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As social, economic, and political issues progressively 
become more global, so too are the responses to these 
issues, and the responses are increasingly addressed through 
a rights-based, collective perspective. Regardless of prac-
tice methods, social workers train to help address the needs 
of people and work toward establishing a more just soci-
ety. International social work organizations agree that a 
rights-based approach to social work practice is needed for 
social workers to facilitate a just society. IFSW and IASSW 
affirmed that the “principles of human rights and social jus-
tice are fundamental to social work” in their International 
Definition of Social Work (IFSW& IASSW, 2004, p.1).

Despite this, not all social workers are trained in human 
rights-based approaches. If we genuinely want to transform 
our societies into equitable, free, and caring communities, 
we must train social workers to practice from rights-based 
approaches that value the process as much as the outcome. 
The UN declarations, conventions, and treaties provide a 
human rights framework. To turn this framework into reality, 
social workers and social work educators must train current 
and future social workers in rights-based practices so that 
social work practices and social policies can facilitate the 
realization of rights.

The cost of not training social workers to practice from 
human rights perspectives is perpetuating societal political, 
social, economic, and civil inequities that further marginal-
ize and exclude people worldwide (Reynaert et al., 2019). 
Training all social workers to practice from a rights-based 
approach re-unites a profession that was increasingly 
dichotomized into clinical and macro approaches over time 
(Mapp et al., 2019). Bringing a rights-based approach to 

social work practice also presents an alternative approach 
to caring for one another than offered by neo-liberalism. As  
Reynaert et al. has noted, “Social work is neither a value-
neutral practice nor a practice devoid of power in addressing 
issues of injustice and inequality” (2019, p. 2). The power of 
the human rights approach is to reconnect all social workers 
to advocacy at local, regional, national, and global levels. 
The approach emphasizes the person-in-environment frame-
work that is fundamental to social work practice.

And yet, as recent studies have noted, many social work 
programs are unclear around their goals for human rights 
education, emphasize knowledge of instruments rather than 
practice application, and are dependent on the knowledge 
levels of faculty members who in many cases have lim-
ited training on social work education (Chen et al., 2015;  
Chiarelli-Helminiak et al., 2018; Gatenio Gabel & Mapp, 
2019; Richards-Desai et al., 2018).

The first few articles in this issue contemplate the chal-
lenges of human rights education. Becker, from South 
Africa, focuses on the need for, and how to teach and learn, 
action and activism towards realizing human dignity in pre-
service and in-service social work programs from the posi-
tioning of a protest school. Also writing from South Africa 
are Nomngcoyiya and Kang’ethe, on the difference human 
rights education in social work practice can make on tradi-
tional male circumcision and furthering men’s educational 
advancement. Benson and Siciliano move us to Tunisia and 
show us how a course tied to fieldwork with a Tunisia-based 
migrant-led organization that advocates for missing migrants 
who have gone missing can teach social work students about 
how to apply human rights from theory to practice. Akilova 
would agree as in her article; we learn that experiential 
rights-based education provides essential skills necessary 
for social workers in humanitarian practice with displaced 
persons.

As history has repeatedly shown us, those who have been 
marginalized, hold and have access to fewer resources, and 
live in societies that do not recognize the universality of 
human rights, are most likely to suffer during times of cri-
sis. The COVID-19 pandemic has proven this to be true, 
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once again. Tirivangasi et al. help us understand how the 
catastrophic implications created by climate change on rural 
women are magnified in several areas by the COVID-19 
pandemic (food security, livelihood strategies, accentuated 
caregiving roles, and access to healthcare systems) and are 
reinforcing gender inequalities, social exclusion, and patri-
archal dominance. Choolayil and Putran investigate the con-
cept of human dignity of migrant laborers in India within a 
welfare state during the pandemic context. The complicated  
dynamics of xenophobia and violence against Asian Americans  
within the intersections of science, religion, and cultural 
diversities are explored by Choi and Lee in this issue.  
Wang et al. look at the differences between people in Canada 
and the USA on leadership, reliable information, and coping 
during the pandemic.

In all, the articles in this issue point to the need for social 
workers to step up advocacy roles and provide accurate 
information, particularly in crises, when those on the mar-
gins of society are most likely to suffer more than others in 
society.
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