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As a participant in the Denver Educators Cohort, I
organized a Civic Spirit Project for middle and
high school students at Denver Jewish Day School
in celebration of President's Day. Recognizing the
strong civic engagement during the first
semester, highlighted by a mock election,
debates, and classroom discussions surrounding
the November elections, my key goal was to
maintain this momentum into the second
semester. Students were challenged to assume
the role of president and select a U.S. president's
portrait to display in the Oval Office. Through a
persuasive essay, they explained their choice,
discussing the president's key accomplishments,
leadership qualities, challenges, and values. A
central objective for me was to foster critical
thinking about presidential leadership by
encouraging students to compare their own
values to those demonstrated by the presidents
they studied. The writers also reflected on how
the past president exemplified our school's
middot (values) of kindness, integrity, curiosity,
community, and purpose. The winners were
revealed at an all-school assembly that also
showcased a Presidential Jeopardy Game,
fostering civic engagement throughout the entire
student body.

Denver Jewish Day School's mission is to prepare
and inspire Jewish students through an
extraordinary secular and Judaic education,
enabling them to live purposefully, act ethically,
and thrive in the world. This project aligned
seamlessly with that mission by engaging
students in critical civic discourse and placing 

them in the position of national leaders. This
standalone event, held during an all-school
assembly, served to showcase the talents and
interests of history students across all grade
levels. The Presidential Jeopardy Game, in
particular, proved to be a powerful tool for
engaging the entire student body in civics with
overwhelming audience participation. 

Students who entered the essay contest
conducted independent research using online
biographies and library resources. I provided
them with a detailed prompt and a rubric that
guided their essay writing and the judges'
evaluation. In this Civic Spirit Project, I aimed to
cultivate a sense of purposeful reflection in
students, encouraging them to consider their own
roles as future leaders.
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One of the project's most meaningful aspects was
its focus on celebrating academic achievement.
While our school rightly celebrates athletic
excellence throughout the year, I sought to create
a similar platform for students excelling in
writing and critical thinking. The public
announcement of the essay winners, complete
with oversized (fake) checks, and actual
monetary rewards, aimed to elevate and
celebrate their accomplishments. While high
school submissions were fewer than anticipated,
I hope this project will cultivate a stronger
culture of participation in future years. This
experience deepened my understanding of civic
education by challenging me to find innovative
ways to make civics engaging and relevant. The
success of the Jeopardy Game highlighted the
power of interactive learning in reaching a wider
audience.

I assembled a panel of judges that included
Denver Jewish Day School social studies teachers
who teach both middle and high school. I also

reached out to Civic Spirit leaders to serve as
judges as well. While the essays were submitted
anonymously, I wanted to ensure that at least
some of the judges were not associated with the
school to provide a truly unbiased opinion of the
student work. The judges used a detailed rubric I
provided to assess the essays. They used the
rubric to create a score for each essay. In the
event of a tie, I also had the judges rank the
essays in order. 

Looking ahead, I plan to further embed civic
education within our school by alternating this
project between President's Day and MLK Day.
Additionally, I am exploring the possibility of
incorporating Memorial Day into our civic
programming. By continually seeking new and
exciting avenues for civic engagement, I hope to
empower students to become informed,
responsible, and active citizens.

Click here to read the 
first place winners’ essays!
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