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At the start of the school year, we discussed one
of Civic Spirit’s key objectives: fostering a dialogic
classroom where students actively listen and
engage in civil discourse with mutual respect. To
support this objective, we conducted an activity
in which students, working in groups of four,
selected a picture and took turns discussing it.
After sharing their thoughts, they paused for
about 30 seconds to allow their peers time to
reflect before the next student spoke. This
process continued until each student had the
opportunity to participate. Following the
presentations, students asked and answered
questions respectfully and thoughtfully,
reinforcing the principles of active listening and
meaningful discussion.

Stem questions were given to each student to use
as they studied the presenter's pictures: 

What I understand from what you’re saying
is... Is that correct?
I’d love to hear more about your perspective.
Can you tell me more about...?
When you say..., could you clarify what you
mean?
What led you to this belief?

The students learned that our classroom’s goal
this year would be to follow this model of civil 
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In mid-summer 2024, I began my Civic Spirit
journey. Unsure of what to expect, I found that
week’s lessons to be both challenging and
inspiring. I reflected on our country and its
divisions, the lack of common courtesy, and how
people often fail to listen to one another when
discussing ideas, listening not to understand but
merely to respond. These reflections stayed with
me throughout the week.

I made a commitment: to dedicate the upcoming
school year to helping my students understand
the importance of listening and mutual respect. I
have encouraged my students to take an active
role in leading discussions, expressing their ideas,
and analyzing different points of view. All
students have been encouraged to contribute,
ensuring that diverse voices have been heard. As
a result, I have successfully integrated Civic Spirit
principles into my eighth-grade American History
curriculum through small lessons, class
discussions, and debates. This year, my students
actively applied these principles within a dialogic
classroom environment. Through meaningful
discussions and critical analysis, they explored
the significance of a mission statement, examined
the implications of the recent U.S. elections, and
studied the Lincoln-Douglas debates in depth.
These experiences not only deepened their
understanding of democratic principles but also
fostered essential skills in civil discourse,
argumentation, and the responsible exchange of
ideas.



discourse and that it would be incorporated into
many other lessons throughout the school year. 

A mission statement is closely connected to civics
because it outlines the core values, goals, and
principles that guide our school community.
Civics involves understanding each citizen’s
responsibilities and rights and how to contribute
to the common good. Combining a mission
statement with civics has helped my students
understand the connection between individual
responsibility and the greater community. 

To further connect our studies to real-world
applications, we examined the role of mission
statements in shaping civic values. This activity
helped us to understand the importance of a
mission statement and its connection to our
school’s mission and our country’s values. First,
we discussed the meaning of a mission statement,
why it is important, and what its purpose is. Then
we played a game called “Can You Guess This
Company’s Mission Statement?” In this game,
students were given a company’s mission
statement and were asked to guess which
company it belonged to. We also explored the
State of Israel’s mission statement, and our final
activity involved comparing the Preamble to our
Constitution with our school’s mission statement.

During the 2024 presidential campaign, my
students studied the electoral process and its
historical development. They explored the
reasons Americans vote, examined key legislation
that has shaped voting practices, and gained an
understanding of the various presidential roles,
such as head of state, commander in chief, and
chief executive officer. My students also learned
strategies to critically evaluate election
information, especially for identifying and
avoiding misinformation. The students also
explored the ongoing debates about using the
popular vote instead of the Electoral College. We
discussed how using each method would have
created a different outcome in several past
elections. Throughout our discussions, we
emphasized the importance of civil discourse,
reminding students of the need for candidates to 
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engage respectfully with one another and learn
from differing viewpoints. 

Building a dialogic classroom means creating an
environment where open, respectful, and
meaningful discussions are encouraged. In a
dialogic classroom, students engage in
conversations that promote critical thinking,
active listening, and collaboration. Instead of
simply absorbing information, they participate in
discussions, ask questions, and challenge ideas
respectfully.

Inspired by my 2024 summer Civic Spirit classes, I
sought to provide my students with a meaningful,
high-level understanding of the 1858 Lincoln-
Douglas debates as they followed the Civil War
curriculum. This included examining the personal
and political lives of Abraham Lincoln and
Stephen Douglas.

View the rubric for the “Lincoln-Douglass Debate”
podcast project here.

https://civicspirit.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Debate-Rubric-use-this-one-1.docx.pdf


To deepen their understanding, students
participated in a mock debate based on the 1858
Illinois Senate race. In groups of four, each
student took on the role of either Abraham
Lincoln, Stephen Douglas, a narrator, or a
moderator. We had discussions comparing these
debates to the 2024 presidential debates. After
studying background information and excerpts
from the debates, they collaborated to create a
podcast, immersing themselves in their
characters and discussing the political climate of
1858. One of the moderator’s roles was to ensure
civil discourse throughout the debate.

One objective of this lesson was to explore the
Supreme Court's role in interpreting laws and
shaping national policy. We analyzed the Dred
Scott decision as one of the most consequential
and controversial judicial rulings in American
history. Our students examined how Abraham
Lincoln used this case to challenge Stephen
Douglas, arguing that Douglas’s support for
popular sovereignty conflicted with the Supreme
Court’s ruling, which denied Congress and
territorial governments the power to prohibit
slavery. Through this analysis, students gained
insight into the legal and political conflicts that
heightened sectional tensions in the years leading
up to the Civil War.

Additionally, we discussed how the Kansas-
Nebraska Act played a central role in the Lincoln-
Douglas debates as it directly related to the issue
of popular sovereignty and the expansion of
slavery, two of the most contentious topics in
antebellum America. 

The issue of states’ rights was a key theme in the
Lincoln-Douglas debates, primarily in the context
of slavery’s expansion and the role of the federal
government in regulating it. The Lincoln-Douglas
debates highlighted the conflict between states’
rights (Douglas's stance) and federal authority
(Lincoln’s stance) in the fight over slavery’s
expansion. 

Racial equality and whether Black Americans
were entitled to the natural rights outlined in the 
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Declaration of Independence were also central
themes in the 1858 Lincoln-Douglas debates.

This project emphasized the pivotal role of the
moderator in reminding each candidate of the
necessity of maintaining civil discourse
throughout the debate. The moderator not only
encouraged candidates to use language that was
both respectful and thoughtful but also fostered an
environment conducive to constructive dialogue
for both the participants and the audience. One of
the most significant and memorable moments
came when multiple students identified language
that bordered on being racist or inappropriate.
Upon encountering such language, many students
remarked, “This does not feel right.” This response
affirmed my belief that I had successfully achieved
the goal that I had set at the beginning of the
summer, as I prepared for the 2024-2025 school
year. I am confident that my students are now
more considerate and equipped to use more
thoughtful and respectful language in their civic
discourse.


