. Where programmes for teaching about religions and beliefs are well-designed, 
and are clearly not aimed at supporting any particular religious or non-religious un-
derstanding of the world, the need for opt-outs may be minimal or non-existent. As 
teaching about religions or beliefs goes forward, dialogue and learning about the basic 
concerns of others may reduce or even eliminate the need for opt-out arrangements, 
either as a result of building of consensus supporting the teaching or through identi-
fi cation of adaptations that are acceptable to all involved. However, regardless how 
objective and unoff ending state offi  cials may think their programme is, parents and chil-
dren with diverse religious and non-religious beliefs may see things diff erently. While 
many will appreciate the infl uence that teaching about religions and beliefs may have 
on their children, others may experience the opposite reaction, for a number of rea-
sons. Two diff erent types of situation are worth noting.

First, there are likely to be some cases in which parents identify problems that school of-
fi cials have not foreseen. Various kinds of malfeasance may be occurring that have not 
come to the attention of the offi  cials. The content of the curriculum may have a prose-
lytizing or indoctrinating character that was not envisioned or anticipated, or it may be 
off ensive or misleading in ways that only believers in a particular tradition would rec-
ognize. The teacher responsible for providing the instruction may not be suffi  ciently 
sensitive. The appropriate reaction in these and many other similar cases would be to 
solve the problem through dialogue, discussion, and revision of the programme and 
its implementation. In this situation, an opt-out right may not be necessary in the long 
run, but it should be available as a safety valve, and it may be necessary for an extend-
ed period, pending resolution of the problem.

	




Folgerø v. Norway and Leirvåg v. Norway

Norway introduced a mandatory course on “Christian Knowledge and Reli-
gious and Ethical Education” in ���	. This was challenged by humanist parents 
and children in actions that led to claims before both the UN Human Rights 
Committee and the European Court of Human Rights. The course in question 
was designed to provide a general introduction to Christianity, as well as an 
introduction to other major world religions and outlooks, including non-reli-
gious life stances. Because state offi  cials hoped to promote dialogue among 
pupils from various faiths, and because they believed everyone should at least 
have basic knowledge about the religions covered in the course, a complete 
exemption from taking the course was not allowed. Ultimately, both tribunals 
concluded that the course as implemented was not neutral enough, and that 
the partial opt-out scheme established by Norway was insuffi  cient to avoid 
violations of the human rights claims of the claimants. Extracts from the rel-
evant decisions are included in Appendix III.

Second, some parents may have religious or non-religious beliefs that lead them to 
object to exposing their children to alternative interpretations of reality. For example, 
teaching about religions and beliefs may be perceived as indoctrination in relativism or 
secularism by some religious believers, or as indoctrination in religion by some human-
ists. Both groups may strongly object to certain types of teaching about religion. This 
may appear unfortunate or misguided to the contemporary educator, but international 
standards clearly exclude “any discretion on the part of the state [including education 
offi  cials] to determine whether religious beliefs or the means used to express such be-
liefs are legitimate.”�� Accordingly, conscientious objection to particular instances of 
teaching about religions and beliefs is precisely what the right to freedom of religion or 
belief (and the parallel right of parents to raise their children in accordance with those 
beliefs) is intended to protect.

Note that in both of the foregoing situations, a dialogue process is valuable for deter-
mining whether an opt-out is really needed, and if so, what its scope should be. It may 
also help determine whether a programme for teaching about religions and beliefs 
needs revision or greater sensitivity to diff erent belief perspectives. The dialogue proc-
ess itself, even if it does not lead to full conciliation, is a means of showing respect for 
alternative views.

�� Moscow Branch of the Salvation Army v. Russia (ECtHR, App. No. 	�

�/��, � October 
���), para. ��.
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But in the second situation, while dialogue may be helpful, it may not yield compro-
mises. If there are a large number of conscientious objectors to the programme, it is 
normally a sign that there may be fundamental problems in the design or the imple-
mentation of the programme on teaching about religions and beliefs. If there are only 
a relatively small number, the programme is more likely to be sound, but there may be 
some who remain unsatisfi ed. The diffi  cult question is how to address such cases.

Precisely this type of issue has been faced by both the UN Human Rights Committee 
and the European Court of Human Rights as a result of humanist challenges to a com-
pulsory subject on Christianity, Religion and Philosophy implemented in Norway�� 
and Alevi challenges to a compulsory course on religious culture and ethics classes in 
Turkey.��

What emerges from these and other cases are the following general principles. Where 
compulsory courses involving teaching about religions and beliefs are suffi  ciently neu-
tral and objective, mandatory participation in such courses as such does not violate 
the freedom of religion or belief (although states are, of course, free to allow partial 
or total opt-outs in these settings). Accordingly, when states have developed genuinely 
balanced and impartial teaching about religions and beliefs, they have fl exibility to re-
quire all students to participate in the relevant course or programme, except where this 
would be inconsistent with international standards — i.e., when this would result in the 
imposition of limitations on the right to freedom of religion or belief that are not nec-
essary in a democratic society for the protection of health, safety, public order, morals, 
and the fundamental rights of third parties. In other words, conscientious objections 
in this area must be treated with the same high degree of sensitivity, care and fairness 
as objections to any other school subject. On the other hand, where a compulsory pro-
gramme is not suffi  ciently objective, recognizing appropriate opt-out rights may be a 
satisfactory solution for parents and pupils, unless or until the neutrality of the system 
is properly achieved. Indeed, states may conclude that there is some advantage in al-
lowing sensitive opt-out rights, since this will make it more likely that the course will 
meet international standards, and it is often diffi  cult for administrators to determine in 
advance and in the abstract whether a course or other teaching about religions and be-
liefs is suffi  ciently impartial and objective.

The same basic considerations need to apply to conscientious objections to materials 
or aspects of other courses — such as history, literature, music, philosophy, etc. — that 

�� Folgerø v. Norway, op. cit. note 	�; Leirvåg v. Norway (UN Human Rights Committee, CCPR/
C/
�/D/����/����, Communication No. ����/����, �� November ����), available at http://
www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Symbol)/6187ce3dc0091758c1256f7000526973
?Opendocument. 

�� Zengin v. Turkey (ECtHR, App. No. ���
/��, � October ���	).
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include some sort of teaching about religions and beliefs. Opt-out rights should be 
granted on essentially the same grounds that are given for courses as a whole, after tak-
ing into account the diff ering nature and scope of adaptations or exemptions that may 
be needed. This is an area in which inclusive advisory bodies can help identify sensitive 
issues, and recommend how they may best be addressed.

Structuring Opt-Out Arrangements

Once the decision is made that an opt-out is the adequate way to protect the right to 
freedom of religion or belief for a particular pupil, consideration needs to be given as 
to how the opt-out should be structured. An approach needs to be found that does not 
stigmatize or discriminate against the student. For example, an opt-out that sends pupils 
to the same room that others are sent to as a punishment sends the wrong signal. On 
the contrary, allowing the pupil to be doing something meaningful and productive while 
opting out would be a positive alternative. Care should be taken to avoid having the 
fact that the pupil is not participating become a basis for exclusionary or discriminato-
ry behaviour by other students. It may be very diffi  cult to avoid subtle and not-so-subtle 
forms of discrimination that fl ow from being been branded as “diff erent.”

The following factors have been identifi ed as having a bearing on whether the opt-out 
scheme adequately insulates pupils from non-neutral aspects of a particular pro-
gramme: a threshold issue is that, as a subjective matter, the exemption scheme should 
address the problem, as far as possible, in a satisfactory way from the perspective of the 
parents and the pupils. Second, the exemption scheme needs to be workable both from 
the perspective of the parents and the teachers, avoiding unnecessary complexities. 
Third, the operation of the exemption scheme should not lead to adverse consequences 
for the pupil involved or be experienced as discrimination by the student.�	 Fourth, once 
exemptions are granted, alternative and appropriate learning opportunities should be 
available. Finally, while a party claiming an exemption needs to be able to demonstrate 
entitlement to it, care should be taken to avoid compelling disclosures of intimate mat-
ters of personal belief in insensitive ways in order to obtain the exemption.�


D. Addressing Actual and Potential Problems Linked to Religions or Beliefs

Neutrality towards religion or belief means that the state may not be hostile toward 
religions or beliefs and must maintain an objective stance. However, objectivity some-
times requires raising issues about the negative role that members of religious or belief 
communities may have played at certain moments in history. The challenge here is to 

�	 Ibid., para. �� (��.).
�
 Ibid., para. �
.
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develop critical awareness, and to open possibilities for identifying and discussing cer-
tain problematic aspects of religion or belief, while adopting a neutral perspective 
based upon objective and well-confi rmed data, and avoiding any endeavour to infl u-
ence the religious or belief choices of students. This is compatible with the need to help 
students become aware of patterns of behaviour that can lead to intolerance, confl ict, 
and even violence.

A diff erent issue may arise in contexts where religious or belief groups adopt critical 
stances toward government or legislative policies. It is important to recognize that, as 
a consequence of the right to freedom of religion or belief, neither individuals nor re-
ligious communities are obligated to accept policies or beliefs that are endorsed by 
current political regimes or by prevailing intellectual trends. Ways need to be found for 
those with deeply diff ering beliefs to live together.

E. Implicit Teaching about Religions and Beliefs

Teaching about religions and beliefs occurs not only in the course of teaching subjects 
spelled out in the curriculum, but also in a number of other contexts in which teachers 
and other school offi  cials react to legitimate religious needs of students. Respect for 
freedom of religion or belief is taught not only by curricular off erings, but often even 
more importantly by example. Thus, every time school personnel accommodate or re-
ject a sincere conscientious claim, they send a signal that may build or undermine the 
culture of tolerance and mutual respect in the school environment. All school person-
nel need to be sensitized to legitimate claims based on the freedom of religion or belief 
in order to reduce the likelihood that they will respond insensitively to such claims. Of-
ten, by interacting with parents and pupils in open and sensitive ways, and by doing 
more than minimum standards require, they can make major contributions to strength-
ening the school’s implicit teaching of respect for diff erences of religion and belief.

While many examples could be given, issues concerning religious symbols, religious 
attire and religious holidays stand out. These are complicated issues, which deserve a 
more detailed examination and which are beyond the scope of the present document. 
Diff erent countries have developed diff erent policies with respect to such issues. Poli-
cies and administrative practices that fi nd ways to adapt to these religious needs help 
exemplify a culture of respect. For example, teachers can often take advantage of holi-
day periods to teach about religions in culturally sensitive ways. They need to be careful 
to make the distinction between teaching about the holiday, and actually celebrating the 
holiday, or using it as an opportunity to proselytize or otherwise impose their person-
al beliefs. Drawing appropriate lines can be more diffi  cult when music, drama or other 
programmes put on performances during holiday seasons. Programmes that involve 
a variety of selections and are not primarily of a devotional or religious nature help 

	



respect the line between acknowledgement of cultural realities and imposition of reli-
gious values. In general, teachers and administrators should strive to act in ways that 
communicate respect and encourage inclusion of all in society at large.

The point with these and many similar issues is that some of the most eff ective teach-
ing about religion occurs in the context of responding to legitimate religious requests. 
These can pose a challenge, but they also pose major opportunities for fostering a cli-
mate of mutual respect and understanding.

	�



VI. Conclusions and Recommendations

Teaching about religions and beliefs may be adapted to take into account the needs of 
diff erent national and local school systems and traditions. The following conclusions 
are supported by a growing consensus among lawyers and educators and should be 
taken into consideration by all OSCE participating States when devising schemes for 
teaching about religions and beliefs. 

Conclusions

�.  Knowledge about religions and beliefs can reinforce appreciation of the im-
portance of respect for everyone’s right to freedom of religion or belief, foster 
democratic citizenship, promote understanding of societal diversity and, at the 
same time, enhance social cohesion.

�.  Knowledge about religions and beliefs has the valuable potential of reducing con-
fl icts that are based on lack of understanding for others’ beliefs and of encouraging 
respect for their rights.

�.  Knowledge about religions and beliefs is an essential part of a quality education. 
It is required to understand much of history, literature, and art, and can be help-
ful in broadening one’s cultural horizons and in deepening one’s insight into the 
complexities of past and present.

�.  Teaching about religions and beliefs is most eff ective when combined with eff orts 
to instil respect for the rights of others, even when there is disagreement about re-
ligions or beliefs. The right to freedom of religion or belief is a universal right and 
carries with it an obligation to protect the rights of others, including respect for 
the dignity of all human beings.



�.  An individual’s personal religious (or non-religious) beliefs do not provide suffi  -
cient reason to exclude that person from teaching about religions and beliefs. The 
most important considerations in this regard relate to professional expertise, as 
well as to basic attitudes towards or commitment to human rights in general and 
freedom of religion or belief in particular.

.  Reasonable adaptations of policies in response to distinctive religious needs may 
be required to avoid violation of rights to freedom of religion or belief. Even when 
not strictly required as a matter of law, such adaptations and fl exibility contribute 
to the building of a climate of tolerance and mutual respect.

	.  Where compulsory courses involving teaching about religions and beliefs are suf-
fi ciently neutral and objective, requiring participation in such courses as such does 
not violate the freedom of religion or belief (although states are free to allow par-
tial or total opt-outs in these settings).

Recommendations

It is recommended that the OSCE participating States: 

�.  Disseminate these Guiding Principles among teachers, school administrative staff , 
students associations, parents’ organizations, education policy makers, and all 
parties that could be interested in teaching about religions and beliefs, and draw 
upon these Principles when such teaching is developed or implemented.

�.  Apply, when developing and implementing these programmes, the relevant stand-
ards and consider recommendations of international organizations, including 
OSCE commitments, as well as the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly’s 
recommendations ���� [����] on religious tolerance in a democratic society, ��� 
[����] on religion and democracy, and �	�� [����] on education and religion.

�.  Evaluate existing curricula being used in public schools that touch upon teaching 
about religions and beliefs with a view to determining whether they promote re-
spect for freedom of religion or belief and whether they are impartial, balanced, 
inclusive, age appropriate, free of bias and meet professional standards.

�.  Assess the process that leads to the development of curricula on teaching about 
religions and beliefs to make sure that this process is sensitive to the needs of var-
ious religious and belief communities and that all relevant stakeholders have an 
opportunity to have their voices heard.

		



�.  Examine to what extent existing teacher-training institutions are capable of pro-
viding the necessary professional training for teaching about religions and beliefs 
in a way that promotes respect for human rights and, in particular, for freedom of 
religion or belief.

.  Determine the extent to which teacher-training institutions provide suffi  cient 
knowledge of human rights issues, an understanding of the diversity of religious 
and non-religious views in society, a fi rm grasp of various teaching methodolo-
gies (with particular attention to those founded on an intercultural approach) and 
signifi cant insight into ways that one can teach about religions and beliefs in a re-
spectful, impartial and professional way.

	.  Facilitate the organization of processes that provide input to authors, editors and 
publishers who publish textbooks devoted to teaching about religions and beliefs 
so that they can be optimally respectful of the Toledo Guiding Principles.


.  Take advantage of the expertise of the OSCE/ODIHR Advisory Council on Free-
dom of Religion or Belief when they develop or implement curricula to teach about 
religions and beliefs or when they establish or assess teacher-training institutions 
and programmes.

	�



Freedom of Thought, Conscience, Religion, or Belief	�

Helsinki ��	� (Questions Relating to Security in Europe: �.(a) Declaration on Principles 
Guiding Relations between Participating States — Principle VII)

The participating States will respect human rights and fundamental freedoms, includ-
ing the freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, for all without distinction as 
to race, sex, language or religion.

They will promote and encourage the eff ective exercise of civil, political, economic, so-
cial, cultural and other rights and freedoms all of which derive from the inherent dignity 
of the human person and are essential for his free and full development.

Within this framework the participating States will recognize and respect the freedom 
of the individual to profess and practice, alone or in community with others, religion or 
belief acting in accordance with the dictates of his own conscience.

Helsinki ��	� (Co-operation in Humanitarian and Other Fields)

[The participating States] confi rm that religious faiths, institutions and organizations, 
practising within the constitutional framework of the participating States, and their 
representatives can, in the fi eld of their activities, have contacts and meetings among 
themselves and exchange information.

	� An updated list of extracts from OSCE Human Dimension Commitments, Vol. I, Thematic 
Compilation (Warsaw, ODIHR , ����). 

appendix i 

Selected OSCE Human Dimension Commitments 
Related to Freedom of Religion or Belief and 
Tolerance and Non-Discrimination	�



Madrid ���� (Questions Relating to Security in Europe: Principles)

The participating States (…) furthermore agree to take the action necessary to ensure 
the freedom of the individual to profess and practise, alone or in community with oth-
ers, religion or belief acting in accordance with the dictates of his own conscience.

In this context, they will consult, whenever necessary, the religious faiths, institutions 
and organizations, which act within the constitutional framework of their respective 
countries.

They will favourably consider applications by religious communities of believers prac-
tising or prepared to practise their faith within the constitutional framework of their 
States, to be granted the status provided for in their respective countries for religious 
faiths, institutions and organizations.

Vienna ���� (Questions Relating to Security in Europe: Principles)

(�) In order to ensure the freedom of the individual to profess and practise religion 
or belief, the participating States will, inter alia,

(�.�) – take eff ective measures to prevent and eliminate discrimination against indi-
viduals or communities on the grounds of religion or belief in the recognition, exercise 
and enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms in all fi elds of civil, political, 
economic, social and cultural life, and to ensure the eff ective equality between believ-
ers and non-believers;

(�.�) – foster a climate of mutual tolerance and respect between believers of diff erent 
communities as well as between believers and non-believers;

(�.�) – grant upon their request to communities of believers, practising or prepared 
to practise their faith within the constitutional framework of their States, recognition of 
the status provided for them in their respective countries;

(�.�) – respect the right of these religious communities to
• establish and maintain freely accessible places of worship or assembly,
•  organize themselves according to their own hierarchical and institutional 

structure,
•  select, appoint and replace their personnel in accordance with their respective 

requirements and standards as well as with any freely accepted arrangement be-
tween them and their State,

• solicit and receive voluntary fi nancial and other contributions;
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(�.�) – engage in consultations with religious faiths, institutions and organizations in 
order to achieve a better understanding of the requirements of religious freedom;

(�.) – respect the right of everyone to give and receive religious education in the lan-
guage of his choice, whether individually or in association with others;

(�.	) – in this context respect, inter alia, the liberty of parents to ensure the religious 
and moral education of their children in conformity with their own convictions;

(�.
) – allow the training of religious personnel in appropriate institutions;

(�.�) – respect the right of individual believers and communities of believers to ac-
quire, possess, and use sacred books, religious publications in the language of their 
choice and other articles and materials related to the practice of religion or belief,

(�.��) – allow religious faiths, institutions and organizations to produce, import and 
disseminate religious publications and materials;

(�.��) – favourably consider the interest of religious communities to participate in pub-
lic dialogue, including through the mass media.

(�	) The participating States recognize that the exercise of the above-mentioned rights 
relating to the freedom of religion or belief may be subject only to such limitations as 
are provided by law and consistent with their obligations under international law and 
with their international commitments. They will ensure in their laws and regulations 
and in their application the full and eff ective exercise of the freedom of thought, con-
science, religion or belief.

(…)

(��) They will allow believers, religious faiths and their representatives, in groups 
or on an individual basis, to establish and maintain direct personal contacts and com-
munication with each other, in their own and other countries, inter alia through travel, 
pilgrimages and participation in assemblies and other religious events. In this context 
and commensurate with such contacts and events, those concerned will be allowed to 
acquire, receive and carry with them religious publications and objects related to the 
practice of their religion or belief.

Copenhagen ���


The participating States reaffi  rm that

��



(�.�) – everyone will have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. 
This right includes freedom to change one’s religion or belief and freedom to manifest 
one’s religion or belief, either alone or in community with others, in public or in private, 
through worship, teaching, practice and observance. The exercise of these rights may 
be subject only to such restrictions as are prescribed by law and are consistent with in-
ternational standards;

(…)

(��) (…) Persons belonging to national minorities have the right freely to express, pre-
serve and develop their ethnic, cultural, linguistic or religious identity and to maintain 
and develop their culture in all its aspects, free of any attempts at assimilation against 
their will. In particular, they have the right

(…)

(��.�) – to profess and practise their religion, including the acquisition, possession 
and use of religious materials, and to conduct religious educational activities in their 
mother tongue;

Budapest ��� (Decisions: VIII. The Human Dimension)

�	. Reaffi  rming their commitment to ensure freedom of conscience and religion and 
to foster a climate of mutual tolerance and respect between believers of diff erent com-
munities as well as between believers and non-believers, they expressed their concern 
about the exploitation of religion for aggressive nationalist ends.

Maastricht �

� (Decisions: Decision No. �/�� on Tolerance and Non-discrimination)

�.  Affi  rms the importance of freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, and 
condemns all discrimination and violence, including against any religious group 
or individual believer. Commits to ensure and facilitate the freedom of the individ-
ual to profess and practice a religion or belief, alone or in community with others, 
where necessary through transparent and non-discriminatory laws, regulations, 
practices and policies.

  Encourages the participating States to seek the assistance of the ODIHR and its 
Panel of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief. Emphasizes the importance of 
a continued and strengthened interfaith and intercultural dialogue to promote 
greater tolerance, respect and mutual understanding.
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Ljublana �

� (Decision No. ��/� Tolerance and Non-Discrimination: Promoting Mu-
tual Respect and Understanding)

Tasks the ODIHR: 

Through its Advisory Panel of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief, to contin-
ue providing support to the participating States, upon their request, in their eff orts to 
promote freedom of religion or belief, and to share the Panel’s conclusions and opin-
ions with OSCE participating States, both bilaterally and at relevant OSCE conferences 
and events;

Brussels �

� (Decision No. ��/� Combating Tolerance and Non-Discrimination and 
Promoting Mutual Respect and Understanding)

��.  Encourages the Offi  ce for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), 
based on existing commitments, including through co-operation with relevant 
OSCE executive structures: (…)

 (b)  To further strengthen the work of the ODIHR’s Advisory Panel of Experts on 
Freedom of Religion or Belief in providing support and expert assistance to 
participating States

Tolerance and Non-Discrimination

Porto �

� (Decision No.  on Tolerance and Non-discrimination)

The Ministerial Council,

(…) Reiterating that democracy and protection of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms are essential safeguards of tolerance and non-discrimination and consti-
tute important factors for stability, security, co-operation and peaceful development 
throughout the entire OSCE region, and that conversely tolerance and non-discrimina-
tion are important elements in the promotion of human rights,

Recalling the continuing work of the OSCE structures and institutions in the fi eld of pro-
moting human rights, tolerance, non-discrimination and multiculturalism, in particular 
by the human dimension meetings and activities, projects and programmes including 
those of participating States,

Stressing the positive role of multicultural and inter-religious dialogue in creating bet-
ter understanding among nations and peoples,

��



Noting that promoting tolerance and non-discrimination can also contribute to elim-
inating the basis for hate speech and aggressive nationalism, racism, chauvinism, 
xenophobia, anti-Semitism and violent extremism,

Recognizing the responsibility of participating States for promoting tolerance and non-
discrimination,

(…)

�.  (…) (b) Undertakes to further promote multicultural, interethnic and inter-re-
ligious dialogue in which governments and civil society will be encouraged to 
participate actively;

 (…)

�.  Decides to intensify eff orts to maintain and strengthen tolerance and non-discrim-
ination, with the assistance of OSCE institutions and in co-operation with relevant 
international organizations and civil society, by such means as the exchanges of 
information and best practice;

 (…)

�.  Commits to take appropriate measures, in conformity with respective constitu-
tional systems, at national, regional and local levels to promote tolerance and 
non-discrimination as well as to counter prejudices and misrepresentation, par-
ticularly in the fi eld of education, culture and information;

Maastricht �

� (OSCE Strategy to Address Threats to Security and Stability in the 
Twenty-First Century)

��.  The OSCE’s eff orts will in particular be targeted at the younger generation in or-
der to build up their understanding of the need for tolerance and the importance 
of reconciliation and peaceful coexistence. Their outlook and perspective on the 
future are key.

  Where appropriate, the OSCE will therefore take on a stronger role in the fi eld 
of education. An area such as human rights education would deserve particular 
attention.

�



Sofi a �

 (Decisions: Annex to Decision No. ��/�� on Tolerance and Non-discrimina-
tion; Permanent Council Decision No. �	: Combating Anti-Semitism)

The Permanent Council,

(…)

In order to reinforce our common eff orts to combat anti-Semitism across the OSCE 
region

Decides,
�. The participating States commit to: 
 •  Promote, as appropriate, educational programmes for combating anti-

Semitism;
 •  Promote remembrance of and, as appropriate, education about the tragedy 

of the Holocaust, and the importance of respect for all ethnic and religious 
groups;

Sofi a �

 (Decisions: Annex to Decision No. ��/�� on Tolerance and Non-discrimi-
nation; Permanent Council Decision No. ��: Tolerance and the Fight against Racism, 
Xenophobia and Discrimination)

�. The participating States commit to: 
 (…)
 •  Promote and enhance, as appropriate, educational programmes for fostering 

tolerance and combating racism, xenophobia and discrimination;
 •  Promote and facilitate open and transparent interfaith and intercultural dia-

logue and partnerships towards tolerance, respect and mutual understanding
 •  Encourage the promotion of tolerance, dialogue, respect and mutual under-

standing through the Media, including the Internet.

Ljublana �

� (Decision No. ��/� Tolerance and Non-Discrimination: Promoting Mu-
tual Respect and Understanding)

�.  The participating States commit to: 
 (…)
 •  Encourage public and private educational programmes that promote toler-

ance and non-discrimination, and raise public awareness of the existence 
and the unacceptability of intolerance and discrimination, and in this regard, 
to consider drawing on ODIHR expertise and assistance in order to develop 
methods and curricula for tolerance education in general, including: 
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  —   Fighting racial prejudice and hatred, xenophobia and discrimination;
  —   Education on and remembrance of the Holocaust, as well as other geno-

cides, recognized as such in accordance with the ���
 Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, and crimes against 
humanity;

  —   Education on anti-Semitism in order to ensure a systematic approach to 
education, including curricula related to contemporary forms of anti-
Semitism in participating States;

  —   Fighting prejudice, intolerance and discrimination against Christians, 
Muslims and members of other religions.

Brussels �

� (Decision ��/� on Combating Intolerance and Discrimination and Pro-
moting Mutual Respect and Understanding)

�.  Calls upon the participating States to address the root causes of intolerance and 
discrimination by encouraging the development of comprehensive domestic ed-
ucation policies and strategies as well as through increased awareness-raising 
measures that:

 —  Promote a greater understanding of and respect for diff erent cultures, eth-
nicities, religions or beliefs;

(…)

��.  Encourages the Offi  ce for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), 
based on existing commitments, including through co-operation with relevant 
OSCE executive structures:

 (a)  To further strengthen the work of its Tolerance and Non-Discrimination 
Programme, in particular its assistance programmes, in order to assist par-
ticipating States upon their request in implementing their commitments;

��



Recommendation ���� (����)�

Education and religion

�.  The Parliamentary Assembly forcefully reaffi  rms that each person’s religion, in-
cluding the option of having no religion, is a strictly personal matter. However, 
this is not inconsistent with the view that a good general knowledge of religions 
and the resulting sense of tolerance are essential to the exercise of democratic 
citizenship.

�.  In its Recommendation ��� (����) on religion and democracy, the Assembly as-
serted: “There is a religious aspect to many of the problems that contemporary 
society faces, such as intolerant fundamentalist movements and terrorist acts, rac-
ism and xenophobia, and ethnic confl icts.”

�.  The family has a paramount role in the upbringing of children, including in the 
choice of a religious upbringing. However, knowledge of religions is dying out 
in many families. More and more young people lack the necessary bearings ful-
ly to apprehend the societies in which they live and others with which they are 
confronted.

�.  The media — printed and audiovisual — can have a highly positive informative role. 
Some, however, especially among those aimed at the wider public, very often dis-
play a regrettable ignorance of religions, as shown for instance by the frequent 
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unwarranted parallels drawn between Islam and certain fundamentalist and rad-
ical movements.

�.  Politics and religion should be kept apart. However, democracy and religion 
should not be incompatible. In fact they should be valid partners in eff orts for the 
common good. By tackling societal problems, the public authorities can eliminate 
many of the situations which can lead to religious extremism.

.  Education is essential for combating ignorance, stereotypes and misunderstanding 
of religions. Governments should also do more to guarantee freedom of con-
science and of religious expression, to foster education on religions, to encourage 
dialogue with and between religions and to promote the cultural and social ex-
pression of religions.

	.  School is a major component of education, of forming a critical spirit in future cit-
izens and therefore of intercultural dialogue. It lays the foundations for tolerant 
behaviour, founded on respect for the dignity of each human being. By teaching 
children the history and philosophy of the main religions with restraint and ob-
jectivity and with respect for the values of the European Convention on Human 
Rights, it will eff ectively combat fanaticism. Understanding the history of political 
confl icts in the name of religion is essential.


.  Knowledge of religions is an integral part of knowledge of the history of mankind 
and civilisations. It is altogether distinct from belief in a specifi c religion and its ob-
servance. Even countries where one religion predominates should teach about the 
origins of all religions rather than favour a single one or encourage proselytising.

�.  In Europe, there are various concurrent situations. Education systems general-
ly — and especially the state schools in so-called secular countries — are not devoting 
enough resources to teaching about religions, or — particularly in countries where 
there is a state religion and in denominational schools — are focusing on only one 
religion. Some countries have prohibited the carrying or wearing of religious 
symbols in schools. These provisions have been judged as complying with the Eu-
ropean Convention on Human Rights.

��.  Unfortunately, all over Europe there is a shortage of teachers qualifi ed to give 
comparative instruction in the diff erent religions, so a European teacher train-
ing institute for that needs to be set up (at least for teacher trainers), which could 
benefi t from the experience of a number of institutes and faculties in the diff er-
ent member countries that have long been researching and teaching the subject 
of comparative religion.

��



��.  The Council of Europe assigns a key role to education in the construction of a 
democratic society, but study of religions in schools has not yet received special 
attention.

��.  The Assembly observes moreover that the three monotheistic religions of the Book 
have common origins (Abraham) and share many values with other religions, and 
that the values upheld by the Council of Europe stem from these values.

��.  Accordingly, the Assembly recommends that the Committee of Ministers: 

��.�.  examine the possible approaches to teaching about religions at primary and sec-
ondary levels, for example through basic modules which would subsequently be 
adapted to the various educational systems;

��.�.  promote initial and in-service teacher training in religious studies respecting the 
principles set out in the previous paragraphs;

��.�.  envisage setting up a European teacher training institute for the comparative study 
of religions.

��.  The Assembly also recommends that the Committee of Ministers encourage the 
governments of member States to ensure that religious studies are taught at the 
primary and secondary levels of state education, on the basis of the following cri-
teria in particular: 

��.�.  the aim of this education should be to make pupils discover the religions practised 
in their own and neighbouring countries, to make them perceive that everyone has 
the same right to believe that their religion is the “true faith” and that other people 
are not diff erent human beings through having a diff erent religion or not having a 
religion at all;

��.�.  it should include, with complete impartiality, the history of the main religions, as 
well as the option of having no religion;

��.�.  it should provide young people with educational tools that enable them to be quite 
secure in approaching supporters of a fanatical religious practice;

��.�.  it must not overstep the borderline between the realms of culture and worship, 
even where a country with a state religion is concerned. It is not a matter of instill-
ing a faith but of making young people understand why religions are sources of 
faith for millions;
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��.�.  teachers on religions need to have specifi c training. They should be teachers of a 
cultural or literary discipline. However, specialists in another discipline could be 
made responsible for this education;

��..  the state authorities should look after teacher training and lay down the syllabus-
es which should be adapted to each country’s peculiarities and to the pupils’ ages. 
In devising these programmes, the Council of Europe will consult all partners con-
cerned, including representatives of the religious faiths.

�




Factual and Procedural Background

Three important cases involving teaching about religions and beliefs have been decided 
at the international level in the period leading up to the issuance of these Guiding Princi-
ples — two from Norway	� and one from Turkey.	� Both Norwegian cases arose from the 
same basic factual situation. They involve respectively applications to the UN Human 
Rights Committee and the European Court of Human Rights claiming that a mandato-
ry subject in the Norwegian school system entitled Christian Knowledge and Religious 
Ethical Education (CKREE or KRL) violated freedom of religion or belief and the right 
of parents to ensure that education is provided in conformity with their own religious 
and philosophical convictions. All applicants, consisting initially of the Norwegian Hu-
manist Association and eight sets of parents, who were members of the Association and 
whose children attended primary school, joined together in exhausting their remedies 
within the Norwegian system. This culminated in a decision of the Norwegian Supreme 
Court, which rejected claims that refusal to grant exemptions from participation in the 
CKREE violated the parents’ and the children’s rights under international human rights 
provisions protecting freedom of religion or belief,	� parental rights to raise their chil-
dren in accordance with their beliefs,	� and non-discrimination rights.	�

	� Leirvåg v. Norway, UN Human Rights Committee, CCPR/C/
�/D/����/����, Communication 
No. ����/����, �� November ����), available at http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Sy
mbol)/6187ce3dc0091758c1256f7000526973?Opendocument, and Folgerø v. Nor-
way, ECtHR, App. No. ���	�/��, �� June ���	. 

	� Zengin v. Turkey, (ECtHR, App. No. ���
/��, � October ���	).
	� ICCPR, art. �
, op. cit., note �; ECHR, art. �, op. cit. note ��.
	� International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, adopted and opened for 

signature by the General Assembly, on � December ��, GA Res. ����A (XXI), � UN GAOR 
Supp. (No. �) at ��, UN Doc. A/�� (��), ��� UNTS �, entered into force Jan. �, ��	, 
art. ��(�), available at http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/a_cescr.htm; ICCPR, 
art. �
(�), op. cit. note �; ECHR Protocol No. �, art. �, op. cit. note �
. 

	� ICCPR, art. �, op. cit. note �; ECHR, art. ��, op. cit. note ��.
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Thereafter, some of the claimants submitted an application to the UN Human Rights 
Committee, and others turned to the European Court of Human Rights.	� Because the 
European Court held that the claims of the children were inadmissible due to non-ex-
haustion of their remedies,	� it limited its analysis solely to the claims of the parents 
under Article � of ECHR Protocol No. �, noting that this was in any event lex specialis 
in the area of education, and that the parents’ complaints thus fall “most suitably to be 
examined” under this provision.		 For this reason, the UN Human Rights Committee’s 
communication on the matter contains a fuller version of the facts as to the children, 
which will be included here.

In the Turkish case, a father and daughter sought an exemption from a compulsory 
course in religious culture and ethics, which they claimed was incompatible both with 
the right to freedom of religion or belief, parental rights to guide the education of their 
children and with the principle of secularism under the Turkish constitution. The Min-
ister of Education opposed grant of the exception, contending that “... today, when 
intercultural infl uence is increasing, it has become necessary, in order to foster a cul-
ture of peace and a context of tolerance to know about other religions.”	
 Denial of this 
exemption was sustained by the Turkish Supreme Court, and an application to the Eu-
ropean Court ensued. The Court found that there had been a violation of Article � of 
ECHR Protocol No. �. Excerpts from the reasoning of the Court are included, following 
excerpts from the Norwegian cases below.

	� Four sets of parents and their respective children went to the Human Rights Committee; fi ve 
parents and four children turned to the European Court of Human Rights. This procedur-
al posture created some concerns before both bodies, who have rules aimed at preventing 
forum shopping. However, both bodies concluded that because the parties were diverse, 
the claims could be pursued separately. See Leirvåg v. Norway, para. ��.�, op. cit. note 
�; 
Folgerø v. Norway, para. B(�), op. cit. note 
 (fi nal admissibility decision); see also Folgerø 
v. Norway, separate opinion of Judges Zupančič and Borrego-Borrego. 

	� The European Court held on � October ���� that the application was inadmissible on 
grounds of non-exhaustion with respect to the applicant children. In addition, the Court 
noted that while the parents had complained about the absence of a right to full exemp-
tion from KRL, they had not exhausted remedies “in respect of their complaint about the 
possibilities and modalities for obtaining partial exemption from the KRL subject [...]” and 
thus this portion of their claims was inadmissible. Folgerø v. Norway, para. 
, op. cit. note 

�. Subsequently, on �� February ���, the Court ruled that the claims of the parents with 
respect to the full exemption were admissible, and at the same time, noted that the earlier 
inadmissibility decision “did not prevent it from considering the general aspects of the par-
tial exemption arrangement, notably in the context of the parents’ complaint under Article �� 
of the Convention.” Folgerø v. Norway, para. 
. The result is that the contours of the Euro-
pean Courts decision are correspondingly narrower that the Human Rights Committee.

		 Folgerø v. Norway, para. ��, op. cit. note 
�.
	
 Zengin v. Turkey, op. cit., note 
�, para. ��.
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Factual Submissions by the Applicants in the UN Human Rights Committee’s Case 
of Leirvåg

�.�  Norway has a state religion and a State Church, of which approximately 
 per 
cent of the population are members. Article � of the Norwegian Constitution states 
that the Evangelical Lutheran Church is the offi  cial state religion, and further de-
termines that “those of the inhabitants, who subscribe to this have an obligation 
to bring up their children in the same manner”. Christianity has been taught since 
the general mandatory education was introduced in �	��, but from the time of the 
Dissenter or Non-conformist Act of �
��, a right of exemption for children of oth-
er faiths has existed.

�.�  At the same time, pupils so exempted had the right to participate in a non-denomi-
national alternative life stance subject “life stance knowledge”. However, it was not 
compulsory for the exempted pupils to participate or attend tutoring in this sub-
ject […].

�.�  In August ���	, the Norwegian government introduced a new mandatory reli-
gious subject in the Norwegian school system, entitled “Christian Knowledge and 
Religious and Ethical Education” (hereafter referred to as CKREE) replacing the 
previous Christianity subject and the life stance subject. This new subject only 
provides for exemption from certain limited segments of the teaching. The new 
Education Act’s para. � (�) stipulates that education provided in the CKREE sub-
ject shall be based on the schools’ Christian object clause
� and provide “thorough 
knowledge of the Bible and Christianity as a cultural heritage and Evangelical-Lu-
theran Faith”. […]

�.�  The Ministry’s circular on the subject states that: “When pupils request exemp-
tion, written notifi cation of this shall be sent to the school. The notifi cation must 
state the reason for what they experience as the practice of another religion or 
affi  liation to a diff erent life stance in the tutoring.” A later circular from the Minis-
try states that demands for exemption on grounds other than those governed by 
clearly religious activities must be assessed on the basis of strict criteria.


� The Christian object clause provided: “The object of primary and lower secondary educa-
tion shall be, in agreement and cooperation with the home, to help give pupils a Christian 
and moral upbringing, to develop their mental and physical abilities, and to give them good 
general knowledge so that they may become useful and independent human beings at home 
and in society.” Education Act ���
 (Lov om grunnskolen og den videregående opplæring 
av �	. Juli ���
 nr., �), para. �-�(�).
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�.�  […] [A psychological expert retained by the Norwegian Humanist Association (the 
NHA) concluded that] both children and parents (and in all likelihood the school) 
experience confl icts of loyalty, pressure to conform and acquiesce to the norm, 
and for some of the children bullying and a feeling of helplessness […].

�.  […] [Studies commissioned by the Education Ministry] concluded that, “the par-
tial exemption arrangements did not function in a way that parents’ rights were 
suffi  ciently protected”. Subsequently, the Ministry issued a press release stating 
that “the partial exemption does not function as intended and should therefore be 
thoroughly reviewed”. [emphasis in original].

�.	  […] [A revision of CKREE eff ective in ����] emphasized that all teaching would be 
based on the school’s Christian object clause and that Christianity covered ��% 
of the teaching hours, leaving ��% to other religious/life stances and ��% to ethi-
cal and philosophical themes. A standardised form for applications for exemption 
from religious activities was issued to simplify existing exemption arrangements. 
The idea was that it would not be necessary to submit the application form more 
than once per educational stage, in other words three times during the total peri-
od of schooling. It was emphasized that it was still only religious activities, not the 
knowledge thereof, that were subject to exemption.

�.�  […] [After her] application for full exemption from the CKREE subject was reject-
ed, [Guro Leirvåg] attended CKREE classes.

�.�  […] [Guro’s parents] became aware that most of the material used in the subject 
was religious narrative and mythology as the sole basis for understanding the 
world and refl ection on moral and ethical issues […]. [They] found that the main 
theme of the subject matter in the �st to �th school year was taught through re-
telling Bible stories and relating them to the pupils. The CKREE subject thereby 
ensures that the children are immersed deeply into the stories contained in the Bi-
ble as a framework around their own perception of reality […].

�.�  Against her parents’ will, Guro found herself in a situation where a confl ict of loyal-
ties arose between school and home. The situation is such that Guro feels obliged 
to adapt what she tells her parents about school to match what she feels is accept-
able to her parents.

�.�  […] Maria attended segments of the tutoring under the partial exemption arrange-
ment. The authors state that Maria on several cases came home from school and 
said that she had been teased because her family did not believe in God. In con-
nection with the end of year term celebrations for Christmas, Maria was picked out 
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to learn by heart and perform a Christian text. The school was unable to provide 
her parents with a local timetable including an overview of the themes to be treat-
ed by Maria’s class. Instead, they were referred to the main curriculum and the 
weekly timetable. Maria’s parents did exempt her from some lessons during her 
fi rst year at school. On these occasions she was placed in the kitchen where she 
was told to draw, sometimes alone, and sometimes under supervision. When her 
parents became aware that banishment to the kitchen was used as a punishment 
for pupils who behaved badly in class, they stopped exempting her from lessons.

�.�  […] The children were also required to learn a number of psalms and Bible texts 
by heart, a fact that is confi rmed by their workbooks. As a result of the religious 
instruction, Pia often experienced confl icts of loyalty between her home and her 
school. Her parents decided to move to another part of the country where they 
could enrol Pia in a private school.

�.��  The State party contends that religious instruction imparted in a neutral and ob-
jective way complies with other human rights standards […]. Accordingly, article 
�
, paragraph � cannot bar compulsory education which is intended to “enable all 
persons to participate eff ectively in a free society, and promote understanding, tol-
erance and friendship among all nations and all racial, ethnic or religious groups” 
(CESCR article ��, paragraph �) or to develop respect for “his or her own cultur-
al 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 civili-
zations diff erent from his or her own” (CRC art ��, paragraph �(c)). The CKREE 
is designed to promote understanding, tolerance and respect among pupils of 
diff erent backgrounds, and to develop respect and understanding for one’s own 
identity, the national history and values of Norway, as well as for other religions 
and philosophies of life.

Consideration of the Merits in Leirvåg 

��.�  The main issue before the Committee is whether the compulsory instruction of the 
CKREE subject in Norwegian schools, with only limited possibility of exemption, 
violates the authors’ right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion under 
article �
 and more specifi cally the right of parents to secure the religious and mor-
al education of their children in conformity with their own convictions, pursuant 
to article �
, paragraph �. The scope of article �
 covers not only protection of tra-
ditional religions, but also philosophies of life, such as those held by the authors. 
Instruction in religion and ethics may in the Committee’s view be in compliance 
with article �
, if carried out under the terms expressed in the General Comment 
No. �� on article �
: “[A]rticle �
.� permits public school instruction in subjects 
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such as the general history of religions and ethics if it is given in a neutral and ob-
jective way”, and “public education that includes instruction in a particular religion 
or belief is inconsistent with article �
, paragraph � unless provision is made for 
non-discriminatory exemptions or alternatives that would accommodate the wish-
es of parents or guardians.” The Committee also recalls its Views in Hartikainen et 
al. v. Finland, where it concluded that instruction in a religious context should re-
spect the convictions of parents and guardians who do not believe in any religion. 
It is within this legal context that the Committee will examine the claim.

��.�  Firstly, the Committee will examine the question of whether or not the instruc-
tion of the CKREE subject is imparted in a neutral and objective way. On this 
issue, the Education Act, section �-�, stipulates that: “Teaching on the subject 
shall not involve preaching. Teachers of Christian Knowledge and Religious and 
Ethical Education shall take as their point of departure the object clause of the 
primary and lower secondary school laid down in section �-�, and present Chris-
tianity, other religions and philosophies of life on the basis of their distinctive 
characteristics. Teaching of the diff erent topics shall be founded on the same 
educational principles”. In the object clause in question it is prescribed that the 
object of primary and lower secondary education shall be “in agreement and 
cooperation with the home, to help to give pupils a Christian and moral upbring-
ing”. Some of the travaux préparatoires of the Act referred to above make it clear 
that the subject gives priority to tenets of Christianity over other religions and 
philosophies of life. In that context, the Standing Committee on Education con-
cluded, in its majority, that: the tuition was not neutral in value, and that the main 
emphasis of the subject was instruction on Christianity. The State party acknowl-
edges that the subject has elements that may be perceived as being of a religious 
nature, these being the activities exemption from which is granted without the 
parents having to give reasons. Indeed, at least some of the activities in question 
involve, on their face, not just education in religious knowledge, but the actual 
practice of a particular religion […]. It also transpires from the research results 
invoked by the authors, and from their personal experience that the subject has 
elements that are not perceived by them as being imparted in a neutral and ob-
jective way. The Committee concludes that the teaching of CKREE cannot be 
said to meet the requirement of being delivered in a neutral and objective way, 
unless the system of exemption in fact leads to a situation where the teaching 
provided to those children and families opting for such exemption will be neu-
tral and objective.

��.�  The second question to be examined thus is whether the partial exemption ar-
rangements and other avenues provide “for non-discriminatory exemptions or 
alternatives that would accommodate the wishes of parents or guardians.” The 
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Committee notes the authors’ contention that the partial exemption arrangements 
do not satisfy their needs, since teaching of the CKREE subject leans too heavily to-
wards religious instruction, and that partial exemption is impossible to implement 
in practice. Furthermore, the Committee notes that the Norwegian Education Act 
provides that “on the basis of written notifi cation from parents, pupils shall be ex-
empted from attending those parts of the teaching at the individual school that 
they, on the basis of their own religion or philosophy of life, perceive as being the 
practice of another religion or adherence to another philosophy of life”.

��.�  The Committee notes that the existing normative framework related to the teach-
ing of the CKREE subject contains internal tensions or even contradictions. On 
the one hand, the Constitution and the object clause in the Education Act contain 
a clear preference for Christianity as compared to the role of other religions and 
worldviews in the educational system. On the other hand, the specifi c clause on 
exemptions in Section �-� of the Education Act is formulated in a way that in the-
ory appears to give a full right of exemption from any part of the CKREE subject 
that individual pupils or parents perceive as being the practice of another religion 
or adherence to another philosophy of life. If this clause could be implemented in 
a way that addresses the preference refl ected in the Constitution and the object 
clause of the Education Act, this could arguably be considered as complying with 
article �
 of the Covenant.

��.  The Committee considers, however, that even in the abstract, the present system 
of partial exemption imposes a considerable burden on persons in the position 
of the authors, insofar as it requires them to acquaint themselves with those as-
pects of the subject which are clearly of a religious nature, as well as with other 
aspects, with a view to determining which of the other aspects they may feel a 
need to seek — and justify — exemption from. Nor would it be implausible to expect 
that such persons would be deterred from exercising that right, insofar as a re-
gime of partial exemption could create problems for children which are diff erent 
from those that may be present in a total exemption scheme. Indeed as the expe-
rience of the authors demonstrates, the system of exemptions does not currently 
protect the liberty of parents to ensure that the religious and moral education of 
their children is in conformity with their own convictions. In this respect, the Com-
mittee notes that the CKREE subject combines education on religious knowledge 
with practising a particular religious belief, e.g. learning by heart of prayers, sing-
ing religious hymns or attendance at religious services (para �.�
). While it is true 
that in these cases parents may claim exemption from these activities by ticking 
a box on a form, the CKREE scheme does not ensure that education of religious 
knowledge and religious practice are separated in a way that makes the exemp-
tion scheme practicable.
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��.	  In the Committee’s view, the diffi  culties encountered by the authors, in particular 
the fact that Maria Jansen and Pia Suzanne Orning had to recite religious texts in 
the context of a Christmas celebration although they were enrolled in the exemp-
tion scheme, as well as the loyalty confl icts experienced by the children, amply 
illustrate these diffi  culties. Furthermore, the requirement to give reasons for ex-
empting children from lessons focusing on imparting religious knowledge and the 
absence of clear indications as to what kind of reasons would be accepted creates 
a further obstacle for parents who seek to ensure that their children are not ex-
posed to certain religious ideas. In the Committee’s view, the present framework 
of CKREE, including the current regime of exemptions, as it has been implement-
ed in respect of the authors, constitutes a violation of article �
, paragraph �, of 
the Covenant in their respect.

��.
  In view of the above fi nding, the Committee is of the opinion that no additional is-
sue arises for its consideration under other parts of article �
, or articles �	 and � 
of the Covenant.

Assessment by the European Court of Human Rights in the Case of Folgerø 

�. General principles

  
�. As to the general interpretation of Article � of Protocol No. �, the Court has in 
its case-law [...] enounced the following major principles: 

  (a) The two sentences of Article � of Protocol No. � must be interpreted not only 
in the light of each other but also, in particular, of Articles 
, � and �� of the Con-
vention [...].

  (b) It is on to the fundamental right to education that is grafted the right of par-
ents to respect for their religious and philosophical convictions, and the fi rst 
sentence does not distinguish, any more than the second, between State and pri-
vate teaching. The second sentence of Article � of Protocol No. � aims in short at 
safeguarding the possibility of pluralism in education which possibility is essential 
for the preservation of the “democratic society” as conceived by the Convention. 
In view of the power of the modern State, it is above all through State teaching that 
this aim must be realised […].

  (c) Article � of Protocol No. � does not permit a distinction to be drawn between 
religious instruction and other subjects. It enjoins the State to respect parents’ 
convictions, be they religious or philosophical, throughout the entire State ed-
ucation programme […]. That duty is broad in its extent as it applies not only to 
the content of education and the manner of its provision but also to the perform-
ance of all the “functions” assumed by the State. The verb “respect” means more 
than “acknowledge” or “take into account”. In addition to a primarily negative un-

��



dertaking, it implies some positive obligation on the part of the State. The term 
“conviction”, taken on its own, is not synonymous with the words “opinions” and 
“ideas”. It denotes views that attain a certain level of cogency, seriousness, cohe-
sion and importance […].

  (d) Article � of Protocol No. � constitutes a whole that is dominated by its fi rst sen-
tence. By binding themselves not to “deny the right to education”, the Contracting 
States guarantee to anyone within their jurisdiction a right of access to educational 
institutions existing at a given time and the possibility of drawing, by offi  cial recog-
nition of the studies which he has completed, profi t from the education received 
[…].

  (e) It is in the discharge of a natural duty towards their children - parents being 
primarily responsible for the “education and teaching” of their children - that par-
ents may require the State to respect their religious and philosophical convictions. 
Their right thus corresponds to a responsibility closely linked to the enjoyment and 
the exercise of the right to education (ibid.).

  (f) Although individual interests must on occasion be subordinated to those of a 
group, democracy does not simply mean that the views of a majority must always 
prevail: a balance must be achieved which ensures the fair and proper treatment of 
minorities and avoids any abuse of a dominant position (see Valsamis, cited above, 
p. ����, § �	).

  (g) However, the setting and planning of the curriculum fall in principle within the 
competence of the Contracting States. This mainly involves questions of expedien-
cy on which it is not for the Court to rule and whose solution may legitimately vary 
according to the country and the era […]. In particular, the second sentence of Ar-
ticle � of Protocol No. � does not prevent States from imparting through teaching 
or education information or knowledge of a directly or indirectly religious or phil-
osophical kind. It does not even permit parents to object to the integration of such 
teaching or education in the school curriculum, for otherwise all institutionalised 
teaching would run the risk of proving impracticable […].

  (h) The second sentence of Article � of Protocol No. � implies on the other hand 
that the State, in fulfi lling the functions assumed by it in regard to education and 
teaching, must take care that information or knowledge included in the curriculum 
is conveyed in an objective, critical and pluralistic manner. The State is forbidden 
to pursue an aim of indoctrination that might be considered as not respecting 
parents’ religious and philosophical convictions. That is the limit that must not be 
exceeded (ibid.).

  (i) In order to examine the disputed legislation under Article � of Protocol No. �, 
interpreted as above, one must, while avoiding any evaluation of the legislation’s 
expediency, have regard to the material situation that it sought and still seeks to 
meet. Certainly, abuses can occur as to the manner in which the provisions in 
force are applied by a given school or teacher and the competent authorities have 
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a duty to take the utmost care to see to it that parents’ religious and philosophical 
convictions are not disregarded at this level by carelessness, lack of judgment or 
misplaced proselytism […].

�. Application of those principles to the present case […]

  
�. […] [T]he second sentence of Article � of Protocol No. � does not embody any 
right for parents that their child be kept ignorant about religion and philosophy in 
their education. That being so, the fact that knowledge about Christianity repre-
sented a greater part of the Curriculum for primary and lower secondary schools 
than knowledge about other religions and philosophies cannot, in the Court’s 
opinion, of its own be viewed as a departure from the principles of pluralism and 
objectivity amounting to indoctrination (see, mutatis mutandis, Angelini v. Swe-
den (dec.), no ����/
�, �� DR (��
�). In view of the place occupied by Christianity 
in the national history and tradition of the respondent State, this must be regard-
ed as falling within the respondent State’s margin of appreciation in planning and 
setting the curriculum.

  ��. However, […] while stress was laid on the teaching being knowledge-based, 
section �–�(�) provided that the teaching should, subject to the parents’ agree-
ment and cooperation, take as a starting point the Christian object clause in section 
�-�(�), according to which the object of primary and lower secondary education 
was to help give pupils a Christian and moral upbringing […].

  ��. It is further to be noted that the Christian object clause was compounded by a 
clear preponderance of Christianity in the composition of the subject.

  ��. In this regard, reference should be made to the stated aim in section �-�(�)
(i) of the Education Act ���
 to “transmit thorough knowledge of the Bible and 
Christianity in the form of cultural heritage and the Evangelical-Lutheran Faith” 
(emphasis added). In contrast, no requirement of thoroughness applied to the 
knowledge to be transmitted about other religions and philosophies (see para-
graph �� above).

  In addition, pursuant to section �-�(�)(ii), the transmission of knowledge of other 
Christian communities was an aim (see paragraph �� above).

  The diff erence as to emphasis was also refl ected in the Curriculum, where approxi-
mately half of the items listed referred to Christianity alone whereas the remainder 
of the items were shared between other religions and philosophies. The Introduc-
tion stated that “The study of the subject is intended to give pupils a thorough 
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insight into Christianity and what the Christian view of life implies as well as sound 
knowledge of other world religions and philosophies [emphasis added]” […].

  ��. Thus, when seen together with the Christian object clause, the description of 
the contents and the aims of the KRL subject set out in section �-� of the Educa-
tion Act ���
 and other texts forming part of the legislative framework suggest 
that not only quantitative but even qualitative diff erences applied to the teaching 
of Christianity as compared to that of other religions and philosophies. In view of 
these disparities, it is not clear how the further aim, set out in item (v): to “pro-
mote understanding, respect and the ability to maintain dialogue between people 
with diff erent perceptions of beliefs and convictions, could be properly attained”. 
In the Court’s view, the diff erences were such that they could hardly be suffi  cient-
ly attenuated by the requirement in section �-� that the teaching follow a uniform 
pedagogical approach in respect of the diff erent religions and philosophies […].

  �. The question then arises whether the imbalance highlighted above could be 
said to have been brought to a level acceptable under Article � of Protocol No. � by 
the possibility for pupils to request partial exemption from the KRL subject under 
section �-�(�) of the Education Act ���
. Under this provision “a pupil shall, on the 
submission of a written parental note, be granted exemption from those parts of 
the teaching in the particular school concerned that they, from the point of view 
of their own religion or philosophy of life, consider as amounting to the practice 
of another religion or adherence to another philosophy of life” […].

  �	. In this connection the Court notes that the operation of the partial exemption 
arrangement presupposed, fi rstly, that the parents concerned be adequately in-
formed of the details of the lesson plans to be able to identify and notify to the 
school in advance those parts of the teaching that would be incompatible with 
their own convictions and beliefs. This could be a challenging task not only for par-
ents but also for teachers, who often had diffi  culty in working out and dispatching 
to the parents a detailed lesson plan in advance (see paragraph �� above). In the 
absence of any formal obligation for teachers to follow textbooks (see sub-title “��” 
in the citation at paragraph �
 above), it must have been diffi  cult for parents to 
keep themselves constantly informed about the contents of the teaching that went 
on in the classroom and to single out incompatible parts. To do so must have been 
even more diffi  cult where it was the general Christian leaning of the KRL subject 
that posed a problem.

  �
. Secondly, pursuant to Circular F-��-�
, save in instances where the exemption 
request concerned clearly religious activities - where no grounds had to be given, 
it was a condition for obtaining partial exemption that the parents give reasona-
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ble grounds for their request (see the citation from the Circular in the Supreme 
Court’s reasoning at paragraph �� above). The Court observes that information 
about personal religious and philosophical conviction concerns some of the most 
intimate aspects of private life. It agrees with the Supreme Court that imposing 
an obligation on parents to disclose detailed information to the school authori-
ties about their religions and philosophical convictions may constitute a violation 
of Article 
 of the Convention and, possibly also, of Article � (ibid.)[…]. The Court 
fi nds, nonetheless, that inherent in the condition to give reasonable grounds was 
a risk that the parents might feel compelled to disclose to the school authorities 
intimate aspects of their own religious and philosophical convictions. The risk of 
such compulsion was all the more present in view of the diffi  culties highlighted 
above for parents in identifying the parts of the teaching that they considered as 
amounting to the practice of another religion or adherence to another philosophy 
of life. In addition, the question whether a request for exemption was reasonable 
was apparently a potential breeding ground for confl ict, a situation that parents 
might prefer simply to avoid by not expressing a wish for exemption.

  ��. Thirdly, the Court observes that even in the event that a parental note re-
questing partial exemption was deemed reasonable, this did not necessarily mean 
that the pupil concerned would be exempted from the part of the curriculum in 
question. Section �-� provided that “the school shall as far as possible seek to fi nd 
solutions facilitating diff erentiated teaching within the school curriculum” […]. The 
Court notes in particular that for a number of activities, for instance prayers, the 
singing of hymns, church services and school plays, it was proposed that observa-
tion by attendance could suitably replace involvement through participation, the 
basic idea being that, with a view to preserving the interest of transmitting knowl-
edge in accordance with the curriculum, the exemption should relate to the activity 
as such, not to the knowledge to be transmitted through the activity concerned 
(see paragraph �
 above). However, in the Court’s view, this distinction between 
activity and knowledge must not only have been complicated to operate in prac-
tice but also seems likely to have substantially diminished the eff ectiveness of the 
right to a partial exemption as such.

  ���. In light of the above, the Court fi nds that the system of partial exemption was 
capable of subjecting the parents concerned to a heavy burden with a risk of un-
due exposure of their private life and that the potential for confl ict was likely to 
deter them from making such requests. In certain instances, notably with regard 
to activities of a religious character, the scope of a partial exemption might even be 
substantially reduced by diff erentiated teaching. This could hardly be considered 
consonant with the parents’ right to respect for their convictions for the purpos-
es of Article � of Protocol No. �, as interpreted in the light of Articles 
 and � of 
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the Convention. In this respect, it must be remembered that the Convention is de-
signed to “guarantee not rights that are theoretical or illusory but rights that are 
practical and eff ective” […].

  ���. According to the Government, it would have been possible for the applicant 
parents to seek alternative education for their children in private schools, which 
were heavily subsidised by the respondent State, as it funded 
�% of all expend-
iture connected to the establishing and running of private schools. However, the 
Court considers that, in the instant case, the existence of such a possibility could 
not dispense the State from its obligation to safeguard pluralism in State schools 
which are open to everyone.

  ���. Against this background, notwithstanding the many laudable legislative pur-
poses stated in connection with the introduction of the KRL subject in the ordinary 
primary and lower secondary schools, it does not appear that the respondent 
State took suffi  cient care that information and knowledge included in the curricu-
lum be conveyed in an objective, critical and pluralistic manner for the purposes 
of Article � of Protocol No. �.

  Accordingly, the Court fi nds that the refusal to grant the applicant parents full ex-
emption from the KRL subject for their children gave rise to a violation of Article � 
of Protocol No.�.

Assessment of the European Court of Human Rights in the Case of Zengin

  �	. […] The two sentences of Article � of Protocol No. � must be read not only in 
the light of each other but also, in particular, of Articles 
, � and �� of the Conven-
tion. […]

  �
. The right of parents to respect for their religious and philosophical convictions 
is grafted on to this fundamental right, and the fi rst sentence does not distin-
guish, any more than the second, between State and private teaching. In short, 
the second sentence of Article � aims at safeguarding the possibility of pluralism 
in education, a possibility which is essential for the preservation of the “democrat-
ic society” as conceived by the Convention. In view of the power of the modern 
State, it is above all through State teaching that this aim must be realised. […]

  ��. Article � of Protocol No. � does not permit a distinction to be drawn between 
religious instruction and other subjects. It enjoins the State to respect parents’ 
convictions, be they religious or philosophical, throughout the entire State ed-
ucation programme. […]That duty is broad in its extent as it applies not only to 
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the content of education and the manner of its provision but also to the perform-
ance of all the “functions” assumed by the State. The verb “respect” means more 
than “acknowledge” or “take into account”. In addition to a primarily negative un-
dertaking, it implies some positive obligation on the part of the State. The word 
“convictions”, taken on its own, is not synonymous with the words “opinions” and 
“ideas”. It denotes views that attain a certain level of cogency, seriousness, cohe-
sion and importance. […]

  ��. It is in the discharge of a natural duty towards their children — parents being 
primarily responsible for the “education and teaching” of their children — that par-
ents may require the State to respect their religious and philosophical convictions. 
Their right thus corresponds to a responsibility closely linked to the enjoyment and 
the exercise of the right to education […].

  ��. However, the setting and planning of the curriculum fall in principle within the 
competence of the Contracting States. This mainly involves questions of expedi-
ency on which it is not for the Court to rule and whose solution may legitimately 
vary according to the country and the era. […] In particular, the second sentence 
of Article � of Protocol No. � does not prevent the States from disseminating in 
State schools, by means of the teaching given, objective information or knowledge 
of a directly or indirectly religious or philosophical kind. It does not even permit 
parents to object to the integration of such teaching or education in the school cur-
riculum, for otherwise all institutionalised teaching would run the risk of proving 
impracticable. […] In fact, it seems very diffi  cult for many subjects taught at school 
not to have, to a greater or lesser extent, some philosophical complexion or impli-
cations. The same is true of religious affi  nities if one remembers the existence of 
religions forming a very broad dogmatic and moral entity which has or may have 
answers to every question of a philosophical, cosmological or moral nature […]

  ��. The second sentence of Article � implies on the other hand that the State, in 
fulfi lling the functions assumed by it in regard to education and teaching, must 
take care that information or knowledge included in the curriculum is conveyed in 
an objective, critical and pluralistic manner, enabling pupils to develop a critical 
mind with regard to religion. […]

  ��. […] Although, in the past, the Convention organs have not found education 
providing information on religions to be contrary to the Convention, they have 
carefully scrutinised whether pupils were obliged to take part in a form of religious 
worship or were exposed to any form of religious indoctrination. In the same con-
text, the arrangements for exemption are also a factor to be taken into account. 
[…] Certainly, abuses can occur as to the manner in which the provisions in force 
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are applied by a given school or teacher and the competent authorities have a 
duty to take the utmost care to see to it that parents’ religious and philosophical 
convictions are not disregarded at this level by carelessness, lack of judgment or 
misplaced proselytism. […]

  ��. The Court reiterates that it has always stressed that, in a pluralist democrat-
ic society, the State’s duty of impartiality and neutrality towards various religions, 
faiths and beliefs is incompatible with any assessment by the State of the legitima-
cy of religious beliefs or the ways in which those beliefs are expressed. […]

  �	. In the light of the principles set out above, the Court must determine, fi rstly, 
if the content-matter of this subject is taught in an objective, critical and plu-
ralist manner, in order to ensure that it is compatible with the principles which 
emerge from the case-law concerning the second sentence of Article � of Protocol 
No. �. Secondly, it will examine whether appropriate provisions have been intro-
duced in the Turkish educational system to ensure that parents’ convictions are 
respected.

(a) Content of the lessons

  �
. According to the syllabus for “religious culture and ethics” classes, the subject 
is to be taught in compliance with respect for the principles of secularism and free-
dom of thought, religion and conscience, and is intended to “foster a culture of 
peace and a context of tolerance”. It also aims to transmit knowledge concerning 
all of the major religions. One of the objectives of the syllabus is educate people 
“who are informed about the historical development of Judaism, Christianity, Hin-
duism and Buddhism, their main features and the content of their doctrine, and to 
be able to assess, using objective criteria, the position of Islam in relation to Juda-
ism and Christianity”. […]

  ��. In the Court’s view, the intentions set out above are clearly compatible with 
the principles of pluralism and objectivity enshrined in Article � of Protocol No. �. 
In this regard, it notes that the principle of secularism, as guaranteed by the Turk-
ish Constitution, prevents the State from manifesting a preference for a particular 
religion or belief, thereby guiding the State in its role of impartial arbiter, and nec-
essarily entails freedom of religion and conscience. […] In this connection, it notes 
with interest the Government’s observations to the eff ect that, fi rstly, the teaching 
of religion in schools is an appropriate method of combating fanaticism and, sec-
ondly, the administrative courts are responsible for supervising compliance with 
the principle of secularism, both in terms of preparation of the syllabus and in its 
implementation. […]
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  . As to the Alevi faith, it is not disputed between the parties that it is a religious 
conviction which has deep roots in Turkish society and history and that it has fea-
tures which are particular to it. […]It is thus distinct from the Sunni understanding of 
Islam which is taught in schools. It is certainly neither a sect nor a “belief” which does 
not attain a certain level of cogency, seriousness, cohesion and importance. […]In 
consequence, the expression “religious convictions”, within the meaning of the sec-
ond sentence of Article � of Protocol No. �, is undoubtedly applicable to this faith.

  	. As the Government have recognised, however, in the “religious culture and 
morals” lessons, the religious diversity which prevails in Turkish society is not tak-
en into account. In particular, pupils receive no teaching on the confessional or 
ritual specifi cities of the Alevi faith, although the proportion of the Turkish pop-
ulation belonging to is very large. As to the Government’s argument that certain 
information about the Alevis was taught in the �th grade, the Court, like the appli-
cants […], considers that, in the absence of instruction in the basic elements of this 
faith in primary and secondary school, the fact that the life and philosophy of two 
individuals who had a major impact on its emergence are taught in the �th grade 
is insuffi  cient to compensate for the shortcomings in this teaching.

  
. Admittedly, parents may always enlighten and advise their children, exercise 
with regard to their children natural parental functions as educators, or guide their 
children on a path in line with the parents’ own religious or philosophical convic-
tions […]. Nonetheless, where the Contracting States include the study of religion 
in the subjects on school curricula, and irrespective of the arrangements for ex-
emption, pupils’ parents may legitimately expect that the subject will be taught in 
such a way as to meet the criteria of objectivity and pluralism, and with respect for 
their religious or philosophical convictions.

  �. In this regard, the Court considers that, in a democratic society, only pluralism 
in education can enable pupils to develop a critical mind with regard to religious 
matters in the context of freedom of thought, conscience and religion […]. In this 
respect, it should be noted that, as the Court has held on numerous occasions, 
this freedom, in its religious dimension, is one of the most vital elements that go 
to make up the identity of believers and their conception of life, but it is also a pre-
cious asset for atheists, agnostics, sceptics and the unconcerned […].

  	�. In the light of the above, the Court concludes that the instruction provided in 
the school subject “religious culture and ethics” cannot be considered to meet the 
criteria of objectivity and pluralism and, more particularly in the applicants’ specif-
ic case, to respect the religious and philosophical convictions of Ms Zengin’s father, 
a follower of the Alevi faith, on the subject of which the syllabus is clearly lacking.
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(b)  As to whether appropriate means existed to ensure respect for parents’ con-
victions

  	�. […] Where a Contracting State includes religious instruction in the curric-
ulum for study, it is then necessary, in so far as possible, to avoid a situation 
where pupils face a confl ict between the religious education give by the school 
and the religious or philosophical convictions of their parents. In this connec-
tion, the Court notes that, with regard to religious instruction in Europe and in 
spite of the variety of teaching approaches, almost all of the member States of-
fer at least one route by which pupils can opt out of religious education classes, 
by providing an exemption mechanism or the option of attending a lesson in 
a substitute subject, or making attendance at religious studies classes entirely 
optional  […].

  	�. The Court notes that, under Article �� of the Turkish Constitution, “religious 
culture and ethics” is one of the compulsory subjects. However, it appears that a 
possibility for exemption was introduced by the Supreme Council for Education’s 
decision of � July ���� […]. According to that decision, only children “of Turkish 
nationality who belong to the Christian or Jewish religion” have the option of ex-
emption, “provided they affi  rm their adherence to those religions”.

  	�. The Court considers at the outset that, whatever the category of pupils con-
cerned, the fact that parents must make a prior declaration to schools stating that 
they belong to the Christian or Jewish religion in order for their children to be ex-
empted from the classes in question may also raise a problem under Article � of 
the Convention […].In this connection, it notes that, according to Article �� of the 
Turkish Constitution, “no one shall be compelled... to reveal religious beliefs and 
convictions...” […].

  	�. In addition, the Supreme Council for Education’s decision provides for the 
possibility of exemption to solely two categories of pupils of Turkish nationality, 
namely those whose parents belong to the Christian or Jewish faiths. In the Court’s 
opinion, this necessarily suggests that the instruction provided in this subject is 
likely to lead these categories of pupils to face confl icts between the religious 
instruction given by the school and their parents’ religious or philosophical convic-
tions. Like the ECRI, the Court considers that this situation is open to criticism, in 
that “if this is indeed a course on the diff erent religious cultures, there is no reason 
to make it compulsory for Muslim children alone. Conversely, if the course is es-
sentially designed to teach the Muslim religion, it is a course on a specifi c religion 
and should not be compulsory, in order to preserve children’s and their parents’ 
religious freedoms” […].
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  	�. The Court notes that, according to the Government, this possibility for ex-
emption may be extended to other convictions if such a request is submitted 
[…]. Nonetheless, whatever the scope of this exemption, the fact that parents are 
obliged to inform the school authorities of their religious or philosophical convic-
tions makes this an inappropriate means of ensuring respect for their freedom of 
conviction. In addition, in the absence of any clear text, the school authorities al-
ways have the option of refusing such requests, as in Ms Zengin’s case […].

  	. In consequence, the Court considers that the exemption procedure is not an 
appropriate method and does not provide suffi  cient protection to those parents 
who could legitimately consider that the subject taught is likely to give rise in their 
children to a confl ict of allegiance between the school and their own values. This 
is especially so where no possibility for an appropriate choice has been envisaged 
for the children of parents who have a religious or philosophical conviction other 
than that of Sunni Islam, where the procedure for exemption is likely to subject the 
latter to a heavy burden and to the necessity of disclosing their religious or philo-
sophical convictions in order to have their children exempted from the lessons in 
religion.
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The Conference, meeting in Madrid from �� to �� November ���� on the occasion 
of the twentieth anniversary of the Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of In-
tolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief adopted by the General 
Assembly on �� November ��
�,

(a)  Considering the recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inal-
ienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, 
justice and peace in the world and all human rights are universal, indivisible and 
interdependent;

(b)  Recalling the United Nations Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Conven-
tion on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination and the Declaration on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion 
or Belief, which recognize the right to freedom of thought, conscience, religion or 
belief and call for understanding, respect, tolerance and non-discrimination;

(c)  Noting that serious instances of intolerance and discrimination occur in many parts 
of the world threatening the enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms, 
including the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion or belief;

(d)  Reaffi  rming the call of the Vienna World Conference on Human Rights upon all 
Governments to take all appropriate measures in compliance with their interna-
tional obligations and with due regard to their respective legal systems to counter 
intolerance and related violence based on religion or belief;

(e)  Considering that it is essential to promote the right to freedom of religion or belief 
and to refrain from using religions or beliefs for purposes incompatible with the 
Charter of the United Nations and applicable United Nations texts as well as work 
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to ensure respect of the principles and objectives of the Declaration on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief;

(f)  Convinced of the need of a human rights education which condemns and seeks 
to prevent all forms of violence based on hatred and intolerance, in relation with 
freedom of religion or belief;

  With understanding that freedom of religion or belief includes theistic, non-theis-
tic and atheistic beliefs, as well as the right not to profess any religion or belief.

(g)  Conscious of States’ responsibility to promote, through education, the purposes 
and principles of the Charter of the United Nations in order to advance interna-
tional understanding, cooperation and peace as well as respect for human rights 
and fundamental freedoms;

(h)  Noting the UNESCO Convention Against Discrimination in Education of �� De-
cember ��� and its additional ��� Protocol, the UNESCO Recommendation on 
education for international understanding, cooperation and peace and education 
on human rights and fundamental freedoms, adopted on �� November ��	� and 
the Declaration on Race and Racial Prejudice of �	 November ��	
;

(i)  Noting that tolerance involves the acceptance of diversity and the respect for the 
right to be diff erent, and that education, in particular at school, should contribute 
in a meaningful way to promote tolerance and respect for the freedom of religion 
or belief;

(j)  Noting the World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia 
and Related Intolerance;

(k)  Recalling the article �.� of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that 
education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and 
to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms and 
shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial 
or religious groups;

(l)  Noting the principles regarding the right to education contained in article �� of the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and reiterated in 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child;

(m)  Further noting article �� of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which 
provides that education should be aimed at “the development of the child’s per-
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sonality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential; the 
development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and for the 
principles enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations, the development of re-
spect 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 diff erent from his or her own; 
the preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of un-
derstanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, 
ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin”;

(n)  Noting the right of parents, families, legal guardians and other legally recognized 
caregivers to choose schools for their children, and to ensure their religious and/or 
moral education in conformity with their own convictions, and with such minimum 
educational standards as may be laid down or approved by the competent au-
thorities, in a manner consistent with the procedures followed in the State for the 
application of its legislation and in accordance with the best interest of the child;

(o)  Recalling the Vienna Programme of Action, paragraph �
, and conscious of the 
need to consider the equality of gender in school education in relation with freedom 
of religion or belief, tolerance and non-discrimination, and also concerned about 
the continuing discrimination against women, while emphasizing the necessity to 
ensure women their human rights and fundamental freedoms and in particular 
their right to freedom of religion or belief, tolerance and non-discrimination;

(p)  Also concerned about the continuing discrimination against, inter alia, children, 
migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers while emphasizing the necessity to ensure 
their human rights and fundamental freedoms and in particular their right to free-
dom of religion or belief, tolerance and non-discrimination;

(q)  Convinced that education in relation with freedom of religion or belief can also 
contribute to the attainment of the goals of world peace, social justice, mutual 
respect and friendship among peoples and promotion of human rights and fun-
damental freedoms;

(r)  Convinced also that the education in relation with freedom of religion or belief 
should contribute to the promotion of freedoms of conscience, opinion, expres-
sion, information and research as well as to the acceptance of diversity;

(s)  Recognizing that the media and new information technologies, including Internet, 
should contribute to education of the youth in the fi eld of tolerance and freedom 
of religion or belief in a spirit of peace, justice, liberty, mutual respect and under-
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standing in order to promote and protect all human rights, civil and political as 
well as economic, social and cultural;

(t)  Considering that eff orts aiming at promoting, through education, tolerance and 
protection of freedom of religion or belief require cooperation among States, con-
cerned organizations and institutions, and that parents, groups and communities 
based on religion or belief have an important role to play in this regard;

(u)  Recalling with appreciation the designation by the General Assembly of the year 
���� as the United Nations Year for Tolerance and the year ���� as the United Na-
tions Year of Dialogue among Civilizations and the Global Agenda for Dialogue 
among Civilizations adopted by the General Assembly on � November ����, and 
recalling the UNESCO Declaration on the Role of Religion in the Promotion of a 
Culture of Peace, of �
 December ���� and the Declaration of Principles on Toler-
ance, adopted by UNESCO on � November ����;

(v)  Noting the initiatives and actions undertaken in diff erent international organs and 
organizations of the United Nations system, within which the Offi  ce of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights which is implementing the United Nations Dec-
ade for Human Rights Education (����-����), as well as many other human rights 
education programmes; UNESCO which has led programmes on human rights ed-
ucation and peace and has developed a policy of intercultural and inter-religious 
dialogue, as well as UNICEF which contributes to education and well-being of chil-
dren in the various regions;

(w)  Noting the recommendations on education, expressed in the diff erent reports of 
the United Nations conventional organs for the protection of human rights and of 
relevant Special Rapporteurs of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights, 
particularly the Special Rapporteur on the right to education, the Special Rappor-
teur on contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and 
related intolerance, the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its caus-
es and consequences and the Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief;

�.  Underlines the urgent need to promote, through education, the protection and 
the respect for freedom of religion or belief in order to strengthen peace, under-
standing and tolerance among individuals, groups and nations, and with a view to 
developing a respect for pluralism;

�.  Deems that every human being has an intrinsic and inviolable dignity and value 
which includes the right to freedom of religion, conscience or belief that should 
be respected and safeguarded;
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�.  Considers that the young generation should be brought up in a spirit of peace, tol-
erance, mutual understanding and respect for human rights, and especially for the 
respect of freedom of religion or belief, and that they should be protected against 
all forms of discrimination and intolerance based on their religion or belief;

�.  Deems that each State, at the appropriate level of government, should promote 
and respect educational policies aimed at strengthening the promotion and pro-
tection of human rights, eradicating prejudices and conceptions incompatible with 
freedom of religion or belief, and ensuring respect for and acceptance of plural-
ism and diversity in the fi eld of religion or belief as well as the right not to receive 
religious instruction inconsistent with his or her conviction;

�.  Deems also that each State should take appropriate measures to ensure equal 
rights to women and men in the fi eld of education and freedom of religion or be-
lief, and in particular reinforce the protection of the right of girls to education, 
especially for those coming from vulnerable groups;

.  Condemns all forms of intolerance and discrimination based on religion or be-
lief including those which promote hatred, racism or xenophobia, and deems that 
States should take appropriate measures against those which manifest themselves 
in school curricula, textbooks and teaching methods as well as those disseminat-
ed by the media and the new information technologies, including Internet;

	. Considers favourably the following objectives: 
 (a)  The strengthening of a non-discriminatory perspective in education and of 

knowledge in relation to freedom of religion or belief at the appropriate levels;
 (b)  The encouragement of those engaged in teaching to cultivate respect for re-

ligions or beliefs, thereby promoting mutual understanding and tolerance;
 (c)  The awareness of the increasing interdependence between peoples and na-

tions and the promotion of international solidarity;
 (d)  The awareness of gender aspects, with a view to promoting equal chances for 

men and women;


.  Recognizes that States, at the appropriate level of government, should promote, 
both in school education and out-of-school activities organized by educational in-
stitutions of any nature, the principles and objectives of the present document, 
especially that of non-discrimination and tolerance, in view of the fact that atti-
tudes are greatly infl uenced at the primary and secondary school stage;

�.  Deems that the role of parents, families, legal guardians and other legally rec-
ognized caregivers is an essential factor in the education of children in the fi eld 

���



of religion or belief; and that special attention should be paid to encouraging 
positive attitudes and, in view of the best interest of the child to supporting par-
ents to exercise their rights and fully play their role in education in the fi eld of 
tolerance and non-discrimination, noting the relevant provisions of the Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the United Nations Declaration on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and Discrimination Based on Religion 
or Belief;

��.  Encourages States, at the appropriate level of government and any other con-
cerned institution or organ, such as the UNESCO system of associated schools, 
to improve the ways and means of training teachers and other categories of edu-
cational personnel to prepare and enable them to play their role in pursuing the 
objectives of the present document; and to this end recommends that States, at 
the appropriate level of government and in accordance with their educational sys-
tems, favourably consider: 

 (a)  Developing the motivation of teachers for their action by supporting and en-
couraging commitment to the human rights values and in particular tolerance 
and non-discrimination in the fi eld of religion or belief;

 (b)  Preparing teachers to educate children concerning a culture of respect for 
every human being, tolerance and non-discrimination;

 (c)  Encouraging the study and the dissemination of diff erent experiences in ed-
ucation in relation with freedom of religion or belief, especially innovative 
experiments carried out all over the world;

 (d)  Where appropriate, providing teachers and students with voluntary op-
portunities for meetings and exchanges with their counterparts of diff erent 
religions or beliefs;

 (e)  Encouraging exchanges of teachers and students and facilitating education-
al study abroad;

 (f)  Encouraging, at the appropriate level, general knowledge and academic re-
search in relation to freedom of religion or belief;

��.  Encourages States at the appropriate level of government and other concerned 
institutions or organizations, where appropriate and possible, to increase their 
eff orts to facilitate the renewal, production, dissemination, translation and ex-
change of means and materials for education in the fi eld of freedom of religion or 
belief, giving special consideration to the fact that in many countries students gain 
knowledge, including in the fi eld of freedom of religion or belief, through the mass 
media outside educational establishments. To this end, action should be consid-
ered on the following: 
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 (a)  Appropriate and constructive use should be made of the entire range of 
equipment available, from traditional means to the new educational technol-
ogy, including Internet, as relevant to the fi eld of freedom of religion or belief;

 (b)  Cooperation between States and the relevant international organizations and 
institutions concerned as well as the media and non-governmental organiza-
tions to combat the propagation of intolerant and discriminatory stereotypes 
of religions or beliefs in the media and Internet sites;

 (c)  The inclusion of a component of special mass media education in order to 
help the students to select and analyse the information conveyed by the mass 
media in the fi eld of freedom of religion or belief;

 (d)  Better appreciation of diversity and the development of tolerance and the 
protection and non-discrimination of migrants and refugees and their free-
dom of religion or belief;

��.  Recommends that States as well as concerned institutions and organizations 
should consider studying, taking advantage of and disseminating best practices 
on education in relation to freedom of religion or belief, which attach particular 
importance to tolerance and non-discrimination;

��.  Recommends that States should consider promoting international cultural ex-
changes in the fi eld of education, notably by concluding and implementing 
agreements relating to the freedom of religion or belief, non-discrimination and 
tolerance and respect for human rights;

��.  Encourages all parts of society, both individually and collectively, to contribute to 
an education based on human dignity and to respect freedom of religion or belief, 
tolerance and non-discrimination;

��.  Encourages States at the appropriate level of government, non-governmental 
organizations and all members of civil society to join their eff orts with a view to 
taking advantage of the media and other means for self and mutual teaching as 
well as cultural institutions such as museums and libraries, to provide the individ-
ual with relevant knowledge in the fi eld of freedom of religion or belief;

�.  Encourages States to promote human dignity, and freedom of religion or belief, 
tolerance and non-discrimination, and thus to combat, through appropriate meas-
ures, religious or belief, ethnic, racial, national and cultural stereotypes;

�	.  Invites organizations and specialized agencies of the United Nations to contribute, 
in accordance with their mandate, to the promotion and protection of freedom of 
religion or belief, tolerance and non-discrimination;
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�
.  Encourages also States, at the appropriate level of government, non-governmental 
organizations and other members of civil society to take advantage of relevant so-
cial and cultural activities of all kinds to promote the objectives of this document;

��.  Invites all States, civil society and the international community to promote the 
principles, objectives and recommendations in the present document on school 
education in relation with freedom of religion or belief, tolerance and non-
discrimination.
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Oslo Coalition on Freedom of Religion or Belief, Oslo (Norway), �-� September ����. 
http://folk.uio.no/leirvik/OsloCoalition/ WienerText0904.doc.

Resources

Websites of specifi c organisations, projects, publications, reports and journals

Anti-Defamation League
http://www.adl.org/religious_freedom/resource_kit/december_holiday_
guidelines.asp

Association of Religion and Theology Educators in Eastern and Central Europe 
http://www.arteee.ru
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The Big Myth educational website 
http://www.bigmyth.com

The British Journal of Religious Education 
http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals/titles/01416200.asp

Co-ordinating Group for Religion in Education in Europe (CoGREE) 
http://www.cogree.com

European Project for Inter-religious Learning 
http://www.epil.ch/International Association for Intercultural Education 
http://www.iaie.org

The First Amendment Center
http://www.firstamendmentcenter.org

The Interfaith Council on Ethics Education for Children 
http://www.ethicseducationforchildren.org/en

International Association for Religious Freedom 
http://www.iarf.net/index.html

The Ontario Consultants on Religious Tolerance 
http://www.religioustolerance.org

The Oslo Coalition on Freedom of Religion or Belief 
http://www.oslocoalition.org

The Professional Council for Religious Education 
http://www.pcfre.org.uk

Religious Education Exchange Service 
http://re-xs.ucsm.ac.uk

Religion in Education. A contribution to Dialogue or a factor of Confl ict in transform-
ing societies of European Countries (REDCo) 
http://www.redco.uni-hamburg.de/web/3480/3481/index.html

Religious Resources — A directory of internet resources for major religions
http://www.religiousresources.org
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The Runnymede Trust 
http://www.runnymedetrust.org

Simon Wiesenthal Center and its Museum of Tolerance
www.wiesenthal.com

The Tanenbaum Center for Inter-religious Understanding
http://www.tanenbaum.org

“Teaching Tolerance” and the general educational website of the Southern Poverty 
Law Center http://www.tolerance.org

The TRES Network “Teaching Religion in a European multicultural Society” 
http://www.student.teol.uu.se/tres

UNESCO’s Interreligious Dialogue Program 
http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ev.php-URL_ID=11680&URL_DO=DO_
TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html

ODIHR-Supported General and Comprehensive Online Resources

ODIHR Tolerance and Non-Discrimination Information System
http://tandis.odihr.pl

Corner on Teaching about Religions and Beliefs

This section provides material and documents in the area of teaching about religions 
and beliefs. Examples of teaching material in the classroom and reports on how this 
can be implemented can be found here. A links page provides websites of relevant 
networks and institutions.

Freedom of religion or belief

This section provides access to a broad range of information on freedom of religion 
and belief throughout the OSCE region: 
• news on freedom of religion and belief;
• OSCE commitments and statements pertaining to freedom of religion or belief;
• instruments of international law pertaining to freedom of religion or belief;
• court decisions pertaining to freedom of religion or belief;
• background information on particular freedom of religion and belief issues.
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Website Guide to Tolerance Education
http://tolerance.research.uj.edu.pl

A resource website dealing with tolerance education in relation to freedom of religion 
or belief developed and hosted by the Centre for European Studies at the Jagiellonian 
University with the support of the ODIHR. Its objectives are: 
•  Helping educational policy makers and members of boards of education to incor-

porate tolerance education and respect for freedom of religion of belief (FORB) 
into curricula in order to prevent ethnic and religious confl ict in school and in oth-
er institutions for children and youth;

•  Helping teachers and future teachers to access pedagogical tools for enhanc-
ing openness and respect for others in the classroom and during after-school 
activities;

•  Providing educational instruments that can be implemented in schools for over-
coming the often inadequate and frequently clichéd images of members of other 
religious, national or ethnic groups;

•  Off ering educators across Europe and Asia a broad range of methods and ap-
proaches to overcome the negative stereotypes, prejudices and discrimination that 
might occur in their countries.
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About the OSCE / ODIHR

The Offi  ce for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) is the OSCE’s prin-
cipal institution to assist participating States “to ensure full respect for human rights 
and fundamental freedoms, to abide by the rule of law, to promote principles of de-
mocracy and (…) to build, strengthen and protect democratic institutions, as well as 
promote tolerance throughout society” (���� Helsinki Document).

The ODIHR, based in Warsaw, Poland, was created as the Offi  ce for Free Elections at 
the ���� Paris Summit and started operating in May ����. One year later, the name of 
the Offi  ce was changed to refl ect an expanded mandate to include human rights and 
democratization. Today, it employs more than ��� staff .

The ODIHR is the leading agency in Europe in the fi eld of election observation. It co-or-
dinates and organizes the deployment of several observation missions with thousands 
of observers every year to assess whether elections in the OSCE area are in line with 
national legislation and international standards. Its unique methodology provides an 
in-depth insight into all elements of an electoral process. Through assistance projects, 
the ODIHR helps participating States to improve their electoral framework.

The Offi  ce’s democratization activities include the following thematic areas: rule of 
law, civil society and democratic governance, freedom of movement, gender equali-
ty, and legislative support. The ODIHR implements more than ��� targeted assistance 
programmes every year, seeking both to facilitate and enhance state compliance with 
OSCE commitments and to develop democratic structures.

The ODIHR promotes the protection of human rights through technical-assistance 
projects and training on human dimension issues. It conducts research and prepares 
reports on diff erent human rights topics. In addition, the Offi  ce organizes several 
meetings every year to review the implementation of OSCE human dimension com-
mitments by participating States. In its anti-terrorism activities, the ODIHR works to 



build awareness of human dimension issues and carries out projects that address fac-
tors engendering terrorism. The ODIHR is also at the forefront of international eff orts 
to prevent traffi  cking in human beings and to ensure a co-ordinated response that puts 
the rights of victims fi rst.

The ODIHR’s tolerance and non-discrimination programme provides support to par-
ticipating States in implementing their OSCE commitments and in strengthening their 
eff orts to respond to, and combat, hate crimes and violent manifestations of intoler-
ance. The programme also aims to strengthen civil society’s capacity to respond to 
hate-motivated crimes and incidents.

The ODIHR provides advice to participating States on their policies on Roma and Sinti. 
It promotes capacity-building and networking among Roma and Sinti communities and 
encourages the participation of Roma and Sinti representatives in policy-making bod-
ies. The Offi  ce also acts as a clearing house for the exchange of information on Roma 
and Sinti issues among national and international actors.

All ODIHR activities are carried out in close co-ordination and co-operation with OSCE 
institutions and fi eld operations, as well as with other international organizations.

More information is available on the ODIHR website (www.osce.org/odihr).
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