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Human Rights Education at the Digital/Global Age

Akihiko Morita

Based on the international definition of human rights, how 
can human rights education be universal in character? How can such 
type of education be translated into concrete programs?

Nature and Scope of Human Rights Education

Human rights education should be able to adapt to the different dynamics 
in society. This adaptation to the societal situation can consist of several 
components. 

First, human rights education must embrace intercultural education in 
a globalizing world. Intercultural education is education based on intercul-
turalism, a new political ideology which has been taking over multicultural-
ism recently.1

In my interpretation, interculturalism is a political ideology for man-
aging cultural and religious diversity by explicitly addressing the de-facto 
inequality from the perspective of each ethnic master-narrative in the given 
society and ensuring all parties equal participation in the process of making 
the new collective identity.

Second, human rights education must be culturally sensitive, meaning, 
it must be attentive and respectful of individual cultures, especially those of 
the marginalized and oppressed people. In this connection, human rights 
education must take sentimental education seriously as it arguably facili-
tates and expands a sense of equality among human beings as Richard Rorty 
stressed.2 

Third, human rights education must take into account the rapidly chang-
ing social/political/economic structure of societies and nurture individual 
mind-set, reframed by the recent development of science and technologies 
as the major engines of globalization. This new development is coined as 
“the information age”, where knowledge-production and information-pro-
cessing have become part of the mainstream society. 3
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The recent developments of the Information and Communication 
Technology (ict) are transforming the landscape of the media industry and 
the resulting commercialization, politicization and globalization are posing 
the most serious challenge to the ethics of the media.

Human rights education must address this issue squarely. In this regard, 
ict and other sciences and technologies such as Artificial Intelligence, Big 
Date Technology and Robotics should be utilized to promote human rights 
education.

Fourth, human rights education must also take into account the multi-
lingualization in the world.

For instance, English, a language spoken by 1.75 billion people world-
wide (and expected to be two billion by 2020), has been radically multilin-
gualized as much as localized.4 The view that there is one standard English 
in the world has been challenged.

Human rights education must aim at transforming societies and or-
ganizations from a homogeneity paradigm to a diversity paradigm5 and at 
reeducating monolingual English speakers who have no insight about the 
multicultural challenges to their English. In this regard, multilingual educa-
tion must be a part of human rights education.

In summary, intercultural education, sentimental education, stem 
(Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) education and multi-
lingual education must be parts of human rights education. 

Language Matters: Challenge for Human Rights Education in Japan

Lam Peng-Er contends that:6

While the Japanese state is relatively liberal, Japanese soci-
ety is not. Japanese state and society are unlikely to accept the 
notion that a democratic Japan should embrace distinct, autono-
mous, and equal Okinawan and Ainu nations within a multicul-
tural country. 

Peng-Er highlights the Japanese myth of its ethnic homogeneity and 
strong group orientation as obstacles and concludes that Japanese society 
is illiberal in the sense that a majority believes that assimilation is the best 
approach for foreigners and minorities.7
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I basically agree with his analysis with one reservation: any society can 
change. As Peng-Er anticipated, the one-party dominant system in Japan 
has finally broken down, following Italy, Sweden, Mexico, India and Taiwan.

The major challenge for the Japanese society is the psychological block 
against foreign languages/cultures which holds back most of Japanese peo-
ple from embracing different “others.”

As an ordinary Japanese student, I have also experienced many difficul-
ties in a multinational environment. When I worked for the United Nations 
Development Programme in New York during the 1992-1994 period, I suf-
fered serious culture shock in the multicultural working environment. 

In my account, the initial and major block for most of Japanese people 
in adapting to the multicultural and multilingual environment is their low 
self-esteem and self-confidence, which is implanted and becomes a second-
nature through their entire school days. As a result, most Japanese includ-
ing myself tend to be afraid of making mistakes in public and become very 
nervous when they face and need to speak in foreign languages, particularly 
English.

There are several remedies for overcoming this mental barrier. Exposing 
to multilingual environment under very safe and secured conditions is one 
of the most effective ways, in which we naturally learn that languages are 
equal and English is not a special language. What we need to keep in mind 
in this practice is developing and maintaining joyful and relaxed safe space 
in which no one feels scared making mistakes or simply expressing his/her 
own feelings and thoughts. Non-judgmental, affirmative and mutually trust-
ed community is the prerequisite for learning new language. In this regard, 
coaching exercise and mindfulness meditation could be utilized in making 
such a mind-set.

Once they overcome psychological difficulty and establish mutual trust 
in their learning group, we could move on to the next stage, cultivating and 
nurturing each student’s motivation. 

Young people in the digital age have become very diversified and indi-
viduated in interests and desires; a reality we need to accept and respect. 
So, it is important to facilitate and stimulate spontaneous curiosity through 
extensive reading and writing, following their own choices and to encour-
age each student to set own goal for which they need to master a particular 
foreign language. We, of course, should use proper audio-visual materi-
als in making foreign languages more familiar for students. I use on-line 
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learning material, “model diplomacy,” developed by the Council on Foreign 
Relations,8 which is designed for participatory and flexible learning.9 

I also use on-line conference system for organizing hybrid joint lecture 
with students/teachers in different parts of the world which helps students 
develop a natural sense of curiosity on foreign affairs and the people there.

Under the model diplomacy format, the students are assigned roles to 
play in a simulation of a “National Security Council” meeting. The students 
are oriented on the process of the “National Security Council” meeting. They 
do research and prepare materials to support their discussion in the meet-
ing according to their assigned role. The role-play comprises three rounds:10

In round 1, students briefly explain their positions, summa-
rizing their position memos. Round 2 is an open deliberation in 
which students argue for or against others’ positions while de-
fending, and perhaps adapting, their own. In round 3, students 
state their final policy recommendations, ideally demonstrating 
an ability to compromise and take into account the positions 
presented in the preceding rounds. Finally, the president an-
nounces a policy decision. This announcement may occur at the 
end of the role-play or in a subsequent class session.

The teacher asks questions to the students to wrap up the role play:11

 Students should shed their assigned roles and discuss their 
personal perspectives on the simulation experience, the policy 
debate, and the final direction. After wrapping up, assign all stu-
dents the section 4 policy review memo, which they will use to 
reflect on the NSC process, the case, and the deliberation. This 
should come from their personal perspective, not their assigned 
role.

I also use on-line conference system for organizing hybrid joint lecture 
with students/teachers in different parts of the world which helps students 
to develop a natural sense of curiosity on foreign affairs and people in other 
countries.

Finally, as the saying goes, seeing is believing, we have to develop mul-
tilingual, multicultural and multi-faith community in Japan. For this end, 
it is crucial to develop proper rules and regulations on the arrival of non-
Japanese to the country that subscribe to respect for different languages, 
cultures and faiths. 
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Experimental Human Rights Education

I started teaching at Shokei Gakuin University in 2010 and immediately 
found that most of students had no experience of talking to and even meet-
ing foreigners during their college life.

I asked all the students enrolled in my class, “Introduction to Global 
Studies”, to participate in the Sendai Global Festa, an annual international 
gathering, as volunteers. I also invited practitioners working in the interna-
tional field as guest speakers in my class.

However, although their global lectures impressed my students, they 
often tended to take it as fire on the opposite shore. Only those who went 
abroad under the fieldtrip or exchange program gained some global per-
spective, their number was very limited and had small impact on others.

I also learned that most of the students already lost their natural interest 
in and even developed a sense of hatred against foreign languages, particu-
larly English during their school days.

In 2013, I happened to meet the members of Hippo Family Club at the 
Sendai Global Festa and remembered how joyfully they acquired foreign 
languages and considered their method useful for my class.

The lex Institute – Hippo Family Club (the Institute for Language 
Experience, Experiment and Exchange) is a non-profit corporation founded 
in 1981. Based on the theme “Scientifically exploring humans and languages,” 
it aims at natural acquisition of several languages (multiple languages) re-
gardless of age through (1) community-based activities known as “Families;” 
(2) opportunities to meet with people from all over the world through “in-
ternational exchanges;” and (3) “research activities” exploring languages 
through natural science.12 There are presently about 20,000 members par-
ticipating in “Families” in approximately seven hundred locations through-
out Japan with members consisting of the very young (babies) to the very 
old (99 years old).

First trial

After an initial lecture by the Hippo Family Club member in the spring of 
2014, I introduced the multilingual language acquisition program of the 
Hippo Family Club (Hippo) at Shokei Gakuin University as a formal cur-
riculum for the first time in the history of Japanese higher education institu-
tions in the spring of 2015. 
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Students enjoyed multilingual games and repeating recorded multilin-
gual stories together and shared their insights.

There are many multilingual games, named sada, created by Hippo 
members designed for participants to enjoy together through body-move-
ment and dance in which students naturally learn that language is not 
monologue and verbal but holistic and bodily oral dialogue.

Multilingual stories are well scripted, one of which describes a histo-
ry of friendship among young friends from USA, Korea, Japan, Singapore 
and Mexico and recorded in different languages so that students could 
guess what they talk about while listening to the same stories in different 
languages. 

Group activity – Farmer in the dell.

city, Yamagata. The students in the school interacted with students in San 
Francisco, Tokyo, Chiba and Nagasaki through zoom,14  the latest on-line 
conference system.

 In April 2017, I started a hybrid global education program by using 
zoom. I also introduced “model diplomacy from the Council on Foreign 
Relations”. 

At first, I invited Ms. Aya Terajima, a young English teacher, entrepre-
neur and a student of Meiji University who launched a revolutionary English 
education program, to my class through zoom. She developed an English 
education program in which students with English deviation score 3015 man-
aged to improve their English proficiency in half a year and become eligible 
for universities in the U.S. She delivered a special lecture on how students 
Speaking up in public.
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The reactions from the students were beyond expectations: 
•	 My view of foreign languages has changed. I used to hate them be-

cause they were difficult and I couldn’t understand anything.  Now 
I have a grasp of what is being said and have decided to mimic them 
for the time being. 

•	 I am surprised that I have begun to grasp the meaning of what is 
being sung in songs that I didn’t understand at all in the beginning.

•	 I had thoughts about how fun it would be to speak with many peo-
ple, but this class has convinced me that I have to speak with people 
from other countries.  

In addition to the students’ very positive comments, I also learned an 
extremely valuable insight from one of my faculty members. After listen-
ing to my brief explanation about my experimental multilingual class, she 
instantly commented that it was exactly human rights education as students 
learn to see any language as equal and eventually recognize every human as 
equal regardless of their origin, language and culture.

In fact, Yo Sakakibara, a founder of Hippo Family Club, has already dis-
covered this multilingual dynamics:13

Any two-way relationship has a tendency toward the abso-
lute, with ample potential for polarization and confrontation. A 
three-way relationship, on the other hand, is all about relativity; 
it encourages coexistence, tolerance. And the uncertainty such 
a relationship triggers in our mind offers us the opportunity to 
discover new things about ourselves. 

For example, suppose we give English-only story tapes to 
the children in our language program. No matter how much 
English this exposes them to, it will always be the “other” lan-
guage for them, as opposed to Japanese.

Now suppose that instead, we give the children story tapes 
in two or more foreign languages. As they listen to all these lan-
guages at once, their preferences fluctuate: “I like this language. 
No, I like that one!” These fluctuations begin to affect how they 
view their mother tongue, too.

Second trial

On 15 November 2016, I organized the intercultural hybrid workshop for 
Japanese and foreign students at Kunori Gakuen High School in Yonezawa   
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city, Yamagata. The students in the school in-
teracted with students in San Francisco, Tokyo, 
Chiba and Nagasaki through zoom,14 the latest 
on-line conference system.

In April 2017, I started a hybrid global edu-
cation program by using zoom. I also intro-
duced “model diplomacy from the Council on 
Foreign Relations.” 

At first, I invited Ms. Aya Terajima, a 
young English teacher, entrepreneur and a stu-
dent of Meiji University who launched a revo-
lutionary English education program, to my 
class through zoom. She developed an English 

education program in which students with English deviation score 3015 man-

(Top and bottom) Intercultural hybrid workshop for Japanese and foreign students at 
Kunori Gakuen High School
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Joint lectures between Shokei Gakuin University and Hung Kuang University in Taiwan.

aged to improve their English proficiency in 
half a year and become eligible for universi-
ties in the U.S. She delivered a special lec-
ture on how students should study English, 
focusing on main pitfalls they tend to fall. 
Her lecture gave students an opportunity 
to reflect and review their learning method 
objectively and relieve them of groundless 
inferiority complex about English.

This time, I also connected our real 
classroom in the campus with the head-
quarters of the Hippo Family Club in Tokyo. 
In the hybrid class, students enjoyed inter-
acting with the young interns from differ-
ent parts of the world with different mother 
tongues stationed at the headquarters by 

playing multilingual games and repeating recorded multilingual stories. 
They also shared their insights simultaneously through zoom. 

I also held joint lectures between Shokei Gakuin University and Hung 
Kuang University in Taiwan through zoom.

On 27 November 2017, I held a special session on the future of nuclear 
energy policy ‒ lessons from the Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant Accident 
at the International Disaster and Risk Conference 2017, Sendai, Japan with 
a special lecture from a professor in Turkey using zoom. He was able to 
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deliver his speech on-line and joined our discussion, with simultaneous in-
terpretation and shared with both on-line and off-line audience.

Third trial

In 2018, I expanded the human rights education program by introducing 
two special lectures on languages, one on-line lecture by Ms. Aya Terajima 
and an off-line one by a Hippo member. The introductory lectures facili-
tated the interest of students on issues beyond the campus, which I hoped 
would lead to a sense of global citizenship for which human rights form the 
ethical foundation.

I also revised my curriculum about “model diplomacy,” developed by 
the Council on Foreign Relations. This year, I selected two topics, “Global 
Climate Change” and “North Korea Nuclear Threat,” and asked students to 
form small groups, choose one of the two topics and discuss the issue in 
“model diplomacy” format. 

Each group made presentation in English at the end of the course.
At the first class, I explained to students that language was a core ele-

ment of identity and respect to each individual unique identity was the foun-
dation of human rights and the goal of this class was for students to learn 
working and developing together each unique identity in a collaborative and 
affirmative environment. In my account, Japanese students are educated to 
follow teachers and their internal majority group and have a few experiences 
of facing each other as unique individual because their learning environ-
ment forces them to be indifferent to others’ “difference.” It is my firm belief 
that individual identity could only develop through social interaction in safe 
and secured community and proper language education provides the most 
effective opportunity for identity building exercise as group work. 16

In addition to standard multilingual language acquisition program of 
the Hippo Family Club, I also introduced experimental multilingual class in 
which students listened to a similar story in several languages and discussed 
them in groups. 

At the end of the course, we organized an on-line panel with Professor 
Goro Christoph Kimura of Sophia University (Tokyo), Professor Ryoko 
Matsuzaki of Keimyung University (South Korea) and two Christian foreign 
missionaries.17



Human Rights Education at the Digital/Global Age 259

We all agreed on the importance of being open-minded, learning to-
gether and respecting diversity in leaning languages; the same conditions 
for human rights education.

Some Reflections 

This experiment developed based on my experience as a human rights edu-
cator, having experimented participatory human rights education method 
by using expressive arts therapy for the last twelve years as well as the new 
insights that I obtained recently through exercising lex multilingual pro-
gram, coaching18 and mindfulness program.19

In our experimental classes, I found that a sense of equality of human 
beings and open-mindedness could be nurtured through developing emo-
tional awareness of languages as equal and that a multilingual environment 
under affirmative conditions helps in developing such a sense of open-
mindedness and a sense of compassion for the “different” others.20

At the first class, I emphasized to the students who kept quiet on my 
question and held back from speaking in English that language was not a 
subject for ranking and dividing students and what you could develop to-
gether. Hippo family members always try to look for the positive side in the 
students’ responses and encourage them to feel relaxed and enjoy classes by 
demonstrating it as role-model. 

We should more seriously consider how language education could and 
should be incorporated into human rights education. Particularly, multilin-
gual education is yet to be explored scientifically and we need to research 
and develop a program in order to incorporate it into the formal curriculum 
in tertiary education.

Then, we need to examine how we can develop a sense of sentiment 
through on-line program which lacks face-to-face contact that carries body 
communication as basis of emotion/sentiment.

My preliminary experiment of on-line workshops ascertained the hy-
pothesis that the crowd-based education program could be more effective if 
equipped properly with necessary technologies. 

In order to examine the above hypothesis, we need to develop prop-
er technologies on virtual education program and to examine how and in 
what setting virtual orality would deepen human compassion in the on-line 
coaching training session as a test case.
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In this connection, we should learn from Minerva University (estab-
lished in 2012) which fully employs on-line, real-time and synchronous sem-
inars instead of lectures in physical class and succeeds in engaging students 
in very active and committed learning.

The university’s on-line seminars with the assistance of advanced tech-
nologies, demonstrate unparalleled advantage in promoting active learning 
against physical classrooms. For instance, we can see only a few of partici-
pants sitting around a table simultaneously whereas we can see all faces on 
the computer screen, which gives each participant a sense of equal access 
and full participation. Moreover, computer-based virtual seminars can be 
supported by various technologies such as voice/facial expression sensing/
analysis and engagement prompts which are not available in off-line class.21

We also need to examine the possibility of using the fifth generation cel-
lular mobile communications technology (5G), which is expected to trans-
form the entire communications industry. We need to find out how 5G can 
transform on-line education. 

I am also planning to conduct an experiment on how new technology 
like Virtual Reality/Augmented Reality/Mixed Reality could expand the pos-
sibilities of on-line education. I have submitted the proposal for workshop at 
the Converge 2019, the global conference of International Coach Federation 
(icf), a world association of professional coaches for sharing my findings.

Finally, we must delve into and revive our indigenous resources which 
have been marginalized in the modernization process. For instance, mind-
fulness meditation and whole system approach such as “World Café” are 
said to have originated in Japan, but became theorized/structured in the 
West and were recently re-introduced to Japan.

As Charles Taylor emphasized, the more we understand our own path 
to modernity, the better equipped we could understand and accept the dif-
ference with other cultures.22
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