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Introduction 
SAIH’s Strategy for Development Cooperation 2022-2026 replaces SAIH’s Strategy for 
Development Cooperation 2018-2021. The Strategy is seen in the context of SAIH’s 
Statutes, Programme of Principles, Strategy for Communication and Strategy for 
Organisational Development. 
 
The Strategy is the most important governing document for SAIH’s development cooperation 
during the period, and should function as a framework for the planning, implementation and 
evaluation of this work. Grounded in this strategy, SAIH’s development cooperation work will 
give us the knowledge to continue being a clear and competent participant in the debate on 
higher education in global development policy, together with our partner organisations. 
 
This Strategy is adopted by SAIH’s Annual Meeting. It is the responsibility of the Board to 
follow up on it and see to it that SAIH’s development cooperation work is carried out in line 
with the strategy and its objectives. SAIH’s Director is responsible for managing SAIH’s work 
in accordance with the Strategy, and for reporting annually to the Board. A mid-term review 
of SAIH’s development cooperation work to assess the achievement of this strategy shall be 
conducted in the period. 
 

Our Contribution 

Internationally SAIH is one of few organisations specialised on development cooperation 
within the sector of higher education1, with a focus on human rights, gender equality and 
inclusion, and at the same time led by students and academics. With our 60 years of 
experience with solidarity and development cooperation work within the higher education 
sector, particularly focused on the protection of the fundamental rights of students and 
academics, we make an important contribution to the main goals of Norwegian development 
policy and the 2030 Agenda. 
 
Forming the basis of SAIH’s work are international, binding frameworks such as the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, with a special focus on freedom of speech, 
organisational freedom and the right to education. Also important to SAIH’s work are the UN 
Declaration on the rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), as well as rights frameworks for 
ethnic minorities, women and the Yogyakarta principles on the human rights of sexual and 
gender minorities. This Strategy covers some of the most crucial years of the 2030 Agenda 
and SAIH contributes to six of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through our 

 
1 See SAIH’s Position Paper on Higher Education 
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development cooperation work2. Goal 4 which aims to Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all, is a particular priority. Higher 
education is also a crucial tool for the achievement of the remaining SDGs. Higher education 
contributes to the development of innovative solutions through research and new knowledge, 
stimulates critical societal debate and helps strengthening competency on rights, equality 
and diversity.  
 
SAIH contributes to the strengthening of Norwegian development cooperation in higher 
education, both within and outside formal education systems. SAIH has extensive experience 
in building up long-lasting partnerships after a model based on participation, solidarity and 
mutual trust. SAIH’s partners are civil society organisations, education institutions and 
organisations for students and academics. We work in collaboration with our partners who 
have the experience, expertise and local anchoring to change their own situations and 
contribute to more just and fair societies through inclusive3 higher education of high quality. 
SAIH works on the basis of the principle of reciprocity and believes that all our partnerships 
should be developed through the exchange of knowledge and experiences, and serve a 
mutual benefit. We believe that partnerships are more effective and responsible where there 
is mutual trust built up over time. 
 
SAIH has accumulated specific expertise over many years, especially in fields such as: 

 Advocacy work on increased academic freedom and inclusive higher education with a 
focus on the rights of historically oppressed groups4 

 Documentation of violations of students’ rights and academic freedom 
 Strengthening of local civil society organisations, especially student-run organisations 
 Participatory programme development and locally anchored partnership model 
 Building long-term and sustainable partnerships 
 National and international networking with advocacy groups for students and 

academics 
 Advocacy work nationally and internationally in the intersection between development 

cooperation, higher education and academic freedom 
 Critical communication and campaign development aimed at decision-makers in 

Norway 
 
During the strategy period, SAIH will work to stimulate the exchange of knowledge in 
international and Norwegian networks in which we participate. We will increase opportunities 
for exchange of experiences between our partners and members, as well as strengthen the 
work on the documentation of human rights violations against students, teachers and 

 
2 Goal 1: End Poverty (1.1, 1.b), Goal 4: Quality Education (4.3, 4.5, 4.7), Goal 5: Gender Equality 
(5.1, 5.5, 5.6), Goal 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth (8.5), Goal 10: Reduced Inequalities (10.1, 
10.2, 10.3), Goal 16: Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions (16.7). 
3 By inclusive education, we mean a learning community in which all groups in society are represented 
and which actively opposes historical and systematic discrimination. SAIH works especially for the 
rights of historically oppressed groups to a higher education where their roles, needs and culture are 
part of the learning. 
4 Groups that have long been oppressed in society through power structures that have hindered their 
access to equal rights as the majority population. Examples of historically oppressed groups are 
indigenous peoples, afro-descendants and other ethnic minorities, women, LGBTIQA+ people, people 
with disabilities and some religious groups.  
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academics. We work continuously to strengthen systems for monitoring, project follow-up 
and results-based management. 
 

Our target groups 
SAIH’s target groups are students, academics and other employees in higher education, 
vocational schools and civil society organisations who work towards higher education. In 
particular, historically oppressed groups such as sexual and gender minorities, indigenous 
peoples, afro-descendants and ethnic minorities are priority groups for SAIH. These groups 
are often systematically excluded and/or discriminated against within the higher education 
system. At the same time, SAIH recognises that several of the problems relating to access to 
higher education are rooted in basic education, and the importance of working with 
professional teacher training in particular. 
 
To reach these groups, SAIH works with civil society organisations, education institutions 
and coalitions, trade unions and student organisations that push for academic freedom and 
an inclusive education system for all. 
 

Strategic goals for the period 
In the coming period, SAIH will continue to work for increased fair and just access to higher 
education, with a special focus on the access for historically oppressed groups. SAIH has a 
broad and context-specific understanding of higher education. Within the definition of higher 
education, we include vocational and technical college education. Higher education should 
be inclusive and non-discriminatory. It is especially important to protect academic freedom 
and students’ and academics’ freedom of association and expression. 
 
Good, relevant education has the potential to be a tool for critical and constructive thinking 
and increased political awareness. Quality education strengthens political, civil, economic, 
social and cultural liberation – prerequisites for a fair, just and relevant development of 
society – built on participation, cooperation, culture and identity. Quality education is based 
on independent research and a broad and contextual understanding of education based on 
local conditions from a rights perspective.  
 
SAIH believes that relevant higher education5 can contribute to poverty reduction and 
sustainable development. Equal access to higher education for historically oppressed groups 
can especially contribute to less discrimination and the levelling of social differences. 
According to UNESCO-IESALC6 in 2020, universal access to higher education is more 
important than ever to achieve social justice and is one of the most important drivers of 
development. Meanwhile, the lack of inclusion of historically oppressed groups persists as 
one of the major obstacles to achieving universal access. Between 2000 and 2018, the 
global intake of higher education for women increased more than that of men, which is a 
positive development. At the same time, UNESCO shows that inequality in the access to 
higher education has persisted over the last twenty years. Poverty, discrimination, high 

 
5 SAIH has a broad and context-specific understanding of higher education. This means that what it 
entails and how the education is structured depends on the context in which the education is offered. 
For example, access to education based on individual languages and culture are important principles 
for us. 
6 UNESCO International Institute for Higher Education in Latin America and the Caribbean 
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tuition fees, difficult entrance examinations and geographical mobility are barriers that 
continuously hinder access to higher education, especially in societies with large social 
inequalities.  
 
In 2020, the world was knocked out by the COVID-19 pandemic and a large proportion of the 
worlds’ educational institutions shut down. The differences in digital access and educational 
courses that were able to adapt to the situation clearly demonstrated the extent of 
differences that exist within education. Two-thirds of low- and lower-income countries have 
cut education budgets since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. The cuts, as well as 
months of closure, have led to sharp setbacks in the work for a fairer and more inclusive 
education for all. The crisis is widening existing inequalities and creating new ones, and the 
goal that no student should be left out is more relevant than ever. The economic and social 
consequences of the pandemic will have a long-term impact on the intake of students in 
higher education, learning processes, the number of students who complete their education 
and the opportunities to enter working life for new graduates.  
 
Quality education and academic freedom are under constant attack. The politicisation of 
study programmes and curricula erodes institutional autonomy and academic freedom. 
Regulation of curriculum and research topics, as well as requirements to promote ideological 
views as part of the academic programmes is a trend seen in many countries. Fields of 
knowledge such as gender studies, feminist and queer theory and sexuality studies, have 
become targets for criticism and censorship for having developed what the anti-gender 
movement refers to as “gender theory”. It is precisely to protect those who research 
important but controversial issues that academic freedom must be protected. 
 
Knowledge can never become static; it must always be renewed and developed. 
Decolonisation of education goes to the core of the mission of academia; to ask critical 
questions and evaluate established truths, existing power structures and norms in society. 
Especially the knowledge, knowledge production, worldview, language and culture of 
indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities have been victims of destruction and oppression 
through the colonisation and dominance of Western definitions of knowledge. The 
opportunity for education and knowledge production on one’s own terms is crucial for 
education to be liberating and to challenge established structures in society.  
 
Therefore, we shall work for the following objectives during the period: 

1. Fair Access to Institutions of Higher Education 
2. Higher Education is Inclusive and Non-Discriminatory 
3. Academic Freedom is Protected 
4. Students and Academics are Organised and Contribute to the Public Debate 

 
Fair Access to Institutions of Higher Education 
Institutions of higher education must be inclusive and ensure broad access for all groups in 
society. In order to do so, they must be critical societal actors externally, but also internally; 
curriculum, organisation and participation should all take into account the local conditions. 
Historically oppressed groups have reduced access to higher education. Latin America and 
Myanmar are multicultural societies where several different ethnic groups, indigenous 
peoples and afro-descendants live side by side. Indigenous peoples and other groups have 
the right to self-determination over their own education and educational institutions that 
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respect their culture, language, learning methods, technology and value and knowledge 
systems. Educational institutions run by indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities must be 
recognised, and have access to finding and accreditation systems that take into account 
intercultural perspectives. Everyone should have equal opportunities to access higher 
education, regardless of factors such as sexual orientation, gender identity and expression 
and sexual characteristics (SOGIESC), ethnicity, functional ability, socio-economic status or 
other. Today’s centralisation of higher education impairs the access for many. The formal 
education systems also do not always represent all needs and views on learning. Support for 
education and learning outside the formal system is also fundamental in many countries. 
 
In most countries, large sections of society’s poorest are excluded from higher education. 
The intercultural and social conditions must be reflected within the higher education 
institutions. SAIH works against the commercialisation of higher education, and believes that 
higher education should be free or at least affordable for the entire population. Education 
should be a right, not an exclusive privilege for those who can afford it. Public and available 
loan and scholarship schemes are an important and necessary tool for increasing access to 
higher education for all groups in society.  
 
During the period, SAIH will work to: 

 Promote more and better scholarship schemes for fairer access to higher education 
regardless of social and cultural differences 

 Promote increased public funding for higher education and free higher education 
 Strengthen accreditation systems for intercultural institutions of higher education 
 Strengthen and promote independent intercultural institutions of higher education 
 Promote dialogue and international cooperation between higher education 

institutions, governments, the private sector and other relevant networks 
 Break down barriers preventing historically oppressed groups from accessing higher 

education 
 Promote increased access and competence in digital forms of education 

 
 
Higher Education is Inclusive and Non-Discriminatory 
SAIH believes that in order for higher education to fulfil the guiding principle of the SDGs of 
leaving no one behind, educational institutions and learning arenas as well as the curriculum 
must be inclusive and non-discriminatory. No one should through teaching or learning 
environments experience discrimination because of their identity or background, nor should 
they feel unsafe on campus. Many are discriminated against from various quarters, for 
example by being both queer, poor and belonging to an ethnic minority. Understanding the 
intersectionality of patterns of oppression and exclusion is fundamental to creating a more 
inclusive higher education sector. In all parts of the world, people experience discrimination 
on the basis of gender, gender expression, sexuality, ethnicity and culture, social class or 
other factors, with consequences for their learning and later opportunities in professional life. 
 
Good and inclusive higher education is crucial to creating open and inclusive societies. By 
teaching students across fields of study inclusive language, rights and practice, this will 
create positive ripple effects in society and prevent discrimination. By working especially with 
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teachers and teacher students and strengthening the quality of teacher education, we will 
ensure that also the path to higher education accommodates everyone. 
 
During the period, SAIH will work to: 

 Counteract all discrimination at higher education institutions and promote safe and 
accessible campuses for all 

 Promote mechanisms for documenting and dealing with cases of discrimination and 
harassment based on sexuality, gender, identity and expression in higher education 

 Promote alerting and reporting mechanisms for cases of discrimination and 
harassment in higher education institutions 

 Promote the representation of historically oppressed groups in internal and 
administrative structures in higher education institutions 

 Strengthen the quality of teacher education to prevent discrimination against 
minorities and historically oppressed groups 

 Promote comprehensive sexuality education to spread knowledge and ensure equal 
rights for all 
 

 
Academic Freedom is Protected 
SAIH believes that academic freedom is the right of students, academics and institutions to 
seek knowledge without fear of reprisals. Critical and independent higher education 
institutions are important actors in society. Critical education shapes people who, according 
to Paulo Freire, analyse societal problems from the root, question the reality they live in and 
act to change it. Education is the key to critical awareness. 
 
The higher education society should participate in the public debate with new knowledge and 
constructive criticism of politics and social development. Research and knowledge 
development are important for promoting sustainable development and a more fair and just 
society. Research must be broad, inclusive and independent, but must be guided by ethical 
principles. Research is crucial for creating and disseminating new knowledge that can be 
used to support rights, promote and enforce non-discriminatory laws, challenge established 
narratives and create new practices. Students and academics are often pressured by 
dominant groups to present and promote specific historical or political views. Such attacks 
have serious consequences for the construction of free societies and lead to a weakening of 
higher education as an arena for knowledge-based debate. 
 
The concept of university autonomy is closely linked to academic freedom and democratic 
processes, and is fundamental for higher education institutions to be critical voices and 
contribute with new knowledge. Such institutional democratic processes are under pressure 
many places in the world. Universities and educational institutions should have both 
organisational, financial and professional autonomy, as well as autonomy in employment. 
Neither state nor private funding should limit the institutions’ room to manoeuvre or their 
academic freedom. 
 
During the period, SAIH will work to: 

 Support democratic processes in higher education institutions 
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 Strengthen the autonomy, sustainability and academic freedom of higher education 
institutions 

 Ensure that research is independent and accessible to all 
 Strengthen research capacity and develop research methods 
 Strengthen, promote and make available research in the fields of human rights, 

democracy, gender equality, gender and sexuality 
 In particular, promote knowledge production on the languages, cultures and diversity 

of knowledge of indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities, as well as new 
methodological approaches to the generation of knowledge 

 Promote the use of research in public debate 
 Strengthen incentives for research collaboration and research funding in higher 

education institutions. 
 
Students and Academics are Organised and Contribute to the Public Debate 
Students and academics are key actors in creating and promoting a knowledge-based and 
critical debate in society. Students are often the first to speak out through non-violent 
protests when a society moves in the wrong direction, and are seen as a dangerous group by 
totalitarian regimes. Students and academics are attacked because they are perceived as a 
threat to those in power and contribute to the public debate with knowledge that often 
challenges the status quo. Therefore, students and academics who fight for democratic 
values are often monitored, persecuted, tortured and imprisoned or simply disappear.  
 
The right of students and academics to organise, research freely, discuss and be critical 
must be protected, and they must be able to contradict and challenge established truths 
without fear of their own or others’ security. This includes in particular student associations, 
trade unions for teachers and other civil society organisations working towards higher 
education. The right of students and academics to organise, influence and participate in 
central bodies and decision-making authorities at higher education institutions is a 
prerequisite for and part of a free academia. At the same time, it is important that the 
organisations and trade unions have a particular focus on including historically oppressed 
groups and minorities in internal and external structures, in order to ensure a broad a good 
representation. 
 
During the period, SAIH will work to: 

 Strengthen students’ and academics’ freedom of association and expression and 
their organisations 

 Promote national, regional and global cooperation and networks among students and 
academics 

 Document attacks on students, higher education and violations of academic freedom 
for a strengthened advocacy work for the protection of higher education 

 Strengthen international advocacy work and make visible violations against students 
 Strengthen the participation and influence of women, LGBTIQA+ people and 

minorities in the organisations 
 Ensure good welfare schemes for students and academics 
 Strengthen trade unions for teachers in higher education 
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Where we work 
SAIH will in the period continue to work with partners in Southern Africa, Latin America and 
Myanmar, and to support and further develop networks in other countries and regions. SAIH 
works in long-term partnerships and has been present in Bolivia, Colombia, Nicaragua, 
Myanmar, South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe for several years. These are countries where 
students’ and academics’ organisations are vulnerable, where indigenous people, ethnic 
minorities, LGBTIQA+ people and women are in various ways excluded from the higher 
education system or discriminated against in it, and where access to higher education is 
unevenly distributed amongst the population.  
 
SAIH also works with regional and international student organisations and interest 
organisations working for the right to higher education. 
 
 


