An Animal’s Day in Court
For grades 8-12

LESSON PLAN

Orca Stories, Ingrid Visser, TEDx, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=Zs9wgDalC3s
Students will explore the unique and shared qualities of highly
 Ask students to think about a time when someone showed them
• Self-Recognition
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Personhood,
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and debate whether they should be granted legal personhood
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whole group).
AllowMalone,
the group
to reflect on what it
watch?v=pNqirOJ5qAw
feels like when
someone shows compassion.
and fundamental rights.
 Ask students to think of a time they acted with compassion.
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them toQuestion
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and
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How do we decide
who has legalExplain
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world
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2. Compassion Activity (25 min.)
watch?v=YVqksClzE9Q
 ExplainStudents
that mostwill
of be
us make
choices every day that are
able to:
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they really love tigers but have done nothing to help them, have
Elephants International, https://www.youtube.com/
them put tigers on the outside of the circle.
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 Ask students to share an example of who or what they have
compassion for, emphasizing the acts that demonstrate that
compassion (e.g., if students have compassion for trees, encourage
them to explain how they conserve trees by recycling their paper).
 Encourage students to share additional ways that they can show
compassion to each other, to family, and to people and animals in
our global community.
Warm-Up
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why they think people are guaranteed
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try minutes
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Compassion.
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Overview

•

Day 1
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min.) at the end of the lesson, and that there is no
3. Explain that when a country provides basic legal3.rights,
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right
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answer.
it is agreed that they should be provided to all people, is when their real
work to become compassionate can begin. Ask
• What
if some
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all people
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at the list
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to
share
what
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the same basic legal rights also hold true for other
sexual orientation, or ability. (Although some rights are
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Do
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Day 1 continued
Nonhuman Rights Project
1. Let students know there is a group called the
 Ask students to think about a time when someone showed them
Nonhuman Rights Project that advocates that there
compassion (allow them to share with a partner and for a few to
are other species, in addition to people, who should be share with the whole group). Allow the group to reflect on what it
feels like when someone shows compassion.
granted fundamental rights.
2. Show the following video, What is the Nonhuman
Rights Project? (https://m.youtube.com/
watch?v=YVqksClzE9Q)
3.

 Ask students to think of a time they acted with compassion.
Encourage them to think of examples that include not only people
and animals, but also the environment. Explain how our natural
world is also deserving of compassion. Allow a few students to share.

2. Compassion Activity (25 min.)
Review the video by asking students the following
 Explain that most of us make choices every day that are
questions:
compassionate, but we could probably find ways of adding even
• Which animals are the Nonhuman Rights Project more compassion into our lives.
currently looking to protect legally? (Answer:  Explain that they will be creating their own Circle of Compassion.
elephants, dolphins, whales, and chimpanzees.)  Give each student a copy of the Circle of Compassion Handout.

•

•

•

•

Explain that they are to add (with pictures or words) any people,

Why were those animals chosen? What qualities groups,
animals,
or natural
places they have compassion for. This
Animal
Lawyers
- Research
do these animals have that make the Nonhuman means that they have done something to help that person, animal,
1. Ask students to imagine that they are lawyers for
Rights Project believe those animals are entitled to or place (and do not harm them by their current actions). Challenge
them to only
add to
their
circle
of compassion
if they
have beenRights
animals
and
have
been
hired by the
Nonhuman
certain basic legal rights? (Possible answers include:compassionate toward that person, place, or animal. If, for example,
Project to help them develop their case, which will be
they really love tigers but have done nothing to help them, have
complex social lives, self-recognition, complex
before
a judge.
them putpresented
tigers on the
outside
of the circle.
communication.)
Explain
thatanlawyers
to do
a lotthey
of research
in
 Ask 2.
students
to share
exampleneed
of who
or what
have
What rights are they looking to grant these animal compassion for, emphasizing the acts that demonstrate that
order to know all the facts of their case so they can
species? (Answer: To recognize them as “legal
compassion (e.g., if students have compassion for trees, encourage
make a very strong argument to the judge.
persons” with such fundamental rights as bodily them to explain how they conserve trees by recycling their paper).
3. Break
students
upadditional
into smallways
groups.
Explain
that each
 Encourage
students
to share
that they
can show
liberty and bodily integrity.)
compassion
to each
and toanimal
peoplerelated
and animals
group
willother,
worktoonfamily,
a specific
to theincase
What would it mean for an animal to be granted our global community.
(chimpanzees, dolphins, whales, or elephants) so that
those rights? (Allow for responses. If needed,  Encourage students to think about ways that they can express
they can narrow the focus of their research. (Note: You
explain that “legal personhood” does not mean
compassion in their everyday lives related to the things they use, eat,
each group
to an
or allowwith
each
group
and buy, can
and assign
to the people,
animals,
andanimal
environments
whom
that the animal is a person; it means that they
to
choose
the
animal
they
want
to
research.
Another
or which they interact. Hand out the Compassionate Kid Stories.
have certain attributes that are the same as people,
option is to print out pictures of each animal and have

and therefore are also deserving of certain basic Organize the students into small groups, and have them read the
Compassionate
Kid Stories.
the groups
pick their animal out of a hat or a box.)
legal rights. Bodily liberty means these animals
 Ask students
whatstudents
the kids inwith
the stories
have inLawyers’
common,Research
and allow
Provide
the Animal
should be able to live in their natural habitat and for a4.short
discussion about any ideas or inspiration the stories may
Notes
to bring
guidemore
themelements
in taking
roam freely, instead of being in a cage or chained have given
themworksheet
as they try to
intonotes
their on
owntheir
Let them know these notes will help them to
Circles of animal.
Compassion.
up. Bodily integrity means that these animals
develop
have the right to their own bodies and not to3.beWrap Up (15 min.) the case they will present before the court.
 Explain
studentsstudents
that evenwith
though
thisabout
lesson each
is ending,
this stage
experimented on.)
5. to
Provide
books
animal
is when their real work to become compassionate can begin. Ask
species
orlist
links
to relevant,
websites
(if they
If these animals were granted these basic legal
them to look
at the
of people,
places,secure
animals,
and groups
outside
have
computer
access),
and
give
them
time
to
conduct
of
their
circles.
Ask
a
few
students
to
share
what
is
outside
of
their
rights, how would that change the way people treat
circle andtheir
brainstorm,
as aOr
group,
actions they
to bring
research.
you what
can provide
this can
as atake
take-home
them?
those elements into their circle.
assignment for them to complete by your next class.
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Day 2
•

Your aim is to convince the judge to grant your
animal species the status of legal personhood and
1. Review with students what they discussed during thelastAsk students to
a time when someone showed them
thethink
rightabout
to bodily
liberty.
class.
Animal Lawyers - Preparing your Argument

2.

3.

compassion (allow them to share with a partner and for a few to
share with the whole
Allow
group to reflect
on what
it
aregroup).
speaking
as the
an advocate
for your
species.
Now that they have completed their research, explain feels like •whenYou
someone shows compassion.
• to
Bethink
passionate
and bold.
that it is time for them to develop their argument to  Ask students
of a time they acted with compassion.
present to the court.
Encourage
to think
examplesargument.
that include not only people
• them
Develop
anofaccurate
and animals, but also the environment. Explain how our natural
Provide youth with the Developing Your Speech sample
• deserving
Remember,
this speciesAllow
is depending
on you!
world is also
of compassion.
a few students
to share.

outline to help them organize their argument. Some
2. Compassion
Activity
(25
min.) work and help them to make sure
5. Review
each
group’s
students may not need the scaffolding outline to develop
 Explain that
most
of
us
make
choices every day that are
their content is accurate.
their argument, while others may need additional
compassionate, but we could probably find ways of adding even
more6.compassion
our to
lives.
Ask eachinto
group
divide up the speech so they know
support (e.g., guided questions or sentence starters).
whothey
is presenting
which
parts,
time for them
will be creating
their
own and
Circleallow
of Compassion.
Offer whatever level of support students may need.  Explain that
to
practice
and
provide
each
other
with
feedback.

Give
each
student
a
copy
of
the
Circle
of
Compassion
Handout.
4. Give them the following tips:

Explain that they are to add (with pictures or words) any people,
groups, animals, or natural places they have compassion for. This
means that they have done something to help that person, animal,
or place (and do not harm them by their current actions). Challenge
them to only add to their circle of compassion if they have been
compassionate toward that person, place, or animal. If, for example,
they really loveother
tigersspecies?
but haveWhat
done nothing
helpabout
them, ithave
do you to
think
now?
Animals’ Day in Court
them put tigers on the outside of the circle.
• Why do you think someone is deserving of legal
Note: If possible, set up the room to look a bit more like a
 Ask students to share an example of who or what they have
rights?
courtroom, with a judge sitting at a desk in front with a gavel,compassion for,
emphasizing the acts that demonstrate that
and jury in chairs to the side, with other students as spectatorscompassion
(e.g.,
if students
for species?
trees, encourage
• What
did youhave
learncompassion
about other
if necessary. You can rotate which students will serve as the them to explain how they conserve trees by recycling their paper).
 Encourage
students
share additional ways that they can show
Enhance
the to
Lesson
jury in between the “Animal Lawyers” presentations. You can
compassion
to
each
other,
to family, and to people and animals in
preside as the judge, or have an outside guest preside as the
1. Have
students create a judging rubric for the “jury”
our global
community.
judge.
tostudents
decide whether
or notways
thethat
casethey
for can
each
species was
 Encourage
to think about
express
represented
effectively.
compassion
in their everyday
lives related to the things they use, eat,
1. Invite each group to come up one at a time and
and to the people, animals, and environments with whom
present their case to the judge. Have the judge provide and buy,
2. Provide
students
an opportunity
record
or which
they interact.
Handwith
out the
Compassionateto
Kid
Stories.the
constructive feedback after each presentation.
“trial,
”
and
use
the
testimonies
and
responses
create
 Organize the students into small groups, and have them readtothe
a PSAKid
about
highly social animals in captivity and the
2. Have the judge adjourn for a short break to deliberate onCompassionate
Stories.
reasons
for
moving
them
to sanctuaries
or appropriate
the matter. Then, have the judge come back and makea Ask students
what the kids in the
stories
have in common,
and allow
discussion
about any ideas or inspiration the stories may
settings.
ruling on whether or not to grant legal personhood and for a shortnatural
them as they try to bring more elements into their own
bodily liberty to each of the animals the students spoke have3.givenHold
the “trial” in a space where other students, parents,
Circles of Compassion.

Day 3

about.

other community members can observe to create
3. Wrap Up (15ormin.)
more
awareness
about
thethis
possibility
of extending
legal
 Explain to students
that even
though
lesson is ending,
this stage
Wrap Up
is when their
real work to
to become
compassionate
can begin.
personhood
other species
of animals.
(Note:Ask
If you
1. Ask the students to reflect on the experience by asking them to look
at the
list of people,
places,
groups outside
do this,
provide
more time
foranimals,
studentsand
to practice
their
of their circles. Ask a few students to share what is outside of their
the following questions:
circle andpresentations.)
brainstorm, as a group, what actions they can take to bring
• What did you think of the judge’s ruling?
those4.elements
into atheir
circle. to support an elephant,
Organize
fundraiser
•

Going back to the beginning of the activity, what did
you originally think about extending legal rights to

chimpanzee, dolphin, or whale sanctuary/wildlife
rehabilitation center.
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Animal Lawyers’ Research
Notes

Names of your group members:
								
								
Animal species you are representing:
								
							
								
Information to gather
 Ask students to think about a

1. Identify some of the qualities (behaviors, characteristics, abilities, etc.) that the animal species compassion
you are (allow them to sh
share
with the whole group). A
representing has in common with humans.
feels like when someone show
a) Any similar social behaviors:

 Ask students to think of a tim
Encourage them to think of ex
and animals, but also the envi
world is also deserving of com

															

2. Compassion Activity (25 min
 Explain that most of us make
compassionate, but we could p
															
more compassion into our live

Explain that they will be creat
															
 Give each student a copy of th
Explain that they are to add (w
groups, animals, or natural pla
b) Any similar emotional connections/experiences/capabilities:
means that they have done som
or place (and do not harm the
them to only add to their circl
															
compassionate toward that pe
they really love tigers but have
them put tigers on the outside
															
 Ask students to share an exam
compassion for, emphasizing t
															
compassion (e.g., if students h
them to explain how they con
 Encourage students to share ad
c) Any similar cognitive (thinking) abilities:
compassion to each other, to f
our global community.
															
 Encourage students to think a
compassion in their everyday l
and buy, and to the people, an
															
or which they interact. Hand
 Organize the students into sm
Compassionate Kid Stories.
															
 Ask students what the kids in
for a short discussion about an
d) Does your animal species have a sense of self? (Research the mirror test.):
have given them as they try to
Circles of Compassion.
3. Wrap Up (15 min.)
															
 Explain to students that even

is when their real work to beco

them to look at the list of peo
															

of their circles. Ask a few stud
circle and brainstorm, as a gro
															
those elements into their circle
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2. Describe what your animals’ lives are typically like in the wild (e.g., where they live, who they live with,
their interactions with other animals of their own species and other species, the amount of space they
have, what their surroundings are like, how they travel, how much they travel, what they eat, what they
do, who decides what they do, etc.).
																
																
															
3. Where is your animal species typically found in captivity, and what is the reason for them to live in
captivity?
																

 Ask students to think about a
																
compassion (allow them to sh

share with the whole group). A

feels like when someone show
															

 Ask students to think of a tim

4. Describe what your animals’ lives are typically like when in captivity (e.g., how they became captive,
Encourage them to think of ex
and animals, but also the envi
where they live, who they live with, their interactions with other animals of their own species and
world other
is also deserving of com
species, the amount of space they have, what their surroundings are like, how they travel,2.how
muchActivity (25 min
Compassion
 Explain that most of us make
they travel, what they eat, what they do, who decides what they do, etc.).
compassionate, but we could p

more compassion into our live

 Explain that they will be creat
																

 Give each student a copy of th

Explain that they are to add (w
																
groups, animals, or natural pla

means that they have done som

or place (and do not harm the
															
them to only add to their circl

compassionate toward that pe
5. Do you think that your animal species should have its members considered “nonhuman persons”
with
they really love tigers but have
put tigers on the outside
fundamental rights like the right to “bodily liberty” (the right to live freely in a safe and naturalthem
place)?

Ask
students
to share an exam
Why or why not?
compassion for, emphasizing t

compassion (e.g., if students h

them to explain how they con
																

6.

 Encourage students to share ad
compassion to each other, to f
our global community.
																
 Encourage students to think a
compassion in their everyday l
															
and buy, and to the people, an
or which they interact. Hand
What would change for the animals you are representing if they were granted the right to “bodily
 Organize the students into sm
liberty”? How would this affect the animals you are representing who live in the wild or those Compassionate
who live in
Kid Stories.
 Ask students what the kids in
captivity?
for a short discussion about an
have given them as they try to
Circles of Compassion.
																
3. Wrap Up (15 min.)

 Explain to students that even
																
is when their real work to beco

them to look at the list of peo

of their circles. Ask a few stud
															

circle and brainstorm, as a gro
those elements into their circle
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Developing Your Speech - Sample Outline
Below is a suggested outline to follow in developing your speech. You can use this as a guide, as you need to. However,
you are also encouraged to revise the following and put it into your own words, or follow your own outline completely.

Introduction
•

Your Honor, I come before you today to argue on behalf of _____________________, who we believe
should be granted legal personhood, and with that the right to bodily liberty. [Provide a strong statement
to follow about why this is important to you and to the animal species that you are representing.]

Body
•

First, let me share some of the qualities and attributes that ______________ and people have in
common, which makes them similar to people in ways that demonstrate their value as a being
deserving
 Ask
students to think about a
compassion (allow them to sh
of rights and protection. [Provide information from the notes you took that you think are most compelling,
and
share with the
whole group). A
feels like when someone show
that demonstrate how your animal species is not that different from people in the ways that matter regarding
 Ask students to think of a tim
protection from harm, suffering, and a lack of autonomy. Share this information from a logical pointEncourage
of view,them
butto think of ex
and animals, but also the envi
also include emotion within your argument.]
world is also deserving of com

•

 Explain that most of us make
When my clients are free, they are able to live in their natural habitats. This is what the lives of
compassionate, but we could p
more
compassion into our live
____________________________ are like when they are free. [Describe their lives in their natural
habitats.]

•

 Give each student a copy of th
Without the protection of “bodily liberty,” people are able to use my client as they wish.
Explain that they are to add (w
______________________ have been used by people for _________________________. This isgroups,
what
animals, or natural pla
means that they have done som
a(n)_______________________’s life is typically like in captivity. [Describe their lives in captivity.]
or place (and do not harm the

2. Compassion Activity (25 min

 Explain that they will be creat

them to only add to their circl
compassionate toward that pe
they really love tigers but have
them put tigers on the outside
 Ask students to share an exam
compassion for, emphasizing t
Closing
compassion (e.g., if students h
them to explain how they con

Encourage students to share ad
• I stand before you today, representing __________________________, and arguing that this entire
compassion to each other, to f
our global
community.
species should be granted legal personhood because... [Provide a few really strong final statements
for why
 Encourage students to think a
the animal you are representing deserves legal personhood and how it would change these animals’ lives.
Explain
compassion
in their everyday l
and buy, and to the people, an
what you are requesting for the animals of the species you are representing who are currently in captivity.]
or which they interact. Hand
 Organize the students into sm
Compassionate Kid Stories.
• Thank you, Your Honor! I rest my case.
 Ask students what the kids in
Please consider our arguments for personhood and rule in favor of compassion and justice forforall!
a short discussion about an
have given them as they try to
Circles of Compassion.

Add any additional persuasive arguments that you have gathered from your research.

3. Wrap Up (15 min.)
 Explain to students that even
is when their real work to beco
them to look at the list of peo
of their circles. Ask a few stud
circle and brainstorm, as a gro
those elements into their circle
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