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Background


Human rights education is an old tradition in Asia. Its roots can be traced back to the beginnings of the independence movements again colonialism in the latter part of the 19th century. Issues of self-determination/freedom from foreign rule, equality, respect for human dignity, among others, were  intrinsic to the nationalist movements toward independence.

    Before the second world war, informal means of educating people such as the use of songs, plays, short stories, posters, and even the pulpit in countries where Christianity had taken roots, raised issues which are now considered human rights issues. Colonial governments then considered these efforts as seditious activities as they ultimately call for independence from their rule.

    After the second world war, efforts to educate people about human rights continued. The first period of growth occurred during, and because of, the Cold War. The repressive conditions in many countries in Asia during this period fueled the adoption of education programs geared toward protection against repressive measures of government as well as action to protest against, and change, the authoritarian governments. 

    The second period of growth started with the ending of the Cold War and the beginning of the series of world conferences in Rio, Vienna, Cairo, Beijing, Copenhagen, Istanbul and Rome which brought into focus a variety of human rights issues other than the usual civil and political rights violations. Encouraged by the  impact of these world conferences on governments, many more programs on human rights education were set up as partnership programs between non-governmental organizations and government institutions. Issues relating to women, children, indigenous people, housing, and environment became part of the common agenda between these two sectors. Problems that have been given less attention during the Cold War era surfaced as human rights concerns. They include poverty, unjust social and political structures, environmental degradation, displacement brought by infrastructural development projects such as dams, and exploitation of women and children for industrial and sexual purposes. This reflects the fact that most of the existing human rights education programs directly address concrete issues being faced by both individuals and communities.

    The growth however of human rights education activities in Asia has not been evenly distributed. Much of these activities are under the informal and non-formal education programs. Less activities are seen in the formal education system.

    This paper focuses on the human rights education activities within the formal education system specifically at the primary and secondary levels in Asia.Brief history of human rights education in Asian schools

The beginning of the teaching of human rights in Asian schools can be seen in the 1965 DOWA Policy of the Japanese government. This policy provides for the teaching of the principles of equality and non-discrimination in schools in order to stop the social practice of discrimination against the Japanese who are considered Burakumin - supposedly lower class Japanese people. The Burakumin's status as below the three-level social ranking in Japanese feudal society was artificially created by the then ruling feudal class. DOWA education however did not automatically occur in all schools in the country. In many cases, only in places where there are organized Burakumin communities that schools are very active in implementing DOWA education programs. 

In 1983, after Sri Lanka hosted a United Nations meeting on human rights, a human rights education program for schools was launched by the government. 

    A government-supported institution (Sri Lanka Foundation) was established and took a major role in developing the program. Human rights was introduced in the social studies subject in the secondary schools. Existing educational materials were reviewed since then to assure that the contents adhere to human rights principles. Teacher training program was also created.

    In the same year, the Philippines' UP Law Center published and started to pilot test a module on teaching human rights in social studies subject. Classes at the primary school level were tested with this material. Toward the latter part of 1980s, the Philippine government, following the constitutional requirement for the teaching of human rights in schools, started to develop programs along this line. Its national human rights institution (Philippine Commission on Human Rights) and the Department of Education have been leading other government agencies in developing materials for schools. Several NGOs have been involved in teaching human rights in schools in various degrees (at times in cooperation with the related government agencies).  

    There must have been many other programs on teaching human rights in schools during the decade of the 1970s and the 1980s but they remain hidden due to the repressive political situation in most countries. Human rights may have been discussed as some other issues not considered to be politically sensitive. They may be part of the values education programs for example.

    The first half of the 1990s witnessed sudden increase in the number of initiatives on human rights education in schools. Unlike the early initiatives, most of these initiatives were started by non-governmental organizations. Toward the second half of the decade, more government-supported institutions became involved in human rights education in schools. National human rights institutions, education departments and teacher training and education  research institutes are examples of the government agencies that are involved in human rights education programs in schools in some countries.

    In India, its national human rights institution (National Human Rights Commission) linked up with the National Council for Teacher Education (NCTE) and the National Council for Educational Research and Training (NCERT) to develop materials regarding the teaching of human rights. On the other hand, several non-governmental institutions in India have been separately implementing programs on human rights education in schools for a number of years now. 

    In Sri Lanka, a number of non-governmental organizations have started their respective human rights education in schools programs. The Centre for the Study of Human Rights of the University of Colombo and the Movement for the Defense of Democratic Rights (MDDR) launched such programs.

    Bacha - Education for Life Centre, a church-based organization in Bangladesh, developed a program for teaching human rights in several Catholic schools. Teachers are regularly given training and guidance on how to teach the modules that have been developed. A key feature of these modules is the need to allow the students to express their own ideas and learn from their fellow students. A major NGO (Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee) in the country has started preparing for the inclusion of the study of human rights in the curriculum of its schools numbering 34,000 all over the country.

    Child Awareness Groups (CAGs) were formed in 200 schools in Nepal by the Informal Service Sector as a major vehicle for students to learn human rights through extra-curricular activities within and outside the schools.

    In Pakistan, one school has started a program on human rights as part of its activities under the Associated Schools Program of UNESCO.  A major Pakistani human rights organization network has also started to look at the possibility of having a human rights education program in schools.

    Teachers and education researchers in Taipei started a program of developing school curriculum that include the study of human rights. They started a training program that provides not just knowledge about human rights but teaching methodologies that embody human rights principles. This program is planned to be implemented in other parts of Taiwan. 
    In Hong Kong, several teachers have been organizing seminars which teach them about human rights. The local Amnesty International group has been promoting the teaching of human rights in schools by developing appropriate materials (such as books and videos).

    Cambodia's experience on human rights education in schools  started during the time of the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) in the early 1990s. Cambodia initially received a lot of support from the United Nations during the time of UNTAC. The work on human rights education in schools has subsequently been taken over by the non-governmental organizations with the support of the education ministry. Teacher training and material (including curriculum) development are the usual components of the program.  

    Vietnam's National Institute for Educational Science (NIES) has been supporting the production of teaching modules on human rights education. [8] NIES works on citizens' rights and obligations subjects. In Thailand, the local affiliate of UNESCO's APNIEVE has recently started developing human rights teaching modules. The Thai project has recently started developing and pilot-testing human rights modules for primary school level.

    In the mid-90s, the Indonesian National Human Rights Commission spearheaded the review of the education system to see how human rights can be taught. The national ideology known as Pancasila  (studied as a compulsory subject in the schools) is seen as an entry point for teaching human rights.  The commission was able to obtain the involvement of the education department in drawing up a model curriculum  that was pilot tested in mid 1998. 

    There is a report from Malaysia that human rights is being taught under the values education program. God-centered values are being taught as part of Moral Education, Religious Education, Social Studies, and Language Studies subjects. The values being taught in these subjects are considered to be related to human rights. 
    There is a region-wide initiative taken by UNESCO which resulted in the establishment of a regional network on values education. This network named the Asia-Pacific Network for International Education and Values Education (APNIEVE) has member-schools and individuals in many countries in the region. It takes human rights as one of the issues for school education. It aims to organize regional workshops, exchange information and personnel, undertake research, teacher training, curriculum development, etc. 
    Human rights teaching at higher levels of formal education also exists. India has a number of universities offering courses on human rights at both university and graduate levels. In a few other countries, human rights seems to be taught generally as part of the law curriculum rather than as a general subject for every university or graduate student.

    The University of Auckland's Asia Institute is planning to have a masteral degree program on human rights for members of non-governmental organizations in Asia-Pacific. It plans to have a multi-disciplinary approach to studying human rights. A similar masteral degree program on human rights is being planned in the University of Hong Kong. This program however is planned to be implemented by the university's school of law and thus would have more stress on the legal perspective in the study of human rights.

Contextualized teaching
Human rights educators in Asian schools generally recognize that teaching the principles of human rights covers discussion on the environmental problems, the economic condition of people, the culture of competition in modernizing societies, the hierarchical social-economic-political system of society, and the eroding values and traditions that previously protect the old, the weak and the disabled. The importance of these societal issues comes in several forms:
a. they constitute a crucial part of the content of the discussion on human rights. The presentation and discussion on human rights are related to the real-life experiences of the students that normally touch on various aspects from spiritual to social to economic. Some human rights curricula purposely look at the students' life at home and relate it to human rights. In the education on the Buraku issue in Japan, teachers encourage the students to relate to their classmates their experiences on discrimination or the effects on them of discrimination against the Buraku people as a whole;

b. they  provide the areas of interaction between students and society. Schools do appreciate the value of learning from their own community rather than merely from the teachers. Thus, students are required  to do such activities as field trips, dialogue with members of the community, research activities, and use these experiences as materials for discussion on human rights. The importance of learning from society as a whole becomes a key mode of understanding human rights. Education becomes society-oriented  in this manner;

c. they point to the need to make the school environment embody the principles of human rights and not mirror the defects of society. Human rights practiced in the school setting is an important element in teaching human rights. And no amount of intellectual discourses will make human rights more meaningful if the teachers and the school administrators fail to observe the human rights of the students and other people in the schools. 

    South Asian educators propose to make children understand human rights in the context of South Asia and not just their own national  or local context. This is a peculiar view that reflects very much the current problems within South Asia which hinge on the divisive issues of ethnic, religious and racial differences. This shows how human rights education is meant to contribute to the closing of the gaps between peoples by emphasizing their essential oneness in one geographical area. 

Existing program content
    The teaching of human rights in schools  (primary and secondary levels  specifically) has generally taken one common character. It has been taught as part of the existing subjects in schools. Different terms have been used to describe this system - infusion method, interstitial technique, and integrated approach . It would seem that there is a general acceptance of the feasibility of having human rights understood through the various subjects that are already taught in schools. A separate human rights subject may appear detached from the regular course curriculum and thus it needs to be redeveloped within the existing subjects. It is possible also that there is a practical reason to this issue: the unwillingness of the teachers to have additional subjects in their overloaded curriculum. After all, the teachers are the ones who actually do the teaching not the curriculum developers.  But still there are views in favor of having a separate subject in order to avoid the bureaucratic problem of having new curriculum and corresponding materials approved and employed in schools. 
    The teaching of human rights has traditionally been limited to the subject on civics or social studies. Examples can be found in the cases of Vietnam's education on citizen's rights and obligations. It has even been argued that human rights are already covered by the study of national philosophy and morals as in the case of Indonesia's Pancasila Moral Education and Civics program.  But at present it goes beyond the usual teaching of citizen's rights and duties. Human rights is discussed also in history, economics, and political system subjects. 
    It is thus not surprising to find efforts at teaching human rights in non-social science subjects. There are existing projects on the development of modules on human rights and mathematics (and science subjects). Examples of these can be seen in the Philippine experience. There is even a report on a plan to incorporate human rights in the music subject! 
    The Sri Lankan, Indian and Cambodian experiences show a stress on the teaching of values which relate to human rights. Such values can be based on religion (Buddhism for Sri Lanka and Cambodia) or national principles found in the Constitution (in the case of India). Or on both religions and national laws as in the case of Malaysia.

    The experience in Kunijima Highschool in Osaka (Japan) is an example of an integrated system of education that employs human rights principles both in teaching about non-discrimination and in designing the curriculum for a certain level of students. This is exemplified by the "Kunijima Highschool Comprehensive Free Curriculum System." 
    In South Asia, the general experience seems to follow two paths: separate subject for human rights and extra-curricular activities for human rights. Several groups have developed teaching modules that require several hours of class per month outside the usual school curriculum. The classes are still considered as school subjects but governed by separate rules such as the non-use of quantitative examination to gauge the students' degree of comprehension. In other programs, human rights teaching is in the form of extra-curricular activities. The Child Awareness Groups in Nepal and the Twinning Program in India are good examples. It has been observed that students are generally more receptive to studying human rights if it is done without the pressure of academic rules and are geared toward more practical learning within and outside the school.

    The initiatives in Asia have consistently included teacher training. Both government and non-governmental institutions are engaged in training teachers on the best possible way of teaching human rights. It can be assumed that these training activities include learning about the meaning of human rights and its application to the different aspects of life.

    These training activities are most likely emphasizing participatory teaching methods which put into practice such human rights concepts as respect for the individual, tolerance of differences, equality, participation, freedom of expression, among others. 

Factors for growth

    Despite the differences in the contexts of the human rights education activities in Asia, several common factors exist  as far as human rights education in schools is concerned. They can be categorrized into the following: 
a. close cooperation between the schools, the education ministry, other relevant government agencies, and the human rights institutions (whether government or non-governmental) - in many of the experiences cited here there is no single agency which has been developing the curriculum on human rights and related activities. Human rights institutions (either the national human rights institutions or the non-governmental organizations) are involved in cooperative effort with relevant government agencies;
b. review of curriculum - existing curricula are generally being reviewed to find ways of infusing human rights, and weeding out ideas that are not respectful of human rights;

c. development of materials - a substantial amount of materials have been made such as teachers' manuals, reference materials, sample modules, and other teaching aids in support of human rights education in schools in the many countries involved; 
d. teacher training requirement - it has been a common experience that mere development of curricula and materials are not sufficient measures to assure the effective teaching of human rights. Thus, programs have been developed for teachers to undergo practical training to be able to familiarize themselves with the concepts and methods involved;

e. monitoring system - due mainly to the fact that human rights education in schools is still relatively new, continuing monitoring of the teaching of human rights is found to be a necessary component to sustain the program and its development. 

    One other factor that may have to be added to this list is the need to involve the teachers themselves in any of the activities that support human rights education in schools. It should not be a case of "experts" telling teachers what to do. Teachers should have substantial participation in conceptualizing and developing curricula, materials and teacher training programs. 

    In four countries at least, government-established institutions such as the national human rights institutions play a very crucial role in initiating and maintaining support for the current programs for the schools. This can be seen in the experiences in the Philippines Indonesia, India and Sri Lanka.

    There are no formulas in having effective programs in teaching human rights in schools. The schools and institutions involved are continuously in search of better systems to promote human rights education in schools. 
Problem areas

    The progress made by the various institutions in the field of human rights education in schools did not occur without a lot of struggle to overcome a host of obstacles. The idea of human rights education does not easily create a positive image among many people. 

    Human rights has been understood in a variety of negative meanings. There are people who think that it is a Western or foreign idea that does not fit the Asian setting. Some think that it is too individualistic in orientation and therefore goes against the cultures in Asia which emphasize community welfare. And among those who are already involved in human rights education work, some may exclude themselves from being identified as  human rights educators. Many groups in Asia, for example, working on issues of marginalized people (bonded labor, women, urban poor, subsistence fisherfolk, subsistence farmers, minorities, etc.) would not classify their organizations as doing human rights work. They would consider only those organizations working on civil and political rights issues (such as problems involving military and police abuses) as human rights groups. 

    One school in Negros island, Philippines does not want to  strongly publicize its human rights education program for fear of negative reactions from some powerful members of society (particularly big landowners who would always suspect the influence of communist groups in activities relating to human rights). 

    Even among some of the so-called "alternative educators" in India, human rights is seen as opposite to duties and thus should be avoided. To study human rights is akin to learning political activism as one "alternative educator" sees it. 

    The biggest obstacle therefore is the understanding of human rights. It is wrongly seen  in many ways as a controversial idea that should not be dealt with. This is a parallel trend the escapes the influence of the United Nations' campaign on human rights during the last few years.

    Another obstacle refers to the government officials. There is a strong resistance to adopting human rights education in schools for fear that it will develop anti-government sentiment among students. Among the teachers, the teaching of rights is sometimes seen as a threat to their authority. They fear that learning about rights will make students "rebellious." They would like duties to be emphasized which fits the authoritarian atmosphere of many schools. The undemocratic system, however, within the schools is a factor in making students lose respect for human rights.

    Logistical resources is another problem. There are not enough funds made available to support the development of curricula and materials for teaching human rights. Groups are likewise hampered by the difficulty of  disseminating (whether in printed or training form) ideas and materials that have been developed. Many other initiatives within and outside their respective countries are hardly known and therefore inaccessible.

    There is also the issue of the appropriate approach to having a human rights education program in schools. Many would subscribe to the integration approach as means of assuring that human rights is not learned in isolation from the other areas of learning in school. Human rights, as an issue affecting almost every aspect of human existence, is  therefore needed to be taken up in various subjects in the curriculum. However, there are fears that integrating human rights in the existing subjects may dilute the understanding of human rights. Since teaching human rights requires good understanding of human rights concepts and employment of participatory teaching methods, not all teachers can be given this task. A kind of specialization is needed on the part of the teachers for human rights to be taught effectively. This line of thought supports the view that human rights should be taught as part of  extra-curricular activities and/or as separate subject.

    A related  issue is on the relationship between human rights education and values education. While the adoption of human rights as a subject of study in schools is welcomed, its incorporation into existing subjects on values is taken with caution. There is fear that, in certain contexts, the study of human rights may take on a relativist perspective and thus fail to uphold such basic human rights principles as universality and indivisibility of human rights. There is at least a need to have a careful review of the values education programs in light of human rights principles to avoid any suspicion that governments may want to prevent the understanding of human rights in its universal sense. This is particularly significant in Asia where the "Asian values" debate still goes on.

    These are only some of the obstacles that need to be confronted head-on by human rights educators. They have not stopped the development of human rights education programs in schools. They are nevertheless the serious obstacles in many countries where human rights education programs in schools have not been started or at the initial stages.

Reflections

    A serious assessment of the current experiences on human rights education in Asian schools will show that there are several factors that  propel the continuing development of the programs. These factors can be discerned from the expressions of hope among the people involved regarding the prospects of human rights education in schools.

    The motivation of  people currently involved in human rights education programs in schools is quite high despite the obstacles they face. This is true for both government and non-governmental institutions personnel. Among the non-governmental organizations, there is a perceptible increase in their interest to move human rights education beyond the non-formal educational system and into the formal education system.

    There is a growing interest within the formal education sector to develop and implement human rights education programs. A number of education institutions, from  teacher colleges and teachers' associations  to education research groups and institutes, are getting involved in the program. This is very significant in the development of programs as the perspective on the appropriate contents and methodology on human rights teaching will not  be subject only to so-called experts or "professional" curriculum and education material developers' opinions. Varied as well as practical considerations may be given more weight (specially those expressed by the teachers themselves) if more peoplle with different backgrounds are involved.

    There is also a growing support for more research on the existing experiences especially on specific issues affecting the existing programs. This is significant in the assessment and development  of programs.  Additionally, research focusing on Asian experiences may reveal significant elements of human rights education that adapt well to the Asian setting.

    Institutionalizing teacher training program on human rights education is becoming a trend at least at the level of planning. There is a widespread recognition in Asia of the need for teachers to have adequate knowledge of human rights and sufficient skills in employing participatory methods. Views about who should be trained varies. One view would like every school teacher to have human rights teaching as part of the regular training programs. Another view supports the idea of having a select group of teachers to undergo such training since they are the only ones tasked to teach human rights. 
    As a result of the multi-country workshops held by HURIGHTS OSAKA, people involved in the existing programs are proposing inter-country visits that will facilitate direct learning for participants by observing actual class activities. 
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