
Inspiring students as agents of change in a 
global knowledge economy

Context 
I am course coordinator for the Sociology UG programme which has a clear focus on global 
human rights and social justice and I contribute teaching on the Criminology degree programme. 
I teach human rights, contemporary forced migration and international criminal law. 

In the context of our interconnected world, learning implies preparing our students to understand 
global issues and identify if they themselves are part of the problem or part of the solution. I 
believe that learning at the University is not realistic if only conducted from the UK perspective. 
Since other universities also offer global opportunities, our challenge is to create activities which 
develop graduates as global citizens in meaningful and ethical ways. 

What we do
By making linkages between the local and global communities, and between markets and 
organisations, we can do this and prepare graduates to participate in the global knowledge 
economy.  
In order to immerse students in it, my curriculum strategy in the units I have designed and deliver 
is to;

 � Ensure they develop necessary skills, including language and intercultural awareness, 
to enable them to confront the massive risks and take advantages of globalised 
opportunities.  Given the diversity of the student body at the UoB Polhill campus, this 
involves validating the multiple perspectives of students and their expressions of their 
own cultural resources so that they can identify their own potential.

 � Facilitate connections and collaborations with organisations, creating global 
partnerships which inspire and motivate students to be actively involved.  

 � Embed advocacy and advocacy based methods to empower students to be 
politically and globally engaged and become agents of change, introducing them to 
new experiences. 

Content and resources used
More tangibly, I organise the following to take place during scheduled class time:
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 � High level external speakers, such as a representative of the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda; the Rwanda High Commissioner; an International Peace Maker.

 � Mock UN Security Council debates involving students in a simulated global debate 
where they take on representation of different countries, such as debating for and 
against military intervention in Syria. This is part of the assessment and really gets 
students into the heart of the politics of international justice and accountability.  

 � The Untold Theatre Group to come to class to work with students, involving them in 
acting and directing. This gives students in a learning experience that is visceral in 
nature, going beyond education through words, reading and writing. 

I also organise co-curriculum activities, including trips to:

 � Hear relevant debates in the UK Parliament. 

 � Hearings in the International Criminal Court in The Hague. 

 � Organisations dedicated to disseminate information on human rights violations during 
twentieth century “ethnic cleansing” campaigns in Europe, at Srebrenica in Bosnia. 
In 2015, I took students to Bosnia Herzegovina to work with genocide survivors, 
families, civilians and professionals all working towards peace  and justice in the 
region and to empower civilians from elsewhere to learn the lessons for their own 
communities. 

There are many learning benefits to the students and myself:
  

 � Bringing in role models inspires students to expand their horizons and see 
themselves as bigger than before in the world.  It makes the issue alive for them and 
to see the possibilities.  

 � Academic grades improve and the unit has become high achieving. 

 � Where many don’t acknowledge their cultural backgrounds as a resource, they 
learn to value it while it makes the group vibrant and relevant to teaching a global 
curriculum.  

 � As an educator it is refreshing to work with such a diverse student body. The learning 
process becomes fun and students have the space to breathe.

 � As a result of preparing current teaching material, I have found gaps in research areas 
which, together with student enthusiasm, fuelled my research interest. For me the 
research/ teaching relationship is a more dynamic process and is less binary than 
people tend to think. 

 � Working with the theatre group in class gave students a new learning experience: 
they “took to the acting very well and were proved themselves fantastic at problem 
solving in this media”.

What students learnt from field trips:
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 � “At the International Criminal Court we saw the internal workings of the court. You 
have to see and experience things rather than just have them taught in class to really 
understand them.” 

 � “People who have committed such heinous crimes look so normal! Seeing them ap-
pear in courts in Europe makes you realise that events that take place far away affect 
us near home.”

 � “Talking with people in Srebrenica who lost loved ones in the conflict makes it all real. 
I was surprised that so many are now dedicated to building social cohesion. Their 
message is that hatred does not prevail and should not be allowed to dominate. This 
is really important for our own communities.” 

Impact on student career paths 
Commenting on the impact of this unit students comment that:  

 � “It has opened new career paths for me. Whereas before I thought I wanted to be a 
social worker, now I want to work in Human Rights.” Sarah Jakins

 � “Ive developed an interest in international criminal law because I can see all the 
directions that working in this field can take you to.” Martina Curry

 � “Im now so inspired and passionate about wanting to work in human rights or in any 
humanitarian capacity.” (Erin Fisher, off to study an MA International Law, University 
of Kent)

Potential for adaptation for other units:
  

1. While the curriculum for this unit was international in scope, teaching activities and 
case material can be adjusted to incorporate broader elements of global knowledge. 

2. Within, and beyond the social sciences, the diversity of student backgrounds 
provides an opportunity to enrich understandings of a particular issue.  Encourage 
your students to talk about relevant cultural experiences, validating the different 
perspective on a subject.  

3. Identify potential international partner organisations and collaborations from your own 
contacts, those of colleagues or your own students.  Scheduled class conversations 
could be facilitated via internet conferencing and skype.  What other units and with 
which colleagues could you join up with to organise these? 
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