
CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT AT THE SERVICE OF THE RIGHT TO EDUCATION




Ms Farida Shaheed
Special Rapporteur on the Right to Education
United Nations Human Rights Special Procedures

January 25, 2026

Dear Ms Shaheed,

Henning Graner, a voice for change in education, was talking with a UN staff member at the Social Forum 2025 of the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva at the end of October. He met her again at the UNESCO symposium in Paris in December 2025. I later received a note from him saying she had made it clear that your team is relying on input from the democratic education community and he encouraged me to respond to your call for contributions.

During a long career in public education, I worked to bridge between the emerging and the established forms of education and I have continued that work in retirement. This is not the first time I have responded to a United Nations call for input. In 2021, I worked with four others on a contribution to UNESCO's International Commission on Futures of Education Progress Update. I was also one of the people behind the IDEC 2023 Resolution that Henning and Sifaan Zavahir were instrumental in getting adopted at the Nepal IDEC. Sifaan is one of the initiators of the Rights-Centric Education Network of which I am one of over 160 founding members.

I appreciate having the opportunity to provide you with some input and hope you find what I present to be worthwhile.

Sincerely,
[image: ]


____________________
Richard Fransham
Uniting for Children and Youth



Jannuary 25, 2026
A contribution to the call by the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to education for input into Curriculum, pedagogy and assessment at the service of the right to education report.
submitted by Richard Fransham, Uniting for Children and Youth

Since the Free School Movement of the 1960s and the founding of the non-coercive Sudbury Valley School, a growing number of people have been realizing that it is not enough to say that children have the right to education. It has to be understood that children have the right to education designed for human flourishing. Since the sixties, the pioneers of a new social contract for education have well-defined the territory of the new contract. There is no mystery about what we need. The normal science of the emerging paradigm must still be conducted,[footnoteRef:1] but the most pressing challenge before us now is to get those in charge of public education to apply what we already know. We need them to undertake in earnest the studies that will inform us about how to transition from the old to the new. A pilot program I was involved in implementing in a mainstream secondary school in Ottawa, Canada, forms the basis of what I present. It is a non-coercive approach to change paced to the readiness of people to try something different. After much reflection about its potential, I have become convinced it offers a way to embark on a common sense workable process for transforming public education. [1:  Normal science is the term Thomas Kuhn who made “paradigm shift” a common phrase, uses to refer to all the research and development that goes into perfecting a paradigm. ] 


[image: ]The illustration below provides context for what follows. It depicts a continuum from highly coercive learning to totally non-coercive learning environments and includes some of the language being used to define the competing paradigms. It also conveys that change in 














education needs to be managed as a process, not an event. It cannot be decreed. It has to be finessed by creating the conditions for change.

Je’anna Clements of Riverstone Village in South Africa has recently contributed a fresh look at how we have gotten to where we are and how to get beyond it. She tells much of the story behind the illustration and convincingly argues that widespread human flourishing and world peace will be illusive while an education model made for war is the norm. 

Finding appropriate language for talking about change is crucial to fundamentally shifting long established mindsets and the way Je’anna brings inculturation, enculturation and acculturation into the conversation helps in this regard. Inculturation is the imposed changing of a culture. Over time the change becomes the norm. “Schooling the World”[footnoteRef:2] is a much acclaimed documentary that looks at how conventional education became the norm around the world. Efforts today to decolonize education can be regarded as working to reverse the inculturation that led to conventional schooling. Enculturation refers to what people learn from the culture they are born into and consequently it is what they see as normal.  [2:  Schooling the World, produced by Carol Black, was released in 2010. https://carolblack.org/schooling-the-world] 


Acculturation is the learning that occurs when people are exposed to different cultures, different ways of being. Je’anna gives the example of people from a different culture moving in next door and what both families learn from each other. It is not learning forced on people. They learn by being exposed to something that is new to them. The program presented here has the potential to change education by acculturation. It is an option for students in their community school, a fundamentally different mainstream approach to learning that exists in a classroom next door to conventional programs. Operating in plain sight of enculturated education, it becomes a catalyst for spontaneous discussions about the future of education throughout the whole school community, making it an ideal awareness building tool for creating a shift.

The program was proposed by one of my colleagues and me. We had in mind a Sudbury Valley School[footnoteRef:3] modified to operate as a school within our school. For it to receive approval, it had to meet all the requirements of the ministry of education, the school board and the teachers union. The result was a much smaller step towards non-coercion than we had proposed, and that was a good thing. For ages I had operated with an all-or-none attitude that was self-defeating. The principal got me thinking in terms of how to get resources flowing from the old regime to the new, and this is what the program did. The Two Loops Model illuminates how this change of flow leads to paradigm shifts.[footnoteRef:4] No new money and no dramatic revolution is needed. From the program, it became obvious to me that the more radical an innovation, the more difficult it is to obtain buy-in, and the greater will be the obstacles to implemention. The program was actually more radical than it needed to be to achieve the same results.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  The Sudbury Valley School is a non-coercive democratic school. Founded in 1968 by Daniel Greenberg and others, it has spawned numerous other schools based on democratic principles. Sudbury International is a network of some of these schools. See https://sudbury-international.org]  [4:  The Two Loops Model framework was developed by Margaret Wheatley and Deborah Frieze of the Berkana Institute. This Two Loops Model video provides a good introduction to what they say: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LQWKmtx8L2s]  [5:  The program implemented the Sudbury Valley School practices of one person/one vote for students and teachers, and a judicial committee for settling disputes. My experience is that they are best left to a later stage. They might even be replaced with sociocratic decision making and conflict resolution practices. ] 


On the surface, there was nothing particularly new about the program. Twenty-five students who represented a good cross-section of the grades ten to twelve students in the school were given a classroom where they would be together all day for a full semester. I would be with the students in the mornings, and my colleague would be with them in the afternoons. The students were to cover the ministry mandated curriculum and for assessment write the same final exams as students in the conventional program. The course credits the students could pursue were limited to the credentials of the teachers, which were in the subject areas of math, English, art and computers. The students were also required to be in class the same hours as other students and to adhere to all the school rules and the student code of conduct. The program, which was given the name CHIP,[footnoteRef:6] was not unlike the individualized programs commonly provided in community schools for students with special needs. [6:  A three or four letter code was required for the course selection sheets students filled out annually to indicate their preferences for the following year. CHIP was derived from what were characteristics of the program – Communication, Hands-on, Integration of subjects, and Problem solving. The word CHIP, as in computer chip, was to convey that the program was education for the age of technology.] 


The defining feature of the program, its game changer, was the elimination of formal scheduling. The students were not marched to the bells. Larry Rosenstock, a founder of the High Tech High network of charter schools in San Diego, California is reported to have said that the formally scheduled school day is the single greatest impediment to educational innovation.[footnoteRef:7] This proved to be the case with the program. Although the students had to study mandated curriculum, they had control of their time, and this made all the difference. They were able to manage their learning more efficiently with the result that they fulfilled course requirements in significantly less time than it took when they had to lock-step with other students. This gave them considerable time to pursue other interests. [7:  Vicki Abeles directed the full length documentary “Beyond Measure” and is the author of the companion book by the same name. Larry Rosenstock is referenced on p.56 of the book.] 


At the time of CHIP, employers were complaining, as they still are, that schools were graduating students who lacked skills in the 4Cs: critical thinking, creativity, communication and collaboration. These skills develop when students are responsible for managing their own learning. They are also the skills required today more than ever for successful living. We have entered a time when properly preparing students for jobs will also prepare them for life. Peter Gray, a well-known advocate for student agency, contends that given healthy environments young people will learn, of their own volition, everything they need to know to have a good life.[footnoteRef:8] He has been heavily influenced by Daniel Greenberg, the distinguished early pioneer of non-coercive learning who founded the Sudbury Valley School. Greenberg said the greatest gift his school gave to students was to let them be.[footnoteRef:9] To a large extent, this is what the CHIP program did. [8:  In “Free to Learn”, published 2013, Peter Gray stresses the need to provide for children to learn through play.]  [9:  In “Free at Last” published by the Sudbury Valley School Press in 1987, Daniel Greenberg answers many of the questions that arise around giving students control of their learning.] 


Daniel Pink, the author of “Drive” says, “If we pluck people out of controlling environments , when they’ve known nothing else, and plop them into a ROWE or an environment of undiluted autonomy, they’ll struggle.” He then refers to the work of Richard Ryan saying that organizations must provide scaffolding to help people find their footing to make the transition.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Daniel Pink published “Drive”, his book on the age of autonomy in  ROWE is his acronym for “a results only work environment”. He discusses scaffolding on p.107.] 


The mandatory curriculum proved to be good scaffolding for students to progress along the continuum towards non-coercive learning. A stated goal of education is to help students to become independent and the primary curriculum for the program became the skills required for independent learning, which the students honed by studying the mandated course materials. They achieved their course credits as a by-product of successfully applying the skills of self-directed learning.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  There is considerable misunderstanding about self-directed learning. The Alliance for Self-Directed Education is an excellent source of information for those who wish to learn more: https://www.self-directed.org] 


Referring to what is the norm as “conventional education” legitimizes to some degree what is happening in schools. It makes it sound benign when it is not. Je’anna introduces the term C-cubed to address this problem. It is to remind people that today’s conventional schools are Coercive, Competitive and age-Cohorted. Focusing on these terms she argues that C-cubed education is designed for war when, as indicated in the illustration above, non-coercion is the basis of education designed for peace and human flourishing. The implementation of the CHIP program was fittingly non-coercive. Without making divisive, disparaging remarks discrediting the conventional program, students were informed of the option and it was entirely up to them to choose. Je’anna also helps with language in other ways. A notable example is that she says, “the languages of wellbeing and human rights are just different ways of talking about the same thing.” Wellbeing is diminished when human rights are violated.

Je’anna recently conducted a webinar hosted by The Peace School.[footnoteRef:12] To get a quick feel for what Je’anna is saying, a list of short video clips from the webinar is provided in Addendum 1. For those who want to learn more, the full recording and additional clips are available.[footnoteRef:13] On January 21, 2026, Je’anna hosted a Learning Planet Festival event titled C-Cubed: Why Peace in Schools is Hard to Achieve, and What We Can Do. It goes beyond what she presented in her Peace School webinar. The full recording of it is also available.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  The Peace School was founded by an Iranian family that recently moved to Toronto. The family was involved in establishing schools in Iran that are based on democratic principles. See: https://thepeaceschool.com. ]  [13:  Resources arising from the webinar Je’anna Clements conducted for The Peace School: https://www.ucyottawa.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/C-Cubed-Video-Bank-Resource.pdf ]  [14:  This is the link to the recording of the Learning Planet Festival event Je’anna Clements hosted titled: C-Cubed: Why Peace in Schools is Hard to Achieve, and What We Can Do. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xf5ohBL9PKc ] 


A brief video from the MIT Teaching Systems Lab's online course "Launching Innovation in Schools" contains good starting advice for people wanting to engage in the process of transforming education. Justin Reich and Peter Senge are having a conversation and Peter says, “Right from the beginning get started. You know, by the time you sit around and figure it out (what to do) you'll have waited way too long.”[footnoteRef:15] He is not advising that people throw caution to the wind, only that they can’t wait until they have all the answers to take decisive action. Teachers and their students need to operate with the pioneering, entrepreneurial spirit of figuring things out as you go along. The students and teachers in the program being pioneers of a different model for public education gained lived experience developing an idea. The resilience to carry on and the ability to make the most of mistakes and setbacks is not learned with lectures and by reading about it in books. [15:  This is the link to the MIT video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OEl4S4iJu0g&list=PL69YeOR1vok-6MV7OFMT1G8cINfhaaWMM&index=22&t=12s. This is the link to the course website: https://openlearninglibrary.mit.edu/courses/course-v1:MITx+11.154x+3T2018/about ] 


It needs to be appreciated that change can begin with small steps. From what Derry Hannam shares in his book “Another Way is Possible: Becoming a democratic teacher in a state school”,[footnoteRef:16] teachers can derive ideas about how to quietly engage in the change process in their own classrooms with no need for permission from some authority. No fanfare is required with declarations about student agency and such that can create defeating false expectations. Teachers can simply practice being more democratic, more human. As they and their students become more comfortable behaving as equals, teachers can give students more say in classroom decisions that affect them. Teachers can also be on the lookout for likeminded colleagues and find ways to partner with them. As indicated, the pilot program discussed here resulted from my colleague and I coming together and presenting to our principal a proposal for a non-coercive school within our school. The role the teachers played in creating this program can also be played by students. Sam Levin was a student at Monument Mountain High School in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, who went to his principal with an idea about how to engage his friends who had tuned out of school and were jeopardizing their futures. It resulted in a program that was similar to CHIP.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  “Another Way is Possible: Becoming a democratic teacher in a state school” was published by Derry Hannam in 2020. For a preview of it, see the transcript published by Progressive Education of Derry’s talk introducing the book at the International Democratic Education Conference (IDEC) on 30th October 2020: https://www.progressiveeducation.org/another-way-is-possible-becoming-a-democratic-teacher-in-a-state-school-by-derry-hannam/ ]  [17:  Sam Levin’s story is told in Beyond Measure, p. 172] 


The principals in both cases proved to be what Derry Hannam describes as responsible subversives.[footnoteRef:18] Ours received the proposal with the attitude, “Well this is interesting. Let’s see what we can do about it.” Michael Fullan who was a former dean of the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education and a prolific author of books about meaningful educational change[footnoteRef:19] was saying at the time that it is not enough for school principals to not be opposed to an educational innovation, they have to be for it. Our principal was definitely for giving students more autonomy and exploring the possibilities, but he was a seasoned educator with years of experience as a teacher, a union boss and a school administrator. His orientation was to get as close as possible to non-coercion within the confines of the system. [18:  During a meeting of the founders of Unschooling School, Derry gave this description of responsible subversives: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ze_MrATumjI&list=PLJQFm6SNgeza7hhBkBEA4NIx0ZBzUdRkK&index=2 ]  [19:  Michael Fullan is co-leader of the New Pedagogies for Deep Learning global initiative (www.deep-learning.global). His personal website contains links to his many books and articles: https://michaelfullan.ca] 


By providing real options in neighbourhood schools less privileged students can enrol in the program as easily as any other student; it’s easy to opt in and out of such program and maybe back in again as students explore what works best for them; family life is not disrupted with students going to different schools; communities are not fragmented; students maintain close childhood friendships and participation in extra-curricular activities; parents don’t compete to get their children into what are perceived to be better schools in other places instead of pulling together to make their local school as good as it can be; active and safe routes to school are more easily provided, and it helps to address environmental concerns by creating less need to drive and bus students to other places. Suffice it to say that age-segregation amounts to a major squandering of the greatest education resources. Daniel Greenberg, when asked to explain the success of Sudbury Valley School responded that age-mixing was its secret weapon. How slice teams can be used to support and sustain good innovations;[footnoteRef:20] the possibilities for integrating subjects; how students become the architects of their own learning courses;[footnoteRef:21] how the students created their classroom into a place of belonging, and how the program can be scaled up are among other aspects of the program that could be given more attention. Addendum 2 provides links to resources with greater detail about the program and its potential to help establish education designed for human flourishing. [20:  In 2025, James Mannion published “Making Change Stick: A practical guide to implementing school improvement.” It describes slice teams, which are a much neglected piece to the puzzle of how to transform education. For more visit: https://www.drjamesmannion.com/publications]  [21:  Linda Aronson’s book “Unleashed to Learn: Empowering Students to Learn at Full Capacity” published in 2013 is about students who designed their own capstone courses. It provides good insights into how students can design and execute their own learning projects.] 


To conclude, I offer a human story that says volumes about how healthy relationships form when students have the opportunity to really get to know each other. The story is about two grade 12 students. One of their mothers worked for an expanding software development firm that had purchased more licenses for state-of-the-art programming software than it needed at the time. The boys complained that the programming language provided by the school was obsolete and they wanted to be working with the software being used in the field. The mother arranged for the loan of a copy of her firm’s software, which the boys loaded onto one of the computers in the classroom making it available for all to use.

There were only two criteria for students to enrol in CHIP. One was that they had to be coming to school to learn and the other was that they would be committed to cultivating a community of learners with the students in the program. About six weeks in the boys came to me with a confession that they made with the pride of having found their humanity. They said they didn’t mean it when they agreed to help cultivate a community of learners. They wanted to work on computer programming all day and didn’t want to have anything to do with “the little grade ten kids.” They concluded saying, “We don’t even notice the age difference anymore.” It brings to mind Akbar Ahmed saying during a Daniel Pearl Dialogue For Muslim-Jewish Understanding, “You cannot shoot someone you have gotten to know.”[footnoteRef:22] C-cubed schools have the unfortunate effect of being incubators for discrimination.  [22:  This link is to information about the origins of the Daniel Pearl Dialogue For Muslim-Jewish Understanding: https://www.danielpearlfoundation.org/news_and_press/articles/muslim_and_jew_can_we_talk.html] 


And finally, much work is being done to develop visions of local learning ecosystems. Karema Akilah is exploring how to make her classroom the whole City of Atlanta, Georgia.[footnoteRef:23] Yacoov Hecth is developing the idea of education cities in Tel Aviv, Israel.[footnoteRef:24] Other initiatives are found in the reports of the Learning Planet Institute[footnoteRef:25] and Education Reimagined.[footnoteRef:26] The story of the computer boys hints at how students can be instrumental in making use of community resources.  [23:  Karema Akilah is the founder of The Genius School –  https://thegeniusschool.org/about]  [24:  Learn more from the article by Yacoov Hetch titled “An Education City”: https://www.education-cities.com/an-education-city-article-by-yaacov-hecht/. Also informative is the final few minutes of the talk he gave for the Child Friendly Community Conference : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RVLaXQWJjVo]  [25:  At a session of the 2026 Learning Planet Festival, the Learning Planet Institute launched its latest report titled: “How Can Learning Ecosystems Contribute to Ensuring Children in Adversity Thrive, Across the Global South?”. The Learning Planet Institute provides information about its Learning Ecosystems project and access to its reports on this webpage: https://www.learningplanetinstitute.org/en/programs/learning-ecosystems-2/   ]  [26:  Education Reimagined. 2025. “Seeds of Possibility: Connecting Policy to Practice Across Learning Ecosystems” https://education-reimagined.org/seeds-of-possibility/ ] 


Addendum 1
Contained here are links to short clips from Je’anna Clements webinar hosted by The Peace School. They are provided to help time-strapped people get a quick feel for what Je’anna has to offer. The longer Zach Stein video expresses the need for us to act with urgency. He is the author of Education in a Time Between Worlds (2019).
· 03 C-Cube (length 2:56) https://youtu.be/kW2ntv4-XR8
· 05 UN Declaration of Human Rights (length 1:33) https://youtu.be/_dRx7QkcLMA
· 06 Why Is Fascism Rising Again (length 1:29) https://youtu.be/EsW_H7TaAWM
· 07 Enculturation and Acculturation (length 2:29) https://youtu.be/CgqzRDW1HQE
· 09 The Key to a Culture of Peace (length 2:27) https://youtu.be/GHypvK72XdU
· 10 Achieving a Culture of Peace (length 3:52) https://youtu.be/LDuPY0wUu5o
· Zach Stein excellent for context (length 20:35)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqh5w6lkP2c&list=PLJQFm6SNgeza7hhBkBEA4NIx0ZBzUdRkK&index=20 


Addendum 2
Contained here are links to articles and a website I created to provide more information about the CHIP program.

Articles
· On the Cusp of a Movement: https://www.ucyottawa.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/On-the-Cusp-of-a-Movement-Jan-2_2025.pdf 
· Wellbeing in Schools: Details of a pathway to mental health: https://www.ucyottawa.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Wellbeing-in-Schools.pdf 
· Never Under-Estimate Student Power: https://www.ucyottawa.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Never-Under-Estimate-Student-Power-Sept-2025.pdf 
Website
The Ottawa Public Education Remake Initiative: http://operi.ca
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