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UN DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS:

MY IDEAL COUNTRY

Defining the Problem:

After the horrors of the Second World War and the Holocaust various countries of the world made an effort to create a document that would guarantee the human rights of all citizens. On Dec. 10, 1948, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted by the United Nations. The document was written by a 14-nation Commission on Human Rights, chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt. The Declaration represents a compromise of the views of many nations with different religions, ideologies, etc. For a discussion of some of these different views see for instance:

http://www.humanrights.gov.au/school_page/undhr/
Since 1948 almost 200 nations have reaffirmed this document (for a history of this document see for instance: http://www.unhcr.ch/teach/tchhr/tchhr.htm). This Declaration has also influenced countless constitutions and laws since its original introduction.

Despite the importance of this document on a world scale many people are unaware of its existence. Less are familiar with the contents of the Declaration, and even less have thought critically about the document and its content. 

Human Rights violations, as defined in the Declaration, are commonplace in every country of the world, at different levels: interpersonal, within institutions and communities, within laws and political programs, etc. If we strive to create a world in which human rights are respected then it is important that younger generations learn what human rights are, to think critically about them, how to recognize human rights violations, how rights relate to responsibilities, and how individuals can promote human rights in their own lives.

This module is loosely based on a module that has been used by various human rights organizations in the past.

Length of Module: 3 hours

Module Objectives:

· Understanding the importance of human rights

· A first acquaintance with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights

· Critical thinking about the Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Materials Needed: 

Pen and paper, copy of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (can be downloaded, also a plain language version is available - http://www.un.org/Pubs/CyberSchoolBus/humanrights/resources/plain.htm), sheets of flip chart paper, crayons or colored pencils, magic markers.

Activities:

The important starting point in this exercise is that the students themselves generate various products and then use their products as a source of discussion. The unit fits perfectly into history and citizenship education lessons.

Often a discussion will come up among students about rights, or rights violations and responsibilities. This can be an opportunity to engage in the next exercise, which uses a number of skills (drawing, singing, group discussion, negotiation, etc.).

Instructions:

The students are told that the United Nations have just discovered a bunch of new islands and they are each being put in charge of their own island. Unfortunately for them there are people on the islands, and your first task is to provide them with a Bill of Rights. The inhabitants have come from many different places and they speak many different languages. They have also brought with them a variety of religions, while some are not religious at all.

Each student draws up the ten most important rights in his/her view for the island inhabitants, as well as a name for their island. Towards finishing this exercise, a call comes in from the UN. It appears that there is only one island after all. So groups of 3-6 persons are created to each work out a compromise. Each group is now given the assignment by the United Nations to do the following: (It is possible to assign a facilitator and note taker - see the teacher guide for a discussion of such roles).

· Agree on the five most important rights for the inhabitants of the island (this entails a lot of discussion since each person has written down ten rights).

· Agree on the best name for the island. The name should reflect the diversity present on the island.

· Design a flag for your nation. It should also reflect the island’s diversity.

· Come up with a tune and words for a national hymn that expresses the essence of your society

Each group presents their five most important rights, shows a large drawing of their national flag with name of the country, and sings its national anthem. Children tend to have a lot of fun doing this exercise.

Discussion:

The teacher or an invited expert talks about the history of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (and also for instance about how it was a compromise document at the time). Teachers can also discuss the Rights of the Child.

Further Classroom Follow-up:

A. Hang up on your wall the UN Declaration of Human Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child. To find an English language copy of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights go to the bottom of the site:

http://www.splcenter.org/teachingtolerance/tt-index.html
or for a plain language version:

http://www.un.org/Pubs/CyberSchoolBus/humanrights/resources/plain.htm
For the Convention on the Rights of the Child:

http://www.unicef.org/voy/meeting/rig/convsum.html
For an excellent site created by young people, for young people:

http://library.advanced.org/28172/
B. Find out more about the United Nations at the following website (in English):

http://users.bart.nl/~imuna/
Make an information poster that contains the many ways in which the United Nations is trying to improve the world.

C. Following the exercise outlined in the unit, you can compare the list of rights that the young people came up with to the UN Declaration on Human Rights. Which rights are not on their lists, but are in the Declaration? Do they have rights listed that are not in the Declaration? Do certain rights conflict with each other? 

Now with the Declaration in hand, can they choose two rights that they think can be done away with, or need significant modification. (e.g. in my work with gay groups of young people Article 16 can lead to hours of conversation). This part of the exercise promotes critical thinking skills, and can reveal the ambiguity, yet importance of the Universal Declaration.

With your list in hand go on-line and try to find other documents that guarantee rights (e.g. UN Declaration, European and English charters, US Bill of Rights, African Charter on the Rights of Man and of the People). Print these other documents and hang them on the wall. How do they differ? How are they the same? Which of these offer the most protection? One place to find many of these documents is:

http://www.thirdworldtraveler.com/Human%20Rights%20Documents/HumanRights_Documents.html
D. Go to the following website:

http://www.splcenter.org/teachingtolerance/tt-index.html
On page 5 there is a questionnaire (in English) entitled Human Rights Questionnaire. Have students individually fill out the questionnaire. Then have them compare responses. Replace the words "United States" with your own country.

E. Go to the website:

http://www.unicef.org/voy/cgi-bin/zdisc.cgi?index_action_date
Divide the students into small groups and have each group go through the many comments listed here (in English). Each group needs to decide which three or four comments they want to reply to. The teacher discusses with each group, and then with the entire class, which of the comments the groups will respond to.

F. Plan a celebration of Human Rights Day on Dec. 10 with your school or classroom. Who needs to be involved? What committees are needed? Who should do what? Then actually organize the celebration. Contact the Anne Frank House for advice if you need it (barry@annefrank.nl)

For alternative exercises on similar themes, see (in English):

http://ericir.syr.edu/Virtual/Lessons/Social_St/World_history/WRH0003.html
http://ericir.syr.edu/Virtual/Lessons/Social_St/World_history/WRH0013.html
http://ericir.syr.edu/Virtual/Lessons/Social_St/World_history/WRH0010.html
http://www.gcg.mb.ca/
G. Go to the website: 

http://www.cif.rochester.edu/~neaner/start6.htm
Look carefully at cases 1 and 2 and follow the instructions.

SEND THE ACTIVITIES YOU HAVE COMPLETED TO THE TEACHING TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE WEBSITE AND ALSO TO THE FOLLOWING WEB ADDRESS:

http://www.unicef.org/voy/cgi-bin/zdisc.cgi?post_action_date
H. Other classroom ideas can be found at:

http://www.unhcr.ch/teach/tchhr/tchhr.htm
