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Course description:   
 
This course will examine universal human rights as an organizing framework for 
understanding the exceedingly complex global community in which we live today.  
It will examine significant social, political, philosophical, historical, legal, 
economic, geographic, and cultural factors that impact universal human rights.  It 
will provide an overview of the challenges in implementing universal human 
rights, explore effective efforts to redress inequity, and examine opposing 
viewpoints.  It will encourage students to engage in critical inquiry, cultural 
critique, personal self-reflection, and advocacy action in order to facilitate the 
development of a more humane global perspective for the 21st century.  
 
Course rationale:  
  
The University encourages the adaptation of an international and multi-cultural 
perspective.  There appears to be general agreement among university faculty 
regarding the need to instill a global perspective in our students, regardless of 
academic discipline, in order to better prepare them for leadership in the 21st 
century.  Yet this massive amount of cross-discipline content must be organized 
in some systematic way.  “Human rights” is a useful organizing framework that 
advocates an activist orientation and encourages students to pursue an ethical 
stance toward universal equality, especially for the most poor, oppressed, and 
vulnerable people (who are often children).   
 
This course will adapt a theme of universal human rights in order to assist 
students in understanding the many conflicting contemporary forces which shape 
human relations on a global scale.  Universal human rights are both supremely 
simple and exceedingly complex and open to intense controversy.  In order to 



engage in a critical analysis of this topic, students must be minimally informed of 
the basic underlying premises.  Human rights are typically defined as universal 
and indivisible.  That is, all human are entitled to basic rights, and all human  
 
should receive all rights, regardless of group affiliation.  These principles were 
codified in the U.N. Universal Declaration of Human Rights ratified in 1948, and 
in several additional treaties over the next forty years.  There is considerable 
debate about the "universalism" vs. "cultural relativism" of these documents as 
well as a substantial gap between the ideal of humanism and the ongoing reality 
of human inequality.  Of particular current relevance, Article 18 of the UDHR 
addresses religious freedom, which lies at the fault line of many contemporary 
global problems and man-made disasters. 
 
This course will provide an overview of the topic of human rights with a focus on 
interactive and experiential learning delivered in a seminar format.  This will allow 
for in-depth group discussion as well as individual self-reflection.  In addition, the 
course will emphasize the need for students to function effectively within a highly 
diverse world, so it will include specific content to enhance students' multi-cultural 
competence.  Content on universal human rights will be taught through a model 
of “global citizenship,” which implies an obligation to other people in a shared 
community.  This model is comprised of three parts:  human rights literacy (basic 
knowledge or the cognitive domain), human rights empathy (concern for others 
or the affective domain), and human rights responsibility (action for change or the 
behavioral domain).  This model will help to make the abstract concepts of 
human rights more directly relevant to students.  In addition, students will 
complete a semester project which will assist them in linking global, national, and 
local problems and solutions.  In these projects, students will be required to apply 
their knowledge and empathy toward specific action steps to redress human 
rights issues that they identify in their research. This will help students to see 
themselves as effective change agents in the world.  
 
In this global era, students must be assisted to engage in an informed discussion 
of the universal aspects of human rights, to gain awareness about the pressing 
problems of inequality around the world (especially for children), to identify 
proposed and workable solutions, and to develop a manageable framework for 
understand local, national and global connections.  This will help them to 
envision the world as a more just and humane place as well as to have the 
personal experience of advocacy and action.  In the words of Mahatma Gandhi, 
the students will become the change that they want to see in the world.   
 
Required textbooks: 
 
Mapp, S. (2008).  Human rights and social justice in a global perspective.  NY:  
Oxford University Press. 
 
Additional weekly reading as assigned and posted on TRACS. 



 
Course objectives:   
 
1.   Develop a framework for understand the complex topic of human rights (i.e.,  
      literacy, empathy, and responsibility).  
 
2.  Examine the broad tenets of the underlying forces impacting universal human 
     rights today (i.e., historical, social, economic, philosophical, cultural, etc.). 
 
3.  Articulate the fundamental principles of human rights as set forth by the U.N.   
     and current debates, especially regarding universalism vs. cultural relativism.  
   
4.  Explore the many human rights issues facing our global community today  
     (e.g., genocide, warfare, torture, starvation, human trafficking, child abuse, 
     sexual exploitation, political incarceration, migration, religious persecution). 
   
5.  Engage in a process of personal and cultural self-reflection that involves  
     ongoing evaluation and requires an open-minded willingness to expand one’s 
     worldview and to acquire a larger global perspective. 
 
6.  Integrate learning into a project which actively pursues advocacy and action 
     for change in order to redress a specific type of social and economic injustice.  
 
Instructional methodologies:   
 
The course will employ a variety of teaching methods, including lecture, large 
group discussion, small group discussion, classroom experiential activities, field-
based activities, guest speakers, audio/visual aids, required reading, scholarly 
research, internet-based resources, formal and informal written assignments, 
personal self-reflection journal, and individual presentations.   
 
Overview of written assignments: 
 
This course is designed to be as experiential as possible since the goal is to 
encourage and support students in expanding their knowledge, empathy, and 
responsibility for universal human rights through a through both scholarship and 
self-reflection.  I assume that you are in this course because you are motivated to 
pursue this journey.  Therefore, while I do not requiring exams or research 
papers, the major assignments demand thought and reflection at a level that 
should be both challenging and time-consuming.     
 
Autobiography:  At the beginning of the semester, you will write a brief history 
of your individual and cultural development, reflect upon how it has influenced 
you to date, and speculate on how it might shape your future growth.  
Specifically, you will address what brings you to this course.  You will explore 
your own thoughts and feelings regarding the difficult questions posed by local 



and global human inequality and injustice.  This is an unstructured, personal 
paper and I will give you considerable flexibility on the format.  You will be graded 
on the quality of the writing as well as the thoroughness and thoughtfulness of 
the content.  This paper is worth 5% of your final grade.   
 
Journal:  A major focus of this course is self-awareness, so you will keep a 
weekly written journal of your thoughts and feelings as we proceed through the 
semester.  Occasional class time will be used for you to share your growth and 
changes with your peers.  This assignment is unstructured so that you can follow 
your own intuitions on where, where, and what to write.  The journal will be 
entirely private and I will read your actual entries only if you desire me to do so.  
This is a credit or no-credit assignment in that I will not evaluate the contents; 
you will receive points for a genuine effort.  The journal should be helpful to you 
in completing your self-reflection paper; it is worth 5% of your final grade.   
 
Activities:  This course is designed to be as experiential as possible and you 
must engage in at least one out-of-class activity a week (a total of 15).  The 
activity can be real or virtual.  This assignment will give you a broader 
perspective across many human rights issues.  I will give some suggestions in 
the course calendar, and I will gladly assist you in identifying possible activities.  
You are required to prepare a brief (one page) reaction to what you did and what 
you learned.  We will take some class time for students to share their activity and 
you will submit your paper to me.  This is essentially a credit or no-credit 
assignment in that I will not evaluate your activity per se; you will receive points 
for a genuine effort and self-reflection (1% per week).  You are encouraged to 
help me in identifying appropriate guest speakers and such assistance in this 
regard may count as a weekly activity.  I will be introducing some content in class 
and you can pursue any of these ideas later for your activity if you would like.  
This ongoing assignment is worth 15% of your final grade.   
     
Interviews:  During the course of the semester, you will conduct two interviews, 
one with a person who is actively advocating for human rights and working to 
redress injustice.  There are many local agencies in the central Texas region or 
you may contact someone by phone or internet.  Also, you will interview an 
individual (or find an equivalent resource such as a website or video) who has 
experienced a human rights violation.  The interviews are intended to assist you 
in developing a broader worldview and deepening your empathy through a more 
personal format.  I will assist you in identify subjects to interview if you need.  
Individuals that you interview can be invited to class or equivalent resources that 
you identify can be used in class to broader the perspective for all of us.  Each 
interview is worth 15% of your final grade (a total of 30% together).   
 
Book report:  You must select a book, fiction or non-fiction, which has a strong 
human rights orientation.  The book must be approved by me, although you 
should select one of personal and cultural interest to you (I can help you to find 
one if you need).   This assignment is intended to assist you in delving more 



deeply into a specific topic.  First-person (non-fiction) accounts are particularly 
useful.  You will write both a summary and critique of the book (one-two pages) 
which I will distribute to the class.  In addition, a brief paper (one page) on your 
personal reaction to the book, such as what you learned and how it has shaped 
your thoughts and feelings, can count as a weekly activity.  Your review will be 
distributed to other students as a future resource.  This assignment is worth 10% 
of your grade.    
 
Project:  You must identify a specific human rights issue of particular interest or 
relevance to you and engage in an in-depth exploration.  This includes engaging 
in some sort of active effort to help address the problem (or, stated more 
positively, to pursue a solution).  There are many agencies, both local and global, 
that are available either directly or online.  Ideally, your activities and interviews 
will help you in creating a project that is of real significance to you.  I will assist 
and you are encouraged to get input from your classmates, faculty, or other 
interested persons.  This is a uniquely individual assignment that requires hands-
on effort, so I am quite open to possibilities and to your creativity.  You will write a 
brief paper (executive summary of the problem, your activity, future steps, and 
annotated bibliography) and present your project to the class (particularly what 
you did and learned) at the end of the semester.  This is the major semester-long 
assignment so it is worth the most points (30%) and includes credit for effort.    
 
Self-assessment:  You will engage in a critical analysis of your own growth and 
development over the semester.  In this paper, you will specifically consider how 
your thinking and feeling has evolved over the semester as you learn more 
universal human rights from a personal, cultural, and global perspective.  This 
paper is an inner exploration on the progress of your journey.  The more 
thoughtful your journal and activities, the more insightful will be your paper.  It is 
worth 5% of your grade.   
 
Evaluation of student learning:   
 
Assignment:                       Value:    Grading scale: 
 
Autobiography      5%   90-100 points  = A 
Weekly journal      5%   80-89.9     "      = B   
Weekly activity    15%   70-79.9     "      = C   
Interviews (2 x 15%)     30%   60-69.9     "      = D   
Book review     10%   below 60  "     = F  
Project     30%    
Self-assessment      5% 
TOTAL   100% 
 
NOTE:  Your final grade may be lowered due to lack of adherence to course 
policies (see below) than actual points earned on written assignments alone.    



All assignments must be completed in order to pass the course (i.e., you may not 
opt out of any assignment even if you have enough points for a desired grade).   
 
Course policies:   
 
These policies are intended to facilitate a fair, supportive, and professional 
classroom community. 
 
Attendance and participation:  Students are required to attend class, be prepared, 
and actively participate.  While you do not earn points for participation (it is expected), 
you can lose points off of your final grade based on lack of effort or disruptive or 
disrespectful behavior.  Although attendance is mandatory, it is understood that 
difficulties can happen.  Therefore, you are allowed two unexcused absences.  Each 
additional absence will be a 5% deduction off of your final grade.  Excused absences 
are recognized for bona fide medical or family emergencies and require acceptable 
documentation.  Consistent excessive tardiness, leaving early, inattention or lack of 
appropriate participation will be counted as an unexcused absence.   

 
Academic honesty:  You are expected to demonstrate high standards of integrity.  You 
should do their own work on all material submitted to meet course requirements. Please 
read and abide by the academic honesty policies as stated in the Student Handbook. If 
you have any questions or reservations about this policy or your obligations under it, 
see your academic advisor immediately. 
 
Special Accommodations:  Students who have special needs or disabilities and who 
require accommodations to successfully complete this course must notify the University 
Office of Disability Services no later than the first week of class.  If a student fails to 
notify that office on a timely basis, the professor may be unable to honor the request for 
accommodation. 
 
Late penalty:  Papers are due at the beginning of class.  Unless there is an excused 
absence, 10% will be deducted for each day (including weekends) that a paper is not 
submitted. All assignments must be completed to pass the course; however, after five 
days late, you will receive a failing grade on the assignment unless you have received 
special permission from the professor for an extension.  Regardless, you must still 
submit an acceptable assignment in order to pass the course.  I will not accept 
electronic copies or print your paper under any circumstance; so, plan ahead and do not 
miss class because you are printing your paper at the last minute.   Keep a copy of all 
papers.  
 
Final note:  I am deeply committed to your education and to doing everything that I can 
to make this course a positive learning experience.  I am open to constructive feedback.  
Please feel free to give me any suggestions or ideas for improving the course, and I will 
gladly consider them.  I am passionate about human rights and I sincerely want to ignite 
your interest and involvement in this crucial topic.  I want to create a supportive and 



cooperative classroom environment in which we can all learn together.  I'm looking 
forward to a very productive and enjoyable semester!   
 
 
Course Outline: 
 
Unit 1:  Introduction to the critical inquiry of human rights 
 A.  Developing an international perspective for the 21st century 

B.  Distinguishing the arguments (ex: universalism vs. cultural relativism) 
 C.  Inclusive, integrated approach to questions human connection 
 D.  Models of human rights (ex: globalism vs. exceptionalism) 
 E.  Overview of multidisciplinary linkages   

 
Unit 2: Understanding the world 

A. Basic geography, maps, and cartography 
B. General demographics and current global trends 
C. Realities of poverty, oppression, and inequality 
D. Social, cultural and religious/spiritual diversity (similarities/differences)  
 

Unit 3:  Human rights literacy (knowledge) 
A. Basic tenets of human rights 
B. Arguments for and against universality and globalism 
C. Historical and philosophical underpinnings 

 D.  Significant social, legal, economic, and political variables  
 
Unit 4:  Human rights empathy (concern) 
 A.  Teaching concern for others  
 B.  Making sense of diversity and ideological conflict in the global era 
 C.  Engaging in a global conversation across divisions 
 D.  Future visions of our one world in a global era  
 
Unit 5:  Human rights responsibility (action) 
 A.  Overview of specific problem areas 
 B.  Examination of successful efforts 
 C.  Connecting the global and the local 
 D.  Engaging in campus and community activities 
 
Unit 6:  Linking the personal and professional 

A. Applying course content to one’s own worldview 
B.  Reflecting one’s personal and global self-awareness 
C.  Examining one’s own commitment to human rights 
D.  Critiquing and challenging xenophobia 

 
Unit 7:  Integrating global citizenship  
 A.  Presentation of individual projects 
 B.  Self-assessment of learning 



 C.  Completing a plan for future action    
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