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Throughout the world, young people are increasingly 
affected by wars and other situations of violence – as 
victims, as armed actors or as bystanders. Beyond the 
impact that such events have on them today, young 
people are also tomorrow’s decision-makers, military 
leaders, combatants, humanitarian workers or civilian 
casualties. They have a stake in learning about the ethical 
and humanitarian issues that arise during wars and other 
situations of violence. These issues are relevant and 
meaningful for young people everywhere, and teachers 
play a critical role in helping their students explore them.

We have a choice today. We can either sit back, watch 
the devastation wrought by war and try to make our 
children look the other way; or we can choose to tell 
our children that what they see – or what they are 
themselves experiencing – is not acceptable, that 
this is not how it is supposed to be, and that they can 
behave differently, in ways inspired by deep-rooted 
respect for human dignity, both in peacetime and in 
the midst of armed conflict. 
 – Jacques Forster, Vice-President,  
International Committee of the Red Cross 

ABOUT EXPLORING HUMANITARIAN LAW
Exploring Humanitarian Law (EHL) is an education 
programme that introduces young people between 13 
and 18 years of age to the basic rules and principles of 
international humanitarian law (IHL). The learning materials, 
which are based on both historical and contemporary 
situations, show how IHL aims to protect life and human 
dignity during armed conflict and to prevent and reduce 
the suffering and the devastation caused by war. 

The teaching methods used in EHL require students 
to play an active role in the process of learning. This 
enables them to develop a practical ‘humanitarian’ 
perspective and to understand a subject as seemingly 
dry, and complex, as IHL.

EHL examines the devastation caused by war by 
making use of case studies and by building upon 
students’ own experiences and ways of thinking. The 
case studies describe the behaviour of actual people 
who are caught up in situations where humanitarian 
action is required. By studying these situations, 
students develop a new perspective and begin to 
understand the need for rules to protect life and human 
dignity during war.

The EHL education materials were developed by the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in 
association with Education Development Center, Inc. 
They can be used in school – within an academic 
subject or as extra-curricular activities – and in non-
formal educational settings.

YOUNG PEOPLE AND HUMANITARIAN LAW
EHL is based on the premise that learning about IHL 
is relevant, meaningful, and useful for young people 
in all societies. The subject is pertinent and timely 
everywhere – regardless of a particular country’s 
experience of armed conflict or other situations of 
violence – for a number of reasons: 

•	 �Armed conflicts or other situations of violence are taking 
place in many parts of the world today, and growing 
numbers of young people are affected by them. 

•	 �Many societies appear to be becoming more 
susceptible to violence in various forms.

•	 �Young people, in greater numbers than ever, are exposed 
to media coverage of such violence as well as to forms of 
entertainment that play down the effects of violence. 

•	 �In times of acute social and political tension, such 
as post-conflict situations or periods of social 
reconstruction, education programmes like EHL may 
have an indirect pacifying effect. 

•	 �States party to the Geneva Conventions are required, 
both in peacetime and during war, to spread 
knowledge of IHL as widely as possible. 

Developing an understanding of the humanitarian 
issues that arise in times of conflict is essential in the 
effort to prevent and limit violations of IHL, and of the 
‘hard core’ of human rights, in the future. 

LEARNING GOALS
The primary learning goal of EHL is to help young 
people embrace the principles of humanity in their 
daily lives. In particular, it fosters: 

•	 �understanding of the need to respect life and human 
dignity, especially in times of armed conflict;

•	 �understanding of humanitarian issues and of the 
various aspects of IHL as well as the complexities of 
its application;

•	 �interest in current events and the capacity to view conflicts 
at home and abroad from a humanitarian perspective;

•	 �involvement in community service or other activities 
that serve the most vulnerable members of society.
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EHL contributes to developing social awareness 
in young people and sharpens their sense of civic 
responsibility. The teaching materials emphasize the 
importance of protecting life and human dignity 
during armed conflict and, by extension, at all times. 
The programme makes a distinctive contribution to 
citizenship education. 

METHODOLOGY
As its title, Exploring Humanitarian Law, suggests, 
‘exploring’ is the main pedagogical approach used in the 
programme. Students, guided by their teacher, define 
their thoughts and reach answers together. The word 
exploration implies unfamiliar territory and a search for 
new or better ways. Students may take different paths 
and reach different conclusions. Sometimes there is no 
single right answer; sometimes it takes the diversity of 
opinion within a group to develop solutions. 

Helping students explore humanitarian law may require 
a new approach from teachers. Teachers are exploring 
perceptions, attitudes and new content along with their 
students. This is a new experience for many teachers, who 
are trained to be experts in a particular area. In EHL, the 
teacher’s role is to mentor students as they explore the 
subject; he or she is not required to have all the answers. 

NOTE   For more information on the methodology used 
in the EHL programme, consult the Methodology Guide.

Strengthening academic and life skills
EHL teaches and strengthens many important academic 
skills. Students improve their communication skills 
by listening, reading and writing, and in discussions, 
debates and group work. They sharpen their analytical 
and research skills by identifying consequences, solving 
problems and analysing dilemmas. EHL uses a variety of 
teaching methods proven to promote critical thinking: 
requiring students to justify their ideas, probing 
for reasoning strategies, confronting students with 
alternatives and with thought-provoking queries and 
asking open-ended questions.  

The programme helps students develop the ability to 
make sound choices that can prevent violence and 
high-risk behaviour. Although EHL is not intrinsically a 
life-skills programme, it does strengthen these skills as 
a natural consequence of the subjects taught and of the 
way learning takes place. 

CONTENT OF EHL
EHL is a sequential course consisting of 22 explorations 
– the equivalent of 36 classroom sessions of 45 minutes 
each. Students are introduced to the humanitarian 
perspective, before examining specific IHL provisions. 
The explorations have been carefully designed to 
engage students’ minds as well as their emotions. 

NOTE   You do not need to be an expert in IHL to teach 
EHL effectively. The teacher resources included in the 
various explorations provide background information 
on many of the topics covered in EHL. The IHL Guide 
provides additional IHL content in a straightforward 
question and answer format.
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INTRODUCTORY EXPLORATION: IMAGES  
AND PERCEPTIONS 
In the introductory exploration, students discuss their 
initial responses to a number of questions related 
to armed conflict; they will tackle these questions 
throughout the programme. In particular, they 
explore the guiding question: What is human dignity?

MODULE 1: THE HUMANITARIAN PERSPECTIVE
Exploration 1A: What can bystanders do? 
Exploration 1B: Looking at humanitarian acts 
Exploration 1C: A bystander’s dilemma 
In Module 1 students learn to look at the world from a 
particular perspective. They examine humanitarian acts 
performed by ordinary people and learn about the role 
that bystanders can play in shaping events. They study 
the risks, obstacles and dilemmas that bystanders may 
face when trying to protect someone’s life or dignity. 
The first module enables students to understand that 
they too, as bystanders, can have an impact on events. 

MODULE 2: LIMITS IN ARMED CONFLICT 
Exploration 2A: Limiting the devastation of war 
Exploration 2B: Codes and traditions over time 
Exploration 2C: Focus on child soldiers 
Exploration 2D: Focus on weapons 
Exploration 2E: Widespread availability of weapons
In Module 2 students discuss whether rules are needed 
to regulate armed conflict and, if they are, what form 
they should take. As a result of what they have learned 
in the preceding explorations, most students realize 
that such a need exists and suggest rules for protecting 
life and human dignity in times of war. They then study 
the basic rules of IHL and compare them with their own 
suggestions. This raises a question: Why do people, all 
too often, violate the rules of IHL in times of war?  

MODULE 3: THE LAW IN ACTION 
Exploration 3A: Identifying violations of IHL 
Exploration 3B: From the perspective of combatants
Exploration 3C: �Who is responsible for  

respecting IHL?
Exploration 3D: �A case study: My Lai – What went 

wrong? What went right? 
Module 3 provides an answer to this by considering the 
dilemmas combatants might face in real-life situations 
and the difficulties they might have in respecting the 

law. Students discuss the answers to questions they 
usually raise early in the programme: What can be 
done to ensure greater respect for IHL, and who is 
responsible for ensuring that IHL is respected? Then 
they ask whether dealing with violations of IHL is 
important, and if it is, how to go about it.

MODULE 4: DEALING WITH VIOLATIONS 
Exploration 4A: �Rationales and options for dealing 

with IHL violations
Exploration 4B: Judicial options
Exploration 4C: Non-judicial options
Module 4 addresses these questions and draws 
attention to the growing efforts to ensure that 
there are ways to deal with IHL violations. This is an 
important step in the learning process as students 
are likely to question the value of IHL if violations of 
its rules are not dealt with. Students are also likely 
to be interested in the issue of coping with the 
consequences of armed conflict.

MODULE 5: RESPONDING TO THE 
CONSEQUENCES OF ARMED CONFLICT
Exploration 5A: �Needs that arise from the 

devastation of war
Exploration 5B: �Planning a camp for people 

displaced by war
Exploration 5C: Focus on protecting prisoners
Exploration 5D: Focus on restoring family links
Exploration 5E: Ethics of humanitarian action
In Module 5 students study the devastation caused 
by war, the efforts needed to respond to it and the 
dilemmas humanitarian organizations might face 
while doing so. Then they reflect on the following 
questions: What can they do to promote human 
dignity? What can they do to make a difference?

CLOSING EXPLORATION: WHERE DO WE GO 
FROM HERE?
The closing exploration invites students to take 
action by developing small projects of their own. 

NOTE   The Course Matrix at the end of this brochure 
gives an overview of each module by setting out 
the skills practised, the guiding questions, and the 
concepts, explorations, objectives and key ideas.
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EHL MATERIALS
The EHL resource pack for teachers contains all the 
materials for teaching the programme: all the Modules 
in separate brochures, the Methodology Guide, and 
the Glossary.

The Modules
EHL is divided into five modules, framed by an 
introductory exploration and a closing exploration. 
Every module:

•	 is organized around a central theme;
•	 contains three or more explorations;
•	 raises key guiding questions; and 
•	 �outlines the skills and concepts that students will learn. 

The modules contain detailed lesson plans for each 
exploration. These lesson plans are divided into steps 
with durations suggested for each; they also contain 
objectives, student and teacher resources and tips for 
preparing the lesson. Sidebars containing pertinent 
quotations or notes that can enhance the exploration 
are included in the margins of the lesson plans.

•	� Extension activities are assignments for students 
that you may select, depending on your students’ 
interests, their age and the time available. They 
address students directly. 

•	�  	
	

Teacher resources are reference materials. 
They are not required reading, but will help 

you to become more familiar with some of the topics 
covered in EHL.

•	� 	
	

Student resources consist of a range of 
materials related to the various exercises.  

They include stories, photos, data and background 
information, photo collages, case studies, video 
transcripts and worksheets. Student resources have a 
distinctive horizontal orientation, which allows for 
easier reading and visualizing. 

•	� Media pages contain suggestions for student 
assignments. They appear at the end of each module.

•	� Assessment sections at the end of each module 
suggest ways to evaluate student learning.

•	� Web resources at the end of each module contain links 
to useful online resources for both teachers and students.

The Methodology Guide
The Methodology Guide is a manual to assist teachers 
in their preparation for teaching EHL; it emphasizes 
the teacher’s role in EHL. It sets out a range of teaching 
methods, with workshops to help teachers to familiarize 
themselves with these methods and with the classroom 
activities used. 

The Glossary
The Glossary provides a set of definitions of IHL-related 
terms and of various other terms used in EHL.

INSERTING EHL INTO THE CURRICULUM
One of the most difficult aspects of implementing EHL 
is finding a stable place for it in the secondary school (or 
upper primary, ages 13 to 15) curriculum. In many countries, 
the secondary school curriculum is already quite full. 

While it is theoretically possible to integrate EHL across 
the curriculum, most ministries of education would find 
it impracticable: it is a complex and expensive process 
that would necessitate the training of large number of 
teachers. In countries where teachers are comparatively 
free to choose what to teach, the potential for including 
EHL in the curriculum is correspondingly great.

The broad range of historical and contemporary 
examples of armed conflict used in the programme and 
the fundamental ethical questions it raises naturally link 
EHL to academic subjects such as history, social studies, 
sociology, geography, civics, philosophy and law. There 
are also links with newer subjects such as citizenship 
education, human rights education and peace 
education, which may be offered across the curriculum. 
Finally, literature or language arts courses may also be 
suited to the discussion-based approach and active 
pedagogies on which EHL is based. 

To facilitate the integration of EHL in the curriculum, 
it is important to tie the content of the programme to 
national objectives and existing practice. Countries 
define academic subjects in a number of different ways, 
for example, in terms of learning goals, performance 
standards, syllabus requirements, and general themes. 
In some countries, the period of change and innovation 
associated with the introduction of new subjects may 
provide an opening for inserting EHL into the curriculum.
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The short pathway consists of nine explorations  
(14 classroom sessions):

Introductory exploration

Exploration 1A: What can bystanders do? 

Exploration 1B: Looking at humanitarian acts 

Exploration 1C: A bystander’s dilemma 

Exploration 2A: Limiting the devastation of war 

Exploration 2C: Focus on child soldiers 

Exploration 3A: Identifying violations of IHL 

Exploration 4A: �Rationales and options for dealing 
with IHL violations

Exploration 5A: �Needs that arise from the 
devastation of war

You can find your way though the short pathway of 
explorations by looking for this icon: 

Selecting appropriate learning materials
A variety of materials has been provided and teachers 
may select those most appropriate for their classes. 
As they will be aware of potentially sensitive issues 
and wish to respect the personal boundaries of their 
students, teachers may choose to avoid particular case 
studies for cultural, religious or other reasons. Some 
materials may be better suited to more mature students. 

Teachers may choose to use examples from local history 
to provide a sense of nearness for their students. Before 
introducing examples of your own, it may be helpful 
to first work with the original materials to understand 
how they contribute to the learning goals that have 
been set out. Once you are familiar with the original 
materials, you will be in a better position to choose 
appropriate substitutes. When adapting materials it is 
important that you avoid focusing on the perpetrators 
of violations and that you ensure that the changes or 
additions that you make reflect the spirit of IHL and of 
humanitarian values.

NOTE   For more information on adapting the 
programme materials to your needs, consult the 
Methodology Guide.

EHL can be offered in a shortened form and adapted 
to the needs of a particular school system or group of 
students. It is important that ministries of education 
consider the teacher-training implications of any 
choice they make in this regard: to that end, it is 
recommended that, where possible, EHL be included 
within one academic subject.

USING EHL IN THE CLASSROOM
As each exploration is designed to fit within 45-minute 
class sessions, EHL modules and explorations can be used 
as independent units in the subjects mentioned above. 

Deciding what to teach
You will need to decide the extent to which you are 
going to make use of EHL in your class. If you cannot 
teach the entire programme, choose the explorations 
you want to teach. Base your decision on the time 
available, the requirements of your curriculum and the 
needs and interests of your students. The flexibility 
of EHL allows you to make choices that fit students’ 
learning objectives and the time constraints.  

A short pathway of explorations has been designed 
for those teachers who are not in a position to teach 
the entire EHL course. It follows the sequence of EHL 
instruction and includes the core skills and concepts, 
enabling students to gain a true understanding of IHL 
and all the complexities of its application.  

NOTE   For more information on the short pathway, 
consult the Methodology Guide.
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To use the EHL materials effectively, teachers should 
understand the humanitarian perspective that underlies 
IHL, the complexities of maintaining this perspective 
during armed conflict and the rules of IHL themselves. 
Teachers may also need to widen their teaching 
approach to include more interactive methods. 

A specially designed set of ten EHL teacher-training 
workshops introduces teachers to the concepts and 
methods used in the programme, and to its exploratory 
perspective. These workshops give teachers an 
opportunity to discuss issues, practise new teaching 
and assessment skills, adapt lesson plans to specific 
classroom situations and work with other teachers.  

Like most students, teachers learn by doing; the 
activities they explore during these workshops tend to 
be the ones they will use in class. The teacher-training 
programme enables teachers to engage one another in 
discussions, role-playing exercises and dilemma analyses.

If you cannot participate in a face-to-face teacher-
training workshop, then you can follow the teacher-
training online, at the EHL Virtual Campus (see below). 
All ten workshops are available online. If you choose 
this option, it is best to do the workshops with other 
teachers. If you do not have access to the Internet, you 
can also work through the teacher-training workshops 
in the Methodology Guide.  

THE EHL VIRTUAL CAMPUS
The EHL Virtual Campus is a web-based resource centre 
and online community for the EHL programme, which 
connects you with teachers from around the world. The 
website’s function is to help teachers as they introduce 
the basic principles of IHL to young people. A wide 
range of teaching resources is available: all the modules 
and explorations (12 of them are given expanded 
treatment in the form of ‘e-explorations’), workshops, 
training videos and an online discussion forum. All 
EHL materials can be downloaded from the EHL Virtual 
Campus website at www.ehl.icrc.org

Some teachers may wish to avoid using controversial 
examples taken from local history as they might evoke 
extremely strong reactions that obscure the IHL content 
or disrupt the learning process. It is important that 
students be able to look at issues objectively. Experience 
has shown that students will often spontaneously refer 
to examples closer to home once they have examined 
examples taken from far-away contexts.

Duration of lessons
As you familiarize yourself with the materials and 
begin to structure your own EHL course, bear in mind 
that the time indications given for each step are only 
suggestions. Some class discussions or activities may 
exceed the allotted time, while others might take less 
time than suggested. If a discussion or activity takes 
longer than planned, you will have to decide whether 
to stop it or to let it go on. Assigning some activities for 
homework is one way of saving class time.

Classroom resources
The EHL materials can be used effectively with only a 
minimum of classroom resources. Photocopies of the 
student resources included in the EHL resource pack 
for teachers and a board where you can record notes 
are virtually all you need to make the content of EHL 
accessible to your students. If it is not possible to watch 
the student videos, the video transcripts and photos 
that are provided will serve as adequate substitutes.  

USING EHL OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM
You can also teach EHL outside the classroom, as an 
after-school programme, perhaps in conjunction with 
a history or current events discussion group, or with a 
debating club or community group. In addition, the EHL 
materials can be used in out-of-school settings such as 
summer camps, youth development programmes and 
scouting or summer recreation programmes.

PREPARING TO TEACH EHL
The most effective preparation for teaching EHL is to 
participate in face-to-face teacher-training workshops. 
Once a country has adopted EHL, the education authorities 
are likely to organize such workshops, often in cooperation 
with National Red Cross or Red Crescent Societies.
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Copyright information

All copyrights for this product and related materials are 
held by the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC). Any reproduction or further use of this product or 
related materials (except for distribution of the original 
unchanged product or related materials) is strictly 
prohibited unless the following conditions are met:

• �For non-commercial educational purposes only, 
permission may be granted to reproduce, translate 
or abridge this product or related materials or 
to incorporate them in full or in part in other 
publications. Advance written authorization from the 
ICRC is required for any such use or adaptation.

• �In granting written authorization, the ICRC will 
determine whether its logo must be displayed on the 
reproduced, translated or abridged product or related 
materials, in light of the intended use or adaptation. 
The ICRC logo may not be displayed on the product or 
related materials without the ICRC’s express permission.

• �Education authorities or National Red Cross or Red 
Crescent Societies wishing to use the ICRC logo together 
with their own logo on the reproduced, translated or 
abridged product or related materials must also obtain 
the ICRC’s express written authorization. (The ICRC 
reserves the right to decide on a case-by-case basis 
whether to authorize other parties to use their logo 
alongside that of the ICRC on the reproduced, translated 
or abridged product or related materials).

Design files for use in reproducing the publications 
can be obtained from the ICRC. However, the 
photographs, maps, video footage, logos, graphics and 
fonts contained in them may not be used or copied 
without prior authorization. Permission for use must 
be requested from the ICRC, which has negotiated a 
maximum print run under the current copyright. Once 
this maximum is attained, users will be requested to 
contact the agency or individual concerned.

The red cross, red crescent and red crystal emblems are 
protected under international humanitarian law and 
national laws. Any use not expressly authorized by the 
Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols 
constitutes a misuse of the emblems. Unauthorized use 
of these emblems is strictly forbidden.
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Mission

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is an 
impartial, neutral and independent organization whose 
exclusively humanitarian mission is to protect the lives and 
dignity of victims of armed conflict and other situations of 
violence and to provide them with assistance.

The ICRC also endeavours to prevent suffering by 
promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and 
universal humanitarian principles.

Established in 1863, the ICRC is at the origin of the 
Geneva Conventions and the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement. It directs and coordinates 
the international activities conducted by the Movement 
in armed conflicts and other situations of violence.
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