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Many of the issues thought to be within the parameters of
human rights education (HRE) are implicitly linked to
development and citizenship education. Issues of social
justice, global awareness, empathy for others and so on all
share common bonds across the three areas. As a teacher
working in an inner city primary school, I felt that my children
needed to have a wider experience of the above and a greater
awareness of the society in which they were living. I
subsequently initiated an HRE project with Year 5 and 6
children with a view to developing it across the wider school
community as time progressed. This was to form the basis of
my Ph.D thesis at Birmingham University. Because of the
close link between the three areas, any school wishing to
embark upon a project where one of them features must, by
definition, consider the others. In so doing, a curriculum will
be richer and more varied. Furthermore, with continued effort,
change may be promoted within the ethos of the school as
children and adults alike begin to practise what they have
experienced in lessons.

This idea of ‘wholeness’ is reiterated in Recommendation
R (85) 7 on Teaching and Learning about Human Rights in
Schools by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of
Europe. Suggestions are made to schools as to what they
might do to establish human rights teaching and practice. This
is restated by Starkey (1991) who argues that human rights
education should be based on a ‘whole-school project,’ where
rights and responsibilities are encountered on a day-to-day
basis in all aspects of school life. 

My own starting point was in a school where human rights
in the curriculum was simply not on the agenda. It was clear,
however, that as Holden and Hicks (1995) state, ‘by the end of
primary school children are increasingly aware of social,
economic and environmental issues and of the complexity of
these issues.’ (p.77) Children in my school certainly
commented upon news items or abuses that were occurring
around them and even in the early years of the school children
were developing an initial understanding and awareness of
rights, as could be heard in the well known phrase ‘It’s not
fair!’ 

I began my work by attempting to introduce human rights
issues across the curriculum. The children in my class were
taught about rights and responsibilities from various
perspectives when they were studying World War II in their
history topic. Additionally, they were taught about Gandhi and
other rights leaders in their RE sessions. A particularly
successful event occurred when the story of Martin Luther

King was dealt with through an assembly. Children spent two
weeks researching and investigating events in his life, before
preparing an assembly for other children, staff and parents
alike. In addition to this, other events occurred throughout the
year. To describe them all in this short space would neither do
justice to them, nor even begin to demonstrate the
commitment and hard work of the children. However,
particularly successful activities included drawing up class
charters of rights and responsibilities across the school and
Year 6 becoming involved in the Birmingham Development
Education Centre’s project, ‘Writing our Pasts’. In this,
children wrote biographies based on historical figures who
settled in Britain. Finally, a school council was commenced
where children were elected and ‘real’ issues of concern for
them such as school meals and uniforms were not only
discussed, but genuine decisions about them were made.

Whilst the project was going on, the school initiated
curriculum evenings where teachers presented various subjects
to parents. The mnemonic shown opposite proved a useful
starting block in discussions on the subject of HRE. I also
used it with development and NGO workers at the 1998
Education in Human Rights Network conference. I believe
that the mnemonic, though simple in itself, succinctly
summarises some of the main reasons why human rights
education per se should form part of the curriculum. The
justifications given, however, do not provide an exhaustive list,
and might be adapted where appropriate, to suit different
schools, contexts and situations.

The classroom context
Having developed the human rights programme over one
academic year, during its second year, I attempted to refine
and improve it. Moreover, I developed a scheme of work for
the whole school, starting with Key Stage 1 and building upon
prior knowledge and experience each year. 

To sum up the two-year project: two consecutive classes of
children were taught about human rights and I included
elements of citizenship and development education across the
subjects. In geography we considered farming and land use in
India. We looked at NGOs such as Oxfam and Amnesty
International and their role in the world. We also considered
how we as individuals might play a small part in helping
communities in other parts of the world through fund-raising
activities. More importantly, however, was the fact that across
the whole school, a school council, class charters and circle
time were firmly established. An OFSTED inspection
commented that:
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The presence of human rights education enables pupils to
consider the rights and responsibilities of governments,
nations and individuals. It enables pupils to share the
pleasures and sadnesses of each other’s experiences,
examine the implications of their conduct and work
together to reach a common goal. 

In attempting to assess whether the two-year project had been
successful from the pupils’ point of view, I requested
permission from them to analyse their books and quote their
personal comments, some of which are outlined below. I think
they demonstrate a genuine understanding and sensitivity to
the subject of rights and responsibilities. 

I’ve learned to judge people by what they are, not what
they look like.

I enjoyed the debates. We had some really good arguments!

I loved giving my opinion, even if my friends didn’t agree.

Human rights sometimes worries me. I didn’t realise until
this year how lucky I was.

The way forward
With the recent publication of the Crick report (1998), it
seems that human rights and citizenship education have finally
begun to find a place, albeit small, on the educational agenda.
It is indeed encouraging that citizenship will be statutory for
Key Stage 3 students; however an opportunity has been lost by
not making it statutory for Key Stage 2 pupils also. Ensuring
that primary schools are accountable for their citizenship
education solely through OFSTED inspections may not be
enough to highlight human rights in the most appropriate
forum. Moreover, whether OFSTED itself is qualified to judge
HRE is another argument open to debate. What does seem
clear however, is the fact that children themselves relish the
subject area. Human rights are experienced by them daily in
their personal experiences and through the media. They are
often able to show an empathy with others that we as adults
sometimes forget. One child, after watching human rights

abuses of refugee children on television, and carrying out her
own project about refugees, wrote the following poem. 

I am all alone

I’m a small refugee girl,
I live in a nation where people fight.
I’m running, searching for a way out.
Men appear with anger and hostility in their eyes.
My father is knelt in the darkness, 
His tears fall like the summer rains from his tired eyes.
I’m sad, all alone lost with no one to hold me.
Visions in my mind are dreams so old.
Aungelique Douglas, aged 10.

If human rights education enables our children to become
aware of global issues, if it teaches them about concepts of
justice, equality and freedom, and if children are allowed the
opportunity to experience the respect for rights first hand, then
they will ultimately begin to consider others and the
implications of their own actions. A knowledge of rights and
responsibilities, therefore, is surely the very least we must
offer our children as they begin to take their place in a
democratic society.

� Sean Carolan is a teacher at St. Francis RC primary
school in Handsworth, Birmingham. He is currently
completing his Ph.D thesis at the University of Birmingham
with Professor Audrey Osler on parent, teacher and child
perceptions of human rights in the primary school.
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HUMAN RIGHTS – ‘EDUCATES FOR LIFE’
Experience. Children experience rights every day, therefore learning about them is only natural.
Denial. Children need to know that some people are denied the rights they take for granted.
Understanding. HRE provides children with knowledge about how life in a democracy works.
Controversial. Issues of a controversial nature require critical thinking. HRE provides for this.
Already teach it! Good practice already encompasses many human rights teaching ideas.
Terminology. HRE encourages teamwork, truth, togetherness, trust, talk, thinking, but needs time.
Enabling. Children feel empowered by possessing an awareness of their rights and responsibilities. 
School is responsible for enlightening its children as the adults of tomorrow.

Future implications. HRE is an ideal forum for highlighting issues of gender, race, justice, etc. 
Opinion. Through HRE, children may voice their worries, fears, hopes and aspirations for the future.
Responsibilities has an equal part in HRE. It should therefore be taught as such.

Learning. HRE should occur under an holistic umbrella: HRE + Dev. Ed + Citizenship + ethos.
Interest. Children are extremely interested, motivated and enthusiastic to learn about Human Rights.
Fundamental. HRE is potentially vital for the development of life in a democratic society.
Enquiry. Children are naturally inquisitive and anxious to discover. HRE is an ideal vehicle for this.




