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Context of Human Rights Education 
in��������������   Asian Schools

Jefferson R. Plantilla

Misunderstanding of human rights and human rights education, fear of 
government disapproval of human rights education, and fear of human 
rights education as additional burden to teachers are some of the obstacles 

to having open and full support for human rights education in Asian schools. Both 
governments and educators may find solace in considering certain educations as hu-
man rights education, or in teaching human rights under different names, or using 
broader educational frameworks that incorporate human rights education. 1 

And for those who agree with the teaching of 
human rights in schools, they face the problem 
of inadequate reference and teaching/learning 
materials, lack of training on human rights and 
human rights education, lack of support from the 
education/school officials, and even lukewarm 
support from the parents and community. 

Human rights education in schools devel-
oped in different periods of time and forms. As 
explained in the 1998 consultation workshops 
report of HURIGHTS OSAKA, education 
programs that relate to human rights arose as 
responses 

to problems faced by groups in society who 
were disadvantaged or discriminated. Human 
rights education in schools can be traced to the 
time when schools began to teach the ideas of 
democracy, social justice, national independence 
and the right of people to their own (human) 
dignity and well-being.2

A second phase in its development occurred 
when

schools have to deal with more concrete issues such 
as the discrimination against the Buraku people 

in Japan, or the abuses that children suffer in the 
hands of parents, relatives, family friends, teachers, 
school heads and strangers. Human rights educa-
tion eventually has to deal with real issues that 
students face in school, family and society.3

The appreciation of issues considered im-
portant in a particular time determined the type 
of education that facilitated the teaching and 
learning of human rights.

Issues

International definitions of human rights 
education adopted by governments should 
have settled any debate on how the teaching 
and learning of human rights should be done 
inside the classroom and the school as a whole. 
The UNESCO-organized international confer-
ence on human rights education in 1993 in 
Montreal, Canada, and followed by the 1999 
Asia-Pacific conference in Pune, India provide 
such international definition of human rights 
education.4 The Vienna Declaration and Pro-
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gramme of Action that came out of the 1993 
World Conference on Human Rights, and the 
subsequent United Nations (UN) General 
Assembly resolutions on the UN Decade for 
Human Rights Education (1995-2004) and 
its plan of action also provide the definition of 
human rights education.5 The variety of forms 
of human rights education in Asian schools, 
however, seems to indicate lack of subscription 
to such internationally agreed definitions.

From these international definitions, it is 
normal to expect that human rights education 
means the study of human rights, their concepts 
and mechanisms (local and also international). 
Others argue otherwise, however, in view of 
practical difficulties of changing curriculums 
and syllabuses, and the opportunity provided by 
existing “educations” that may indirectly cover 
human rights. In latter case, human rights are 
effectively “hidden” or made implicit.

But whether human rights are explicitly 
or implicitly/indirectly taught, there are issues 
to ponder upon. There are questions on how 
other “educations” may or may not actually 
provide human rights education. I discuss the 
different “educations” and point out some of 
these issues. 

Another set of issues refer to the extent by 
which students learned or not learned human 
rights in countries that have formal support 
for human rights education. Do students re-
ally understand human rights? If so, do they 
acquire such understanding in schools? What 
do schools do to facilitate such understanding 
of human rights?

There are also issues relating to the national 
and regional environments that are meant to 
support human rights education in the formal 
education system. 

Explicit human rights education
 
Human rights taught explicitly can be in 

the form of legal education. The Philippine 
experience is instructive in this regard. The 

Popularizing The Law Program of the Univer-
sity of the Philippines’ Law Center is basically 
education about law in general. But it contains 
a component on human rights, a distinct section, 
which introduces the international human rights 
standards.6 This is an example of the view that 
legal education per se may not properly convey 
human rights messages unless explicit mention 
of human rights is made. Constitutional provi-
sions, for example, provide very rich bases for 
discussing related international human rights 
standards. Legal education can also introduce 
specific human rights that the constitutional 
provisions do not cover.7

Values education is another vehicle for hu-
man rights education. As defined by the �����Asia-
Pacific Network on International Education 
and Values Education (APNIEVE),8 human 
rights����������������������������������������        constitute one of the main issues that 
should be covered in values education. This 
view follows the UNESCO agenda of covering 
peace, sustainable development, environment, 
and human rights, among other issues, in its 
education programs. UNESCO interprets its 
own principles of universality, diversity, and 
dignity as “closely related to the values of justice, 
solidarity, tolerance, sharing and equity, respect 
for human rights and democratic principle.”9

However, the interpretation of values educa-
tion may differ from country to country. It is 
possible that the words “human rights” might 
not even be mentioned, or related words might 
be used. Australia’s ���������������������������  2004-2008 Values Education 
Programme����������   based on The National Framework 
for Values Education (2003) is an example of the 
latter situation. Under the National Framework, 
there are nine values to be promoted�.10 The 
values  of “Freedom” and “Tolerance and Inclu-
sion” are considered human rights concepts.����  ���It 
is not known however whether or not teachers 
in explaining these values mention that they are 
human rights values too. In countries where hu-
man rights are considered too politically sensi-
tive, it is highly possible that values education 
does not mention human rights.

In the case of the Philippines, several govern-
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ment documents put human rights education 
under values education. An early list of values 
had two sets of values: “core values” and “related 
values”. The seven identified “core values” did 
not directly relate to human rights. Thus hu-
man rights came under “related values”, which 
meant that human rights were subsidiary values. 
This violated government orders and even the 
constitutional provision on the teaching of hu-
man rights in all educational institutions.11 For-
tunately, the teaching exemplars subsequently 
produced by the Department of Education and 
the Philippine Commission on Human Rights 
discuss human rights as values to be integrated 
in various learning areas and not merely as sub-
sidiary values under values education.12

Implicit” human rights education

Civic education is one form of human rights 
education when it is defined in an international 
context so that citizens are treated also as indi-
viduals “entitled to all the rights inherent in the 
human condition”.13  In promoting civic edu-
cation with intrinsic human rights component 
UNESCO asserts that

Civics education should not barricade itself be-
hind a narrow vision of the nation and citizenship. 
What we have to promote is international, and 
then worldwide, citizenship.
Another UNESCO statement presents the 

new view on civic education in the following 
manner:14

Civic education programmes have become an 
increasingly important means for countries to 
educate citizens about their rights and respon-
sibilities. Increasing pluralism within states has 
encouraged the development of civic education 
programmes that go beyond simple ‘patriotic’ 
models of citizenship requiring uncritical loyalty 
to the nation state. By defining ‘citizenship’ in 
terms of human rights and civic responsibilities, 
civic education programmes attempt to avoid 
concepts of ‘citizenship’ that define nationality in 
terms of ethnic, religious or cultural identity. The 

aspiration is that concepts of citizenship based on 
human rights and responsibilities may make it 
more difficult to mobilise political conflict around 
identity issues. It has therefore become the norm 
for modern civic education programmes to have a 
strong human rights values base, to make specific 
reference to children’s rights and address issues 
related to diversity and the rights of minorities 
within society.

How many of the civic education programs 
in Asian countries subscribe to this view? How 
many of these programs are still in the mold of 
training  ‘good’ citizens, and not ‘training hu-
man beings and citizens’? 

This problem would not exist if civic edu-
cation were considered part of human rights 
education. In expressing concern for the view 
that “human rights” are another item that has 
to compete for space in the school curriculum, 
the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission of Australia (HREOC) argues that 
human rights education includes civic educa-
tion. 15 This is the reverse of the usual view that 
civic education (arguably considered to be an 
older “education” than human rights education) 
includes the teaching of human rights.

 Civic education and human rights education 
can likewise be viewed as separate educations 
that lack complementarity. This means that civic 
education does not necessarily (or at least not 
directly) promote human rights.

The same concern may be raised in coun-
tries that argue that human rights are taught 
in schools through religious education, peace 
education, and moral studies. There is still a 
need to ensure that human rights, recognized as 
related to religious, moral and other principles, 
are taught properly.� 

Other educations

In Mongolia and likely in some countries 
in Central Asia, “Street Law program” has 
been the vehicle for human rights education. 

Context of Human Rights Education in Asian Schools
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The “Street Law program” can be interpreted 
as a combination of legal education and civic 
education16 with human rights education com-
ponent. But the Mongolian experience shows 
the problem of adopting an education program 
without adaptation to the local context.  Thus 
the Mongolian legal education program for 
secondary schools, based on the “street law pro-
gram” and probably other education programs 
introduced into the country, is characterized as 
not conforming to “the realities and needs of dif-
ferent communities. This is because most of the 
materials in this curriculum are translated from 
other languages and cultures.” 17 Thus while 
a program might have a strong human rights 
education component, it might fail to deliver its 
message (human rights in particular) because of 
the lack of adaptation to the local context.

This brings out the issue of transplantation 
of education programs. One author explains that 
unless an education program takes into serious 
account the national context (including national 
history) in introducing human rights, the educa-
tion program may appear as an alien program 
transplanted into local educational 
soil.18 Another author expresses 
the same view in describing the 
adaptation of an American material 
on legal education into Taiwanese 
context by replacing American legal 
provisions and jurisprudence with 
those of Taiwan.19

Global education and multicul-
tural education (which can include 
human rights as content) brought 
from another region (North Ameri-
ca or Europe) into countries in Asia 
might be facing similar problems 
experienced in Mongolia and other 
countries on the transplantation of 
education programs.

Finally, it is important to con-
sider subjects such as English 
Language as a vehicle in teaching 
human rights. Gender-inclusive 
English promotes human rights 

concepts. Students learn human rights concepts 
as they practice English using gender-inclusive 
words, and in avoiding words that exclude, 
marginalize or denigrate either sex.20

Human rights awareness21

Has human rights education in Asian 
schools (in various forms and names) led to 
human rights awareness of students? 

The survey of students in India, Japan and 
the Philippines provides an answer to this ques-
tion. The survey covered these countries because 
of their governments’ support for human rights 
education in schools over a considerable period 
of time.

Using a 69-item questionnaire, the survey 
measured the human rights awareness of sec-
ondary students (with an average age of fifteen 
years) as well as their experience in learning 
human rights in school. The results of the 
responses in some questions are provided as 
illustrative examples.22

Table 1. Knowledge of Human Rights By Countries
India

N = 2039
Japan

N = 2635
Philippines
N = 2001

Total

F % F % F % F %
Knowledge of HR
Yes 2005 98.3 2493 94.6 1928 96.4 6426 96.26
No 11 0.5 112 4.3 30 1.5 153 2.29
NR 23 1.1 30 1.1 43 2.1 96 1.44

Total 2039 100 2635 100 2001 100 6675 100
Knowledge of UDHR*
Yes 1353 66.4 1020 38.7 599 29.9 2972 44.52
No 604 29.6 1570 59.6 1356 67.8 3530 52.88
NR 82 4 45 1.7 46 2.3 173 2.59

Total 2039 100 2635 100 2001 100 6675 100
Knowledge of CRC**
Yes 1480 72.6 1454 55.2 1134 56.7 4068 60.94
No 441 21.6 1133 43.0 813 40.6 2387 35.76
NR 118 5.8 48 1.8 54 2.7 220 3.30

Total 2039 100 2635 100.0 2001 100 6675 100
Note: Frequency (F); Percentage (%)
* Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
** Convention on the Rights of the Child
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Almost all secondary students surveyed 
(average of 96.26%) in the three countries re-
sponded that they know human rights. Follow-
up questions on knowledge of specific human 
rights instruments show much lower percent-
ages. Knowledge of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR) has a general aver-
age of 44.52% broken into 30% to 39% in the 
Philippines and Japan respectively, but higher 
average (almost 67%) in India. The Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (CRC), on the other 
hand, is more known with 60.94% general aver-
age and 55% for Japan, 57% for the Philippines 
and a higher 72.6% for India. 

The total average of responses from the three 
countries shows that the schools provide the 
most knowledge on human rights followed by 
the media. But while the respondents in India 
and Japan supported this general trend, those in 
the Philippines chose the family as the second-
ary source of human rights knowledge, instead 
of the media.23 

The internet is a poor source of human rights 
knowledge in all three countries. The students 

in India and the Philippines obviously face dif-
ficulties in accessing internet facilities compared 
to those in Japan. And yet the results in the 
three countries all have low averages. Does this 
mean that the internet does not provide enough 
information on human rights for students? Or, 
is the internet unattractive medium for human 
rights information dissemination? The results 
indicate a need to review the internet as a useful 
tool for human rights promotion.  

In relation to school environment, 46% of 
respondents in Japan answered that schools 
“sometimes” respect human rights. 56% of the 
respondents from the Philippines, on the other 
hand, said the same. Respondents in India, 
however, answered that school “often” respect 
human rights with an average of 52% responses, 
and only an average of 36% answered “some-
times.” (See Table 3 next page)

On the impact of human rights education, 
most respondents from India (70.8%) and the 
Philippines (59.4%) said that it would lead to 
the exercise of human rights. But those in Japan 
have lower average of 37.6% supporting this 
view.  (See Table 4 next page)

Those who answered that students would 
invoke their rights to defend themselves range 
from 18% (India) to 24% (Japan) to 29% (Phil-
ippines). The percentage of respondents saying 
human rights education would lead to the “ex-
ercise of rights and responsibilities” is higher 
(54.28%). Combining the “invoke rights” and 
“exercise rights and responsibilities” responses 
results in almost 90% of the respondents in 
India and the Philippines and a lower 62% in 
Japan taking action on their rights.

The results of the survey point to the need 
to improve the teaching and learning of human 
rights in schools.  While the survey indicates 
awareness of human rights among secondary 
students in the survey, this is not necessarily 
equivalent to a proper understanding and ap-
plication of the concepts. Much work remains 
even in schools that are supposedly already 
involved in human rights education.

Table 2. Sources of Knowledge of Human Rights*
Source 

of knowl-
edge

India
N = 2039

Japan
N = 2635

Philippines
N= 1928**

F % F % F %
Family/
parents 1134 55.6 756 28.7 1510 78.3

Media 1480 72.6 1743 66.1 1165 60
Internet, 
websites 187 9.2 201 7.6 446 23.1

Gov’t. 
agencies 250 12.3 334 12.7 503 26.1

Neigh-
bors 212 10.4 54 2.0 544 28.2

Schools 1632 80 2172 82.4 1615 83.8
Legal 
docu-
ments

273 13.4 231 8.8 251 13.0

Others 131 6.4 92 3.5 145 7.5
*Multiple responses.

Context of Human Rights Education in Asian Schools
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Supporting mechanisms

This brings out the issue of mechanisms that 
respond to the needs in teaching and learning 
human rights in schools. Are there programs 
and resources that directly support teachers in 
teaching human rights? There are number of 
projects supporting human rights education 
in schools ranging from material development 
(teaching aids, reference documents), to train-
ing activities for teachers or teacher-trainors, to 
human rights activities (such as celebration of 
human rights day) sponsored by government 
agencies, human rights centers and non-gov-
ernmental organizations.

Regional project

HURIGHTS OSAKA 
adopted a Southeast Asia 
project, as a result of the 
1998 consultation work-
shop it organized in Indo-
nesia, that support human 
rights education in the 
schools of the subregion. 
The project started with a 
series of activities involving 
educators, education offi-
cials and non-governmental 
organization workers in 
Southeast Asia.24 There 
were training workshops 
in 1999 and 2002. The 
2002 workshop led to the 
development of human 
rights lesson plans that were 
edited and published as 
Human Rights Lesson Plans 
for Southeast Asian Schools 
in 2004.25 The publication 
was subsequently translated 
into several languages in 
Southeast Asia, in addition 
to translation into Manda-

rin, and in Japanese and Farsi versions for the 
lesson plans. The publication now has Bahasa 
Indonesia, Bahasa Melayu, Khmer and Viet-
namese versions, all in printed version. A Thai 
version is also available for the lesson plans. 

These translation efforts are also supple-
mented by training activities. In Malaysia, the 
Malaysian National Human Rights Commis-
sion (SUHAKAM) uses the Bahasa Melayu 
version of the publication as one of the resource 
materials in the human rights component of the 
courses for teachers on the new citizenship and 
civic education. SUHAKAM collaborates with 
the Malaysian Ministry of Education (MOE) 
on training teachers on human rights.26 In 
Cambodia, the Ministry of Education, Youth 

Table 3. School Respects Human Rights

School respects 
human rights 
of students

India
N = 2039 Japan

N = 2635
Philippines
N = 2001

Total

F % F % F % F %
Never 213 10.4 695 26.4 113 5.6 1021 15.30

Sometimes 734 36.0 1205 45.7 1129 56.4 3068 46.00
Often 1060 52.0 491 18.6 737 36.8 2288 34.28
NR 32 1.6 244 9.3 22 1.1 298 4.46

Table 4.  Students’ Behavior
India

N = 2039
Japan

N = 2635
Philippines
N = 2001

Total

F % F % F % F %
Invoke rights 
to defend 
themselves 

365 17.9 638 24.2 582 29.1 1585 23.75

Abuse their 
rights 205 10.1 495 18.8 210 10.5 910 13.63

Exercise rights 
and responsi-
bilities

1444 70.8 990 37.6 1189 59.4 3623 54.28

NR 25 1.2 512 19.4 20 1.0 557 8.34

Total 2039 100 2635 100 2001 100 6675 100
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and Sports (MOEYS) adopted the  "Human 
Rights Integration in School Curriculum, Text-
book/Teacher's Guide and School Environment 
– 2005-2007" which considers the Khmer ver-
sion of the publication as a training material.27 It 
introduced the Khmer version of the publication 
to the education and human rights community 
in Cambodia in the “National Consultation 
Workshop for Human Rights Integration 
Planning into School Curricula” in 2005. The 
Cambodian MOEYS was able to secure funds 
to implement the plan in 2007, particularly on 
training on how to integrate human rights into 
the school curriculum. 

In Indonesia, the publication is used in 
teacher training workshops. And in Laos, the 
publication has been used as one of the reference 
materials in developing Laotian human rights 
lesson plans. In Thailand, the publication’s les-
son plans (Thai version) are also used in teacher 
training activities.

The Southeast Asia project is an example of a 
subregional project that has meaning only when 
related national activities are held. Its impact 
depends on the degree of support it provides 
to national-level initiatives.

National support system

The research project of HURIGHTS 
OSAKA on analysis of educational policies and 
the survey of human rights awareness of second-
ary students provides a glimpse of the current 
situation of human rights education in schools 
in Asia. The policy analysis component of the 
project covers four countries – India, Japan, the 
Philippines and Sri Lanka – that are considered 
to have substantial experience on human rights 
education in schools. 

The early government programs on human 
rights in schools in Asia can be considered to 
be those from Japan (since late 1960s in the 
form of Dowa Education), Sri Lanka (in the 
early 1980s) and the Philippines (in the mid-
1980s). The research report presents the general 
constitutional and legal support for human 

rights education in schools existing in the four 
countries. The policy support for Japan and the 
Philippines are specifically adopted for human 
rights education in the form of law/executive 
orders, national action plans, and administra-
tive orders. 

But while these policies are supportive of 
human rights education there is much room 
for improvement in view of their weaknesses. 
In summary, the weaknesses take varied and 
contradictory forms, such as the following:28

a.	 The current general educational policies are 
not explicitly supportive of human rights 
education. Any change in the basic school 
curriculum in support of human rights edu-
cation is seen as problematic due to the costs 
involved, its implication on the academic 
requirements, and the fear of neglect of du-
ties in favor of rights (Japan). The reformed 
school curriculum, on the other hand, ei-
ther no longer mentions human rights (Sri 
Lanka), or stresses examinations which limit 
the space for innovations that human rights 
education may bring (India);

b.	While some specific educational policies are 
meant for human rights education, they lack 
financial support, monitoring, and account-
ability system (Japan, Philippines);

c.	W here the curriculum provides space for 
teaching/learning human rights, the em-
phasis has been on “rules and regulations, 
duties and responsibilities” (Sri Lanka), or 
the statement of rights refer to legal/con-
stitutional rights without explicit link to 
international human rights standards (India 
and the Philippines);

d.	The curriculum design is influenced by the 
stress on “patriotism” and “nationalism” 
which demand loyalty and duty from stu-
dents, and consequently ignore human rights 
(Philippines, Japan).

Unless these weaknesses are addressed, the 
educational policies would inhibit human rights 
education in schools in the four countries, in 
one way or another. 

Context of Human Rights Education in Asian Schools
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These results also show how important edu-
cational policies and programs are in implement-
ing human rights education programs inside the 
classroom, or in the whole school system.

 
Global and regional support systems

There are global, regional and subregional 
initiatives on human rights that should have an 
influence in human rights education in Asian 
schools. They are important opportunities for 
human rights education in schools that govern-
ments have no excuse to avoid.

 
Global initiative

The first phase of the UN World Programme 
for Human Rights Education focuses on human 
rights education in the primary and secondary 
schools. Its plan of action encourages countries 
to analyze the current state of human rights 
education in their schools and come up with 
a plan to boost the existing efforts, or initiate 
activities. The plan likewise promotes the role 
of various stakeholders in the education system 
including members of the civil society in this 
national planning exercise. The plan provides a 
comprehensive guide to human rights education 
in schools. However, it lacks the mechanism for 
effective implementation worldwide. UNESCO 
and the Office of the UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, as main UN agencies re-
sponsible for this plan, are still struggling to 
get governments to support it through national 
evaluation and planning activities.

The UN Decade of Education for Sustain-
able Development (DESD) provides another 
support in the teaching of human rights in 
schools. ����������������������������������    T���������������������������������    he UNESCO Asia-Pacific Bureau of 
Education has started a project on the DESD by 
identifying and recognizing the key components 
of Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) so that

educators from different disciplines can examine 
the curriculum and school activities for existing 

contributions to ESD.  In addition, educators 
can identify potential areas of the existing school 
curriculum in which to insert examples that il-
lustrate sustainability and additional knowledge, 
issues, perspectives, skills and values related to 
sustainability.29

Human rights can be integrated as part of 
the socio-cultural pillar of ESD into the school 
curriculum through the “larger concept of 
sustainability” that the UNESCO Asia-Pacific 
Bureau of Education sees as major entry point 
for many topics or content.30 

The Asia/Pacific Cultural Centre for UNES-
CO (ACCU) project entitled ACCU-UNESCO 
Asia-Pacific Innovation Programme for Educa-
tion for Sustainable Development (ESD) which 
explicitly mentions�������������������������     human rights is another 
important initiative in support of human rights 
education with ESD.31 

This is not to say however that human rights 
education will have a prominent part in the ESD 
programs in the region. Existing documents 
from the UN institutions involved in ESD hard-
ly mention human rights, while prominently 
focusing on environment and development con-
cerns.32 Among mainstream environmentalists 
and development workers, human rights remain 
a distant subject despite UN documents linking 
environment, development and human rights.33 
But due to the interest among the international 
and regional environmental and developmental 
networks as well as some governments, ESD 
provides a good opportunity for the promo-
tion of human rights education in schools that 
should be maximized.

Regional initiatives

The Asia-Pacific governments had already 
identified human rights education as of 1998 
as a priority issue for inter-governmental activi-
ties under the so-called Tehran Framework34 of 
the UN-sponsored Asia-Pacific Workshop on 
Regional Cooperation on Human Rights. Hu-
man rights education, along with other regional 
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priorities for action under the Tehran Frame-
work,35 should therefore be a major focus of 
attention among governments at both regional 
and national levels.

The governments were supposed to under-
take activities under the Tehran Framework such 
as “sharing of information, the establishment of 
confidence-building measures and the develop-
ment and strengthening of national capacities 
for the promotion and protection of human 
rights [that] are crucial in the step-by-step pro-
cess towards establishing regional human rights 
arrangements.”36

In the 13th Workshop on Regional Coop-
eration for the Promotion and Protection of 
Human Rights in the Asia-Pacific, the govern-
ments declared:

18. Support the Plan of Action … for the first 
phase (2005-2007) of the World Programme, 
devoted to the integration of human rights 
education within the primary and secondary 
school systems (emphasis mine)

Further, they declared that the Workshop
19. Encourages States to implement the [World 
Programme] Plan of Action by strengthening 
human rights education programmes in all 
levels, types and channels of education in a 
comprehensive way that not only reviews and 
integrates human rights elements in the curricu-
lum, but also addresses educational policies and 
legislation, teaching methodologies, the human 
rights training and professional development of 
teachers and other school personnel, and the fos-
tering of learning environments which encourage 
the full development of the human personality;37 
(emphasis mine)

Among the national human rights institu-
tions in Asia and the Pacific, their network called 
Asia Pacific Forum of National Human Rights 
Institutions (APF) is an important source of 
support for human rights education in schools. 
In the Concluding Statement of the 10th An-
nual Meeting of APF (Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, 
24-26 August 2005), the member-institutions 

stated that
The full realisation of the right to education 
should include the provision of human rights 
education for all, including for the disadvantaged 
sectors of society and those living in remote or 
rural areas.38

This statement is significant in pointing 
out an issue that some governments in the 
region use to avoid human rights education 
in schools. By arguing that their priority is the 
fulfillment of the right to education of their 
children (especially those from disadvantaged 
and marginalized communities), they say that 
they cannot undertake human rights education. 
Right to education and human rights education 
go together, only if the governments are will-
ing to support them at the same time without 
necessarily spending more resources. Human 
rights education can be integrated in the usual 
teacher-training, textbook development, and 
program development that governments un-
dertake every now and then. Resources from 
other institutions (be they governmental or 
not) can also be mobilized in this regard. But 
are governments willing to view the situation 
in this way?

The regional inter-governmental activities 
notwithstanding, there are parallel inter-gov-
ernmental efforts in South and Southeast Asia 
and in the Pacific on human rights and human 
rights education. 

Subregional initiatives

The South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC) has adopted two human 
rights instruments that provide a basis for coop-
eration in the field of human rights among the 
countries involved. The South Asian Conven-
tion on Preventing and Combating Trafficking 
in Women and Children for Prostitution and 
the SAARC Convention on Regional Arrange-
ments for the Promotion of Child Welfare in 
South Asia were both signed in January 2002 
and were subsequently ratified by the member 
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countries.39

The SAARC anti-trafficking convention 
provides that

The State Parties to the Convention shall promote 
awareness, inter-alia, through the use of the 
media, of the problem of trafficking in Women 
and Children and its underlying causes including 
the projection of negative images of women. 
(Article  8)

The SAARC children convention also pro-
vides support for human rights education when 
it states that governments should

2. Work together with commitment and dili-
gence, to facilitate and help in the development 
and protection of the full potential of the South 
Asian child, with understanding of the rights, du-
ties and responsibilities as well as that of others… 
(Article II - Purposes and Objectives)
 

The SAARC member countries reiterated their 
aim at protecting and realizing the rights of 
women and children through the Social Charter 
that SAARC adopted in 2004.40 During the 
Thirteenth Summit Meeting of SAARC held 
in 2005, the heads of government noted the 
“ratification of SAARC Conventions relating 
to Trafficking in Women and Children and Pro-
motion of Child Welfare by all Member States 
and called for effective measures for their early 
implementation.”41

These subregional human rights instruments 
are necessary in at least providing governments 
in South Asia a basis for teaching international 
human rights standards in schools (even if lim-
ited to women’s and child rights). 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) also adopted a number of documents 
related to human rights, namely:
•	 Declaration on the Commitments for Children 

in ASEAN (2 August 2001)
•	 Declaration on the Elimination of Violence 

Against Women in the ASEAN Region (13 
June 2004) 

•	 Declaration against Trafficking in Persons Par-
ticularly Women and Children (29 November 

2004)
•	 Vientiane Action Programme (29 November 

2004) 
•	 Declaration on the Establishment of the ASEAN 

Charter (12 December 2005).

The program areas and measures under the 
Vientiane Action Programme include a provision 
on promoting education and public awareness 
on human rights.42 

During the twelfth ASEAN Summit (Janu-
ary 2007), the member-States again adopted 
a number of declarations that support human 
rights, namely, 
1.	 Cebu Declaration on the Blueprint of the 

ASEAN Charter  - which “will serve as a 
firm foundation in achieving one ASEAN 
Community by providing an enhanced in-
stitutional framework as well as conferring 
a legal personality to ASEAN.” High-level 
government officials will submit a draft 
ASEAN Charter in the 13th ASEAN Sum-
mit in Singapore in November 2007. The 
declaration recognizes the proposal for the 
contents of the ASEAN Charter that in-
cludes human rights.43

2.	  ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and 
Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers 
- which provides among others the inten-
sification of ASEAN governments’ “efforts 
to protect the fundamental human rights, 
promote the welfare and uphold human 
dignity of migrant workers.”

The planned ASEAN Charter is seen as a 
positive development in Southeast Asia because 
it brings in a rule-based system, similar to the 
European Union set-up.  One editorial sees 
the ASEAN Charter as strengthening ASEAN 
by “giving it legal authority to make members 
honor their obligations and commitment to the 
organization in implementing policies and com-
plying with its rules and regulations.”44 Thus it 
embodies a major policy shift needed to make 
ASEAN a “community”.45 Hopefully, if the 
ASEAN adopts the ASEAN Eminent Persons 
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Groups (EPG) proposals on the contents of the 
ASEAN Charter, it will live up to the vision of 
“vibrant and open ASEAN societies consistent 
with their respective national identities, where 
all people enjoy equitable access to opportuni-
ties for total human development regardless 
of gender, race, religion, language, or social 
and cultural background.”46 Hopefully too, 
the planned ASEAN Charter will make human 
rights explicit in its provisions, in line with 
existing ASEAN declarations and programs. 
The EPG proposes the inclusion of the prin-
ciple of “the rule of law including international 
humanitarian law, and respect for human rights 
and fundamental freedoms.”47

In July 2007, during the 40th ASEAN Min-
isterial Meeting in Manila, the draft ASEAN 
Charter was approved with a provision for the 
creation of a human rights body. The terms 
of reference of this body will be developed by 
the High Level Task Force of ASEAN, which 
drafted the ASEAN Charter that was adopted 
during the ASEAN Summit in November 2007 
in Singapore. In addition, the 40th ASEAN Min-
isterial Meeting approved the establishment of 
an ASEAN Committee on the Implementation 
of the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection 
and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Work-
ers. It likewise approved the purposes, functions 
and structure of the Committee. 

 Additionally, Southeast Asia has the Kuala 
Lumpur Declaration on Human Rights adopted 
by the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Organiza-
tion (AIPO)48 in 1993. It is a significant docu-
ment that should have an influence on ASEAN 
governments. It supports the universal promo-
tion and protection of human rights albeit under 
certain conditions.

Similar to the situation in South Asia, these 
inter-governmental declarations are bases for 
teaching human rights in schools. They relate 
to human rights issues that are no longer subject 
of debate in Southeast Asia, and thus should be 
comfortable for education and school officials 
to take up.

The Pacific has also moved towards a subre-

gional system through the Pacific Islands Forum 
by adopting the Pacific Plan for Strengthening 
Regional Cooperation and Integration (Pacific 
Plan) in 2007. The plan identifies as “a way 
forward to strengthen human rights and devel-
opment in the region, … a range of initiatives 
for immediate implementation, in the first 
three years (2006-2008).” Under the good 
governance component of the Pacific Plan, the 
member-states will undertake “[W]here ap-
propriate, ratification and implementation of 
international and regional human rights conven-
tions, covenants and agreements and support for 
reporting and other requirements.” It identifies 
as milestone the following:

Regional support mechanism established by the 
2007 Forum. (Coverage to include the drafting, 
harmonisation and promotion of awareness of 
rights-based domestic legislation within the 
Pacific, including: CEDAW [Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women] on gender; CRC on children; 
CERD on racial discrimination; ILO Convention 
169 on rights of indigenous peoples; Article 50 of 
the Cotonou Agreement on labour rights; 1990 
International Convention on the Rights of Mi-
grant Workers and their families; the Biwako Mil-
lennium Framework for people with disabilities; 
UNSCR1325 [United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 135, 31 October 2000] involving 
men and women in conflict resolution; human 
rights; and reciprocal enforcement.)49

Both ASEAN and Pacific Islands Forum 
are discussing concrete steps related to human 
rights.  Under the VAP, ASEAN has identified 
mainly four areas of human rights work:
-	E stablishment of network among the existing 

national human rights institutions (Indone-
sia, Malaysia, Philippines and Thailand)

-	D evelopment of a program on human rights 
education

-	E stablishment of committees for women and 
children respectively

-	D rafting of an agreement on migrant work-
ers.50
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From the experience so far of ASEAN and 
Pacific Islands Forum, several components seem 
to be important to note. One is the promotion 
of human rights/human rights education. They 
see the need to make the public become aware 
of human rights.51 They also want their existing 
national human rights institutions to work more 
closely, and probably encourage other countries 
to consider setting their own. They see the need 
to create the proper policy environment by 
having international human rights instruments 
signed and ratified.52

But they also recognize the resources needed 
to implement the human rights plans and thus 
training on human rights work (documenta-
tion, making reports on treaty obligations 
compliance, human rights education, protection 
measures, investigation and prosecution of vio-
lations, role of judiciary, etc.) is important. The 
recent roundtable discussion on human rights 
education in ASEAN proposes the setting up of 
a training center for Southeast Asia.53 

In terms of strategies, they want networking 
and collaboration among institutions in their 
respective subregions such as the institutes of 
strategic studies (for ASEAN), universities, 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), gov-
ernment agencies, and national human rights 
institutions.

To help monitor the extent of implemen-
tation of their plans, the development of ac-
complishment (success) indicators has been 
proposed.54

Finally, it is worth noting that ASEAN has 
the same process of having an Eminent Persons 
Group as in the Pacific, which collected sugges-
tions from various sectors of society and drafted 
proposals (such as the draft of the ASEAN 
Charter) that governments adopted.

These subregional initiatives parallel the 
regional workshops sponsored by the UN, but 
they do not seem to be formally linked. If indeed 
the subregional arrangement approach is more 
feasible to create than a regional arrangement, 
there is a need to support the former.

National initiatives

The best support that human rights educa-
tion in schools can get are in the national plans 
for human rights/human rights education. In the 
Asia-Pacific region, the national human rights 
institutions are important players in providing 
support in this regard. At least nine national 
human rights institutions in Asia and the Pacific 
have adopted plans or the so-called “strategic 
plans” which include human rights education. 
Table 5 provides the list of the national human 
rights institutions with such plans.

Table 5. National Human Rights Institutions Action 
Plans55

NHRI Year Adopted
Philippines 1994
Mongolia 2001

Fiji 2001
Thailand 2001

Nepal 2003
Korea 2003
Jordan 2004

New Zealand 2005
Afghanistan 200556

Additionally, some governments in the re-
gion separately adopted national action plans on 
human rights or human rights education.

Table 6. National Action Plans

Nature Country Year
Adopted

NAPHR Australia 1993/2004
HRE Plan Philippines 1996

HRE Decree Lebanon 1997
HRE Plan/Law Japan 1997/2002

NAPHR Indonesia 1998/2004
HRE  Plan Taiwan 2001
HRE  Plan India 2001
HRE  Plan Pakistan 2001
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NAPHR Mongolia 2003
NAPHR New Zealand 2005

HRE Plan Cambodia 2005
NAPHR South Korea 2007

Note: NAPHR = National Action Plan on Human 
Rights; HRE Plan = National Human Rights Educa-
tion Action Plan

Of these action plans, six are human rights 
education plans. The other plans, though on 
general human rights issues, have provisions 
on human rights education. 

With the exception of New Zealand, general 
national action plans parallel those from the 
national human rights institutions in several 
countries. This indicates a significant focus 
on human rights education in the countries 
concerned. 

Final notes

While the existence of plans and programs 
on human rights education is important, the 
key factor is their implementation.

DESD reminds us of the United Nations 
Decade for Human Rights Education (1995-
2004). But there is a major difference between 
the two in terms of implementation mecha-
nism. DESD has much developed mechanism 
at international, regional and national levels. 
It has the support of institutions that work on 
environment issues – a very large constituency� 
worldwide�������������������������������      . It has the support of UNESCO 
whose field of expertise is in education, and 
United Nations University that provides the 
technical aspect of creating a network of cen-
ters of expertise������������������������������      for ESD ���������������������  in various countries 
around���������������������������������������         ��������������������������������������       the globe. It has also the support of 
the ������������������� Japanese government57 (among many 
governments)��������������������������������      which has been providing finan-
cial support including the funding of a project 
by the ACCU�.58

There is a need to link up the different UN 
programs to maximize their impact. As one 

report states:59

c. Link among international programs on edu-
cation. ESD aims to promote Education for All 
(EFA), UN Literacy Decade (UNLD), and 
Millennium Development Goals (MDG). But it 
should also support equally important initiatives 
such as the International Decade for a Culture of 
Peace and Non-Violence for the Children of the 
World (2001-2010) and the World Programme 
for Human Rights Education (WPHRE). It has 
been observed that existing UN literature on 
ESD do not include these initiatives which form 
a constituent part of the concept of ESD.

The need to link different programs support 
that view that “we will not enjoy development 
without security, we will not enjoy security with-
out development, and we will not enjoy either 
without respect for human rights”60 – the very 
restatement of the interrelatedness of human 
rights as well as the relation between human 
rights and other concerns of the UN. It is thus 
recommended that 

All UN agencies and programmes must 
further support the development of policies, 
directives and guidelines to integrate human 
rights in all aspects of the UN’s work. The 
UN Common Understanding on a Human 
Rights-based Approach to Programming and 
the UN-wide Action 2 Programme— devel-
oped and adopted by 21 heads of UN agencies, 
programmes and departments—should provide 
useful guidance in this.61

The programs on education of the different 
UN agencies/programs/offices would therefore 
be served well with the appropriate integration 
of human rights education in them.

The same can be said of the “strategic 
plans” of national human rights institutions 
and the national action plans of governments. 
The linkages with every relevant institution in 
implementing these plans will likely address 
issues of mainstreaming, sustainability and 
probably effectiveness.

On the same issue of interrelatedness, there 
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is also a need to clarify the link between right to 
education, quality education and human rights 
education. Some governments would like to 
treat human rights education as a separate issue, 
and of lesser priority than right to education and 
quality education. But a rights-based approach 
to education provides the link between right to 
education, quality education and human rights� 
education ��������������������������������      –�������������������������������       ������������������������������     by ���������������������������    arguing �������������������   that one cannot be 
separated from the others. This is provided for 
in the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
which complements access to education with 
the aims of education. Article 29 of the CRC 
provides in part that the:

1.	 States Parties agree that the education of 
the child shall be directed to: 
(a) The development of the child's personality, 
talents and mental and physical abilities to their 
fullest potential; 
(b) The development of respect for human 
rights and fundamental freedoms, and for the 
principles enshrined in the Charter of the United 
Nations; 

Thus the rights-based approach to education 
is explained as follows:62

A quality education based on a human rights 
approach means that the rights are implemented 
throughout the whole education system and in all 
learning environments. It means that the educa-
tion systems are oriented towards human values 
allowing the realisation of peace, social cohesion 
and the respect for human dignity. This implies 
reforming national education systems to include 
fundamental change of education structures, the 
management of the education system, the teach-
ing/learning practices, the revision and adaptation 
of learning materials, the adequate preparation 
of educational personnel, etc. This was also reaf-
firmed by the CRC: “every child has the right to 
receive an education of good quality which in 
turn requires focus on the quality of the learning 
environment, of teaching and learning processes 
and materials, and of learning outputs.”

Considering the number of countries with 

weak (or non-existent) human rights education 
programs in the school system, the adoption 
of the rights-based approach to education to 
be able to promote human rights as part of 
the mainstream education system is one area 
to pursue.

While there are notable achievements in 
terms of growth of human rights education 
in the formal education systems in Asia, the 
question remains on why such developments 
have not influenced many other countries ���in 
the����������������������������     region from following suit.

With the rise ������������������������������    in the������������������������    number of institutions 
as well as activities on human rights education, 
at national and regional levels, why do many 
governments still hesitate to implement 
their repeated declaration of commitment 
to supporting human rights education in 
schools?

 In view of the diversity of the countries 
on Asia, there is probably no single answer to 
these questions. Each country may have its own 
peculiar reason for either supporting human 
rights education in general, or neglecting it.

What is important to note is that despite the 
hesitance of some governments to fully engage 
in human rights education in general, and hu-
man rights education in schools in particular, 
other institutions are continuing the important 
task of making people better their lives with the 
understanding and realization of human rights 
– theirs and those of others.
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