The case for human rights-based education

As a country we aspire to provide an education for our children that prepares them for a happy and productive life, in which they learn to have regard for others, in a setting in which they themselves are safe. These are human rights goals, although they are not always seen as such. 

There is growing evidence that being explicit about the human rights role of the school – basing it clearly on the right of every young person to an education that respects and helps realise their human rights and those of others – can have major impact on participation, engagement and achievement. 

Everyone has the right

The understanding that education is the key to meeting our individual and collective aspirations for a decent life has been at the heart of New Zealand education policy for seventy years.

It was strongly articulated by world-renowned educationalist C E Beeby, and the man who appointed him Director of Education, Peter Fraser. 

Under Fraser – who became Prime Minister in 1940 – strong convictions that all people are entitled to basic rights became New Zealand’s wartime agenda, and helped give rise to the international human rights framework that emerged after World War 2, starting with the United Nations Charter (1945) and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948).
Human rights are an expression of human aspirations for dignity, equality, security and freedom to reach one’s potential as a human being. Lord Cooke of Thorndon – arguably New Zealand’s most eminent jurist – was to describe the adoption of the Universal Declaration as one of the most significant dates in world history: cross-cultural international agreement for the first time that all people everywhere were entitled to certain basic rights by virtue of being human. The human rights outlined in the Declaration were to be promoted “by teaching and education” by “every individual and every organ of society”. 

The Universal Declaration and the international treaties that followed it, such as the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child, spelt out the right of every child and young person to an education that respects and helps realise their human rights and those of others.
Sixty years after the adoption of the Universal Declaration, although New Zealand fares well in international comparisons of educational achievement, clear human rights-related challenges remain: for example, a significant tail of underachievement in particular social groups, problems of student behaviour, teacher burn-out, lack of human rights knowledge.

Results through human rights-based education

These challenges are not unique. Based on growing international agreement, the United Nations General Assembly has adopted a World Programme for Human Rights Education (2005-), citing the following benefits of human rights-based education: 
· Helps improve the effectiveness of the national education system as a whole, enabling the education system to fulfil its fundamental mission to secure quality education for all

· Improves quality of learning achievements by promoting child-centred and participatory teaching and learning practices and processes

· Increases access to and participation in schooling by creating a rights-based learning environment that is inclusive and welcoming and fosters universal values, equal opportunities, diversity and non-discrimination

· Contributes to social cohesion and conflict prevention by supporting the social and emotional development of the child and by introducing democratic citizenship and values.

UN World Programme for HRE, Plan of Action

By adopting a whole-school framework of rights and responsibilities schools can

· Create a school culture that supports learning, generates enthusiasm and responsibility, and helps young people develop as New Zealand and global citizens

· Create a coherent and powerful school curriculum meeting the requirements of the New Zealand Curriculum

· Contribute to New Zealand meeting its legal obligations to respect, protect and fulfil human rights.
Whole-school adoption of a human rights approach can lead to: improved self-esteem, interpersonal relationships, and teacher-satisfaction; reduced absenteeism, bullying and vandalism; academic results. 
	udents from low decile schools are 4.5 times more likely to leave school with little or no formal educational attainment. 

Male students are four times more likely to be expelled than female students.

Pasifika students are seven times more likely to be expelled than European/Pakeha students

State of Education in New Zealand 2007 report

University of Auckland research revealed that in 2000 30% of students reported being bullied at school, and 20% reported feeling safe at school only sometimes or not at all. 12.9% of non-heterosexual students reported being bullied at least once a week.

In a 2003 UMR survey 21% of respondents had not heard of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the Human Rights Commission concluded in 2004 that “among the general population there is limited knowledge and understanding of human rights” 


"Every person, whatever his level of academic ability, whether he be rich or poor, whether he live in town or country, has a right as a citizen to a free education of the kind for which he is best fitted and to the fullest extent of his powers” 


NZ Department of Education 1939





“It has reminded me why I went into teaching in the first place”


Teacher
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