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5.  Secondary School Education 

By Felisa Tibbitts 

*DRAFT  3/25/2016    DO NOT CIRCULATE* 

 

Formal education refers to organised teaching and learning processes that take place in the school 

setting. This chapter addresses History Learning and Human Rights Education (HL-HRE) in the schooling 

sector, focusing on the middle/lower secondary and high/upper secondary school levels (pupils ages 12-

19).   

This chapter is designed to support you as an educator to create or adapt a combined History Learning 

and Human Rights Education (HL/HRE) programme in a formal education setting, specifically 

middle/lower secondary or high/upper secondary school. We encourage you to also read the sections 

that present: 

 

 The current state of the art of combining HL/HRE 

 The CHANGE concept for combining the two approaches 

 Introduction to the practical basics of HL/HRE. 

 

You may also want to read the chapters that present HL/HRE in non-formal education settings and in 

museums or memorial sites, as these chapters contain practical methodological suggestions that may 

apply in the school setting. In some cases, educators based in school settings organise site visits that will 

make the museum/memorial site chapter particularly relevant.  

 

5.1 Introduction of the Schooling Context 

 

a) Linking with School Curriculum 

When considering how to integrate and HL-HRE approach within the curriculum of schools, we naturally 

turn to the subjects of history, citizenship/civics/political education and social studies. These are the 

classes where we would expect to find the main themes taken up in this publication, namely National 

Socialism, totalitarianism, and human rights.  

In this chapter, examples and principles of HL-HRE practices in schools are organised with the subjects of 

History and Citizenship in mind. However, national and local curriculum will vary and there may be wider 

opportunities for integration within the curriculum. The topic of human rights (as a content area) also 

often falls within the subjects of History or Citizenship Education but human rights values and themes 

related to democratic citizenship and politics may be present in other subjects. 

Educators who teach classes in World History or European History will very likely have studied National 

Socialism, the Holocaust, slavery, colonialism, South African apartheid, war, genocides and 

totalitarianism/Cold War in the post-WWII period. Within these studies, you may have had some 
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minimal exposure to the founding of the United Nations and the elaboration of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights. However, it is not common for teacher preparation programmes in 

history, or other subjects, to offer education on human rights.1 

b) Working with Students 

The CHANGE HL-HRE approach invites you to extend or incorporate into your teaching a hybrid, 

balanced approach that incorporates history learning and human rights, with a critical focus on the ways 

in which change has taken place in societies over time. This blended approach also invites learners to 

contemplate how the lessons they draw from history can support them in strengthening the realisation 

of human rights.   

Students are often very motivated by the subject of human rights. However this enthusiasm about the 

values of equality and justice may not be linked with human history. They may not be aware how human 

rights violations have historically been the result of social, economic and political conditions and 

processes, or how the struggle for human rights has its own histories.2 The CHANGE approach presumes 

that history knowledge is narrated knowledge. The combined HL-HRE can help to engage students in 

History and Citizenship Education classes by inviting reflection on the ethical lens offered through the 

human rights framework. This critical reflection applies to the specific notions of governance, 

citizenship, power, human rights and social values, and how these have been understood and 

demonstrated at different points in history. The skills of historical understanding and multi-perspectivity 

can also strengthen human rights education. Showing the connection between history learning and the 

normative dimension of human rights therefore invites a more complex and enriched educational 

experience for students – and one that is potentially more engaging. 

Educational programmes that address National Socialism and other historical crises and crimes from the 

vantage of ethical decision making are offered to young adolescents (ages 12-14) as a way to encourage 

personal reflection on taking moral action and active citizenship.  Learners often respond 

enthusiastically to lessons that are designed in ways that encourage values clarification and 

methodologies that are interactive and participatory. For this reason, human rights education activities 

designed for use in non-formal education settings but used by teachers can be very successful with 

students.3 

Students between the ages of twelve to eighteen years cover a wide range of developmental stages4 

and prior exposure to specific history content and human rights values and standards. You will have to 

decide how much background content to bring into HL-HRE lessons, as learners may not have previous 

                                                           
1 We encourage you to review the background information provided earlier in this handbook as well as the 
Resources listed in this and other sections of the handbook. 
2 For treatment of human rights from a historical perspective, please see the Theory chapter of this handbook. 
3 Please refer to the Non-formal Education chapter as well as the Introduction to Practice section. 
4 One source of information can be found at: 
https://www.amle.org/BrowsebyTopic/WhatsNew/WNDet/TabId/270/ArtMID/888/ArticleID/455/Developmental-
Characteristics-of-Young-Adolescents.aspx 
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knowledge in certain areas, such as international human rights standards, National Socialism and other 

historical periods. 

c) Cosmopolitan Approaches to History and Civics Education 

History education is a well-established discipline though with differing traditions, though across time 

and countries the overall purpose and pedagogy of history learning has been contested. One tradition, 

which can be called “cosmopolitan”, emphasizes multi-perspectivity, critical analysis and a global 

outlook. Another approach, which can be called “traditional” is oriented towards an uncritical 

transmission of a singular historical narrative as a way to build ethnocentric national identity and 

nationalistic sentiments. Similarly, citizenship education can promote a non-critical approach to the 

concepts of power, governance and democratic citizenship, emphasizing political literacy and citizen 

participation through traditional mechanisms such as voting. Alternatively, citizenship education can 

have a more cosmopolitan and global orientation, incorporating democratic and human rights values, a 

more flexible approach to national identity development, and validating citizenship participation 

through a range of actions, including activism. Cosmopolitan approaches to history and citizenship 

education teaching is less concerned with the promotion of national identity but rather on common 

humanity and social diversity. 

Although this is an oversimplification of these approaches to history teaching and civics education, what 

is important to note is that the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach is deeply rooted in the cosmopolitan 

orientation.  

Human rights education is not recognised as a subject in schools in the way that history and citizenship 

education are. Rather it is an educational approach whose content and values are linked with the 

international human rights standards and whose purpose is linked with learning to take action to 

strengthen the realization of human rights in the present and future. Empowerment is a core aim of 

HRE, which can be understood as “the process of enhancing self-efficacy” through the identification of 

conditions that foster powerlessness and through their removal (Conger and Kanungo, 1988: 474). 

As a consequence of this aim, human rights education is deeply rooted in interactive, learner-centered 

methodologies. These processes encourage not only active participation in learning but also critical 

analysis. However, these analytical skills extend beyond those that can take place in classes, such as 

analysing sources and comparing and contrasting ideas. These methodologies are not unique to HRE. 

However, the critical pedagogy of HRE invites learners to analyse contemporary structures and 

processes in society using human rights norms in order to identify those that hinder equality and justice. 

Thus critical analysis within HRE has to do with uncovering” social, historical and political features of an 

environment that may hinder the realisation of human rights.  

The “cosmopolitan” approaches of history learning and citizenship education as well as the critical 

pedagogy of human rights education thus profoundly influence the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach and are 

illustrated throughout this resource. This chapter on the schooling sector is designed to illustrate 

specifically how this can be implemented in schools within subject-specific curriculum frameworks.  
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d) Organizing HL-HRE Lessons in your own School 

Your opportunity to introduce HL-HRE in the classroom will obviously relate to the existing curriculum in 

the subject area that you are teaching. Your school may also have some autonomy for developing new 

courses. Educators also enjoy some degree of flexibility and professional autonomy, and can find time 

and ways for expanding on required topics. Be creative! In addition to considering your own classroom 

teaching, you may want to involve guest speakers on the topic, integrate resources developed by a local 

NGO or take your students on a field trip to a museum or memorial site related to your selected topic.5  

We also recognise the challenges that may exist in your own environment for addressing the topic of 

human rights explicitly. Such challenges may be purely technical, such as the absence of human rights 

from required curricular frameworks. Neighboring teachers may not appreciate the noise level in your 

classroom when your students work interactively. You might also face political challenges. For example, 

others may feel that it is not the role of schools to empower students to analyse and influence their 

environment from a human rights (e.g., “political”) perspective. In environments where the term human 

rights is associated with sectarianism or intergroup tensions, teachers may lack the confidence and skills 

to discuss topics that have not been resolved in the wider public sphere.  

Some schools may themselves be flawed in reflecting the human rights values of mutual respect, 

participation, inclusion and transparency in its ways of working – thus contradicting the intellectual 

frame that is called for in the HL-HRE approach. These are difficulties that we cannot provide easy 

answers for. We can only encourage you to be aware of them and to be well prepared by developing 

practical strategies for navigating them in the short- and medium-term.  It is essential that we provide 

our students with the education they deserve in order to be constructive actors in society. 

e) Structure of this Chapter 

This chapter has three main sections following this introduction (Section I). In Section II we introduce 

some basic principles for reviewing and adapting existing lessons in history or citizenship education so 

that they incorporate the HL-HRE approach more comprehensively. These ideas might also be used for 

the development of new, unique lesson activities. 

In Section III we share excerpts from resources developed by others that illustrate how HL-HRE can be 

used in relation to themes linked with history and citizenship education. These themes are:  

 Power and governance: critical analysis of the nature of authority, power, the potential for 

abuse and changing laws   

 

 Discrimination: historical narrative focusing on specific groups and their treatment and their 

struggle for human rights 

                                                           
5 Those educators interested to organise HL-HRE activities in a non-formal setting or at a museum/memorial site 
might consult these chapters in the handbook. 
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 Citizenship and exclusion: historical narrative/citizenship education focusing on the citizenship 

status of different groups in society  

 

 Evolution of human rights: historical narrative focusing on human rights courts and human 

rights standards. Inspiring examples: ICC, European Court of HR, UDHR, freedom of speech 

 

 Mass violence and society: Historical narrative related to human rights violations on a massive 

scale and on their remembrance   

 

These themes mirror those presented in the Theory chapter of this handbook in discussing the 

implications of CHANGE: HL-HRE and the principle of inclusion. The resulting approach includes a 

critique of power, visualization of the forgotten, and empowerment. 

 

The themes presented in this chapter in relation to history and citizenship education are not inclusive of 

those that can be applied to the HL-HRE approach. However, they reflect some of the key themes one 

can find in these subjects. You are likely to be able to think of other themes that will be relevant for 

classes you teach in school. We have selected these themes as illustrative ones that can potentially be 

used as a basis for a lesson or series of lessons. However, we also encourage you to use these examples 

to reflect upon and adapt lessons that you may already be using with students.     

 

We are assuming that you are familiar with interactive and participatory learning methods, which are 

not only more effective but essential to a human rights-based approach to learning. If not, you may 

want to consult other resources that present such techniques in detail. In the Introduction to the 

Practice section we overview such methodologies and you will see them incorporated within the 

examples in this chapter.   These methods will ideally incorporate the principle of storytelling, or 

narrativity, as presented in the Theory chapter. Given that you may need to assess students on their 

engagement with these activities, we have included a chapter on evaluation at the end of the Practice 

section. 

 

5.2 Developing and Integrated HL-HRE Curriculum or Activity 

In this section, we offer guidance on how to review existing educational activities or develop new ones, 

applying the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach. A meaningful HL-HRE approach will require a topic or theme of 

sufficient breadth and depth that it can be treated over several lesson periods. It may be that you will 

revisit themes that you are already covering in your citizenship/civics education class -- such as 

governance and power -- and incorporate a critical historical perspective linked with human rights 

values and standards. You might already have a week on the 19th century anti-slavery movement in your 
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annual lesson plans but decide to link this up with the contemporary anti-slavery movement and 

international human rights standards. 

It may be that you will decide to develop an entirely new unit – series of 4-6 lessons – that integrates 

HL-HRE. For example, if you are teaching a history or citizenship education course, you might decide to 

introduce a new unit on human rights and the environment, presenting the concept of human rights as a 

historical phenomenon and having your students explore the application of contemporary human rights 

standards in global politics around climate change. 

There is no shortage of creative approaches that teachers may undertake! Curriculum topics, local and 

national history, the learners’ backgrounds, the educator’s personal interests and experiences, local 

NGOs or memorial sites – each of these may influence how new lessons are developed or old ones 

reshaped! 

Reflecting a participatory, human rights-based approach, you will ideally consult with learners when 
deciding on our specific HL-HRE activities and any associated assessment. This might sound unusual in a 
school setting, but there are many ways in which a teacher can provide opportunities for learners to 
express their interests and preferences when planning and implementing a unit. You will know best how 
to involve the students in your own class in such processes. We recommend that you are explicit about 
your intentions, involve students in developing a safe, reflective classroom. 

Applying a blended HL-HRE approach, new lessons or activities, or adaptations to ones you are already 

using, will incorporate many of the elements highlighted in this handbook. This process will already be 

familiar to educators: establishing learner goals/outcomes and setting up a series of teaching and 

learning experiences so that these aims can be reached. Here we offer some general tips for lesson 

review and development based on the CHANGE: HL-HRE principles.  

a) Learner goals – the Why? 

A history or citizenship education lesson, activity or programme will already come with knowledge and 

skill goals specific to these disciplines, and most likely linked with the required curriculum. A new 

dimension would involve the infusion of a human rights-oriented perspective and, in particular, one that 

reflects critical pedagogy. In the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach, learning activities will incorporate the aim 

to strengthen students’ motivation and capacity to bring about change in their own lives or in their 

community or society.  

As you consider ways in which you might adapt or extend existing lessons you have used -- or perhaps 

create entirely new ones—consider generating learner outcomes such as the following: 

- Knowing one’s own status in relation to power and equality in society 

- Recognizing the privilege/lack of privilege of others in relation to power and equality 

- Understanding the root causes of power and social differentials, inequalities and human 

rights abuses, including those fostered by governance structures such as totalitarianism 

- Identifying personal and collective strategies for addressing such differentials, inequalities 

and abuses and promoting human dignity 



7 
 

Such outcomes will potentially drive changes in content themes, methodologies and assessment, which 

we now address.  

b) Theme – the What? 

This resource has been developed with the content of National Socialism in mind. This theme relates to 

a very specific period in world and national histories. It may be that you are able to make links with this 

specific history in your teaching or it may be more practical for you to select an historical era relevant to 

your own country or region that allows you to explore the kinds of themes that are presented in this 

chapter and throughout the resource.  

What we emphasize is that regardless of your educational starting point, you try to ensure a balanced 

and linked approach between history learning and human rights education in the ways that we have 

presented in this handbook. This could mean addressing topics that are already in your history or 

citizenship education curriculum with an explicitly human rights perspective, for example, the 

dehumanization of “the other” in different historical, cultural contexts and views on human dignity. If 

you have already been teaching about human rights, then concepts and practices related to current 

international human rights standards could be looked at historically and across different national 

contexts. The doorways to an integrated HL-HRE approach are many. The point is to enter the room and 

develop creative ways to bring both historical and human rights approaches together in ways that add 

complexity, critical reflection and motivation to influence one’s present day environment. 

Here are some examples of how you might review your current teaching practices in relation to the 

CHANGE: HL-HRE approach. This list is obviously not exhaustive, but an illustration of how you might 

apply this approach to your own classroom. 

How do you ask your students to consider the power and social differentials among individuals 

and groups?  For which persons or groups?  Are marginalized groups incorporated? 

How do you ask your students to consider inequalities, or other forms of abuses of human rights 

and human dignity? Do they understand the philosophy and values of persons with power 

during these periods of time, and what may have influenced these? 

How have you incorporated a view of changes in power, social differentiations, inequalities and 

even the notions of human rights and human dignity, taking into account the specificity of each 

historical period? 

How do you ask your students to analyze sources of information? How should they make sense 

of different renditions of historical events, in particular how these events were judged at the 

time in comparison to how we might judge them today? 

If you are not teaching a history class, are you integrating the use of historical examples (e.g., 

from National Socialism) or encouraging a historical perspective on contemporary citizenship 

education?  
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How are you integrating explicit references to human rights values and standards, and in ways 

that recognises the historical specificity of these? 

If you are already teaching about the period of National Socialism, you might look at the treatment of 

refugees, ethnic and religious minorities, the Roma and Sinti, persons with disabilities, and LGBTQ 

(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or questioning) persons and then consider their treatment 

today. If you are already teaching about the establishment of the United Nations or the writing of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights or other human rights instruments, you can incorporate a 

historical perspective and extend its application to contemporary times.  

The examples included in this chapter, as well as in others, will hopefully provide you with ample ideas 

for enriching, adapting or developing new content for history and citizenship education classes. There is 

an infinite number of ways in which you might be inspired to change your content on the basis of a 

CHANGE: HL-HRE approach. 

c) Methodologies of the lesson – the How? 

How we organise our lessons are, of course, central to our ability to reach our learner goals. Interactive, 

participatory approaches not only help us to engage our students but are central to the motivational 

and empowerment outcomes relating to critical pedagogy and the CHANGE approach. 

The Introduction to the Practice section describes a range of methodologies that could be used in 

classrooms and the examples presented throughout this handbook illustrate such creative techniques. 

You may already be familiar with such methods, but we list ones here that can be considered 

interactive, participatory and learner centered (this list not intended to be fully comprehensive): 

- Open and student-led discussions 

- Small group work 

- Projects 

- Use of multi-media resources, including ICT and film 

- Artistic forms of expression, including creative writing, visual arts, etc. 

- Simulations and role plays 

- Debates and moot courts and governance bodies 

- Guest speakers 

- Field visits, including to the community 

- Internships and volunteer experiences 

We can easily recognise how many of these methodologies can assist learners to experience history 

learning through storytelling and narrativity. Multi-media resources, artistic forms of expression, 

theatre, guest speakers and field visits can all help to convey stories from the past that are much more 

than text-based facts and explanations. Discussions and project-based work can also encourage learners 

to reflect on this understanding, particularly taking into account the political dimension (e.g., power, 

social inequality). 
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d) Praxis – the Change? 

The principle of change is of course fundamental to the approach presented in this handbook: both 

understanding how change has transpired in the past and thinking about we might contribute to such 

processes in modern times. The what, how and why choices that we make in our organising and carrying 

out our lessons will hopefully come together in a way that results in praxis, encouraging learners to 

apply their learnings to strengthen human rights in society in their own ways.  

Revising or developing activities with learner goals such as these in mind will require a critical pedagogy 

approach. Praxis and critical pedagogy are twins. Learners will be invited to reflect upon and critique the 

distribution of power and equality in societies and the results of social differentials. As presented in the 

Theory chapter, within history learning these reflective processes are linked with historiocity and 

alterity. A critical pedagogy approach will also encourage learners to identify what has contributed to 

changes reflective of human rights in the past and which strategies might be undertaken in the present 

day.   

How have you incorporated a “critical” perspective and specifically in relation to “uncovering” 

social, historical and political features of an environment that may hinder the realization of 

human rights? 

Applying a human rights lens, how do your lessons integrate an analysis of how institutions, 

laws, values, beliefs and practices have changed over time? 

We have here a paradox of sorts, as praxis and the international human rights standards assume that 

what is “just” or “unequal” will be agreed upon. History has shown that this is not the case. 

Understandings about what it means to be human, who is regarded as human and what it means to be 

treated with human dignity have evolved and continue to change.  

Therefore, although the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach integrates international human rights standards, 

paradoxically they cannot be treated as a given. What human values mean is subject to open discussion. 

Even the human rights standards themselves have evolved over time, responding to new and 

unforeseen conditions and groups. However it is only through such meaningful dialogues within 

classrooms that we can expect students to come to their own, authentic conclusions about their own 

values and place in the world, and how they will live out their values. As educators we know that we 

can’t predict entirely what learners will take away from teaching and learning processes. However there 

are ways that we can formally and informally try to assess learners and evaluate our programming. In 

the Evaluation chapter of the Practice section we present some techniques. 

 

5.3 Inspiring Examples 

We now present examples of a blended HL-HRE approach. They are not complete lessons but are partial 

renderings of activities that you can find in their original sources. We actively sought out examples to 

incorporate that were published in either German or English. However, we recognise that there may 
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well be other examples available – perhaps even from your own practices – that we were not able to 

consider. Therefore please treat the examples we are presenting as illustrative but not exhaustive. 

We have organised these examples according to themes that we believe can be linked fairly easily with 

history and citizenship education classes. Many of these themes are themselves interlinked, for example 

the nature of power and the ability of some individuals, groups or institutions to use this power in ways 

that are discriminatory and harmful to others. The CHANGE: HL-HRE approach encourages explicit 

treatment of these themes so that learners can understand the nature of change in the past as well as 

the levers for change in the future. You as an educational professional will know what themes would 

work best for your classes and students. 

As presented earlier in this chapter, the themes we will address are:  

 power and governance 

 discrimination  

 citizenship and exclusion 

 evolution of human rights 

 mass violence and society 

 

For each of these we will present and analyse one example. The examples included in this chapter not 

only address one of these key themes, but allow us to introduce you to a resource that you may want to 

consult for additional ideas. These original resources and others developed by organizations such as 

Humanity in Action, EUROCLIO, Karta and the Council of Europe are referenced at the end of this 

chapter. Most of them are available publicly online for free. 

In presenting these excerpts we have tried to highlight those features that we consider to be best 

representative of the CHANGE framework. We confess that this framework is aspirational. Very few 

existing activities that we reviewed met all of these criteria, though some came quite close and all the 

lessons we are presenting are outstanding. These examples illustrate how current practices can already 

reflect HL-HRE and, moreover, how they might be strengthened. This is a process that might help you in 

reviewing your own lessons. 

With this being said, we now present some examples of how History Learning and Human Rights 

Education have been blended and used in the schooling sector. As mentioned earlier, examples from the 

chapters on the Non-formal Education Sector, and aspects of approaches designed for visits to Museums 

and Memorial Sites, may also be applicable to the school setting and we encourage you to consult these 

other chapters for additional ideas about how to infuse HL-HRE within your own teaching. 

a) Power and Governance 

Authority and power are broad terms, encompassing individual and personal power and leadership as 

well as authority vested in governments and their representatives. Power can be formal and non-formal. 

Students’ understanding of the different forms of power is an essential pre-requisite for analysing how 

power and authority have been used in societies. 
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Understanding the nature of authority and power is a cautionary tale. There is inevitably the potential 

for abuse but there is also the potential to use authority and power to ensure the security and well-

being of others. Of course, this is the responsibility of government institutions towards their citizens. 

Although the United Nations does not specify the kind of governance system that should be in place to 

enjoy human rights, we can assume that democracy is central for providing conditions where human 

rights will be better respected.  

When we use the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach, we invite students to apply the ethical lens of human 

rights norms and standards in appraising behaviors of individuals, groups, and governments in the past. 

However we also encourage the historical approach to values and thus encourage students to 

understand how, in some cases, historical and cultural circumstances encouraged a world view that 

today we would not find acceptable. Such grey areas might include the practices of institutionalizing 

persons with certain mental illnesses or tolerating exploitive and harmful child labour. Of course, we 

might argue that certain practices, such as slavery, should have been condemned in all eras.  

As educators you will need to decide how complex you will make the themes of power and governance 

for your students. In the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach, we suggest that you aim to help students become 

aware of the diverse and diffused nature of power, integrating into this examination both historical 

perspectives and the contemporary norms of human rights. However, understanding the differing norms 

present during these various historical periods will also be important.  

We also encourage you to integrate into such lessons elements related to change: what were conditions 

or actions (for example, activism and legal change) that encouraged shared authority (such as 

democratic decision making and governance)? How was abuse of power identified and controlled (such 

as clear policies and monitoring)? 

Chapter 3 in the History and Human Rights: A Resource Manual (2013) developed by the Polish NGO 

Karta began with a workshop called “State interference and control”. This activity, which could be 

carried out in a history or citizenship education class for secondary students, was organised around the 

treatment of the right to privacy and the right to education. In the activity, learners were prompted to 

compare relevant excerpts from the Polish Constitution in 1952, when it was a satellite country of the 

Soviet Union, and in 1997 when independence had been regained and the government was 

democratising. These excerpts were accompanied by interpretive commentary on any differences 

between what rights were guaranteed in the constitution and how the government was actually 

behaving. In addition, some original testimonial sources or text sources are used as evidence. 

The learning outcomes for students, according to the Karta resource, were to understand the concept of 

human rights and freedom in the contexts of state interference and control, with a focus on the 

examples of the right to privacy and the right to education. In addition to contrasting the constitutions 

and practices of state authorities at these different points in history – which showed clear progress in 

the 1990s -- the methodologies of the lesson encouraged the learners to critically review the practices of 

authorities in contemporary Poland, reflecting a critical pedagogy approach.  

Students using this resource learned about the invasive techniques of the government during the era of 

Soviet repression, including the opening of private mail, and the heavy censorship of school textbooks, 
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which were tightly controlled in the centralised curriculum. The methodologies used in the lesson were 

diverse, interactive and participatory. They included teacher lectures but also small and whole group 

discussion, the analysis of source texts and mental mapping. 

We chose this lesson to illustrate how the theme of power and governance can be treated in a way that 

reflects the principles of CHANGE: HL-HRE. Although the topics of power and governance are quite 

complex, this lesson laid a foundation for students by supporting an analysis of key governance 

documents and how changes over time reflected specific historical and political conditions. 

The lesson took a human rights approach by looking for evidence of the right to privacy and the right to 

education in historical documents and sources during two very different times of Poland’s political 

history. Since the most recent example was taken from 1997, room was left for learners to continue 

their investigation by looking for contemporary sources. Thus the theme of “change” was evident and 

the idea of praxis was retained by encouraging students to critically reflect on the status of these rights 

today. Questions that students were asked to discuss in small groups included “Today does the state or 

representative of the government interfere in private lives?” and “How will people react if the state 

begins to seriously interfere in their privacy?” 

This lesson reflected all the main criteria of CHANGE: HL-HRE, including learner goals, themes, 

methodologies and praxis presented earlier in this chapter. An area that might be strengthened if this 

framework was strictly applied would be a further exploration of the wider political contexts influencing 

the behaviour of the state towards its citizens, including the complex powers and interests at stake. This 

might allow students to dig below the surface in relation to state behaviour during the Soviet period. 

b) Discrimination against Specific Groups  

The principle of equality is fundamental to human rights standards and is recognised as linked with the 

enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms. This principle was first given international 

recognition in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and serves as a principle in relation to the 

enjoyment of specific rights laid out in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.6 Recognizing that discrimination has 

prevailed against specific vulnerable groups in many societies, including those introduced through 

slavery, the United Nations has developed treaties elaborating on the specific rights of persons 

belonging to such groups, including women and girls, ethnic minorities, children, migrant workers and 

their families and, most recently persons with disabilities. The United Nations also prohibits all forms of 

slavery and trafficking in its Slavery Convention (1953). 

The HL-HRE approach focuses on those who have experienced systematic human rights violations, 

taking into account how this discrimination was organised through political, legal, cultural/social, 

religious and economic features of the environment and period. Classes can lend themselves to a focus 

                                                           
6 These international human rights standards and others can be found on the website of the Office of the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights at: 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/UniversalHumanRightsInstruments.aspx 
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on specific groups that have experienced discrimination, with an analysis of how such perceptions and 

treatments have (hopefully) changed over time moving towards greater recognition of their human 

dignity, in the same society or across different societies.  

This critical reflection not only pertains to the examination of this historical phenomenon but the related 

features of governance and power (addressed above), human dignity and social values, and the notion 

of social change through collective action and legal reform. Thus there is an integrated approach that 

incorporates history learning and human rights but is also orientated to analysing discrimination in order 

to better understand contributing factors and ways that modern-day versions in our communities and 

societies might be overcome. Slavery and slave trading/trafficking are practices that can be found in the 

histories of colonial powers but also in modern times, and each era has had an anti-slavery movement. 

This topic is therefore especially well-suited for a HL-HRE approach.7 

One aspect of discrimination that you might raise in your lessons is the “invisibility” of some of these 

groups in the past, either because information about their discriminatory treatment was not widely 

known or because the group was not recognised as such. For example, gender-based discrimination and 

unequal treatment of women and girls has been present for thousands of years but was not widely 

recognised as a problem in Europe and North America until the 19th century. The same can be said for 

the treatment of persons who were homosexual, bisexual or transgender, though it was not until the 

20th century that legal protections began to be put into place. 

In your coverage of specific groups that have suffered some form of discrimination (past as well as 

present), we encourage you to retain the “change” lens, incorporating the notion of social change 

through collective action and legal reform. You may be able to incorporate within your lessons historical 

and present-day social change efforts and human rights activism in your own country, region or globally.  

Ideally students will see examples where such efforts have been carried out by the persons themselves 

belonging to marginalised groups. It is important that students understand that persons belonging to 

such groups have agency and dignity and are not to be pitied or patronised. At the same time, we can 

incorporate examples where people belonging to other groups worked in solidarity with those suffering 

discrimination in order to help them achieve justice. 

There are many different groups of people that have historically suffered discrimination. Some of these 

may be specific to your own local or national environment and thus of special relevance for your 

learners. The resources are included at the end of this handbook specifically examples linked with 

National Socialism, including persons with disabilities, LGBTs, Roma and Sinti, and children of Jewish 

decent.  

                                                           
7 Numerous teaching resources are available in English on the history of slavery and the slave trade in the UK and 

in the U.S.  Information about the contemporary anti-slavery movement can be found at 
http://www.antislavery.org/english/what_we_do/education/resources_for_education/ 
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Humanity in Action’s Toolkit for Young Educators (2015) included a chapter called “Autism in Poland: 

Contemporary Hurdles and a Haunted Past” (pp. 55-66). This chapter began by defining the condition of 

autism and explained that during National Socialism the euthanasia campaign resulted in the killing of 

over half a million persons with some form of physical or mental disability or condition. Most of the 

remaining background text was dedicated to the contemporary period and the human rights guaranteed 

to persons with disabilities, though not always granted in practice. These include medical rights, the 

right to education and employment rights.  

The unit required two lesson periods. The learner goals appeared to be oriented towards awareness 

raising and sensitivity towards persons with disabilities, with learners being asked to confront their own 

stereotypes. This is a profound way to confront discrimination in society, by taking the issue into the 

classroom. Using human rights norms, students were asked to analyse the conditions faced by persons 

who are autistic. Taking action was also explicitly encouraged. 

The methodologies of the lesson were diverse including discussion, viewing of a video, analysis of 

photographs and some lecture-based input. The lesson concluded with a letter writing exercise in which 

students drafted a letter to three different ministries, describing the difficulties that people with 

disabilities face and providing recommendations about what should be done. 

We chose this lesson to illustrate the theme of “discrimination against certain groups” in part because of 

the group itself. Persons with disabilities have been systematically discriminated against and excluded 

for centuries, often with such treatment invisible and behind closed doors (for example, in denying 

children with certain kinds of disabilities access to education). We thus thought it would be interesting 

to increase awareness and knowledge about these issues.  

This lesson is oriented towards praxis, raising the critical awareness of learners and encouraging them to 

take action. We were struck by the element that encouraged students to confront their own potentially 

stereotypical views of persons with disabilities as a first step in moving towards respect and solidarity. 

The human rights element is very strong, as the lessons apply human rights standards in analyzing the 

difficulties that persons with autism face. There is a historical dimension as the treatment of persons 

with disabilities under National Socialism is taken up, though this is somewhat brief. Perhaps the history 

dimension could be strengthened, looking at the underlying conditions.  

In the framework of CHANGE: HL-HRE, there is more of a balance between the history and 

normative/human rights elements. There would also be more analysis about the conditions leading to 

the treatment of persons with autism. Learners might also try to understand if and how there have been 

improvements. An update on this chapter would include a reference to the Convention on Persons with 

Disabilities and a reference to the activism undertaken directly by members of this group in order to 

have this new treaty passed. 

c) Discrimination, Specifically Exclusion from Full Citizenship 

This theme is closely linked with the general theme of discrimination but here we focus specifically on 

state-sponsored discrimination as it pertains to groups living on the territory of the country. Such groups 
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can include refugees, migrants and indigenous peoples. You can look at examples of “lawful” 

discrimination against such groups in the past with a view to how such discriminatory laws have 

changed over time. You can even discuss the notion of how “social categories” are themselves 

constructed in society.8 

It is interesting here to consider state actors and their use of power and authority in relation to these 

groups. This is particularly challenging when thinking about refugees and asylum seekers, as 

international human rights law requires states to protect the human rights of all persons on their 

territory, regardless of whether they are a citizen of that country or not. 

As with the treatment of themes already presented in this chapter, we encourage you to have students 

analyse for each case the “who” and “how” of power and governance. Learners should also try to 

discern the underlying interests -- political, legal, cultural/social, religious and economic -- that resulted 

in the denial of full citizenship to some groups.  

We venture to say that all countries have in their history a period where groups living on their territory 

were denied full citizenship rights. This local history might be the focus of a CHANGE: HL-HRE lesson – 

examining the conditions that lead to these laws as well as changes that may have taken place (and 

why).  

Very likely you will also be able to identify current examples of groups that are denied full citizenship, 

whether in your country or elsewhere. Bringing this discussion to the present day should present a 

powerful learning experience, and may stir up some constructive controversy in your classroom. It will 

be interesting to have your students make some comparisons about the conditions and rationales for 

such policies, investigating the past and the present and perhaps also considering the status of different 

types of groups in society (for example, asylum seekers and economic migrants). You might also want to 

consider taking a comparative approach, examining different treatments of groups within your country, 

or perhaps integrating an example from your own country, for example, historical and contemporary 

treatment of refugees, and government policies in other countries. 

Of course a main aim of lessons carried out using critical pedagogy is to raise awareness of key human 

rights challenges in communities and societies. Thus the learner skills cultivated in any lesson carried out 

with the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach is to be able to identify factors supporting or undermining human 

rights in one’s own environment. 

The Australian Human Rights Commission developed a human rights education unit Australia as a nation 

– race, rights and immigration  (2014) -- be used with middle school students (ages 11-14) studying 6th 

grade history. The unit included lesson plans, handouts and homework that explored ethnic 

discrimination, migrant experiences and refugees and asylum seekers in the Australian context. This 

                                                           
8 This relates to a theory of society, addressing how society is structured, including how people are categorized 
into groups. Describing societies in this way over time helps to show that societies are changeable over time, as 
mentioned in the Theory chapter of this handbook. 
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treatment was both historical and contemporary within the 20th century and the analytical framework 

was explicitly human rights oriented.  

In the introduction it was explained that students will have the opportunity to “develop their 

understanding of the impacts of racism and discrimination, investigate racist and anti-racist actions of 

citizens and governments, and learn about the lives of ethnic and cultural minorities in Australia.”  The 

activism of the Freedom Riders -- 30 students who formed the group S.A.F.A (Student Action for 

Aborigines) to advocate for the rights of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples – was specifically 

covered in order to illustrate how citizen action ultimately influenced government policy. 

The methodologies used in the unit were diverse, including the use of methodologies that promoted 

storytelling and narrativity: multi-media resources, primary source material (including narrative as well 

as legal documents) and use of the internet. Discussions and critical analysis were encouraged. 

International human rights standards were the lens through which these histories are explored, which is 

not surprising given that the materials were developed by the Australian Human Rights Commission. The 

key historical concepts covered include cause and effect, continuity and change, empathy, perspective 

and sources of evidence. 

In addition to presenting the discriminatory treatment experienced by Aboriginal peoples and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples in Australia and their lack of citizenship rights, the unit respectfully presented 

their histories and cultural heritages, as well as their contributions to the country’s economic and social 

development. 

We chose this example because it illustrates an integrated HL-HRE approach. Key historical concepts and 

subject-specific pedagogy is used while at the same time key human rights values, such as non-

discrimination and freedom are applied. Praxis is encouraged through observation as the conditions 

contributing to discrimination are explored and we can see that these conditions are ultimately changed 

through the agency of individuals who fought for the rights of the group.  

The “change” perspective comes out strongly as the unit covers very well both the discrimination 

against indigenous peoples and the social movement for them to gain full citizenship rights. This reads 

like a complete narrative rather than historical examples. The resource was developed with a 

consciousness that focusing on the citizenship rights of indigenous peoples in Australian history would 

allow for the changing nature of democracy and citizenship itself.  

d) State-sponsored Mass Violence and Genocide 

The ultimate denial of human rights is the loss of one’s life. International human rights standards 

recognise the inherent right to life as well as the right to be protected from torture and other cruel, 

inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. 

The topic of mass violence and genocide is closely linked with the historical era of National Socialism. 

You may already be addressing such themes as part of your curriculum for 20th century European or 
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World History. The knowledge that such massive violence and crimes against humanity can take place, 

the sheer human carnage, leaves a deep impression on students.  

What the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach may encourage you to do is to integrate perspectives that have 

already been presented in this chapter in relation to the themes of power and governance and 

discrimination against groups. What were the conditions and rationales for such policies and 

behaviours? Who were the individual actors, including those who were rescuers, and what were their 

motivations? 

You may want to focus on the case of National Socialism in Europe. You may also want to venture 

outside of these geographical boundaries. When focusing on the topic of mass violence and genocide 

many 20th century examples can be drawn from outside of Europe including Africa (Rwanda), Asia 

(Cambodia) and Latin America (Guatemala). What technically constitutes “genocide” as opposed to mass 

violence is contested. Depending upon the definition you use of genocide, the treatment of indigenous 

groups in North and South America, Australia and New Zealand, as well as the behavior of European 

colonial powers, can also be included.  

Genocide was only legally recognised following WWII, with the efforts of Lemkin during the Nuremberg 

Trials and the newly formed United Nations. Since that time, international law has continued to 

elaborate on what qualifies as genocide, crimes against humanity and mass violence.9 Such definitions 

have generally extended what is recognised as violence, for example the use of rape as a weapon of war 

and genocide.  Although human society has not yet been able to rid itself of mass violence or genocide, 

the legal regimes for addressing these have evolved over the past half century. We will take this up 

when we address the next theme. 

There are many resources available that address the Holocaust and other genocides. The Council of 

Europe published Right to Remember: A Handbook for Education with Young People on the Roma 

Genocide (2014), a teacher handbook that concentrates on remembering of the experiences of the 

Roma during the Holocaust.  

The principles of human rights education were acknowledged as being central to the resource which 

consciously presented its approach as “learning about, through and for human rights”. The history that 

was shared about the Roma and the Holocaust was used to explore wider questions such as the nature 

of power and other concepts such as the nature of human rights, remembrance and genocide. The 

learner was encouraged to apply their analysis to contemporary society, including prejudicial attitudes 

and the use of power. Educational activities were organised according to: what happened, why did it 

happen, why was it wrong, how does it relate to today, and what can we do. 

Rather than present educators with a script to be adapted, the handbook presented topics with a series 

of questions that could be explored during lessons or as part of a research project. Teachers were 

encouraged to select those methods that they thought would work best for their students. The ones 

                                                           
9 For more information about definitions of genocide and treatment in international law see 
http://www.genocidewatch.org/genocide/whatisit.html and http://www.massviolence.org/crime-of-genocide . 

http://www.genocidewatch.org/genocide/whatisit.html
http://www.massviolence.org/crime-of-genocide
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presented in this resource included independent research, use of multi-media or non-textual sources, 

use of personal testimonies, presenting information to others and visiting a Holocaust-related site. 

We selected this resource because it illustrates very well the learner outcomes, methodologies and 

praxis of the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach. There was not an integrated, balanced treatment of history 

and human rights, as the main focus was a human rights one. However, the history that was presented 

effectively demonstrated the crimes against the Roma during World War II. The handbook points out 

that this is a story that is not general recognised, in part because of the contemporary prejudices against 

the Roma. This example of mass violence reveals the contemporary gap in coming to terms with these 

atrocities and their impact on the Roma population, and the discriminatory behaviors that continue to 

this day. 

e) Human Rights and the International Justice System 

As we have already seen in this chapter and the handbook as a whole, the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach 

incorporates human rights norms within studies of historical and modern societies. Moreover, the 

specific historical event of the Holocaust was a catalyst for the establishment of the United Nations at 

the end of World War II. What followed was the passage of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 

which lay the foundation for the current international human rights system. 

These are facts about the historical origins of the modern human rights system but, as with other 

themes presented in this chapter, are subject to specific kinds of scrutiny. The elaboration of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) was a result of political negotiations and reflected the UN 

membership at that time. The original Drafting Commission included representatives from Russia, China 

and Lebanon. Nevertheless, over time, the UDHR and the underlying philosophy of individual rights has 

been criticized for being Western and non-representative of cultural values held by some member states 

(for example, the valuing of  family over individual rights). Thus the origins of the human rights system 

as a historical event can be analyzed in relation to power and representation.  

The values associated with the human rights system – that of equality, non-discrimination, participation 

and accountability – of course precede the establishment of the United Nations and can be traced back 

to legal, religious and ethical codes in all societies. The international human rights system reflects an 

attempt to codify and make legally binding through treaties this common set of values. These are the 

(human rights) values that you will be integrating in lessons that apply the CHANGE: HL-HRE approach. 

Core human rights values are well established but new legal standards, or treaties, continue to be 

developed. Thus another dimension of our treatment of human rights in our classes would be the 

recognition that this international system is an evolving one. When the United Nations was founded in 

1948, there was almost no recognition of collective or environmental rights, for example. Groups seen 

as requiring special recognition and protection in relation to their human rights, such as indigenous 

persons, are continuously added. Even technological advances have led to a discussion about whether 

the right to information now includes the right to access to the internet! 

Another theme that can be addressed in history and citizenship education classes is the international 

criminal justice system, beginning with the Nuremberg and Tokyo trials right after World War II, 
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including the ad hoc war tribunals for Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia and ultimately leading to the 

establishment of the International Criminal Court (ICC) located in The Hague, The Netherlands. In 

addition to this court for genocide and crimes against humanity are the regional human rights courts, 

such as the European Court of Human Rights, and temporary war crimes tribunals that are set up by the 

international community to address war crimes and massive violence that has taken place in a country. 

Justice is a distinct and important theme to address when our lessons show that certain individuals and 

groups have suffered from systematic discrimination and even death. Transitional justice approaches, 

for example including truth commissions, have been established post-conflict environments such as 

South Africa in order to redress massive human rights violations and to restore human rights. These 

historical cases offer opportunities to apply an HL-HRE approach that helps to teach students about the 

range of tools for coming to terms with the violent past, building peace, establishing accountability and 

acknowledging and redressing human rights violations. 

At the international, regional and national level, courts are increasingly dealing with human rights 

violations. Although the results can be disappointing, it is an area where the human rights system overall 

has shown progress in past decades. 

The Model International Criminal Court (MICC) for Schools handbook (2014) is a simulation for high 

school students (ages 15-19) on the how international law proceedings function at the ICC. The unit 

focused on the operation of the ICC, its foundation in the Rome Statute, and examples of trials and their 

outcomes.10 The unit included an overview of the international criminal justice system, beginning with 

the Nuremberg International Military Tribunal after World War II to the International Criminal Tribunal 

for Rwanda and the establishment of the ICC. 

In this simulation, students acted as if they were prosecutors for real cases that were before the ICC and 

other active tribunals. In preparing for this simulation students had to learn the relevant international 

humanitarian law as well as the details of the cases.  

We liked this example because it incorporates the historical development of the international criminal 

justice court system and the practical applications of international law. It thus reflects key principles of 

CHANGE: HL-HRE, incorporating narrativity and alterity in relation to the functioning of international 

humanitarian law. In learning about the cases before the ICC and tribunals, students can investigate not 

only “the facts” that are relevant for the case but also the historical background leading to war crimes 

that took place.  The simulation methodology is very engaging for students and they gain knowledge not 

only about specific cases but also how trials operate. Although the praxis is not explicitly oriented to 

students taking action, if students deeply engage in these activities they might become motivated to 

continue their engagement in learning about human rights and humanitarian law. 

 

 

                                                           
10 For more information on the ICC see https://www.icc-cpi.int.  

https://www.icc-cpi.int/
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