
1. Universities and education 
institutions as sites of struggle

Within universities and other 
education institutions, students 
operate on a unique terrain that 
allows student activist movements to 
begin and grow. While the stimulating 
academic environment heightens 
awareness of oppression and human 
rights; the neoliberal university also 
produces many reasons for students 
to organise and challenge dominant, 
inequitable processes. Many student 
activist movements have begun and 
grown in universities – campaigning 
against concerns such as stifling of 
academic freedom and oppressive 
higher education policies.

2. Impacts of student activism go 
beyond the classroom and the 
campus

Spaces and impacts of student 
activism extend towards addressing 
and mitigating wider social challenges 
such as democracy and human 
rights, climate change, poverty and 
inequalities, and broader political 
concerns around racial justice and 
gender inequalities. Student activists 
have played important roles in the 
realisation of significant historical 
milestones such as early decolonial 
struggles, fall of authoritarian 
regimes and disruption of unequal 
segregation policies.

3. Criminalisation of student 
activism have been pervasive

Several governments and intra-state 
agencies view young people’s dissent 
as a threat – framing students as 
‘dangerous subjects’, ‘unruly’ and 
‘irresponsible’. Such ‘politics of (mis)
recognition ’ frames the rationale 
for many state and non-state actors 
to create hostile environments for 
student activists. These tactics 
range from simply ignoring students’ 
campaign, red-tagging and public 
humiliation to unlawful arrest with 
extended jail time, violent dispersion 
of peaceful protests and even 
killings. The report also found that 
measures to prevent COVID-19, such 
as lock-down and quarantine, have 
been used as a guise for authoritarian 
governments to silence critics and 
stifle acts of dissent.
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4. Digital media is used both 
as a strategy and a threat

Technological tools, social media 
and other digital spaces are 
double edged swords. On the one 
hand, they offer new spaces and 
tools that student activists use 
for their protests, campaigning 
and resource mobilisation. They 
allow for leaderless movements 
making activism non-hierarchal 
and decentralised. On the other 
hand, digital tools are also 
being weaponized by states and 
institutions for surveillance, 
censorship and oppression. 

The full report 
can be accessed 
here.

ENTER

1. Recognise student rights as 
human rights.

Institutions and stakeholders need 
to acknowledge students as agile 
actors of change (rather than passive 
observers) and vanguards of principles 
enshrined in the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (rather than ‘stubborn 
disruptors’). As human rights defenders, 
they must be protected, and States must 
fulfil their commitment to respecting 
peaceful protests as enshrined in the UN 
Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.

2. Allow youth participation in 
government and decision-mak-
ing processes

Diversify spaces for young people’s 
participation in key decision-making 
processes and governance structures, 
for example, through student 
representation in university boards, 
supporting the formation of student 
governments and engaging youth 
councils and inter-university student 
councils. 

3. See student activism as part of 
the academic environment.

Universities and educational institutions 
must see student activism as part (or 
even a hallmark) of a lively academic 
environment and not a problematic 
disruption of university life. 

4. Support the continuing 
education of student activists.

Higher education institutions and 
NGOs in other countries should offer 
international scholarships for students 
who have been persecuted and have not 
been allowed to continue their studies in 
their own countries.

5. Give financial support

We recommend financial support for 
student activists especially for swift 
response when activists are harassed 
and imprisoned. We also recommend 
increased investment towards student 
human rights defenders’ work to 
mobilise, educate, and fight for reforms. 

6. International organisations must 
provide allyship and support

International organisations must 
provide a space to amplify student 
voices and recognise the specificity 
of their struggles and challenges. The 
international community – including 
regional cooperation (e.g. African Union, 
European Union, ASEAN) – must also put 
pressure on national governments to 
repeal draconian laws used to regulate 
the internet and surveil and criminalise 
student activists.

7. Provide digital training for online 
safety.

With states using the Internet for 
surveillance, student activists need 
more digital training on how to protect 
themselves online. They need to be 
armed with knowledge and skills in 
digital security and manage their online 
identities for their own safety.

8. Create a network of student 
activists

We urge the creation of a network of 
student activists where student activists 
from different countries are able to 
support each other, share experience 
and exchange knowledge.
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