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Site Visit Report for Asha for 

Education  

by Dr. Monisha Bajaj 

 

����  Project: Institute for Human Rights Education, Summer Camps for 

Human Rights Clubs 

����  Dates of visit: January-February 2009 

����  Locations Visited: Teachers Training at Madurai, Tiravarur Club, 

Sivagangai Club Members’ Home, and Vellore District (Tamil Nadu) 

 

 

About IHRE  

[From People’s Watch/IHRE Website] 

The World Conference on Human Rights considers human rights education is 
essential for the promotion and achievement of stable and harmonious relations 
among communities and for fostering mutual understanding, tolerance and peace. 
The "National Program for Human Rights Education in Schools" is 
implemented in different states in consonance with the objectives of the World 
Programme for Human Rights Education.  

The Introduction of Human Rights Education in schools is the result of a deep 
reflection that the value of rights can be firmly established only when we instill 
into the tender minds of children this value as a social virtue, as a value to be 
safeguarded and protected as something stable and indestructible. 

OBJECTIVES 

• To replicate the program of human rights education in Tamil Nadu schools to 
other states in India.  

• To work towards introduction of human rights education in the curriculum for 
school students in the World Program for Human Rights Education starting in 
the year 2005.  
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• To promote a human rights culture by sensitizing various strategic groups 
involved in the human rights education program, like, parents of the children, 
teachers, Headmasters, Education department officials etc..  

• To incorporate the learning from the past years of the intervention in Tamil 
Nadu Schools to make the current intervention more effective. This, we hope, is 
to be achieved through the process of introducing 'victim centered' education 
process. 

 

Asha Funding 
 
ASHA NY/NJ has agreed to fund five summer camps in Orissa, Chattisgarh, W. Bengal, 
Andhra Pradesh and Tripura for the summer 2009 period.  These camps will offer 
students and teachers the opportunity to discuss and develop human rights clubs in 
their schools that will raise awareness, monitor human rights abuses in the school and 
community, and promote a culture of respect for human rights. 
  
Overview 

The human rights clubs are being run in those schools where human rights education 

has already been through one cycle (3 years).  Teachers there and active students are 

receiving training in summer camps (the first was in 2008) and then launching a school-

wide club that focuses on raising awareness about human rights through plays, puppet 

shows, campaigns, letter-writing, and other activities.  Clubs are also encouraged to 

have notice boards/newsletters, regular meetings, and in one school, the headmaster 

had even given a room to be the “human rights room” (see photo).  Children’s art and 

writing as well as photos of inspirational figures and a small library of reports and books 

were kept in this room.    
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Human Rights Room at Arakkonam Girls School 

In their textbooks, children learn about the basic rights entitled to everyone (food, 

health, freedom of speech, civil/political rights, etc…) and the common violations of 

them like child labor, gender discrimination, caste discrimination, early marriage.  

Overall, children were definitely interested in the material and very much responding 

well to it.  They understand that children and all people have rights and should be 

treated equally.   Especially related to child labor, most children I talked to could 

identify those children who were out of school in the homes and communities and many 

took action to encourage them and their parents to return to school.  A many problem in 

most cases was the family financial situation and this is where students felt frustrated 

that if a family had no money, how could the parents be convinced to send the children 

to school.   

In terms of why they feel human rights violations occur and what they feel people 

should do about it, children repeatedly discussed the importance of awareness raising 

and many reported telling their parents, friends, and siblings about what they learned.   

One student proudly proclaimed he would have an inter-caste marriage as a means of 

fighting human rights abuses!  Students felt empowered to take action based on what 

they learned and human rights seems to be a topic well-aligned with children’s innate 

sense of justice that things should be fair.  The course and the club gives them a chance 

to have a forum to talk about those injustices they have surely noticed (all had examples 

from their own communities and sometimes their own families).  One girl in a 

government school when asked what human rights abuses she’s seen said that her 

brother is sent to a private school and her to a government school.  While from a 
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legalistic point of view, this may not be a human rights violation that the government is 

sanctioning, but it does demonstrate the ways that students experience inequalities and 

the space this club and education program gives for youth to talk about and address 

social issues.   

 
 
Visit report 

As part of independent research, I spent 6 weeks from January to February 2009 

visiting schools and meeting those individuals involved with IHRE’s program.   During 

this period, I carried out 25 school visits, conducted 32 student focus groups; 46 teacher 

interviews and 33 interviews with officials/policymakers/IHRE staff. A majority of these 

schools were those in which human rights clubs were being formed at the time of my 

visit.   I had the opportunity to attend a 2-day training for and interact with those 

teachers who would supervise the HR clubs (approximately 25 teachers), interview 

children who had attended the 2008 summer camp, and participate in the inauguration 

of one Human Rights Club in Tiravarur district (Tamil Nadu).  The reflections presented 

here are based on the data collected and the realities observed in these schools and 

trainings. 

Overall, I observed a tremendous need for Human Rights Clubs in schools based on 

children wanting to continue what they learned in human rights classes in 6th, 7th, and 

8th standards through IHRE’s programs.  An overwhelming majority of students 

interviewed reported liking human rights education, learning about their rights and 

duties, and taking action based on what they learned in the course.  Participants 

repeated over and over again the transformative nature of the human rights education 

program.  I categorize these observations into 3 areas: student responses, teacher 

responses, and institutional impact.  

Student Reponses 

The IHRE program seems to have filled a tremendous gap by offering students 

information that don’t receive elsewhere and that they devour once they encounter.  

Students reported reading their human rights education textbooks over and over, 

sharing them with siblings, friends and/or parents, and delighting in the participatory 

nature of activities and lessons in the book.  Whether they had seen the violations of 

human rights discussed or not (most had), students could relate to what was being 

taught and many students reported intervening when they saw situations of abuse.  By 

standard 9, however, the pressure of exams sets in and students shift focus although 

many reported wanting to continue learning about human rights.  IHRE’s idea to 

introduce human rights clubs both for those students who previously had human rights 

education as well as those who did not, seems to be a brilliant way to allow those 
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students who want to continue through awareness raising, plays, and other activities to 

continue learning about human rights.   

Some selected anecdotes from those schools where HR clubs were in operation or where 

students had attended the camp last year are presented here.  Names have been omitted 

or changed for confidentiality.   

 

� One student of Human Rights was always known to be quiet.  I would never have 

been able to tell because when we visited her home she was sharing her 

experiences openly and confidently.   She attended the human rights summer 

camp last year (2008) and she said that there, she saw a girl her age speaking up 

eloquently and sharing her experiences.  She said she was inspired by seeing 

someone her age being so vocal and taking leadership so since then, she has 

become more active in the club and planning activities with fellow students.  Her 

home was a 2-room house where she lives with her uncle and aunt since her 

parents passed away.  Her elder sister is 20 years old and recently married their 

uncle as per the community’s custom.  The fact that her marriage was delayed 

until age 20 was reportedly due to education according to the guardians, since 

many girls get married at 13 or 14 in this particular community.    

 

 

Ilamanur School Human Rights Students Home Visit 
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� At one school, two girls who had attended the human rights summer camp were 

very much interested in the songs that they learned about human rights there.  

They sang the songs for me when I visited and even reported that they took part 

in a district-wide competition and won trophies for the best songs/singing.  This 

recognition was something they had never received previously and they were very 

happy about it. 

� A young male student from a middle-class family attended the summer camp last 

year (2008) and when I asked him what he liked the best or what he remembered 

the most, he said he liked seeing the way that IHRE has children and teachers 

each clean their own plates after lunch/dinner, etc…  He said that in his family 

domestic workers do such work, and he learned that he can do it himself and be 

self-reliant, which he never thought about before.  Another male student also 

reported that after human rights education, he told his sister not to pick up his 

plate after meals (as she was instructed by the parents to do) because he had 

learned that girls and boys are equal and that he can pick up his own plate.   

� One student (see picture below), although she wasn’t able to attend the summer 

camp (her parents reportedly wouldn’t let her go), the human rights class 

inspired her so much that she wrote over 100 poems on human rights and her 

teachers and IHRE helped her put them together into this book.  She plans to sell 

these for a nominal cost to help support her further education.   

 

Student with her book of poems on human rights 
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Student Action. 

� One male student reported overhearing from a neighbor that they planned to kill 

their newborn little girl.   He went to the family and told them he’d inform the 

police if they tried to do anything, and apparently their fear of getting in trouble 

with the law and the fact a 14 year old boy was informing them that what they 

were doing was wrong, had the effect of stopping them from killing the child.  

� Several students reported changing their attitudes about caste.  Stories from 

students abounded about challenging their parents or grandparents when they 

told them they couldn’t play with certain friends or invite them into their homes.  

While such instances may cause some tension between families, overall students 

said that parents ultimately came around to see that the practices of caste 

discrimination were indeed wrong.   

� Groups of students informally or formally in clubs mentioned intervening if their 

classmates were pulled out of school and sent to work, or if a young girl was made 

to get married.  While not always successful in these interventions, students said 

they weren’t discouraged and that they’d continue speaking up.  One student in 

the 9th standard even showed me a scar on his head of where he was hit by his 

uncle when he told him that he should send his son (the boy’s cousin) to school 

rather than make him work for money in a mechanic’s garage (for about 50 

rupees per day). 

 

Teacher Responses 

The teachers at the training all reported being very impacted by learning about 

human rights and then in turn teaching about them to their students.  One teacher 

mentioned starting an association for the promotion of children’s rights in his 

district that works to promote human rights independently of his job.  He also was 

recently transferred to a warden position at a residential school and said that he 

bought with his own money the human rights textbooks for all the children in the 

hostel so they could read about human rights on their own.  

The main thing that teachers remembered from the various trainings and what kept 

bringing them back was the quality of presentations at trainings.  They repeatedly 

said that other trainings were all didactic and usually not very engaging whereas 

IHRE trainings had dynamic speakers, interactive presentations, and useful 

information.  I noticed this as well at the training that teachers were participating in 

large and small groups, and that the approach was very dynamic.   
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Many teachers reported that after the trainings they took action in their own 

communities related to human rights.  The most common response from teachers 

was that they stopped using corporal punishment to beat students or even their own 

children after realizing the negative impacts it has on children. [As an aside, 

although it’s illegal, corporal punishment is still a widespread practice in Indian 

schools.  An editorial in the paper one day had a former teacher arguing that 

“sparing the rod spoils the child” and that beating was necessary for students to do 

well in school.  In mid-April, a little girl in Delhi was punished by being made to 

squat in the sun and then kicked so severely by her teacher that she died in the 

hospital later that same day.  The practice is one that, even if IHRE is even beginning 

to chip away at, is a huge step forward for children’s dignity and welfare in schools.] 

 

Institutional Impact 

Human Rights Education seems to be having impact at the institutional level by 

changing the way students and teachers interact and providing a space for greater 

closeness between students and teachers.   The Indian educational system reinforces 

hierarchies and there tends to be a lot of distance between students and teachers.  

However, in human rights education classes and clubs, teachers and students 

repeatedly reported that children grew close with their teacher because they could 

talk about real life issues and problems they might see at home.  Opening up this 

space has influenced other teachers who see this closeness as a possibility and also 

resulted in greater intervention in problems children may face at home like sexual or 

other physical abuse, etc…  Teachers and headmasters, who I thought would dislike 

losing some of this status and power, all reported that they liked this closeness and 

that it had, in many instances, made schools more child-friendly and responsive to 

students needs. 

One such example was a school in Vellore district where the human rights club was 

just getting started. I viewed 2 plays put on by the students at the school and the 

human rights teacher mentioned that after human rights education, students 

organized a protest against the cook of the mid-day meals because there were insects 

in the food, there weren’t the proper amount of vegetables and protein as 

government money was given for, and it was not prepared in a hygienic way.  As a 

result of the children complaining and raising the issue to the school administrators, 

the cook became more accountable and the students reported that the meals have 

greatly improved.  At the same school, children talked about not interacting with 

children of other castes/religions previously, but that after being in the human rights 

education class and club together, they don’t differentiate and all play together now.  

One could see the many ways that human rights education has impacted this school 
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and such examples were repeated across school, though to differing degrees 

depending on the level of interest of teachers and headmasters in fully implementing 

and supporting human rights education initiatives.   

Challenges and Areas for Continued Attention/Improvement 

Related to the human rights clubs specifically, the areas for improvement generally 

refer to larger cultural issues that are present. 

1. At the teachers training of about 25 teachers, only 5 were women.  This is 

reportedly because it is harder for them to leave their families and come for a 

weekend training, but it does seem that more gender parity should be achieved in 

trainings so that all teachers get the benefit.  Maybe an additional stipend can be 

given to female teachers to encourage them to attend or trainings can be held in 

different districts so they are closer to teachers’ homes. 

2. In the teacher training, IHRE staff and resource people repeatedly discussed that 

students need to lead clubs and take charge. However, this is a fairly new concept 

since other student clubs in India (like cadets and service clubs) are very much 

adult-driven.  In visiting a couple schools, it seemed like teachers were primarily 

in charge.  IHRE staff should monitor such clubs so that children assume 

leadership and these clubs are democratic and participatory spaces. 

3. At one school (no HR club was present yet), 2 students came up in tears during 

the focus group saying that they had protested to the headmaster that the school 

mid-day meals were not nutritious and healthy, but that he had ignored their 

petitions and instead punished them.  The children’s parents had taken the case 

to the district collector but the larger issue of corruption in schools remains a 

challenge for expanding human rights clubs and human rights awareness in 

schools.  IHRE should remain attentive to these challenges.   

 

Additional Photos 

 

 After the Human Rights course and in 

collaboration with the formation of the HR 

club, these students had developed a child 

rights magazine in collaboration with another 

NGO that also worked in the local area.  
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Unveiling the human rights notice board at Savalakara School (Tiravarur) 

 

 

 

Students at the Savalakara Human Rights Club Inauguration 
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Teachers working in small groups at Human Rights Club Training 

 

Human Rights Club Teachers learning how to help children make and use puppets 

at training for raising awareness about human rights issues 
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Human Rights Club Students 

 

 

Human Rights Notice Board – Erode District 


