
Rights and Responsibilities Agreements: joining the dots 

Rights & Responsibilities Agreements are negotiated “charters” governing conduct in classrooms and the school. As implied, the starting point is rights agreed to apply to everyone in the class/school; the responsibilities are those that directly flow from the rights. Rights & Responsibilities Agreements have been shown to be a key tool in the development of a rights-respecting culture in the school, and in learning about the human rights framework and how it has developed and is maintained.

The international human rights framework that has emerged during the last century to act as a cross-cultural ethical guide to individual, organisational and state behaviour is a product of extensive negotiation and agreement. While it doesn’t guarantee rights-respecting behaviour, it has set clear standards and contributed to it.

The development of negotiated Rights & Responsibilities Agreements replicates this process in the school and has been shown to have the following results:

· The freedom of expression and participation involved in the negotiation process gives students stronger ownership of the resulting behaviour codes, with improved compliance because they perceive it as fair

· The inevitable discussion that develops about “needs versus wants” helps students develop more responsible attitudes towards their rights 

· By working on an Agreement for the whole class, students develop the understanding that their rights are also others’ rights

· By experiencing the negotiation process, students understand that the development of human rights has involved degrees of consensus and compromise.

· Students learn that rights need to be declared and defended.

Based on Hampshire experience HRiE recommends that class agreements are followed up by the development of whole-school agreements.

Explicit mapping of the negotiated rights to human rights outlined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child or Universal Declaration of Human Rights is a critical step in building understanding of human rights and prompts a valuable discussion of the relative importance of various rights.
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