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Human Rights Advocacy & Activism

Course description and objectives

Many of today’s interesting and important political events involve the violation of human rights.
A substantial number of UNT students are inspired to be engines for positive change in this arena,
and many ask me how they might enact that change. I typically recommend they volunteer with
local humanitarian groups, seek graduate training in policy-oriented programs, look into the U.S.
Foreign Service or the Peace Corps, and find other ways to develop networks within the humani-
tarian community. Some students find this answer satisfying, and many have taken one or more
of these suggested routes. Unfortunately, it can be difficult to parlay this passion into permanent
employment.

I am thrilled that my students are passionate about (in)justice, and would like to see more of them
turn that passion into a life. To that end, this course is designed to speak to the student who
wants to change the world but is unsure how to start. In short, it is a semester-long answer to the
question, “How can I matter?”

To that end, the course is organized in three parts: First, we will review the realities of human
rights abuse around the world. You will be exposed to and familiarized with a series of issue areas
of current concern for humanitarians. Second, we will learn general skills that facilitate finding and
using your own voice. These will include persuasive writing skills, speech and debate skills, the use
of modern technology for communication, and communication through artistic expression. You will
be equipped with a set of skills you can use to draw awareness to and enact change in the areas
of concern addressed in Section I (or, with my approval, with another human rights issue). Third,
we will bring representatives from non-governmental organizations with humanitarian missions to
the classroom. This will familiarize you with the dense web of human rights NGOs, and begin to
network you into that web.

Ultimately, students who complete this course will learn about current human rights crises around
the world. They will gain skills they can use to affect positive change vis-á-vis these and future
situations. And, they will be aware of avenues they might pursue to apply their newly-acquired
skills to these newly-familiar crises. Most generally, the goal is to educate, equip, and network
students to make positive changes in their world.
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Course materials

There are 5 books to buy for this class. These books have been listed with the usual campus
bookstores, and can also be ordered from any online bookstore (such as amazon.com, barnesandno-
ble.com, half.com, or powells.com). Feel free to order electronic or paperback rather than hardcover
editions, and/or to order used rather than new copies, if available and desired.

1. Batchen, Geoffrey, Mick Gidley, Nancy K Miller, and Jay Prosser. 2012. Picturing Atrocity:
Photography in Crisis. Reaktion Books. ISBN-13: 978-1861898722.

2. Flick, Deborah L. 1998. From Debate to Dialogue: Using the Understanding Process to
Transform our Conversations. Orchid Publications. ISBN-13: 978-0966367102.1

3. Handley, Ann, and CC Chapman. 2013. Content Rules: How to Create Killer Blogs, Podcasts,
Videos, Ebooks, Webinars (and More) that Engage Customers and Ignite Your Business.
Wiley. ISBN-13: 978-1118232606.

4. Hosseini, Khaled. 2004. The Kite Runner. Riverhead Trade. ISBN-13: 978-1594480003.

5. Strunk, William, and EB White. 1999. The Elements of Style (4th edition). Longman.
ISBN-13: 978-0205309023.

All other course readings, materials and resources are available either via the course website or
directly through the web:

1. To access the course website, go to learn.unt.edu and login using your EUID and Password.
Assigned materials are available under the Course Materials tab.

2. The remaining resources are available online, via links provided in this syllabus. Be sure to
access these readings early in the semester, because pages on the Web frequently move or
disappear at inconvenient times.

Finally, the course website contains two additional content areas of note. First, the “Issue Bibli-
ographies” folder will be filled with suggested readings, sites, films, etc. organized by issue area.
Second, all assignments and projects will be documented for your reference in the “Assignments
and Projects” folder.

Student assignments & responsibilities

Transforming Conversations (in-class activity): Our first activity will highlight the difference be-
tween debate and dialogue, and will explore how to speak persuasively about sensitive topics. This
activity will be explained and completed in class on Tuesday, 10 February. There will be no make-up
for the activity—if you miss class, you will receive a zero. This activity is worth 10% of your final grade.

1This book went out-of-print just as our semester began. If you can find a used copy, please do so. If not, no
worries.
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The Written Word (out-of-class assignment): Next, we will study persuasive writing. Between 17
and 24 February, we will investigate different writing methods and techniques with the aim of ed-
ucating and influencing an audience. Then, you will each complete an educational and influential
writing assignment. Details will be given in class on 17 February. The assignment is due at the
start of class on 3 March. Late assignments will lose 5 points for each day they are late, and
the assignment is worth 20% of your final grade.

The Spoken Word (in-class project): Strong oral communication is another useful tool in the advo-
cate’s toolbox. Between 3 and 24 March, we will study two distinct methods of oral communication:
speech, and debate. Details will be provided in class on 3 March, after which you will prepare your
project for in-class presentation. This project is worth 20% of your final grade.

Persuasion Through Technology (out-of-class project): Technology – social networking sites, blogs,
etc – have begun to transform how activism occurs. We will explore this transformation and learn
how to advocate within its context between 31 March and 7 April. Details of the project will be
given in class on Tuesday, 31 March, after which you will work on your project. The assignment is
due at the start of class on Tuesday, 14 April; late assignments will lost 5 points for each day they
are late. This project is worth 20% of your final grade.

Creative Expression (out-of-class project): Creativity is a powerful means of persuasion. Drawing,
painting, sculpture, graphic design, music, fiction, dance, theater ... these can simultaneously ed-
ucate us and move us, making them extremely powerful means of persuasion. To that end, your
final course project will ask you to tap into your own creativity and create something meaningful.
Details will be given in class on 14 April, after which you will have the rest of the semester to
work on your project. These will be presented to the class on 5 May in lieu of a final exam, and
the project is worth 20% of your final grade.

Attendance & Participation: Activism consists of more than just classroom learning; it requires self-
motivation and active learning. This course offers many opportunities to participate in classroom
exercises and discussions. Thus, attending class and participating regularly are key to achieving
the course objectives discussed above.

To this end, attendance and participation will be worth 10% of your final grade. I will take atten-
dance randomly throughout the semester. I will also take note of how regularly you participate
in class, both in productive and distractive ways. Your base attendance and participation grade
will be based upon the proportion of times I take attendance and you are in class. Then, I will
adjust that grade up or down depending on your participation. To maximize this part of your
grade, it is highly recommended that you come to class prepared (e.g., having done the assigned
readings) and willing to participate. Merely showing up and occupying a seat will not constitute
full participation. Other ways to lose participation points include but are not limited to: being
a disruption to others (e.g., side conversations with friends, reading for other classes), repeatedly
failing to answer a question if called upon, and not participating in classroom discussions and
exercises in a productive manner.
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Grading & Evaluation

Grades are assigned in accordance with the following scale:

90 - 100% = A 70 - 79% = C below 60% = F
80 - 89% = B 60 - 69% = D

Academic Honor Code

Academic dishonesty will not be tolerated in this class. Incidents of plagiarism and/or cheating
will result in a failing grade for the class and further penalties per the University’s judicial process.
Students are advised to review the policies established in the UNT Policy on Academic Integrity
regarding academic honesty (http://www.unt.edu/policy/UNT_Policy/volume3/18_1_16.pdf).
If you have any questions about what constitutes plagiarism or cheating, see the professor. Finally,
students agree that, by taking this course, all required assignments may be subject to submission
for textual similarity review to www.turnitin.com or a similar plagiarism prevention system.

The UNT Department of Political Science Policy on Cheating and Plagiarism: The UNT Code of
Student Conduct and Discipline defines cheating and plagiarism as the use of unauthorized books,
notes, or otherwise securing help in a test; copying others’ tests, assignments, reports, or term pa-
pers; representing the work of another as one’s own; collaborating without authority with another
student during an examination or in preparing academic work; or otherwise practicing scholastic
dishonesty. Normally, the minimum penalty for cheating or plagiarism is a grade of “F” in the
course. In the case of graduate departmental exams, the minimum penalty shall be failure of all
fields of the exam. Determination of cheating or plagiarism shall be made by the instructor in the
course, or by the field faculty in the case of departmental exams. Cases of cheating or plagiarism on
graduate departmental exams, theses, or dissertations shall automatically be referred to the depart-
mental Graduate Studies Committee. Cases of cheating or plagiarism in ordinary coursework may,
at the discretion of the instructor, be referred to the Undergraduate Studies Committee in the case
of undergraduate students, or the Graduate Studies Committee in the case of graduate students.
These committees, acting as agents of the department Chair, shall impose further penalties, or
recommend further penalties to the Dean of Students, if they determine that the case warrants it.
In all cases, the Dean of Students shall be informed in writing of the case. Students may appeal
any decision under this policy by following the procedures laid down in the UNT Code of Student
Conduct and Discipline.

The UNT Department of Political Science Policy on Academic Integrity: The Political Science De-
partment adheres to and enforces UNTs policy on academic integrity (cheating, plagiarism, forgery,
fabrication, facilitating academic dishonesty and sabotage). Students in this class should review the
policy (UNT Policy Manual Section 18.1.16), which may be located at http://policy.unt.edu/

sites/default/files/untpolicy/pdf/7-Student_Affairs-Academic_Integrity.pdf. Viola-
tions of academic integrity in this course will addressed in compliance with the penalties and
procedures laid out in this policy. Students may appeal any decision under this policy by following
the procedures laid down in the UNT The UNT Policy Manual Section 18.1.16 “Student Standards
of Academic Integrity.”
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Acceptable Student Behavior: Student behavior that interferes with an instructors ability to con-
duct a class or other students’ opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be
tolerated in any instructional forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be
directed to leave the classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Center for Student
Rights and Responsibilities to consider whether the student’s conduct violated the Code of Stu-
dent Conduct. The university’s expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional forums,
including university and electronic classroom, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc. The Code of
Student Conduct can be found at https://deanofstudents.unt.edu/conduct.

Accommodations (ODA / ADA)

The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with dis-
abilities. Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accom-
modation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with
an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your
specific needs in a course. You may request accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices
of accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in
implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of accommodation for every semester
and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For additional
information see the Office of Disability Accommodation website at http://www.unt.edu/oda. You
may also contact them by phone at 940.565.4323.

If you are a student with a disability and wish to request accommodations, please notify me by the
second week of class. You are also encouraged to contact the Office of Disability Accommodation
at (940) 565-4323. The ODA makes formal recommendations regarding necessary and appropriate
accommodations based on specifically diagnosed disabilities. The Political Science Department
cooperates with the Office of Disability Accommodation to make reasonable accommodations for
qualified students with disabilities. Please present your written accommodation request on or before
the add/drop deadline.

Classroom conduct

Classroom courtesy is an essential component of creating an effective learning environment. All
students have the right to learn without unnecessary distractions. These distractions include: lap-
tops, cell phones, smart phones, iPods and the like, talking during lectures (unless recognized by
the instructor), reading newspapers, falling asleep, etc. If you use a laptop to take notes during
class, turn off the sound and restrain yourself from unnecessary surfing. If you need a cell phone
for emergency purposes, leave it on vibrate. Entering and leaving are also significant sources of
distraction. It is your responsibility to be on time and to stay for the entire class. In circumstances
where you need to leave early, tell the professor beforehand. Repeated disruptions of class will lead
to a reduction in your final grade.

Class discussions of political issues can often stimulate strong feelings and heated debate. I ask
all of you to respect the opinions of your fellow students, even if you do not agree with them. In
simple terms, that means not interrupting other students while they are speaking and not verbally
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attacking them for their beliefs. While I believe that it is essential to connect theory to current
events, I will cut short debates of current events that do not enhance the understanding of course
concepts. I expect you to offer substantive comments and questions when appropriate in class. I
also expect you not to dominate a discussion, but to allow free discussion and exchange of ideas.

Course Content & Schedule

(I) Course Introduction
20 January : Introduction & Overview

• The first three weeks of class will expose you to some areas of concern for humanitar-
ians, activists and advocates. On the first day of class, I will open the floor for topic
suggestions. I will then choose from the resultant list, add additional issues at my dis-
cretion, and update the syllabus.

(II) Current Areas of Concern27 January :

• discuss: Migration, Civilian Victimization, International Justice (fundamentals and
issue bibliographies available on BlackBoard)

• watch: The E-Team

3 February : Issue TBA

(III) Building a Toolbox

1. Transforming Conversations

10 February : Lecture and discussion; in-class activity

Read and consult:

• Flick, Deborah L. 1998. From Debate to Dialogue: Using the Understanding Process
to Transform our Conversations.

2. The Written Word

17 February : Lecture and discussion; work on project
24 February : Work on project

Read and consult:

• Strunk, William, and EB White. 1999. The Elements of Style (4th edition).
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3. The Spoken Word

3 March: Lecture and discussion; prep speech
10 March: Deliver speech
17 March: No class (Spring Break)
24 March: Deliver speech

Read and consult: tba

4. Persuasion Through Technology

31 March: Lecture and discussion; work on project
7 April : Work on project

Read and consult:

• Handley, Ann, and CC Chapman. 2013. Content Rules: How to Create Killer Blogs,
Podcasts, Videos, Ebooks, Webinars (and More) that Engage Customers and Ignite
Your Business

5. Creative Expression

14 April : Lecture and discussion; work on project
21 April : Work on project

Read and consult:

• Hosseini, Khaled. 2004. The Kite Runner.

• Batchen, Geoffrey, Mick Gidley, Nancy K Miller, and Jay Prosser. 2012. Picturing
Atrocity: Photography in Crisis.

(IV) Opportunities to Affect Change
28 April : Lecture; in-class presentation(s) by tbd

5 May : Present creative projects

This syllabus is a guideline and is subject to change at any time.
UPDATED: 19 January 2015
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