Article and commentary (comments follow the article)

Teaching Human Rights: A case study approach

Through critical thinking and the democratic process, students can learn about human rights in ways that emphasize detailed analysis rather than media sound bites, 

and peaceful resolution rather than “winners” and “losers.”

by Gavin B. Hainsworth

IN MANY WAYS our students have a much stronger awareness of individual human rights than any previous generation. In disciplining young people, teachers often find themselves defending their actions against a self-centered concept of “my rights.” These arguments likely begin in definitions of “fairness” and proceed through comparison with the way their peers are treated, the way other teachers have handled similar situations, and even include the occasional reference to “codes” and “law” as understood by either party. All too often, these moments of crisis result in trips to the office rather than being used to advance the teaching of concepts such as human rights. In the following, I examine the sources of these misconceptions about rights, and present two case study methodologies whereby teachers may explore rights conflict and resolution with their students.

Norma Tarrow (1988) defines human rights education as “the conscious effort, both through specific content as well as process, to develop in students an awareness of their rights (and responsibilities), to sensitize them to the rights of others, and encourage responsible action to secure the rights of all.” As in all teaching, clearly described goals 

define the conscious effort described above, as well as the content to be taught. However, as Tarrow notes, the process of teaching human rights is as important as the content; the responsibilities as important as the rights; and the action of achieving rights as important as the defence of a right.

Complicating this effort is an incorrect concept of human rights — what one commentator has called “rightspeak” — in which people view a right as an individual entitlement without understanding where that right came from, why it is generally important, how it must be balanced against competing rights, and what are the associated responsibilities. This misconception about the nature of human rights originates in both the mainstream news media and in popular culture. People “fighting for their rights” are as much the subjects of the real-life drama on the nightly news as they are of the latest television or Hollywood movie. These media images of “rights” focus more on their violation than on their observance, and more on the struggle to rewrite the balance of power than on peaceful resolution. All too often, their hidden curriculum is one of passive observation until rights come under attack, at which point you can “fight to destroy” the violator with any weapon, legal or ballistic, at your disposal.

A second common misconception is that rights are the same as freedoms. All freedoms are not rights, even if they might imply duties. For example, individuals have the freedom to become licensed drivers, but having a drivers’ licence is a freedom (privilege) not a right, even though the licence holder has the duty to follow the rules of the road. Freedoms may be taken away, or be limited, without this being a violation of rights. Wealth also begets an increased number and range of freedoms (since a drivers’ licence does not come attached to a car with a full tank of gas).

Human rights are more properly defined as universal, moral rights which all people are entitled to regardless of gender, sexual orientation, race, colour, language, national origin, age, class or religious or political belief. They include a wide variety of basic rights that everyone should have because they are necessary to preserve the integrity and dignity of life. Rights allow us to know what we can reasonably expect from others, and others from us, and provide a common set of principles against which violations may be defined, gauged, and rectified. 

Teachers have a unique and wonderful opportunity to teach human rights as a regular part of their classroom and school activities. Students are already learning about their “rights” in the media, but in ways that emphasize “winners” and “losers,” too-easy solutions, and “sound bites” rather than detailed analysis, and in ways that often emphasize rights as being violated in some distant land, not just down the street. But rights violations are not always the dirty, gritty violations we see on television or read about in the press. They can be very subtle (like the tenant who is refused rental accommodation because of dress or skin colour), or they can be endemic, and are thereby considered “normal” (like women who cannot walk alone at night in safety). Many rights conflicts have no easily defined heroes or villains. To defend freedom of speech can mean defending pornographers or hate-mongers. By modelling critical thinking, democratic processes and peaceful resolutions of rights conflicts, we can give students the skills they will need to respect, protect and develop human rights into the future.

Case study method

The use of case studies is a powerful methodology in teaching human rights at the secondary level. The goal is for students to identify and analyze the issues in the case and, through exposure to a variety of perspectives, effectively model in the classroom what they will live with as future citizens in a democratic society. The principles behind designing a specific and highly effective case study for teaching human rights are to:

maximize involvement of students select a specific issue with multiple perspectives and 

present those perspectives with respect and trust model critical thinking when examining media and materials model democratic processes employ aspects of cooperative learning

use clear and concise directions and materials encourage consensus decision-making; where consensus is not possible, recognize the legitimacy of dissenting minority views

plan a flexible schedule that allows for extension This unit presents two forms of case study, simple and full. The simple case study method is best used for rights conflicts associated with a single event and having two primary stakeholder groups. It is more applicable for junior high classes, or as an introduction before attempting the full case study method at the senior high level. The full case study method is used for multiple stakeholder conflicts, and for examining cases of rights conflict that are ongoing, wide in the scale of violation, or uncertain in their outcome due to other competing societal values (such as those with political and economic ramifications).

These two case study methods might be used for any human rights conflict a teacher might select to illustrate a particular cluster or category of rights. In presenting the methods, I use for illustration two actual human rights cases selected from Teaching Human Rights: Valuing Dignity, Equity and Diversity (BC Teachers’ Federation, 1995).

Simple case study: 

The Royal Canadian Legion Headgear Policy
1 Assign the case: Teach and give out background material

 and a specific set of questions that will lead students to understand the details of the case.

The simple background to this case was a banning of the wearing of religious headgear inside the Newton Branch of the Royal Canadian Legion in Surrey, British Columbia, and the subsequent questioning of the legality of that decision under the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. The Legion’s tradition of disallowing headgear inside its branches came into conflict with the religious dictates of the Sikh faith when several Sikh veterans were refused entry to the legion building after a Remembrance Day parade in which they had taken part [see sidebar, opposite page].

The teacher, in presenting this case, should distinguish between religious and non-religious headgear, would teach the tenets of the Sikh faith, would describe the function of the legion as social centre, and would review the significance of Remembrance Day. The description of the actual laws would come later.

2 Distribute clippings or other resource materials and  assign students to either “pro” or “con ” groups. After doing so, state a positively phrased premise. In this case, the premise would be that “the Sikh veterans should have been allowed entry to the Legion.” The reason for such a statement in the simple case method is to avoid the trap of double negatives, and to begin the search for inclusive solutions.

3 Students create a two-column (“pro” and “con”) “Case  Study Argument Chart.” First they collect facts and arguments from background and resource materials that 

support their position. This may be done individually, but I have found it to be best done in pairs ( pro + pro, con + con) with the reading assignments divided between them, thereby compelling them to share their discoveries as they complete their side of the chart.

4 Students then use the chart to collect the facts and arguments that will likely be used by the other side to counter their position. (“Pro” would complete “con”; “con” would complete “pro”). A “pro” pair sits down with a “con” pair and makes their best points. The “cons” record the “pro” positions as they are presented. The “cons” then do the same for the “pros.” The teacher can collect these charts as the basis for part of the mark for this unit, giving more marks for more points.

5 General (teacher-led) discussion to: clarify students’ thinking, as necessary

bring out issues missed by the students point out errors of fact, or add relevant information where required refocus issues, if these are off topic keep notes of the discussion (pro/con) on the board or chart paperchallenge students to go further in their thinking summarize and provide closure to the discussion, and suggest where it could lead present the actual outcome if this has been resolved This discussion would examine the relevance of the points made on both sides, distinguishing “rights” from “wants” and “needs,” and “freedoms” from “duties” and “responsibilities.” Many extensions could emerge from this case study, including headgear rules in schools or in the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.

Full case study: 

Chinese Head Tax, Redress, and Immigration
THE FULL CASE study is designed to model more accurately the operations of a provincial/state or national Human Rights Commission, or similar decision-making body, and to show the democratic political processes that would realistically influence such decision-making. It is best used in rights conflicts that have a variety of positions and do not have a clear or single solution.

1 Articulate a human rights concept at issue in the case.  This involves teaching the relevant sections of the international, national and provincial/state human rights documents, along with key terms and definitions, and outlining the historical background. In this particular case it would involve background material on head taxes, and the rights of equality and equity, right of entry, mobility and labour force rights, the rights of citizenship, refugee status and the rules on deportation. The fact that these rights were clearly violated would be taught.

2 Explore the ramifications of enforcing the human right,  including the dangers of absolute extremes on the various sides of the case. In the case of the Chinese Head Tax, the historical violation is not disputed. What is being explored is whether any of the tax payers or their descendants should be entitled to any form of apology or financial redress for these past injustices. The exploration of extremity of redress would be to adjust the value of these taxes (including interest) in current dollar figures, and attempt to evaluate the emotional impact down through the generations. If such redress should be made, what similar redress should be given to other groups who have been subjected to historical injustices, and what would be the impact on the functioning of current governments of such social injustice indemnity?

3 Identify the various interest groups and assign student  roles. These should be given to groups of no fewer than three, no more than five.

4 Nominate a tribunal that will render a decision. This   would be identified as the “real world” decision forum for that right. For example, the Canadian Human Rights Commission could hear a call for redress, but it would more likely be addressed by a specially-appointed national inquiry.

5 Establish the terms of reference for selection and  conduct of the tribunal hearing. This should include equal time for all sides, opportunities for all sides to question each other and be questioned by the tribunal, and the insistence on respectful conduct of all members.

6 Establish a process for tribunal hearing. Allow time for:

· Research, using material in library.

· Presentations made to the tribunal.

· Questions/responses in the formal hearing.

· Lobbying: allow the various sides to meet privately with tribunal members, remembering that lobbying would naturally occur in a democratic political context.

· Judgment, in which the tribunal presents their decision in open session.

· Appeal/Debrief: A general class discussion of the outcome, led by the teacher. The option of “appeal” would serve as a catalyst in the discussion since, in the real world, the minority, or “losing side” could (and should) have the option of continuing their struggle to another level of authority or another forum.

7 Extensions: Do the current immigration requirements,  or those under consideration, discriminate against identifiable minorities? Do immigration fees and requirements operate as a modern version of the head tax?

Gavin B. Hainsworth teaches at North Surrey Secondary School in Surrey, British Columbia.
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Sidebar 1

Newton Legion Headgear Debate 

On November 11, 1993, after a Remembrance Day Parade in Surrey, British Columbia, five Sikh veterans were denied entry to the Newton Branch of the Royal Canadian Legion because they were wearing the traditional headgear of their faith, the turban. The reason presented was that to enter the Legion Hall wearing “a hat” showed disrespect both for the fallen soldiers and for the Queen. An attempt to have the local policy overturned by the Legion’s National Congress was defeated in 1994, a defeat made all the more remarkable when it was revealed that Calgary Legionnaires routinely wear cowboy hats during the Calgary Stampede. Queen Elizabeth II even sent an appeal, stating that she regularly receives Sikhs and others wearing religious headgear with no disrespect taken. Much of the public debate in the media during this conflict centered on the willingness of visible minorities to adapt to “Canadian values,” and the ruckus even sparked a few racist attacks. After an effective boycott by local unions and businesses, the Newton Branch of the Legion was closed by its creditors in 1994. It has not re-opened.

Sidebar 2

Chinese Head Tax

Between 1880 and 1884, nearly 15,000 labourers from China were contracted to do the most dangerous and poorest paid work of building the Canadian Pacific Railway. Their wages, sent back to families in China, paid for the passage of many of their relatives to Canada. This wave of immigration was frequently cited as the “yellow peril” by both the B.C. legislature and the press of the time. White mobs rioted against the Chinese labourers, an Anti-Asiatic League was formed, and the BC legislature enacted dozens of laws that divided society and the economy along racial lines, segregating schools, hospitals, businesses and neighbourhoods. To dissuade further immigration, the federal government in 1885 imposed a $40 “head tax” on incoming Chinese. By 1904 the tax had risen to $500 per head, a great deal of money at that time. In 1923, the Chinese Exclusion Act reduced Chinese immigration to a trickle.

Since 1985, the Chinese Canadian National Council has registered about 4,000 claims totalling $25 million from elderly payers of the head tax, or their descendents, 

asking the Canadian government to refund their money (with interest) and to acknowledge and apology for the injustice. In 1994, the Secretary of State issued a blanket apology to all groups wronged by racist policies of past governments, but stated that the current government could not be held financially or morally accountable. In 1995, Council took their claim to the United Nations, stating that the Canadian government was in breach of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and several other UN covenants, by refusing to reimburse “victims” of the head tax (or their descendants). In the same year, the Canadian government began to levy an entry fee of $975 on all immigrants, including refugees. Many Canadians see this as a new “head tax” which discriminates disproportionally against the poor and disadvantaged.



The following are the guidelines that our reviewers followed when writing their critiques.  You may find that knowing what our reviewers were looking for provides some context when reading their reviews.  

(actual reviews to follow)

What am I looking for?  

a) From an educator’s point of view, how useful are the perspectives, information or curriculum ideas presented in the article?

b) What, if anything, is uniquely valuable in the article? (We want to know whether the article contains useful ideas, information or perspectives that one would not readily find in other resources.)

c) Comment on the currency and regionality of the article: Is any information out of date? Is the information too specific to a particular place?  Please be specific, i.e., say what exactly is out of date, and/or comment on why the place-specific nature of the article would reduce its value for readers in other regions.

d) How clearly written, well-organized and well-developed is the article?

e) What improvements can you recommend? (This is wide open and includes writing style, organization, development of ideas, illustrations, updating…any and all improvements that you can think of.)

f) Please make any additional comments not elicited by the above questions and give a summary opinion on whether or not you think the article should be included in the book. 

Note: You do not need to point out typographical errors, as these will be fixed in editing.  In addition, please ignore page references in the text (such as “see sidebar on page 36”). These numbers refer to pages in the issue of Green Teacher in which the article originally was published; they do not match the numbering of this draft. Finally, please note that a blank space on a page is simply a spot where an ad was originally placed in the magazine layout; it does not mean that something is missing from the article.
*********************************************************************
Teaching Human Rights

by Gavin Hainsworth

P. 97 – “Human Rights” -- What does this piece have to do with the environment?  Chop.  I’m saying this as someone who has published dozens of peer-reviewed journal articles on human rights, so I’m not unsympathetic.  Why not encourage the author (or someone) to write a piece about teaching “the right to a clean environment?” DK



Article 1 – page 97 – Teaching Human Rights: a case study approach

This is a great article, detailed and clearly written.  I have one question.

How does the teacher assess and then evaluate for this activity.  There is a real emphasis these days on assessment and evaluation.  Research tells us that assessment drives programming.  Teachers will want to know how the author goes about this. MC



     (D) Article that begins on page 97 should not be included in the book because it doesn't fit in with the aim of including environmental studies in all areas of the curriculum. FLH



Page 97 ​ Teaching Human Rights.  By Gavin B. Hainsworth.

The concern that I have about this lesson is that it is not environmental, nor does it have an environmental implication.  This lesson is completely on human rights.  Although human rights is an important issue and I believe our students need to have an understanding concerning human right issues, it would be better if the lesson when with the overall theme of the Green Teacher.

Suggestions ​ possibly have a lesson on the Bhopal, India or industrial pollution within social economic deprived communities and how industry takes advantage of poorly educated as well as poor communities and pollute at the expense of the environment and the human lives that live in the area.  

Unfortunately, great human rights stories and would be a better match of what the “Green” Teacher is about. DF



"Teaching Human Rights"  As a busy teacher, once again, I would appreciate some graphs, time-lines,(e.g. How many periods the unit would take)  You could get into how government operates too, #4 on p. 100) JC2


. “Teaching Human Rights” To me this is too broad a topic for Teaching Green.  Would really have to reach to apply directly to a classroom topic. .  The article “Green Mapmaking”  shows much better the connection between science and the surrounding world than Teaching Human Rights OF



p. 97 “Teaching human rights: A case study approach” (I think this could be omitted if there are more general articles on case-study method, but I like the definition of human rights as EE.)

a. How useful is the article?

The basic case study method with adaptations for short and full-case teaching was useful. I think it could be adapted fairly easily by teachers. 

b. What is uniquely valuable?

Having recently researched case study method for a professional development publication, I believe there is little of particular value to this publication. Most of this information is readily available on the web. However, I think the inclusion of human rights as EE and the definition of human rights are truly valuable. Many of my US colleagues would not instinctively include it as a subject of importance or have a clear concept of rights vs. entitlement. 

c. Currency and regionality?

I was unaware of the example cases in the article. However, the information in grey boxes provides ample background. Unfortunately, I tend to read those last….

d. Well organized? Clearly written?

The article was well written. I especially appreciated the bullets and numbered steps with clear declarative instructions. In fact, I suggest these be bolded.
e. Improvements?

I suggest highlighting the value of exploring human rights as part of EE. Perhaps a section can be added to rationalize the importance of the subject to environmental education (i.e., discuss the importance of empathy…). The piece should also include a clear statement that the process of discussing/exploring a case is more important than reaching the historic conclusion. In fact, differences between historic and class decisions are great teachable moments.  NM



Page 97:  Teaching Human Rights

Another important article that I feel is best taught in higher level social studies/environmental science classes.  Also well done, professional;  but--again, I'd like to see more resources.  Where are some additional videos, books, magazine articles and web sites I could use in the classroom?  FH



First article:  Pg. 97  Teaching Human Rights
            While I am not a social studies teacher, I felt this article had some flaws to be pointed out.  Most of the article seemed to be introduction.  The whole first page if fact, and then half of the second page went on as to why case studies are good teaching tools.  It took over 2 pages of reading to get to the real examples.  I was tired of waiting to get to the point and then boom-it passed!  I had to read the article again to discern the actual class project from the examples. 
            If you are looking to decrease the volume of the book, I don’t see a great need to include this article.  Most teachers know that case studies and role playing are effective teaching tools. MP2


1. Page 97 Teaching Human Rights

a) A very useful article. The perspective, information and curriculum ideas presented in the article are excellent.

b) It is excellent that this article includes two forms of case study which makes it useful for both junior and senior high.

c) This article is current and could be used in any region.

d) The article is clearly written, well-organized and well-developed.

e) I don't think that anything needs to be changed.

f) An excellent article. I think it should be included in the book. SD
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4 Pages
5/5

a.
Very useful

b.
Collegiality of the students and synthesis/evaluation focus of the lesson

c.
As relative as the choice of topics

d.
Clearly written and developed

e.
An actual product put on the web and referenced in the article

f.
NA  MHF

