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7 Conflict Handling and Equal Treatment in the 
Swedish School
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The school constitutes an important part of children´s and young people's daily
lives and networks and can be considered as a social arena. Current surveys and
research show that many pupils experience degrading treatment and negative
behaviour in this arena. All agents in school, professionals as well as pupils and
parents, have a big responsibility to contribute to the development of supportive
and healthy learning environments. A successful work with different aspects of
social relations in this arena has to start in the different value and standard systems
represented among the pupils as well as in the local school culture and requires the
development of a common and sustainable value base. Two central aspects of
value base according to Swedish school legislation and curricula are equal treat-
ment and prevention of harassment, violations, discrimination and conflicts. Curri-
cula and a new legislation establish that each school has to create and develop a
culture that is supportive and sensitive towards questions concerning equality and
violations as well as conflicts. It is important to develop sustainable methods to
prevent and combat conflicts, violence and degrading treatment in general and
harassment and discrimination on grounds of gender or sex, ethnic origin, religion
or other faith, sexual orientation or disability in particular.

The school as a social arena

The situation in the Swedish school and especially pupils´, teachers´ and other
professionals´ experiences of social life in school has been in focus for a lively dis-
cussion during the last decade. The staff in many schools experiences violence and
harassment among the pupils and Åhs (2002) relates to studies showing that a rela-
tively high proportion of the children and youth show a negative behaviour and
inadequate ethical and democratic competence. A number of current surveys e.g.
Hägglund (2000) in Zackari & Modig, Wrethander Bliding (2007), Schjellerup
Nielsen (2006), Normell (2008), Skolverket, The National Board of Education
(2007) contribute to this complex picture of social relations in this particular envi-
ronment.
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One of the Swedish schools commissions is to promote pupils´ learning pro-
cesses and education in pedagogical activities, another is to create and develop a
culture and an environment that is sensitive and supportive towards questions con-
cerning equality as well as violations and conflicts. School is thus an important
social arena for pupils´ ongoing growth and development. Hägglund (in Zackari &
Modig 2000) states that the school and this ´social project´ are vital to children and
young people and that school is a very important place for the creation of relations.
According to Hägglund it is significant if harassment and violations takes place in
the school environments or in other contexts and that it is important to indicate the
boundary between inclusion and exclusion since belonging imply power to the
individual and exclusion could lead to a risk for degrading treatment. 

These phenomena are integrated in different cultural and social processes and
it is important to try to discern which contextual ´risk factors´ that can be linked to
school. Wrethander Bliding (2007) has done research on how children take part in
and create relationships in school and she states that the work with relationships is
far from simple. We need more knowledge about the processes concerning
childrens´ social everyday life and about the cultures children create in order to
understand this interplay. 

Schjellerup Nielsen (2006) describes the life that runs side by side with the
education in which pupils constantly try to find ways to relate to the social com-
munity. She establishes that the pupils' social life in school often seems to play a
more important role than the education and the teaching itself. According to Nor-
mell (2008) harassment and violations are frequent problems despite new legisla-
tion, teams and groups that support the pupils and established equal treatment and
action plans. A serious fact is that teachers are responsible for a part of the discri-
mination, violations and harassments. A report published by Skolverket, The Swe-
dish National Board of Education (2004) indicates deficiencies in adult support to
pupils. Less than half of the children and young persons declare that they can
address all or a majority of teachers in confidence. Skolverket, The National Board
of Education (2007) also describes a dramatic increase of the number of announce-
ments reporting violations and harassments between 2005 and 2006.

An increasing number of schools are criticized for inadequate work in dealing
with violations and harassment. This is interpreted as an obvious consequence of
the new law; Lag (2006:67) om förbud mot diskriminering och annan kränkande
behandling av barn och elever, Act Prohibiting Discrimination and Other Degra-
ding Treatment of Children and School Students (2006:67), see p. 7, promulgated
in February 2006. The most common ground for announcements is harassments
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and in 2007 they constituted approximately 40 percent of the total amount of
announcements. Boys are slightly overrepresented in the figures and according to
the critics from Skolverket, the National Board of Education, the statistics of pupils
harassing other children or young people as well as adults harassing pupils have
increased. Almost 40 percent of the announcements on harassments, discrimina-
tion and violations concerns assertions where an adult has harassed a pupil in
school.

This circumstance is particularly serious, according to Skolverket, the Natio-
nal Board of Education, since the new law states an absolute ban for adults in
school to expose children and youth to any kind of degrading treatment. The
announcements contain also assertions about maltreatment and threats, exclusion
and reducing statements which pupils experience as hurting and/or offending. The
annual report published by Barnombudsmannen, the Children´s Ombudsman,
(Barnombudsmannens årsrapport 2007) establish that many pupils do not know
what the school has to do when someone is discriminated or harassed and many of
them consider that this fact can not be changed. The pupils in this report express
that the communication between pupils and teachers needs to be improved.

 The articles and reports related here are some current examples describing
pupils´ social situation with a focus on value base, equal treatment and conflicts.
What they unambiguously show us is that the harassments and the conflicts that
the pupils too often have to face must be handled much better than the professio-
nals and pupils in school in general are capable of today. The work that conti-
nuously is developed in pedagogical environments should, to a greater extent, be
preventive, focus on acute interventions, evaluate the accomplished measures and
implementation of sustainable strategies on different structural and organizational
levels in school (Rova Lindberg 2006).

The concepts value base, equal treatment and conflict handling

Social relationships in school includes many aspects, but in this context I will
focus on three concepts strongly related to the work to develop sustainable and
non-violent strategies in order to cope with harassment, discrimination, conflicts
and other forms of negative behaviour in school. These concepts are value base,
equal treatment and conflict handling. The concepts are frequently used in the rhe-
toric concerning this area in research, in media and in school practice and they
have also crystallized themselves in many of the conversations I have had with
pupils, teachers, principals and teacher students concerning this subject. Defini-
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tions and demarcations of the concepts vary and they are discussed both nationally
and internationally by researchers as well as in school practice. Eriksson et al.
(2002) state that a difficulty here is the want of a common international termino-
logy.

Value base

Pierre (2008) establishes that the school plays an important role as educator and
provider of democratic values in society in cooperation with the pupils´ families.
The work with the implementation of the common national value base and it is this
ethical and democratic perspective constitutes a base in the work in the Swedish
school. The value base stated in legislation and curricula should permeate all acti-
vities and environments in school. It is a responsibility of all professionals to carry
out and implement it among pupils and their parents and it involves the relations
between pupils and grown-ups.

The value base should also strengthen democracy in school and society and
prevent bullying, sexual harassment, violence, hostility towards foreigners and
other expressions for lack of respect to equality and equal treatment. The work
with the value base in school is also connected to the concept of health and a com-
prehensive view on pupils´ learning and development, because there is a close
connection between learning, value base and health. (Myndigheten för skolutveck-
ling, Demokrati och värdegrund, The Swedish National Agency for School Impro-
vement, Democracy and Value base).

The value base as a concept was introduced in Sweden around 1990 and today
it is one of the foundations in current legislation, curricula and other related docu-
ments. (Zackari & Modigh 2000). Myndigheten för skolutveckling, The Swedish
National Agency for School Improvement, (Myndigheten för skolutveckling;
Mångfald och likvärdighet, The Swedish National Agency for School Improve-
ment; Manifoldness and equality) describes the schools´ democratic commission
as divided into three parts; 1) to increase knowledge about democracy, value base
and human rights, 2) to implement the value base and 3) to counteract harassment
and discrimination. The concept value base in school practice is however not easy
to define. According to Zackari & Modigh (2000) inquirys show that both pupils
and professionals in school often give vague and general answers if asked to define
the concept. This is, according to the authors, both an expression of the fact that
many professionals in school do not share a professional language and that the
actual curriculum is not used as a foundation in the pedagogical work. This might
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also imply that the concept is political and therefore can be interpreted in different
ways.

Lahdenperä (2008) states that the professionals in school must be aware of and
sensitive towards the fact that pupils might have a different value base, standards
and references than the ones they advocate, and that they have to be prepared for
what line they are to take to this. This fact must also bear consequences for how
the value base is defined and expressed in national curricula, because a value base
is not fixed once and for all, it needs to be developed in cooperation with the sur-
rounding society.

Orlenius (2005) asks if a common value base that is shared by all on the whole
is realistic. He states that it is important to make the complex pedagogical reality
visible in order to understand it and to be able to support pupils´ moral develop-
ment, otherwise the whole concept value base run the risk of becoming a rhetoric
flagship. Svaleryd (2003) states that knowledge of the value base, of social compe-
tence and of relations must be integrated in education and that it is schools com-
mission to work seriously with these questions. If we do not succeed in this work
value base will be in the danger-zone to be something that pupils learn in the
school-yard and if so probably not in a desired and democratic way. Schjellerup
Nielsen (2006) emphasize that teachers have to be sensitive for different values
and standards intermediated and pronounced in school, both the ones made public
and the unspoken.

Equal treatment

The equality perspective and the work with equal treatment are in focus in society
and in school today, as well in school practice as in legislation and curricula. The
work to ban physical violence in school in Sweden is completed according to Nor-
mell (2008) and now the work to eliminate psychic degrading treatment and the
fact that many grown-ups still seem to accept them remains. In April 2006 the new
Act Prohibiting Discriminatory and Other Degrading Treatment of Children and
Pupils was promulgated and this was a clear indication of the importance of this
work. According to this law it is the duty of all schools to work actively to prevent
harassment and other degrading treatment including discrimination in human rela-
tions.

There are a number of concepts and definitions concerning this area and they
are denominated differently in school practice, in research and in different docu-
ments and supporting materials. Common to all sorts of violations is, however, that
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they stand in contrast to the principle of all human beings equal value. An impor-
tant ground for decision whether it is a violation or not is that the individuals´
experience is a determining factor. (Skolverket, Nyhetsbrev Nummer 1/2008, the
National Board of Education, Newsletter Number 1/2008). Jämställdhetsombuds-
mannen, The Equal Ombudsman, stresses that it is the one who is exposed to the
words or the activities who decides if they are accepted or experienced as viola-
tions. (Jämställdhetsombudsmannen 2000).

Violations can be defined as non-ethical activities directed against somebody
else combined with a lack of respect for the integrity of the other. The transition
from a conflict between two persons to a violation occurs when the conflict looses
its reciprocity. (Arbetsmiljöverket; Temasida Skolan, the Swedish Work Environ-
met Authority, School). Harassment can be defined as a behaviour that violates a
pupils dignity and which 1) is associated with ethnic affiliation (ethnic harass-
ment), religion or other faith (harassment due to religion or other faith), sexual
orientation (harassment due to sexual orientation), disability (harassment due to
disability), gender or sex (sexual harassment), 2) is of a sexual nature (sexual
harassment). Other degrading treatment is defined as behaviours that otherwise
violates a child´s or pupils´ dignity. (Act Prohibiting Discriminatory and Other
Degrading Treatment of Children and Pupils, 2006: 67).

Wrethander Bliding (2007) describes pupils´ complex interplay and states that
it can be very difficult for professionals in school to observe when a pupil run the
risk of being violated. The border between social interaction and violations can
sometimes be very subtle and it is very important that grown-ups in school have
knowledge of pupils´ relational work in order to avoid exclusion or violations that
is not defined as bullying and therefore maybe not given attention. The author
emphasizes that the equal treatment plan has to be implemented and integrated in
all school work, not just another document of less importance.

Conflict handling

The word conflict derivates from the Latin word conflictus meaning clash or oppo-
sition and the literature dealing with this concept gives many definitions and desc-
riptions of the word (Ellmin 2008). Ellmin states that each conflict has its own spe-
cial character and dynamics and that it can be conscious or unconscious, recogni-
zed or denied. It can also be more or less emotionally charged, and it can be about
everything from trifles to essential things. Furthermore the persons involved in the
same conflict can interpret the situation differently and according to this act quite
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differently. According to Maltén (1998) there is a conflict when we have a colli-
sion between for example goals, attitudes, standards or interests.

Lennér Axelsson & Tylefors (1996) states that a conflict is a clash of interests
which can be small or big, important or unimportant and De Bono (1985, in Ellmin
2008) defines a conflict as a clash between interests, values, actions or aims. The
concept “conflict solution” and “conflict handling” are in use in the literature, and
Burton (1990, in Lennér Axelsson & Thylefors 1996) states that conflict solution
in contrast to conflict handling aims at a permanent solution to the problem. I share
this point of view and prefer the concept conflict handling because the ambition to
constructively work with conflicts instead of solve them at all costs is a more rea-
listic way to deal with conflicts. (Rova Lindberg 2006).

Lahdenperä (2008) states that a school without conflicts does not exist but it is
important to avoid destructive development of conflicts. The way we look at con-
flicts is culturally programmed and conflicts among pupils and professionals in
school have different causes. They can originate from different cultural, political
or religious backgrounds, different values, standards, attitudes or interpretations
and behaviour connected to conflicts is a challenge for school, its pupils and pro-
fessionals.

My experience from work with conflicts and from many conversations con-
cerning conflicts and conflict handling in school is that professionals in general
lack both practical and theoretical knowledge and competence as well as good
strategies to carry out a successful work with conflicts. Conflict handling must
also include the preventive work and I am convinced that many conflicts could
have been avoided if there would have been a better understanding of the reasons
for and the development of a conflict. 

School on both national and local level should benefit from prioritizing the
knowledge and competence to handle conflicts and other aspects of equality treat-
ment related to research as basic knowledge in our society where the need to nego-
tiate increase. (Rova Lindberg 2006). The directions guiding the work with the
environment in school (Arbetsmiljöverket; Temasida Skolan, the Swedish Work
Environmet Authority; School) emphasizes the importance of the work with con-
flicts, and the starting point is that conflicts do not have to be destructive but that it
is important to prevent them from growing. If we succeed in this we can eliminate
the risk to develop serious conflicts, violations or other degrading treatment as a
consequence of conflicts that are not properly taken care of.
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Harassment, other degrading treatment and conflict handling in legislation, 
curricula and international agreements

To create a school practice where all children´s, young persons´ and grown-ups´
rights are respected must be highly prioritized and the actors in school are entitled
to a safe and healthy learning and working environment. The commission concer-
ning the work with the value base, equal treatment/equal rights and conflict hand-
ling is regulated in contemporary legislation and curricula and Skolverket, the
National Agency for Education, states that de different rule systems in this area
complement each other.

The commission and authority of teachers and principals are regulated in
international conventions, in national legislation, curricula, in national regulations
and in local agreements. These documents and acts establish that each school has
to develop a culture that is supportive and sensitive towards questions concerning
equal treatment, harassment and violations as well as conflicts.

The tendency during the last years has been to stop loopholes and to supple-
ment with supportive legislation to counteract harassment and other negative beha-
viour in school. One example of this is the Act Prohibiting Discriminatory and
Other Degrading Treatment of Children and Pupils promulgated in February 2006
(Utbildningsdepartementet, 2006:67, Department of Education and Science,
2006:67). The purpose of this Act is to promote equal rights for children and
pupils and to combat discrimination on grounds of sex, ethnic origin, religion and
other faith, sexual orientation or disability and other degrading treatment.

This legislation is a new tool in the work with these questions and can be seen
as a new attitude in these matters because the new act aims to clarify questions of
responsibility and authority in the area. It is also applicable for all pupils and pro-
fessionals in education activities. The act focuses on the individual experience of
violations, harassment or discrimination and offers a strong protection to pupils.
At the same time the post Barn- och elevombud, Children´s - and Pupils Ombud,
was created with a mission to follow up the rules (Erdis 2008). Erdis establishes
that the responsible authority must act as soon as there are any signals of violations
or harassment against a person in school and that it is possible to claim damages if
anyone is guilty of lawbreak according to the act.

The responsible authority must work goal-orientated in order to promote the
legislation and the four active measures: 1) direction towards goals, 2) to create a
detailed annual equal treatment plan including an overview of planned activities,
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3) an offensive preventive work to stop violations and harassment and 4) investi-
gations of and acute interventions against negative behaviour should that occur.

A visible consequence of the importance of these matters is that this act cease
to be in force 2008-12-31 and will be replaced by new provisions in the Education
Act, chapter 14A, starting from 2009-01-01. The new provisions will be named
Diskrimineringslagen, the Discrimination Act. The requirements on equal treat-
ment remains, but the requirements on the work to promote equal and prevent
degrading treatment is stronger in this new act. It also extended the grounds of dis-
crimination, and two additional grounds are included; age and cross-sexual iden-
tity or expression.

International agreements have been important for the development of the
legislation in the area. The most important are FN:s deklaration om de mänskliga
rättigheterna, the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Rege-
ringskansliet, The Governement Offices;) and FN:s barnkonvention, Convention
on the Rights of the Child (Utrikesdepartementet; Mänskliga rättigheter, Konven-
tionen om barnets rättigheter, the Ministry of Foreign Affaires). The UN Declara-
tion of Human Rights states that education should aim at developing each
individual´s full potential and to strengthen the understanding of and respect for all
nations, racial and religious groups. 

The Swedish Parliament decided in 1999 about a national strategy for imple-
mentation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. In 2008 the European Par-
liament assumed the resolution, Towards an EU-Strategy on the Rights of the
Child, with the main aim to promote different aspects of children´s rights, among
other things equal opportunities and an dissociation from different types of
violence towards children (European Resolution (2007/2093 (INI)).

The overall directions governing education and activities in school on a natio-
nal level are found in the Skollagen, the Education Act (1985:1100), in curricula,
and in regulations and decrees. The general goals are more detailed and particular
in the three different curricula in the Swedish school system; pre-school, nine-year
compulsory school and upper secondary school. (Utbildningsdepartementet; lärop-
laner, Department of Education and Science; curricula). These documents states
that education among other things should be permeated with the agreed value base
and that tendencies towards violations, hostility towards strangers and intolerance
should actively be combatted. The Education Act also states that the school prac-
tice must be framed according to fundamental democratic valuations and each
individuals´ intrinsic value. These documents can be seen as a guarantee that edu-
cation is equivalent in all schools the country.
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All pupils as well as professionals in school are included in a systematic work
concerning the work environment described in the Arbetsmiljölag, Work Environ-
ment Act (Arbetsmiljölag AFS 1993:17). This act stresses the importance of a pre-
ventive work to hinder harassments, violations and conflicts. The principal is res-
ponsible for the work, but pupils and employees have a common responsibility for
the environment and the standards in the workplace. Socialtjänstlagen, the Social
Services Act, (Socialtjänstlagen 2001:453) states that employees in school have a
responsibility to report to the social welfare office immediately if they, in their
work, get information or become aware of that a child or a young person is badly
treated.

Possibilities and challenges in the work to develop a school culture that is 
sensitive, supportive and sustainable towards equal treatment, 
harassment, violations and conflict handling 

Society today is in change and the school, an old institution which for a long time
has been very influential and normative, is less influential and important. School
has to adjust to current and predominant cultures with their conceptions and expe-
riences, codes, standards, discourses and rhetoric. One consequence of this is that
the knowledge related to value base, equal treatment and conflict handling slowly
is developing in Swedish schools. Today we can see an increasing work focused on
these matters and how the implementation of the knowledge is carried out in peda-
gogical activities. A number of different methods and programmes are used to
counteract negative behaviour such as bullying, sexual harassment or ethnic discri-
mination. Research, e.g. Åhs (2002), Frånberg (2003), Lahdenperä (2008) and
Normell (2008), surveys and reports have shown that an increasing part of the
pupils show negative social behaviours and deficient ethical and democratic com-
petence. At the same time a number of surveys made by two of the teacher unions,
Lärarförbundet och Lärarnas Riksförbund, (Lärarnas Riksförbund, (2004-11-16),
Ekelunds förlag (2005), Läraförbundet & Lärarnas Riksförbund (2005-05-09)
manifest that a majority of teachers in Sweden consider themselves to lack strate-
gies for a successful conflict handling including preventive work, acute interven-
tions and evaluative work.

Frånberg (2003), Thors (2008), Lahdenperä (2008), Normell (2008), Ellmin
(2008) and others have suggested national as well as local in-service training and
courses in order to qualify teachers and other employees to develop and implement
sustainable work and strategies in this important area to find ways to cope with the
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challenges. Below I list some contemporary and ongoing initiatives and activities
on different levels in school practice and research to support sustainable develop-
ment focused on equal treatment, value base work and conflict handling. Hope-
fully they will contribute to the national as well as the local development of this
very important work, possibilities as well as challenges. Many of these activities
are promising and it is my expectation that this work already contributes to or soon
will sustain the development in a positive direction:

– To create sustainable development and sustainable strategies in pedagogical
work on both a national level and local initiatives in different municipalities
(see for example the National School Board and Department of Education and
Science).

– Shape the future - a gender pedagogical school project for an equal society. 

– Activities related to value base-work focusing multicultural aspects and eth-
nicity. 

– In-service training on a national and a local level focused on equal treatment.

– An increasing focus on actions to evaluate and secure quality. 

– The proposal for a revised teacher education (December 2008).

– The proposal for a revised education for principals.

– The newly established council Lärarnas yrkesetiska råd (Council for ethics in
teacher profession) and the website related to ethics in teacher profession.

For further references you are welcome to contact me.

Concluding remarks

Nearly every day we hear and read about how many pupils experience degrading
treatment and negative behaviour in school. All of us, from different perspectives
involved in this arena, have a big responsibility to contribute to the development of
supportive and healthy learning environments. We need to develop sustainable
knowledge and competence, a local strategy, supportive materials such as research
based programmes as well as “toolboxes” and equal treatment plans in order to
serve as guidance and support to teachers and other professionals in school in their
methodical work put into practice.

Dedication for the task is an important factor for success in this work, but it is
also significant to support and strengthen the professionals in developing local
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models and programmes for equality/equal treatment, value base work and conflict
handling. This work must be based on evidence and take it´s starting point in
school practice as well as in contemporary research.

I can see many challenges ahead of us, but also many possibilities with the
work on promoting pupils´ equal rights and on supporting the work to counteract
and prevent harassment, violations, discrimination, conflicts and other degrading
treatment in the school environment. One significant challenge is the understan-
ding of the dangers of ignoring conflicts in and particularly conflicts due to discri-
mination on grounds of gender or sex, ethnic origin, religion or other faith, sexual
orientation or disability.
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