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COMPARING INDIVIDUAL  
EXPERIENCES OF FREEDOM 
 
I N T R O D U C T I O N  
 
In this lesson, students will demonstrate their understanding of how individuals experience freedom 
differently in countries with democratic and undemocratic forms of government. Students will consider 
which individual rights are most important to them and, using video testimonies from the Freedom 
Collection, explore factors that have inspired contemporary political dissidents to advocate for freedom 
and democracy in their countries.  
 
 

G U I D I N G  Q U E S T I O N S  
 

 How do individuals around the world experience freedom differently? 
 Which of the rights discussed do you think are most essential to an individual’s experience of 

freedom? 
 What is the relationship between democratic government and the quality of an individual’s 

experience of rights? 
 What factors have inspired some individuals to become dissidents and advocate for freedom in 

their countries?  
 
 

O B J E C T I V E S  
 

STUDENTS WILL :  
 

 Compare individual experiences of freedom in different parts of the world today.  
 Analyze the relationship between democratic systems of government and the quality of an 

individual’s experience of freedom. 
 Consider which individual rights are most important to them. 
 Examine why some contemporary political dissidents have become advocates for freedom and 

democracy in their countries. 
 
 

L E N G T H  O F  L E S S O N  
 

 60 minutes 
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C U R R I C U L U M  S T A N D A R D S  
 
TEKS 
 WH.9.D “Identify the influence of ideas such as separation of powers, checks and balances, 

liberty, equality, democracy, popular sovereignty, human rights, constitutionalism, and 
nationalism on political revolutions.” 

 WH.21A “Describe how people have participated in supporting or changing their government.” 
 WH.29A “Explain the differences between primary and secondary sources and examine those 

sources to analyze frame of reference, historical context, and point of view.” 
 WH.29B “Analyze information by sequencing, categorizing, identifying cause-and-effect 

relationships, comparing, contrasting, finding the main idea, summarizing, making 
generalizations and predictions, drawing inferences and conclusions, and developing 
connections between historical events over time.”  

 WH.30 “The student communicates in written, oral, and visual forms.”  
 WH.31A “Use a decision-making process to identify a situation that requires a decision, gather 

information, identify options, predict consequences, and take action to implement a decision.” 
 
AP WORLD HISTORY 
 AP.6.3.III.A “The notion of human rights gained traction throughout the world.” 

 
 

B A C K G R O U N D  
 
Over the past century an unprecedented transformation in the condition of world freedom has taken 
place. In 1900, there were no true democracies among the globe’s sovereign states. Even the few 
societies that chose their leaders through elections fell well short of the standards by which a free people 
are judged today. Thus, in the United States, women were denied the vote and blacks were victims of 
pervasive discrimination both in law and in practice.  
 
The world has become a much different place since then. By the year 2000, citizens in 45 percent of 
the world’s countries enjoyed a wide range of freedoms, including honest elections, the right to express 
dissenting opinions, a strong rule of law, broad economic liberties, and laws that guarantee equal rights 
for women. By contrast, the citizens of about 25 percent of the world’s sovereign states lived under 
outright oppression, with fraudulent elections, press censorship, the imprisonment of dissidents, 
widespread corruption, and an unjust legal system.  
 
Freedom’s progress did not occur along a consistent, year-by-year pattern, but in three major waves. The 
first, in the period before and immediately after World War I (1914–1918), saw the expansion of 
elections in Europe and major gains for women’s suffrage. The second wave took place immediately 
after World War II (1939–1945), when, in reaction to the rise of totalitarian dictatorship, societies in 
Western Europe, North America, and elsewhere established systems of government that included both 
elections and civil liberties and the movement to free colonial territories in Asia, Africa, and the Middle 
East got underway.   
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The third, and most substantial, wave took place in the final decades of the twentieth century. From 
Western Europe to Latin America to Asia and Africa, societies that had been ruled by military 
governments or dictators made the choice for democracy. During the same period, the world’s most 
enduring totalitarian movement, Communism, collapsed almost completely, and many of the liberated 
societies opted for democracy and free institutions.  
 
Among other things, these changes have meant that people in many societies throughout the world no 
longer think of themselves as subjects, but rather as citizens with a wide array of rights. The process that 
has transformed the world’s concepts of rights and freedoms has been propelled by writers and 
theorists, ranging from Adam Smith to the American Founding Fathers to more contemporary figures like 
George Orwell. The momentum toward freedom also reflected the reaction to the crimes of the Nazis. 
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which the United Nations adopted shortly after World War 
II, and a number of other agreements enshrining various freedoms in international law have been 
adopted by many nations in subsequent years. More important has been the emergence of a vigorous 
global civil society that has pressed forward the goals of securing individual rights. 
 
There are many remaining problems today, beginning with the outright rejection of democracy by two 
large powers, China and Russia. But we can count as a major achievement the fact that there are few 
societies today in which the individual lives under conditions of absolute dictatorship or totalitarian rule. 
In few societies does the state restrict the rights of individuals to move about the country or travel 
abroad. Governments differ widely in the degree to which they intervene in economic matters, but very 
few governments maintain the level of strict domination that marked the Soviet Union throughout most of 
the twentieth century (1917–1991). The advance of the Internet since the late twentieth century has 
made it all but impossible for governments to erect information blockades.  
 
Yet someone who lives in a free society experiences life much differently than a citizen in an 
authoritarian environment. A citizen in a democracy has unfettered access to a wide variety of opinions 
and news sources. In a repressive society, the major media are often vehicles for propaganda. In a 
democracy, a citizen has confidence that elections will be conducted honestly, and not rigged or 
manipulated as is often the case in authoritarian settings. In democracies, police abuse is unusual, and 
civil liberties advocates play a vigorous watchdog role. Under authoritarian rule, the security forces 
routinely carry out beatings and torture with impunity.  
 
The impressive gains that the advocates of freedom registered during the twentieth century have 
triggered a backlash among rulers who fear democratic competition and the movement for expanded 
rights. Authoritarian rulers today have developed methods of political control that are designed to 
suppress the advocates of democracy while allowing their countries to take part in the global economy.  
 
But these modern authoritarians have not succeeded in crushing dissident ideas or organized 
movements for reform.  People are better educated and more aware of their rights than ever before in 
history. They communicate with like-minded advocates in other societies through the Internet. They are 
inspired by successful movements in other societies. Some are motivated by pervasive injustice inflicted 
by an uncaring leadership and brutal police tactics. Some are pushed into action by widespread 
corruption—the notion that their leaders are “thieves and bandits.” Some seek narrow goals such as the 
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protection of a forest endangered by development or the right to religious worship without the 
interference of the state. But while the immediate goals may differ from one society to another, the 
solution invariably lies in the attainment of the core institutions of democracy: freedom of speech and 
protest, the rule of law to protect these rights, and honest elections that enable citizens to choose leaders 
who will chart a new direction for their people.  
 
 

R E S O U R C E S  
 

 Chart paper and markers 
 Handout 1, Selecting Significant Rights  
 Freedom House, Country Status, and Freedom Ratings 

http://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2014#.Uym9GqMo5LM 
 Freedom Collection videos 

 Ellen Johnson Sirleaf: Hope for the Children of Liberia (Liberia, English, :39) 
http://www.freedomcollection.org/regions/sub_saharan_africa/liberia/ellen_johnson
_sirleaf/ 

 Zin Mar Aung: Why I Became a Dissident (Burma, English, 3:19) 
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/zin_mar_aung/?vidid=957 

 Doan Viet Hoat: Imprisoned (Vietnam, English, 2:57) 
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/doan_viet_hoat/?vidid=197 

 Berta Soler: Vision for Cuba (Cuba, subtitled, 4:07) 
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/berta_soler/?vidid=1142  

 Radwan Ziadeh: Becoming a Human Rights Activist (Syria, English, 2:54) 
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/radwan_ziadeh/?vidid=865 

 
 

P R E R E Q U I S I T E S  

  
This lesson assumes students have completed Lessons 2–4 from Unit 2. 
 
 

N O T E S  T O  T H E  T E A C H E R  
 

 Teachers may elect to use any or all of the suggested videos, which are available to download 
in advance of a lesson from the Freedom Collection website. Each video has an accompanying 
transcript that is also available on the website. 

 
 

P R O C E D U R E   
(times below are suggested) 
 

1. (1 minute) Warm-Up:  Begin the lesson by having students watch the following video clip, asking 
them to reflect on the following question as they listen: “Why do you think President Ellen 

http://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2014#.Uym9GqMo5LM
http://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2014#.Uym9GqMo5LM
http://www.freedomcollection.org/regions/sub_saharan_africa/liberia/ellen_johnson_sirleaf/
http://www.freedomcollection.org/regions/sub_saharan_africa/liberia/ellen_johnson_sirleaf/
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/zin_mar_aung/?vidid=957
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/zin_mar_aung/?vidid=957
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/doan_viet_hoat/?vidid=197
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/doan_viet_hoat/?vidid=197
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/berta_soler/?vidid=1142
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/radwan_ziadeh/?vidid=865
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/radwan_ziadeh/?vidid=865
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Johnson Sirleaf starts with the children of Liberia when considering the future of freedom and 
democracy in her country?” 
 

 Ellen Johnson Sirleaf: Hope for the Children of Liberia (Liberia, English, :39) 
http://www.freedomcollection.org/regions/sub_saharan_africa/liberia/ellen_johnson
_sirleaf/ 

 
2. (4 minutes) After watching the clip, ask students to discuss with their group from Lessons 2–4 why 

President Sirleaf focuses on the children. They should also discuss, based on information in the 
video clip, what differences exist between children living in societies that are free and those 
living in societies that are not free.  
 

3. (5 minutes) Instruct students to review the analysis they completed in Lessons 2–4, focusing on 
the individual’s experience of political, economic, and personal freedoms in countries with 
democratic and undemocratic systems of government. Give them time to discuss the differences 
they have seen and make concluding statements based on their three days of analysis.  
 

4. (10 minutes) Next, tell students they are going to create two acrostic poems using the word 
“RIGHTS” and facts to demonstrate their understanding of individual rights in the countries they 
analyzed. Explain that in an acrostic poem each line should begin with a word that starts with a 
letter from the term “RIGHTS.” Provide students markers and two pieces of chart paper, one for 
each of their assigned countries. Instruct them to write the name of the country and its Freedom 
House “Freedom Rating” (free, partly free, not free, plus average of scores for Political Rights 
and Civil Liberties) at the top of each sheet of paper. They should then write their acrostic poem 
vertically under the country title. Share the following example with students before they begin: 
 

Country Name  Not Free 
 
Rigid restrictions of property ownership 
I can’t travel freely without permission from government 
Government rigs elections 
Horrible treatment of prisoners thrown in jail for expressing views 
Tight government control of media and free expression 
Strict regulation of who can run for office 

 
5. (15 minutes) Once students have completed their acrostic poems, instruct them to hang the 

democratic countries on one side of the room in order of their overall Freedom Rating from 
Freedom House. Do the same with the undemocratic countries on the other side of the room. 
Allow students a few minutes to walk around and examine the posters of the other groups and 
then discuss as a class the following questions: 

 What does the quality of life look like in a free versus a not-free country? 
 What is the relationship between democratic government and the quality of an 

individual’s experience of rights? 
 

http://www.freedomcollection.org/regions/sub_saharan_africa/liberia/ellen_johnson_sirleaf/
http://www.freedomcollection.org/regions/sub_saharan_africa/liberia/ellen_johnson_sirleaf/
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6. (10 students) Provide each student with a copy of the “Selecting Significant Rights” handout, 
instructing them to work on their own to read through the list and consider which rights they 
believe are most important to an individual’s experience of freedom. Ask students to highlight the 
five rights they would secure first. They may select only five and should offer evidence to justify 
their choice. After students have had a chance to select their five, share the key and allow them 
to evaluate which category of rights—political, economic, or personal—is most important to them. 
If students overwhelmingly chose one category, ask them why they think that was. 
 

7. (15 minutes) Choose 2–3 of the following video clips from the Freedom Collection’s oral history 
collection. Ask students to consider the following questions as they watch the clips: “What 
factors inspired these individuals to become dissidents and advocate for freedom in their 
countries? How do the rights that inspired them differ from the ones you identified as most 
important? What impact do their stories have on your own thinking about freedom, democracy, 
and individual rights?” Ask for volunteers to share their thoughts with the class. 

 
 Zin Mar Aung: Why I Became a Dissident (Burma, English, 3:19) 

http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/zin_mar_aung/?vidid=957  
Zin Mar Aung, a civil society leader and former political prisoner, describes how she 
became interested in political science and became active in advocating for democracy 
and an independent civil society in Burma. 

 
 Doan Viet Hoat: Imprisoned (Vietnam, English, 2:57) 

http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/doan_viet_hoat/?vidid=197  
Doan Viet Hoat, a writer, scholar, and former prisoner of conscience, discusses how he 
was jailed for publishing an underground newsletter advocating for democracy and 
human rights in Vietnam. 

 
 Berta Soler: Vision for Cuba (Cuba, subtitled, 4:07) 

http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/berta_soler/?vidid=1142  
Berta Soler discusses how she wants her country to practice free and fair election cycles 
accompanied by peaceful transitions of power. 

 
 Radwan Ziadeh: Becoming a Human Rights Activist (Syria, English, 2:54) 

http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/radwan_ziadeh/?vidid=865  
Radwan Ziadeh, a dissident and democracy advocate from Syria, describes why he 
began to advocate for political reform and democracy in his country. 

 
8. (5 minutes) To conclude the lesson, have each student select one of the dissidents. Then, ask 

students to write 3–5 sentences explaining if they believe their dissident would have chosen to 
keep the same 5 rights they selected in Procedure 6. Instruct students to support their conclusion 
with evidence from the videos. (NOTE: If time is short, teachers may assign this activity for 
homework.) 
 
 

http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/zin_mar_aung/?vidid=957
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/doan_viet_hoat/?vidid=197
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/berta_soler/?vidid=1142
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/radwan_ziadeh/?vidid=865
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E N R I C H M E N T / E X T E N S I O N  A C T I V I T I E S  
 Ask students to choose a dissident they have studied from the Freedom Collection. Writing in 

the voice of their dissident and drawing on the experiences they have recounted in their oral 
histories, ask students to write a letter, diary entry, or newspaper article attempting to raise 
awareness of the violations of individual rights in their country. This creative piece should 
explain what factors led to their decision to speak against oppression in their country and 
include factual examples from the oral histories. 

 
 
 



SELECTING SIGNIFICANT RIGHTS 
HANDOUT 1

Identify the 5 rights that are most important to you. Be prepared to defend your choices.

Live under a government in which elected officials determine policies.

Establish a business and engage in economic activity with limited  
government interference and without corruption.

Have access to a strong currency (money). 

Express your opinions freely in public and in private.

Form or join a labor union and engage in collective bargaining.

Assemble or organize a public demonstration.

Form civic groups, interest groups, and other associations.

Enjoy protection of the rights of all people, including women and the minority.

Make decisions about your life.

Choose the head of government and other representatives in elections.

Have privacy.

Marry, form and raise a family.

Participate in free, fair, and regular elections with secret ballots.

Rely on unbiased counting of the vote.

Run for office.

Enjoy political rights, even if you are in the minority.

Petition the government.

Live under a government that is accountable, open, transparent, and free of corruption.

Have access to free and independent media. 

Worship and think freely in public and in private.

Acquire, own, and use property protected by the rule of law.

Exchange goods and services in open markets, at home and internationally.

Choose and change one’s occupation or place of employment.

Experience due process of the law under an independent judiciary.

Form or join an independent or private professional organization.

Vote without fear, coercion, or domination by others.

Choose from more than one candidate.

Join or form a political party.

Move and travel without restrictions. 



SELECTING SIGNIFICANT RIGHTS 
HANDOUT 1 - ANSWER KEY

Live under a government in which elected officials determine policies.

Establish a business and engage in economic activity with limited  
government interference and without corruption.

Have access to a strong currency (money). 

Express your opinions freely in public and in private.

Form or join a labor union and engage in collective bargaining.

Assemble or organize a public demonstration.

Form civic groups, interest groups, and other associations.

Enjoy protection of the rights of all people, including women and the minority.

Make decisions about your life.

Choose the head of government and other representatives in elections.

Have privacy.

Marry, form and raise a family.

Participate in free, fair, and regular elections with secret ballots.

Rely on unbiased counting of the vote.

Run for office.

Enjoy political rights, even if you are in the minority.

Petition the government.

Live under a government that is accountable, open, transparent, and free of corruption.

Have access to free and independent media. 

Worship and think freely in public and in private.

Acquire, own, and use property protected by the rule of law.

Exchange goods and services in open markets, at home and internationally.

Choose and change one’s occupation or place of employment.

Experience due process of the law under an independent judiciary.

Form or join an independent or private professional organization.

Vote without fear, coercion, or domination by others.

Choose from more than one candidate.

Join or form a political party.

Move and travel without restrictions. 

Red = Political Blue = Economic White = Personal
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