
The Human Face of Human Rights

�is learning expedition 
explored human rights crises 
both around the world and 
close to home in Portland, 
Maine. It culminated in an 
oral history exhibit of photo-
graphs and stories.

Guiding Questions:
How should society identify and treat the “other”?
How have human rights crises occurred,  
and how should we respond?
What can we learn about society and history  
from personal stories?

Model Expedition: Grade 10
Casco Bay High School 
Portland, ME

! ! ! !!!!! ! ! ! !
!"#$%&"'("')*+,-./0"10+23456.75)"8+-/95:"#$%&"



Part One: Exploring Human Rights
 :   
 
�is case study was an introduction to the broad concept 
of human rights through a close examination of some of 
history’s human rights atrocities. Students started this 
case study by reading An Ordinary Man, written by the 
Rwandan hotel manager who inspired the movie Hotel 
Rwanda. �ey also watched the movie to learn about 
the religious and cultural divisions that sparked the con-
flict in Rwanda. Students examined human rights crises 
throughout history, from slavery in the United States, 
to Nazi Germany. �e class read additional literature on 
human rights atrocities, such as Elie Wiesel’s Night, set 
during the Holocaust, and Dave Eggers’s What Is the What, 
set in Sudan. Students explored the difference between 
human rights and civil rights and studied the United 
Nations’ Declaration of Human Rights. Students deepened 
their understanding of the human side of these issues
when five people who had immigrated to Portland from 
war-torn countries around the world visited the class. �e 
visitors honestly—and sometimes painfully—discussed 
their experiences, both during and since their ordeals. 

Part Two: Human Rights in Our Community
 :   
 
Students chose a contemporary human rights crisis from 
somewhere in the world as a lens for understanding how 
human rights violations are affecting people in their own 
community. �is case study involved in-depth research 
into the crisis as well as a sustained relationship with a 
community member from that part of the world. Stu-
dents’ academic knowledge of the crisis was complement-
ed by a personal connection.

: �e Human Face of Human Rights learning expedition took tenth grade students out of their 
classrooms and into the city of Portland, Maine to uncover and document the stories of immigrants in their com-
munity. As a school with a diverse population, including many recent immigrants and refugees, this expedition 
was personally significant for many students. It combined academic content and skills with a focus on character, 
community, and citizenship. �e case studies and projects in both parts of the expedition built students’ skills in 
nonfiction reading, interviewing, oral presentation, expository writing, and photography. �e culminating event 
was a community reception at a public gallery featuring photos and writing from the class’s oral history project.

Academic Skills and Standards
 

Reading comprehension•	
Expository writing•	
Public speaking•	
Research•	
Perspective-taking and point of view•	

  
History•	
Civics and government•	
Geography•	
Economics•	

 
Photography•	
Analysis and critique of images•	

   
  

Interviewing•	
Group collaboration•	

 Students presented their work at Portland's SALT Institute  
for Documentary Studies.
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His dress is quite casual. He wears a polo shirt with 
a long-sleeve shirt underneath. He has on baggy 
jeans and sneakers. Basically, he looks like the aver-
age teenage boy. His eyes roll and his white teeth 
contrast against his pink tongue as he rolls it around 
his mouth. He is thinking, thinking of how best to 
answer the question that has just been thrown at 
him. I try to offer help by restating the question in a 
less crazy way, “So you didn't know that the crisis 

Casco Bay students used display panels  
like this to capture the stories of immigrants 
and refugees in Portland.

in Darfur was going on?” His eyes roll again and he 
smiles, as he answers my less confusing question, 
“No.” Of course it is not a complete answer. It is a 
yes or a no with as little detail as the question allows. 
His voice is calm and slow. His words flow smoothly 
together, thick with his Sudanese accent. He does 
not stutter over his words. Some words he pronounc-
es wrong, but this does not faze him. He is clear. 
He knows what he wants to say. 

 :  
Students researched the history, politics, geography, 
culture, and economics of the crisis. �ey were respon-
sible for assessing their sources for readability, credibility,
and bias. From their research, students wrote a conven-
tional paper that explored what caused this human rights 
crisis, why it matters, and what should be done to make 
the situation right again.

 :  
Working in teams of one to four, students interviewed 
someone from the country they researched in order to 
deepen their understanding of the human story embed-
ded in their research. �ey were required to conduct at 
least four interviews in order to fully unearth the stories 
of their interview subjects. Each team of students also 

worked to capture the story of their subject in images. As 
preparation, the class studied Annie Leibovitz’s photo-
graphs, as well as those of visiting professionals, to under-
stand the elements of strong images. �ey took a variety 
of photographs and chose a selection of strong images for 
a portfolio that was critiqued by the class. Ultimately, they 
chose three images to include on their final panel. Once 
the interviews and photographs were complete, students 
wrote the story of their subject, capturing the important 
details and voice of each person’s story. 

Each group of students crafted one polished display pan-
el for their final exhibit that was hung in the gallery of 
downtown Portland’s SALT Institute for Documentary 
Studies. Each panel included photographs, selections 
from the oral histories, and credits. 
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 Service Learning
The gallery exhibit honored the importance of  •	
the stories of local immigrants in the community  
and educated local citizens about the challenges  
that immigrants face.

 Exhibitions
Student oral history projects—panels of photographs •	
and text—were displayed at the gallery of the SALT 
Institute for Documentary Studies. At the opening, 
with many of the interview subjects in attendance, 
students read from their pieces and the class  
performed a choral reading.

 Final Products
The gallery exhibit at the SALT Institute for  •	
Documentary Studies was the final product of the 
expedition.

Fieldwork
Visited the gallery at the SALT Institute for  •	
Documentary Studies several times to learn about  
its mission, view an exhibit, and, eventually, set  
up their own exhibits.
Attended a public presentation of the work of  •	
professional photojournalist, James Natchwey.
Conducted oral history interviews with community •	
subjects throughout the city.

Experts
Donna Galluzzo of the SALT Institute for  •	
Documentary Studies visited the school to present  
on the power of documentary and to introduce  
the oral history project. Ms. Galluzzo visited the class 
three additional times to work with the students  
on interviewing and photography skills.
The class organized a panel presentation that  •	
involved five people living in Portland who had  
immigrated from war torn countries. They spoke  
as a panel to the class and touched on their  
experiences in their home countries as well as  
coming to the United States.
Various local professional photographers visited  •	
to help the students with their photography.

Connections to the Community and Larger World

Expedition Authors: Susan McCray and Stephanie Doane

EL Education 
247 West 35th Street 
Eighth Floor 
New York, NY 10001 
212-239-4455 tel 
212-239-8287 fax
www.elschools.org
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