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Human Rights Educators USA (HRE USA) is a national network within the United States 

dedicated to promoting human dignity, justice, and peace by cultivating an expansive, 

vibrant base of support for human rights education (HRE). As such, our suggested 

recommendations for the Universal Periodic Review 4th Cycle center on our network’s 

priorities. Our review also takes into account the institutional environments influencing the 

dissemination and promotion of HRE policies and practices in K-12 schools and higher 

education. Our review prioritizes protecting academic freedom and educational 

accessibility without discrimination within all settings in the United States. 
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1. Introduction and Summary: 
 

1.1 The right to education is fundamental and has long been recognized in the Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), and 

other human rights treaties. It is an essential human right to be implemented at the local, 

state, national, and international levels. Grounded in the principle of non-discrimination 

and inclusive of human rights education (HRE) and academic freedom, the right to 

education is integral to ensuring the full range of other human rights, such as supporting 

democracy, peace and security, and sustainable development. Protecting and promoting 

the right to education in the United States of America (USA) is of urgent and vital 

importance. The Universal Periodic Review process presents a critical opportunity for 

United Nations (UN) Member States to provide clear guidance to the USA on upholding this 

right. 

 

 

2. Human Rights Obligations and Commitments on the Right to 

Education:  
 

2.1  The USA has recognized the right to education, on the basis of the principle of non-

discrimination and inclusive of HRE and academic freedom, through signing and ratifying 

core human rights instruments and through its participation and commitments to 

multilateral processes and mechanisms.  

 

2.2  The USA is signatory to the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural 

Rights (ICESCR), the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW), the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), and the Convention on 

the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). While the failure to ratify these instruments 

prevents the USA from benefiting from full engagement with treaty mechanisms, the 

signatures are indicative of a commitment to the objects and purposes of the treaties, 

including the protection of the human right to education as described therein (ICESCR Art. 

13, CEDAW Art. 10, CRC Arts. 28 and 29, CRPD Art. 24). This commitment to these treaties 

was reaffirmed during the previous UPR Cycle via the full support expressed by the USA of 

Recommendations 1, 2, 16, 18, 20, 23, 24, 26, 27, 30, 31, 36-49, 57 and 58, all of which urged 

ratification of one or more of these treaties.i 

 

2.3. The USA is a party to CERD. CERD Article 5 obliges the USA to eliminate racial 

discrimination across a range of rights, including “the right to education.” Article 7 obliges 

the USA to adopt measures “in the fields of teaching, education, culture and information” to 

combat racial discrimination and promote “understanding, tolerance and friendship among 

nations and racial or ethnic [sic] groups.” 
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2.4. The USA is a party to the ICCPR. ICCPR Article 19 obliges the USA to protect freedom of 

opinion and expression, as well as the right to “seek, receive and impart information and 

ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers…” As described by the Special Rapporteurs on 

Freedom of Opinion and Expressionii and the Right to Education,iii in conjunction with the 

right to education, this Article provides the foundation for academic freedom. 

 

2.5. The USA is party to CAT. CAT Article 10 obliges the USA to “ensure that education and 

training regarding the prohibition against torture” are provided to law enforcement, 

military and other persons involved with detained, arrested, or imprisoned individuals. 

 

2.6. During the previous UPR Cycle, the USA supported recommendations with relevance 

to: 

A. education, e.g. Recommendation 313 (“Take further robust and comprehensive 

measures to promote wider and equitable access to quality education at all levels”);  

B. non-discrimination, e.g. Recommendations 110 (“Adopt further measures to 

ensure the enjoyment of human rights by all without discrimination”) and 147 

(“Guarantee the protection of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex 

persons and put an end to the discrimination they suffer” [emphasis added]);  

C. human rights education, e.g. Recommendations 101 (“Work across federal 

agencies and departments to foster more comprehensive education and training for 

state and local agencies and officials on human rights”), 102 (“Carry out additional 

anti-discrimination training for government officials at all levels and systematically”), 

and 248 (“Train the personnel of law enforcement agencies on human rights 

principles in arrest, detention, investigation and decent treatment”). 

D. and academic freedom, e.g. Recommendations 269 (“Guarantee freedom of 

expression and freedom of the media, and create safe working conditions for 

journalists”); 270 (“Ensure that the right to peaceful assembly is respected and 

refrain from the use of force and lethal weapons when dealing with protesters”); 

and 274 (“Ensure an environment in which immigrant human rights defenders can 

do their work freely, without threat of immigration detention and deportation”). 

 

3. Right to Education: 
 

3.1  Education in the United States is undergoing a series of attacks that threaten to 

undermine quality instruction and democratic principles in general.  These include book 

bans, warnings against emphases on diversity, equity and inclusion, and oppression of 

students on the basis of a variety of demographic characteristics. In this section, we 

enumerate many of these most pressing concerns in greater detail. 

 

3.2  Firstly, the U.S. Department of Education plays a crucial role in organizing federal 

student loans, tracking academic achievement, and enforcing civil rights laws in schools. 
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However, the current administration has signed orders to “eliminate” the Department, 

an action that threatens the overall right to education, particularly for low-income 

students, students of color, and students with disabilitiesiv. By defunding the Department 

of Education, the administration is cutting investment in K–12 schools and universitiesv. 

As part of this effort in March 2025, the Department was instructed to cut nearly half its 

workforce: 1,300 out of 4,133 employeesvi. Federal funding provides 11% of all K-12 

public school fundingvii. Without sufficient staff or oversight, schools will lack 

accountability mechanisms and lose access to federal funding linked to academic 

performance and equitable resources. 

 

3.3  In higher education, restrictions on academic freedom and freedom of expression 

for students and educators are increasing. Non-citizens have been targeted with 

intimidationviii and subject to detention and deportation for their political speechix or for 

their perceived political beliefsx.  

 

3.4  The federal government has issued directives to dismantle the role of Diversity, 

Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) in K-12 and higher education settings in the United States. 

On January 21, 2025, the administration issued an executive order requiring federal 

grant recipients to certify that they do not operate “unlawful” DEI programsxi. Another 

order directed all federal agencies to terminate DEI-related mandates, preferences, and 

activitiesxii. These efforts were reinforced by the termination of staff in 7 of 12 Office for 

Civil Rights regional offices, effectively dismantling federal civil rights enforcement in 

education.  

 

3.5  Leading university research programs involved in international development, public 

health, and DEI have received orders to shut down or warnings that funding could be 

revokedxiii xiv. The current administration has prioritized the elimination of DEI, warning 

institutions that non-compliance with federal directives may lead to defundingxv . Letters 

demanding “immediate compliance” have resulted in multimillion-dollar cuts at major 

universitiesxvi. Federal funding for scientific research is newly limited to projects that do 

not mention a number of keywords including “disability,” “diversity,” “gender,” and “hate 

speech”xvii. 

 

3.6  As of March 17, 2025, over 50 universities are under investigation for their DEI 

program effortsxviii. On April 3, 2025, state K-12 departments of education were 

threatened with having critical funds revoked unless departments certified they were 

following federal civil rights laws and ending any discriminatory diversity, equity and 

inclusion practicesxix. In addition to the direct impacts on these individual institutions, 

such actions have created a culture of confusion and intimidation, leading to self-

censorshipxx. Importantly, the mere existence of threats to DEI programming, let alone 

their actual restriction, has placed undue burden on the marginalized communities that 

most often manage these programsxxi. As a result of coordinated efforts to suppress 
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educational freedom and inclusion, the United States was added to the CIVICUS Monitor 

Watchlist in March 2025xxii xxiii.  

 

3.7  Threats to DEI, safety, and rights within learning environments challenge the inherent 

dignity and equal rights of all community members.xxiv 

 

3.8  Attacks on Indigenous education - both the programs in publicly funded schools and 

universities and the threats to defund and upend the administration of native american 

schools funded or operated through the Bureau of Indian Education violate the essential 

principles of UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, challenge the 

principles of the government to government relationship with Indigenous nations and 

threaten an essential resource for Indigenous cultural survival.xxv  

 

3.9  Book bans, in which books are restricted or removed from school libraries and 

classrooms, have steadily increased since 2020. During the 2023-2024 school year, PEN 

America found more than 10,000 book bans in public schools in the U.S.xxvi. In January 

2025, the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (which has since been 

halved, dismissed 11 complaints about book bans, terminated investigations into book 

bans, and fired “book ban coordinators” who had been placed to develop guidance and 

training to deter schools from limiting student access under the previous 

administration.xxvii The decision “rescinded all department guidance issued under the 

theory that a school district’s removal of age-inappropriate books from its libraries may 

violate civil rights law.”xxviii  

 

3.10  Furthermore, the current administration has supported bans on Critical Race 

Theory (CRT)xxix. Reactionary bans based on a fundamental misunderstanding of CRT 

have spread rapidly throughout the USA since July 2021. 44 states have either officially 

instituted a CRT ban (18 states), proposed one (9 states), or overturned/stalled one (17 

states).xxx This leaves a total of 7 states in the U.S. that have not attempted to ban CRT in 

some form. Threats to CRT are not only alarming for their attempted erasure of the 

legacies of slavery and institutional racism in U.S. history, but also for its implications 

concerning HRE as a whole. Critical theories enable students and educators to approach 

elements of culture holistically, examining structures of power that create and maintain 

inequalities. Thus human rights and HRE are bound up with critical theory because they 

provide a framework for equality. These attempted restrictions constitute a direct attack 

on both the right to education and to freedom of expression, both historically 

recognized as cornerstones of American democracy.  

 

3.11  Parallel actions are taking place across other sectors, including the targeted 

removal of government websites celebrating diversityxxxi, and the removal of certain 

books and policies from the U.S. militaryxxxii. The removal of these kinds of public 

information and educational materials constitutes an elimination of HRE, as presented in 
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the UN’s WPHRE recommendations. 

 

3.12  These orders go against the U.S. government’s responsibility to ensure equal 

access to educational opportunities for all students. The U.S. affirmed when ratifying the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD), and the Convention Against 

Torture (CAT) that federal, state, and local authorities share responsibility for 

implementing international human rights obligations. These actions violate the 

recommendations listed in section 84 of the report on Academic Freedom by the Special 

Rapporteur on the Right to Educationxxxiii, 4 ICESCR, and 19 ICCPR. 

 

3.13  Operating from a framework of human rights values prioritizes diversity as a 

desirable outcome in and of itself. That said, existing research on the impact of anti-DEI 

efforts reveals a loss of innovation in workspaces, a weakening of effectiveness, and most 

importantly: an exacerbation of existing inequitiesxxxiv. Of particular concern is the idea 

that, if abolished, the erasure of these programs will create lasting damage in both 

educational and professional settings.  

 

3.14  These mounting threats, including the loss of federal funding, educational censorship 

and objective oversight will have severe impacts on education at the state and local levels. 

As with any resources, students cannot access them if they don’t know they exist. 

Solidifying support for HRE provides one necessary means toward essential awareness of 

the resources that do exist.  

 

4. Recommendations:  
 

4.1  This Universal Periodic Review 4th Cycle will receive many stakeholder reports pointing 

to violations of human rights in U.S. public and private life. HRE USA maintains that the 

threats to human rights in the United States today are contributed to and exacerbated by 

the failure of the United States to meet its treaty obligations to foster and protect the right 

to education in formal and informal PK-12 education and higher education. Therefore, HRE 

USA urges the UPR Working Group on the U.S.A. to make the following recommendations: 

 

Recommendation 1: Urge the U.S. Government to uphold its international human 

rights and humanitarian law treaty obligations (see HRE USA submission to the US 

Dept. of Statexxxv) 

 

4.2  The U.S. Government, directly and through facilitation and support of state and local 

efforts, must ensure that education in International Human Rights (IHR) and International 

Humanitarian Law (IHL), as well as in U.S. human rights treaty commitments, is provided in 

public schools, colleges and universities, and incorporated into professional training of 

educators.  

https://hreusa.org/policy-and-advocacy/international-advocacy/human-rights-education-hr-treaties-and-hr-practice-submission-to-the-united-nations-upr-of-united-states-of-america-2020/
https://hreusa.org/policy-and-advocacy/international-advocacy/human-rights-education-hr-treaties-and-hr-practice-submission-to-the-united-nations-upr-of-united-states-of-america-2020/
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Recommendation 2: Urge the U.S. government to ratify critical international 

conventions 

 

4.3  The U.S. government must ratify the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 

International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), the Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and Convention on the Elimination of All 

form of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and enshrine the tenets of these treaties 

into U.S. federal policy. 

 

Recommendation 3: Urge the U.S. government to uphold the structure and 

implementation of the right to education.  

 

4.4  The U.S. government must take all steps necessary to ensure agencies such as the U.S. 

Department of Education and the Department of Health and Human Services continue to 

operate uninterrupted in order to provide essential services, funding, and support to state 

and local educational stakeholders.  

 

Recommendation 4: Protect academic freedom at all educational levels 

 

4.5  The U.S. government must protect and defend the academic freedom of all educational 

stakeholders, including but not limited to students, faculty, and community members. The 

U.S. government or its designate (i.e. the U.S. Department of Education) should take steps 

to enable the fostering of free inquiry, debate, and expression of all educational 

stakeholders. The U.S. government should ensure that PK-12 schools, universities, and 

colleges are safe havens for intellectual exploration and the challenging of conventional 

wisdom. 

 

Recommendation 5: Support equitable access to education and protect against all 

forms of educational discrimination 

 

4.6  The U.S. government must uphold all human and civil rights protections for students 

within PK-12 and higher education settings. All students, no matter their backgrounds, 

identities, or status, deserve a high quality educational experience free from discrimination 

or mistreatment. In the absence of U.S. government support, local stakeholders must play 

a decisive role in fostering and sustaining educational spaces where equitable access and 

freedom from discrimination is paramount and protected.  
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Recommendation 6: Empower local and state stakeholders to uphold and defend the 

right to education and the right to learn  

 

4.7  Local stakeholders must uphold and enshrine the right to education into all practices, 

policies, and decision making that occur within local educational settings (i.e. school 

districts). Local stakeholders should strive to foster spaces of learning that affirm the 

human dignity and worth of every child and cultivate climates and cultures that engender 

the right to learn.  

 

Recommendation 7: Foster local and youth “Right to Education” initiatives and 

innovations through funding 

 

4.8  The U.S. Government at the federal, state, and local levels should provide financial 

support for human rights learning programs, scholarships, fellowships, and engagement 

opportunities for young people. Stakeholders should be encouraged, through capacity 

building and financial support, to work on creative, innovative evidence-based models of 

human rights learning in cities and school districts through the U.S. Efforts should be 

undertaken to support youth as changemakers in HRE through youth participation on 

policy boards, mentorships, and fellowships. 

 

Recommendation 8: Encourage the U.S. Government to create a National Human 

Rights Institution. 

 

4.9  The Campaign for a National Human Rights Institution (NHRI) in the United States, 

founded in 2023, is a  growing coalition of civil and human rights organizations from 

around the United States, including HRE USA, seeking to establish an NHRI in the U.S. to 

enable the U.S. to fully realize and respect its human rights commitments. 

 

2025–26 Updates 

 

Between April 2025 and April 2026, the educational landscape in the United States has 

seen further attacks in the form of the rippling effects of budget cuts and newly proposed 

further budget cutsxxxvi  and 90% loss of staffing at the Office for Civil Rights in the 

Department of Education.xxxvii In addition to specific attacks on minority-serving institutions 

who have steep decreases in funding.xxxviii All together these cuts deeply impact students, 

educators, staff, families, and communities. These funding cuts exist concurrently with 

increased and expanded threats to education and freedom of speech at large in schools 

on college campuses. From fighting book bansxxxix to the penalization of protest and free 

speech on campuses,xl the situation for education at large is a subject of great concern for 

educators, advocates, and researchers.  

 

https://nhriforusa.org/about
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Through a series of seminars and outreach efforts, the HRE USA team has engaged with 

human rights educators from across the country and its territories from January through 

early April 2026. These virtual meetings were brought together around the common goal 

of discussing and analyzing current methods and models to consider future actions 

towards the implementation, protection, and practice of human rights. HRE USA will 

continue collaborating on both local and multi-region creative projects and community 

and organizational efforts as the year progresses. 

 

Contributors: Rosemary Blanchard, Kristina Eberbach, Bill Fernekes, Cynthia Gabriel, 

Danielle Lucksted, Glenn Mitoma, Kristi Rudelius-Palmer, Jacob Skrzypiec, Felisa Tibbitts, 

Yvonne Vissing, Madeleine Wegner, Joshua Cooper, Jazzmin Chizu Gota. 

 

Submitting Organizations:  
 

Human Rights Educators USA (HRE USA) is a collaborative network to learn, teach, organize, 

advocate, and innovate for human rights education in the United States. HRE USA is guided 

by the basic human rights principles of human dignity, equality, and non-discrimination as 

articulated in the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In accordance 

with these principles, we value diversity, inclusiveness, transparency, and consensus-based 

decision making and commit to treating each other with dignity, integrity, caring, and 

respect in all our undertakings. 

 

The Educators Institute for Human Rights (EIHR), founded by teachers for teachers, 

supports communities recovering from violent conflict. We do this by applying lessons from 

the Holocaust and other egregious violations of human rights, such as the Rwanda 

genocide, as a starting point for teaching secondary school students about how these 

conflicts evolve and how to prevent them. 

 

The Right to Learn Coalition (R2L) is a non-partisan entity which seeks to protect children’s 

right to learn in the United States. Members are dedicated to ensuring access to safe, 

inclusive, and high-quality public education that prepares students to succeed and thrive. 

We do so by supporting knowledge among educators and advocates and by promoting 

solutions that inspire collective action. We are committed to the pursuit of human and civil 

rights and advocating for historically marginalized communities and equitable education in 

the United States. 

 

 

Endnotes 
 
i A/HRC/46/15/Add.1 
ii A/75/261 
iii A/HRC56/58 

http://hreusa.org/
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://eihr.org/right-to-learn
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