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Global engagement:
Teaching and learning 
about rights

A series for teachers in IB World Schools that explores 
some of the global challenges we face in creating a 
better and more peaceful world. This resource offers 
background information, resources to explore and 
ideas to consider for teaching and learning.
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The International Baccalaureate aims to develop inquiring, knowledgeable 
and caring young people who help to create a better and more peaceful 
world through intercultural understanding and respect.

To this end the organization works with schools, governments and 
international organizations to develop challenging programmes of 
international education and rigorous assessment.

These programmes encourage students across the world to become active, 
compassionate and lifelong learners who understand that other people, 
with their differences, can also be right.

The IB does not endorse specific understandings or practices for addressing 
global challenges that involve rights. IB World Schools promote sustained 
inquiry, critical reflection and responsible action that respect local and 
global contexts for teaching and learning. GD262 



 What it’s about
Human rights theory grows out of the conviction that 
our common humanity is greater than our differences.

Throughout history, human beings have known that 
we need certain conditions in order to live with dignity. 
Principles of ethics, justice and dignity can be traced 
back to the ancient civilizations of India, Babylon and 
China. These principles contributed to the laws of ancient 
Greece and Rome and are central to many cultural and 
religious traditions.

Documents asserting individual rights—such as the 
Magna Carta (1215), the English Bill of Rights (1689), 
the French Declaration on the Rights of Man and of 
the Citizen (1789) and the US Constitution and Bill of 
Rights (1791)—are the precursors of today’s human 
rights instruments. Most of these important agreements 
excluded women, minorities and certain political, 
economic, social and religious groups. None of them 
reflected the significant concept that people might 
be entitled to these rights solely on the basis of their 
common humanity.

In the sober aftermath of the second world war, 
representatives from around the world ratified the 
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), 
enumerating 30 conditions that people everywhere 
need in order to live and flourish with dignity. These 
human rights are described as “universal” (they belong 
to all people), “fundamental” (they cannot be waived 
or taken away), “indivisible” (all rights are interrelated 
and equally important) and “absolute” (they cannot be 
qualified).

The UDHR has become “customary international law” 
and forms an important part of the United Nations’ (UN) 
International Bill of Human Rights. These rights have 
been supplemented by a series of UN Conventions 
regarding issues such as torture and genocide and 
outline the rights of military prisoners, refugees, workers, 
women and children.

Governments are responsible for protecting the rights of 
their citizens. Compliance is monitored by a vast array of 
supporting UN bodies, non-governmental organizations 
and nation states committed to advancing human rights. 
Human rights courts in Europe, Africa and the Americas 
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provide some regional enforcement. In addition, the 
International Criminal Court has been established to try 
and punish individuals who commit crimes of concern 
to the entire international community—genocide, war 
crimes and crimes against humanity.

Political philosophers debate the nature of rights, and 
some thinkers have disputed the idea that “natural” 
rights can exist outside specific social and legal 
agreements. People also disagree about the extent 
of human rights. Civil and political rights are among 
those most commonly guaranteed by governments 
and international agreements (for example, freedom of 
speech and association, the right to a fair trial, freedom 
of religion, and voting rights). Another category of rights 
involves economics, society and culture (for example, 
the rights to food, employment, housing, education 
and health care). More controversial are rights that deal 
with social solidarity (for example, self-determination, 
environment protection, communication, and peace and 
development). These solidarity rights are increasingly a 
subject of global debate.

Although the UN system has been criticized for, among 
other things, being unwieldy and expensive, many 
people believe that an effective system of global 
cooperation is becoming ever more necessary and 
relevant. Economic, environmental, social and political 
issues—many of which involve debates about rights—
often can no longer be resolved at national level 
because the world has become so interdependent.

Successfully addressing these challenges often requires 
cooperation among nation states that are prepared 
to make both national and global commitments. On 
a global scale, nations (along with transnational 
organizations and non-state actors) can also practise the 
same attitudes and skills that people everywhere need 
in order to live together with mutual respect.  

 Up for debate 
(sub-concepts, thinkers, controversies)
Big ideas:

Universality, equality, natural rights, liberty, civil liberties, 
international law, inalienable rights, non-derogable 
(cannot be legally suspended) rights, gender inequality, 
children’s rights, disability rights, animal rights, rights of 
future generations, marriage equality, corporate social 
responsibility, freedom of expression, humanitarian law 
and intervention, global inequality, environmental rights, 
human development and capacities, discrimination, 

“Asian values argument” idealism, relativism.

Some people worth knowing:

• Kofi Annan (1938–), Ghanaian diplomat who served 
as the seventh Secretary General of the UN (1997–
2006). During his controversial tenure he founded 
the Global AIDS and Health Fund for which he was 
awarded the 2001 Nobel Peace Prize.
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“I believe profoundly in the universality of 
the human spirit. Individuals everywhere 
want the same essential things: to have 
sufficient food and shelter; to be able to 
speak freely; to practise their own religion 
or to abstain from religious belief; to feel 
that their person is not threatened by the 
state; to know that they will not be tortured, 
or detained without charge, and that, if 
charged, they will have a fair trial. I believe 
there is nothing in these aspirations that 
is dependent upon culture, or religion, or 
stage of development.”

Dame Rosalyn Higgins, Former President of 
the International Court of Justice, The Hague



• Aung San Suu Kyi (1945–), Burmese politician who, 
despite her National League for Democracy Party 
victory in 1990, remained largely under house arrest 
for the next 20 years. She was awarded the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 1991 for her non-violent struggle for 
democracy and human rights.

• Jeremy Bentham (1748–1842), English legal reformer 
and activist who argued that rights can only be 
created and protected by laws and governments.

• Cicero (106–43 BCE), A Roman philosopher, orator, 
lawyer and statesman, Cicero believed that “natural 
laws” are of divine origin and that they require 
people to contribute to the general good of society. 
His ideas greatly influenced the Renaissance as well 
as 18th century European political thinkers.

• John Rawls (1921–2002), Acclaimed American 
political philosopher whose A Theory of Justice 
explores how society could be organized around fair 
principles of cooperation.

• Eleanor Roosevelt (1884–1962), A highly influential 
First Lady of the United States, Roosevelt was a 
staunch feminist and supporter of the Civil Rights 
Movement. An early advocate for the UN, she later 
chaired the Drafting Committee for the UDHR.

• Voltaire (1694–1778), French Enlightenment writer 
and philosopher and champion of civil liberties. His 
work greatly influenced important thinkers of the 
American and French revolutions.

Some inquiries worth pursuing: 

• What is the basis for claiming that people have 
rights? How can we know they exist? What do we 
mean by “human dignity”?

• Who is accountable for protecting the rights of 
individuals when governments do not, or when 
there is no working government?

• How do cultural values and histories interact with 
the idea of human rights? How should we manage 
conflict between competing notions of human 
rights?

• Should future generations (people not yet born) 
have rights?

• Is there a right to economic development? 

• Must a “just society” provide its most vulnerable 
members the support they need in order to fulfill 
their human potential?

• Is there a right to enjoy a healthy and biologically 
diverse environment? How might these rights relate 
to economic development and consumer rights 
enjoyed by many people around the world?

• Are rights limited to the human community? Can 
animals have rights, or all living things?

 Where on earth?  
(reputable information, reliable websites and 
organizations)

• Amnesty International (AI)—A leader in the field 
of human rights, AI draws attention to human 
rights abuses and campaigns for compliance with 
international standards. Apart from its advocacy 
work, AI publishes annual country reports on human 
rights practices and produces resources for primary 
and secondary schools covering a wide range of 
topics.

• Country Reports on Human Rights Practices—In 
order to gain a deeper understanding of the current 
human rights situation in any country or region, 
further excellent annual reports are available from 
organizations such as Human Rights Watch, the US 
Department of State Human Rights Reports and the 
European Union (Annual Report on Human Rights).

• UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR)—The OHCHR was established 
to promote worldwide respect for human rights. 
Its online database provides information on 
organizations, materials and programmes for 
human rights education.

• The University of Minnesota Human Rights Library—
This online library houses more than 60,000 core 
human rights documents, including several 
hundred human rights treaties and other primary 
international human rights instruments. The library 
also provides access to thousands of web links and 
features a unique search device for multiple human 
rights sites (http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/).

 Quick connect  
(classroom habits, strategies)
Age-appropriate and engaging human rights 
education can be an important springboard for 
helping students to develop the international-
mindedness they need to address global challenges. 
This requires a multidisciplinary, confident and flexible 
approach to education about rights—not simply a 
theoretical review of distant promises written in formal 
international conventions.

“All human beings are born free and equal 
in dignity and rights.”  Article 1 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights
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Engaging education about rights can involve:

• democratic classrooms that embody the living 
practice of human rights

  Students can flourish in a climate where they 
practise mutual respect amid difference, where they 
are free to express opinions and ideas, and where 
they practise tolerance and conflict-resolution skills. 
Students who take part in school and community 
affairs develop confidence in their ability to take 
action in defending and promoting human rights—
not only on their own behalf, but also on behalf of 
local or international communities. School leaders 
can help to build expectations about respect for 
property rights and the need to advocate for change 
in the face of injustice.

• historical explorations of the development of human 
rights

  Human rights that many take for granted have only 
been the norm in parts of the world for a limited 
period, and many people live without the protection 
of basic human rights. Inquiry into rights can help to 
develop appreciation and effective advocacy.

• meaningful opportunities to create positive change.

  Learning about rights often means encountering 
stories of great personal and community hardship, 
and some students may become discouraged in 
the face of such complex challenges. However, 
schools can encourage students to take action by 
educating themselves and others and by working 
for the establishment of basic rights both locally and 
globally.

Many groups provide accessible films, games and 
interactive resources for beginning an exploration of 
rights that can empower students to inquire, reflect 
and act. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
compiles and clarifies children’s rights, and it can be a 
useful place to begin conversations about rights with 
primary and secondary students.

 Built-in 
Complex, interconnected challenges often require 
understanding that moves beyond the perspective of 
single academic subjects or disciplines. Multiple ways 
of knowing can provide insight and suggest alternative 
responses for discussions about rights. At the same 
time, a fast-moving world requires effective members 
of society to develop deep disciplinary knowledge 
and skills that can help communities address human 
rights issues and create a better world. In the Primary 
Years Programme (PYP), these issues can be explored 
especially in the transdisciplinary themes “Who we 
are” (beliefs and values, rights and responsibilities) and 

“Sharing the planet” (communities and the relationships 
within and between them). Middle Years Programme 
(MYP) key concepts such as culture, systems and 

communities offer important interdisciplinary points 
of contact with “rights”. Students of all ages often find 
current events to be engaging points of entry into big 
ideas such as human rights.

Language and literature: Empathy is the emotional 
and ethical foundation for human rights, and issues 
come alive as students encounter a broad variety of 
people in whom they search for our common humanity. 
Literature and performance offer many opportunities 
to connect across time and culture. Dramatic settings 
and real-world stories often provide backdrops for 
exploring the idea of rights. Throughout history, for 
example, minorities have often been labelled as being 
so different that they are less than human—with 
disastrous consequences. Literature from times and 
places of conflict often raises challenging questions 
about human rights. The biographies of human rights 
leaders can inspire confidence, persistence and action.

Science, technology, engineering and mathematics: 
Increasingly, thinking about rights involves an 
interdisciplinary approach that requires understanding 
complex scientific, technological and environmental 
developments. The protection of human rights is 
closely related to innovations that reduce poverty 
(for example, the creation of new, more resilient 
crops for developing countries and the purification of 
drinking water) and tackle medical challenges (such as 
malnutrition and the eradication of disease). In addition, 
social media technologies have become powerful 
tools for communicating and advancing concern for 
human rights. Satellite and cellular communications 
help with such diverse challenges as facilitating trade 
in developing countries with poor infrastructure 
and monitoring hot spots in order to prevent and, if 
necessary, document human rights violations.

Equally important is the development and use of 
ethically responsible technology. Safety failures can 
destroy businesses, environments and lives. Historical 
and current events provide large-scale and small-scale 
case studies of successes and failures of technology.

Statistics and data analysis provide important models 
for understanding social forces, highlighting important 

“It has long been recognized that an essential 
element in protecting human rights was a 
widespread knowledge among the population 
of what their rights are and how they can  
be defended.”  Boutros Boutros-Ghali,  

Sixth UN Secretary General, 1992–1996
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information, drawing conclusions and making decisions 
about rights. Mathematical models and theory have 
been used to challenge voter fraud and other human 
rights abuses (http://www.ams.org/samplings/
mathmoments/mm80-rights-podcast).

Humanities and the arts: Through creative expression 
students can inquire into rights, as well as other locally 
and globally significant concepts. Visual and performing 
arts (including Diploma Programme courses in dance, 
music, theatre and film) can foster compassion and 
powerfully connect students to others’ worlds. Subjects 
such as humanities, history, philosophy and geography—
along with the PYP transdisciplinary theme “Where 
we are in place and time”—offer rich opportunities 
for learning about rights, for exploring differences in 
perspective and cultural interpretations and for thinking 
about how human systems operate and evolve over 
time. Rights provide a good starting point for addressing 
the MYP humanities aim to “identify and develop a 
concern for human and environmental well-being”.

Contemporary rights issues can be brought alive 
through documentary films and eyewitness accounts, 
although these powerful stories may not be 
developmentally appropriate for all students. Historical 
interactions offer many opportunities to discuss the 
power, people and politics necessary to uphold basic 
human rights.

Business management and economics: Business 
management and economics can bring about global 
change. Modern corporations yield great power, 
sometimes rivalling that of nation states. On their own 
and in collaboration, businesses can agree to respect 
human rights, eliminate forced or child labour from 
supply chains, and work against corruption. The UN’s 
Global Compact provides one such scheme, and many 
organizations develop their own policies for corporate 
social responsibility.

Independent organizations monitor and publicize 
international corporate practices with regard to 
human rights (for example, Transparency International, 
Human Rights Watch and the Fair Labor Association). 

Safeguarding human rights requires understanding 
global markets and quantitative strategies for analysis.

Personal, health and social education: Incorporating 
behaviour based on human rights principles can be an 
important part of personal and social education. Human 
rights are less about acknowledging what people are, 
than recognizing what people might become, given 
the right environments. When schools celebrate human 
capability and value basic principles of human rights, 
they can help foster personal attitudes that lead to 
cooperation, tolerance and respect in playgrounds, 
schools, families, nation states and international 
communities.

Students who recognize equality and enjoy freedom 
from discrimination can learn to value themselves 
and others. As schools promote freedom of opinion, 
information and religion, students learn the negotiation 
skills that people need to live in diverse communities. 
Learning about and respecting human rights can help 
to ensure that students develop positive attitudes 
and behaviours and avoid using their power to bully 
or harass others, in person and online. Exploring 
issues about rights helps students prepare for living 
responsibly in free societies.

 DIY  
(additional resources to consider when 
developing your own inquiry into human 
rights)

• Amnesty International USA—Amnesty International’s 
Human Rights Education programme has created 
human rights–focused film curriculum guides, 
teaching guides and lesson plans  
(http://www.amnestyusa.org/resources/educators) 

• Compasito—A Manual on Human Rights Education 
for Children—online human rights education for 
children up to secondary level  
(http://www.eycb.coe.int/compasito/)

• Compass—A Manual on Human Rights Education 
with Young People—online human rights education 
for children at secondary level  
(http://eycb.coe.int/compass/en/contents.html)

• Child Rights International Network—brings together 
information about children’s rights, highlighting 
persistent violations and inspiring collective action 
(www.crin.org)

“The culture of human rights derives its greatest 
strength from the informed expectations 
of each individual. Responsibility for the 
protection of human rights lies with states. But 
the understanding, respect and expectation of 
human rights by each individual person is what 
gives human rights its daily texture, its day-to-
day resilience.”  Sergio Vieira de Mello, UN Diplomat 

killed in Iraq
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“Concern for man himself and his safety must 
always form the chief interest of all technical 
endeavours. Never forget this in the midst of all 
your diagrams and equations.”  Albert Einstein



For more information visit: 
http://globalengage.ibo.org

• Human Rights Education Associates—an 
international non-governmental organization that 
supports human rights learning, with an extensive 
index of links to human rights educational resources 
(www.hrea.org)

 Global engagements  
(ideas for student action and service learning)

• Observe significant dates in the human rights 
calendar such as Human Rights Day (10 December), 
Children’s Day (20 November), UN Day (24 October), 
World Press Freedom Day (3 May) and UNHCR’s 
Refugee Day (20 June). Take time to discuss the 
purpose of these organizations and check their 
websites regarding the status of their goals in light 
of the preceding year’s world events.

• Write letters to government officials or use online 
technologies such as Avaaz (www.avaaz.org) to sign 
petitions, create campaigns and discuss the impact 
of these efforts.

• Collaborate with local groups working for human 
rights, for example organizations assisting refugees 
or trafficked persons or organizations that promote 
intercultural understanding.

• Use communications technology to develop long-
term relationships or educational exchanges with 
students facing human rights challenges in other 
parts of the world.

• Inquire into the use of social media in fighting 
human rights abuse. Use open-source software, for 
example Ushahidi (www.ushahidi.com), to facilitate 
social activism, citizen journalism and public 
accountability.

• Encourage responsible action in daily life that is 
based on sustained inquiry and critical reflection, 
including ethical purchasing and sustainable 
patterns of consumption.

• Take part in a model UN programme  
(www.wfuna.org).

• Visit IB Global Engage (http://globalengage.ibo.org) 
for additional ideas to inspire teaching and learning 
about rights.

 Find out more  
(journals, books)

• Amnesty International. 2010. Our World, Our Rights: 
Learning about Human Rights in Primary and Middle 
Schools. London, UK. Amnesty International. 

• Amnesty International. 2008. We Are All Born Free: 
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights in Pictures. 
London, UK. Amnesty International.

• Benedek, W, (ed). 2006. Understanding Human Rights: 
Manual on Human Rights Education. (Second Edition). 
Austria. ETC Graz.

• Donnelly, J. 2006. International Human Rights. (Third 
Edition). Boulder, Colorado, USA. Westview Press.

• Nussbaum, M. 2006. Frontiers of Justice: Disability, 
Nationality, Species Membership (The Tanner Lectures 
on Human Values). Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA. 
Belknap Press.

Fiction/Biography – (suitable for secondary students)

• Beah, I. 2008. A Long Way Gone: Memoirs of a Boy 
Soldier. New York, USA. Farrar, Straus & Giroux.

• Brink, A. 1995.  A Dry White Season. London, UK. 
Penguin.

• Ishiguro, K. 2010. Never Let Me Go. London, UK. Faber 
& Faber.

• Morpurgo, M. 2010. Shadow. New York, USA. 
HarperCollins Children’s Books.

• Sasson, J.  2004. Princess. New York, USA. Bantam.
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“Basically we could not have peace, or an 
atmosphere in which peace could grow, unless 
we recognized the rights of individual human 
beings ... their importance, their dignity ... and 
agreed that was the basic thing that had to 
be accepted throughout the world.”  Eleanor 

Roosevelt, First Lady of the US and Delegate to the  

UN General Assembly

“Translating the power of numbers into the 
power of action for women, by women, and 
in partnership with men is what the next 
millennium will be about.”  Azza Karam,  

UN Population Fund


