Human Rights in Idaho’s Classrooms and Communities

By Representative Nicole LeFavour (District 19)

Today’s young people develop a sense of morality, ethics and character in a world full of conflict.  As teachers we watch and hope for the sake of our communities, our nation and world that each finds humanity and a sense of justice somehow through their experience.  
Each young person growing up develops a set of values strongly shaped by a powerful world of immediate social interactions: the older sister who defended her brother to angry parents; the parent who once spanked the boy for something he did not do; the girl who was greeted by racial slurs on her first day of school. These experiences are personal and potent in shaping concepts of justice and hinting at systems of morality that operate in the world around a young person. These experiences are strongly shaped by family, peers, close adults and, because we are primary role models and adults who govern a world children spend decades living inside, teachers are a huge influence on the development of morality and character. 
While the personal is one important realm of influence on development, the abstract has its own, lesser, but not insignificant weight. Young people absorb bits of the tide of educational content and national and international news and events which flow through dinner table conversations, television news, newspaper headlines, classroom lectures, discussions and text book lessons. How we weave the moral and ethical content of these into the personal experience of living in a classroom is important; it can shape character and lead us to develop and understanding of what is right and wrong. 

Because personal and especially interpersonal experience is so potent to young people, teachers will find that it particularly effective to use interactive lessons in helping young people explore human rights topics. Most valuable are lessons which engage young people in assessing personal experience, current events and conflicting values through discussions, role plays, sharing and activities which incorporate a human rights framework.
Specifically, using the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in the classroom, we can help students organize and make sense of the issues that world powers, nations, states, communities and all families face. Through such a framework we can see where rights may conflict or where they have been ignored in our own communities and in the immediate experience of the young people in our classrooms. We balance religious freedom with personal freedom of expression. We weigh the property rights of individuals against the rights of neighbors to maintain health, freedom and security. We discuss freedom of speech and the ability of groups to feel safe when they are a poorly understood minority in a hostile community which sees them as a scapegoat for each ill society faces. 
By drawing on stories of international and national conflicts to show where discrimination, scapegoating and the denial of certain rights can lead, we may help young people explore the roots of conflict and the roots of the need for establishing “certain unalienable rights” in a free society.

We can look at the holocaust in Nazi Germany and see the roots of anti immigrant sentiment there as well as basic religious conflicts including the denial of or respect for free exercise of religion. Most importantly we can see how these attitudes, when taken to an extreme can lead to some of the most tragic and abhorrent chapters in human history; chapters we can learn from by looking at where they began and searching for parallels in attitudes in our own communities or in current events in the word around us.
We can help young people develop a sense of justice by focusing carefully on individuals who stood for humanity in the face of hate, those who changed the course of history by calling attention to injustice and sacrificing to save lives or protect the rights of those who have been persecuted by the more powerful. This sense of hope and focus on the individual’s ability to change history is important to discussions of morality and the development of character. These discussions help young people define within themselves what values they hold dear and how these may relate to their own lives. 

Most important in any classroom exploration of rights and how values conflict is how we as teachers create a sense of safety for students. In almost every classroom there will be diverse religious views, there will be young people of diverse ethnic background, who identify as gay or lesbian or who are struggling over conflicts with sexual orientation internally and at home. There will be students who come from first generation immigrant families or who have a family member who is incarcerated or has been convicted of a crime. Sensitivities to all of these experiences is important because these realities are highly personal and formative in young peoples lives. A classroom experience which devalues a young person’s experience, family or personhood can be devastating and even deepen challenges with self-esteem, anger, withdrawal or self-destructive behavior and suicide.
However it is important to remember that without addressing human rights and without raising these tough topics and asking young people to explore morality, values and where they conflict, young people can be left at risk of discrimination, bullying, abuse and self- destruction in a community or school simply because these difficult issues are never raised, values are never questioned, and a sense of personal and human rights is never explored.

How do we create safety? We lay down ground rules for discussion. We develop them with young people and, as teachers, we practice setting lines of safety in conversation where we do intervene when conversation gets assaultive, demeaning, or discriminatory toward individuals or groups of individuals based on race, ethnicity, class, religion, sex or gender expression, sexual orientation, national origin, immigration status, disability or physical characteristics. 
Why such a broad list? Because these are typical categories upon which discrimination is frequently perpetuated and unless teachers are able to articulate these categories clearly to a classroom, then young people who have been brought up to believe that one of these groups is NOT deserving of rights, respect or equal treatment, will always assume that the rights of that group are excluded from the list. They will not consider hate speech against that group to be a form of discrimination unless we make clear to them that it is. 

As teachers we can agree that students have a basic human right to learn in a safe environment and that every parent, regardless of who they are, has a right to expect that their children will not be made unwelcome or live in fear of coming to school.
As a teacher I’ve often wished I could have discussions of issues in human rights with parents as well as with students because exploring these issues so often seems to help surface those places where freedom of expression, religion and the ability to equally access schooling, employment and housing may collide to produce some universal values which participants may not have known they shared.

This is in part the goal of bringing human rights discussions into the classroom with civic education, character education and international studies. We search for common values and for those few basic principles we can agree on. We seek direction for documents like our own Declaration of  Independence, the Bill of Rights and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to understand not only why such documents contain vital common themes which may resonate with our own experience and beliefs – but we may find in the study of these documents that our personal experience and understanding of human rights is incomplete and that encountering a right we had not ever experienced as essential helps us reflect on discrimination we may never have seen and check that against our own values to see and better define what we personally believe.
We have a great responsibility as teachers. We also have a great opportunity to enrich the lives of students, to help them develop as citizens of our nation and as leaders of their communities. As a state lawmaker I thank each of you for your dedication to this task and for your work across Idaho to make us a state respectful of and knowledgeable about world issues and human rights and their capacity to stand as universal values which bind humanity into a cohesive whole.

