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I N T R O D U C T I O N  
This lesson offers students a snapshot of the status of freedom and democracy in the world today. Using 
a comparative research methodology developed by the nonprofit organization Freedom House, 
students will analyze and discuss trends in freedom since the year 2000. Students will also connect 
these trends to current events and stories they find in the news. These exercises will help prepare students 
for subsequent lessons in Unit 4 in which they will explore case studies featuring contemporary struggles 
for freedom in Burma (also known as Myanmar), China, Cuba, and Tunisia. 
  
 
G U I D I N G  Q U E S T I O N S   

⋅ What is the overall status of freedom and democracy in the world today? 
⋅ Which regions and countries are experiencing positive trends for freedom and democracy? 

Why? 
⋅ Which regions and countries are experiencing negative trends for freedom and democracy? 

Why? 
  
 
O B J E C T I V E S  
 
STUDENTS WILL :  
 

⋅ Research and analyze trends for freedom and democracy in the twenty-first century. 
⋅ Examine news stories about contemporary movements for freedom. 

  
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.15.A "Create and interpret thematic maps, graphs, and charts to demonstrate the 
relationship between geography and historical development of a region or nation." 

⋅ WH.21.A "Describe how people have participated in supporting or changing their 
governments." 

⋅ WH.21.B "Describe the rights and responsibilities of citizens and noncitizens in civic 
participation throughout history." 

⋅ 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." 
⋅ WG.18.B "Assess causes, effects, and perceptions of conflicts between groups of people, 

including modern genocides and terrorism." 
  
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  
 
This unit looks at the state of world freedom in the twenty-first century. To a substantial extent, the material 
in the unit is drawn from Freedom in the World, an annual report on global political rights and civil 
liberties issued by the nonprofit, nonpartisan organization Freedom House.  
  
First published in 1972, Freedom in the World provides students with a tool to assess the degree of 
freedom and democracy that covers every country in the world. The report derives its inspiration from the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and bases its findings on a country's scores on a series of 
questions and criteria that are fundamental to human freedom. These include free and fair elections, 
freedom of the press and expression, rule of law, open government, gender equality, and minority rights. 
It ranks countries in three broad categories: Free, Partly Free, and Not Free. In addition, countries are 
given numerical scores.  
  
A visit to the Freedom House website will give students a picture of the condition of freedom for 
individual countries, for world regions, and from a global perspective.  Students can also learn which 
institutions of democracy—such as press freedom, rule of law, religious freedom—are under duress and 
which are performing well on a global or regional basis.  
  
During the final decades of the twentieth century, the scores for Freedom in the World reflected the 
impressive growth of democracy throughout the world. In the early 1970s, the world was dominated by 
autocracies and dictatorships, and democracy was restricted to Western Europe, North America, and a 
few scattered locales. In 1972, the year Freedom House introduced its survey, there were 150 
sovereign states in the world. Of these, 43 countries were ranked as Free (29 percent), 38 countries 
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Partly Free (25 percent), and 69 countries Not Free (46 percent). By 2000, some 45 percent of the 
world's sovereign states were ranked as Free, and the number of outright dictatorships had declined 
substantially. The only region left untouched by the wave of freedom was the Middle East.  
  
Since 2000, however, freedom and democracy have faced growing pressures from a variety of 
sources. Notable declines have taken place in Eurasia (Russia and neighboring countries), Africa, and 
the Middle East. China, which many hoped would move toward free institutions, retained an 
authoritarian political system and committed widespread violations of human rights. In the Middle East, 
gains that resulted from the Arab Spring in 2011 have been seriously eroded throughout the region.  
While Africa has shown some democratic improvements, it has experienced a series of coups and 
outbreaks of terrorism. On a more positive note, most of the former Communist countries of Central 
Europe continue to rank as strong democracies, and democracy prevails in most of Latin America.  
  
In some countries the declines in freedom have occurred in a limited fashion. Some countries, for 
example, are plagued by corruption even as other democratic institutions are strong. But in a growing 
number of states, major retreats from democracy are taking place. Press freedom is under extreme 
pressure, even as Internet usage becomes near-universal. Leaders with dictatorial ambitions create 
sophisticated methods to rig elections. Important judicial decisions are determined by political factors, 
and not based on the law.  
  
Although most countries that moved from dictatorship to democracy during the latter part of the twentieth 
century remain free societies, some have moved in an authoritarian direction. Among the challenges of 
the twenty-first century is to determine the sources of democracy's troubles around the world and come 
up with ideas to restore freedom's momentum.  
  
 
R E S O U R C E S  
 

⋅ Butcher paper 
⋅ Markers 
⋅ Access to the Internet and www.freedomhouse.org 

  
 
  

http://www.freedomhouse.org/
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N O T E S  T O  T H E  T E A C H E R  
 

⋅ Students will need access to computers and the Internet. 
⋅ This lesson requires students to draw a one-minute mental map of the world.  If you are 

unfamiliar with the process, please watch this video prior to the 
lesson: http://vimeo.com/48076231. 
 

  
P R O C E D U R E  
(times below are suggested) 
 
1.     (5 minutes) Warm-Up: To begin the activity, divide the class into groups of six and provide each 
group with a piece of butcher paper and markers. Instruct each group to draw a one-minute mental map 
of the world, leaving room around the side for the addition of notes. Then, within each group, assign a 
student to one of the following regions of the world and have them identify the region on their group's 
mental map: 

⋅ The Americas 
⋅ Eurasia 
⋅ The Middle East and North Africa 
⋅ Asia-Pacific 
⋅ Europe 
⋅ Sub-Saharan Africa 

  
2.     (30 minutes) Explain to students that they are going to access Freedom House's website to 
complete research on their assigned region. Inform students that they will need to find the following 
information on their region and then record the answers next to their region on the butcher paper map: 

⋅ The number of countries in their region that are considered free, partly free, or not free 
⋅ The total population of their region that is considered free, partly free, or not free 
⋅ The country with the best freedom rating in the region (lowest number on a scale of 1 to 7; the 

lower the rating, the freer the country) 
⋅ The country with the worst freedom rating in the region (highest number on a scale of 1 to 7; the 

higher the rating, the less free the country) 
  
Also instruct students to find a recent news story about human rights violations or another contemporary 
movement for freedom in their region. Have them read the article and be prepared to present a verbal 
summary highlighting how the event relates to the struggle for freedom. 
  
NOTES: 

⋅ For the three regional questions, direct students to Freedom House's  "Freedom in the World 
2014" release booklet and have them scroll through the report to find 
answers: http://tinyurl.com/qhdkywp. 

⋅ For the two country questions, direct students to Freedom House's regional 
page:  http://tinyurl.com/pzrjj8z.  From this page, students can click on their region.  The 

http://vimeo.com/48076231
http://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/Freedom%20in%20the%20World%202014%20Booklet.pdf
http://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/Freedom%20in%20the%20World%202014%20Booklet.pdf
http://freedomhouse.org/regions#.U86DA6Mo5D4
http://freedomhouse.org/regions#.U86DA6Mo5D4
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"Countries and Topics" tab for their region includes an interactive map showing each country's 
overall Freedom Rating. 

  
3.     (20 minutes) As each group completes its research, have individual students present the findings on 
their region to their group. Then ask them to discuss the following with their group: 

⋅ Which region of the world is the freest? Why do you think this is the case? What trends and 
evidence does Freedom House provide in its report? 

⋅ Which region of the world is the least free? Why do you think this is the case? What trends and 
evidence does Freedom House provide in its report? 

⋅ What news stories did you find about the least free countries in each region? What patterns or 
similarities, if any, do you see among these events? 

⋅ Which country would you like to learn more about with regard to freedom? Why? 
 

4.     (5 minutes) To conclude the activity, ask students to complete an exit ticket by answering the 
questions below. (NOTE: If time is short, teachers may assign this activity for homework.) 

⋅ What surprised you most in completing this regional analysis of freedom in the world? Why? 
⋅ Based on the analysis you completed, what do you think about the prospects for the 

advancement of freedom in the next 10–20 years? 
  
 
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  
 

⋅ If your class places emphasis on current events, have students find additional current news 
stories and continue their comparison of trends across the regions. 
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