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High schoolers are growing up in an unusual and
challenging moment in American history. My
students at Ma’ayanot come from a vibrant
religious community, but sometimes miss the
broader perspective that comes through
interacting with those who have different beliefs
and experiences. I have become increasingly
aware of the ways in which this shapes my
students' political development and sense of
themselves as members of a civic community.

For my ​​Civic Spirit Project, I decided that I
wanted to help students understand political
socialization: how political beliefs and values are
formed, develop over time, and are transmitted
across generations, gaining awareness into the
factors influencing the formation of their own
and others’ political identities. But how could I
enable students to do that when many of them
are deeply uncomfortable discussing politics in
today’s divisive political environment?
Recognizing that dialog with peers of different
backgrounds might be more than my students
could handle, I hit upon the idea of
intergenerational interviews—with
grandparents, for example—as a vehicle for
students to gain perspective while building on
preexisting, trusting relationships. These
discussions could enable students to
contextualize present political experiences with
greater historical distance.

The project I developed asked each student to 

conduct and record two intergenerational
interviews with the goal of producing a podcast
episode highlighting various themes from the
interviews and incorporating each student's
personal reflections. In preparation for the
interviews, students worked on interview skills,
practiced developing open-ended questions and
using response questions to elicit richer answers,
and used their knowledge of their interviewees to
brainstorm specific questions to ask,
supplementing the standard questions I
provided. After recording their interviews,
students submitted reflections on the experience
and data responses for later analysis in class. In
the final stage, students produced an edited
podcast of the interview to share with the class.
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I look forward to
continuing the project
next year... build upon it
in the spring as students
translate a deeper
understanding of their
own political development
into engagement with
local politics and civic
concerns.



The experience of conducting the interviews is
the heart of the project. Students had the
opportunity to learn about their interviewees'
formative political influences and events. Earliest
memories of presidents spanned Truman to
Clinton—and King Michael of Romania for one
immigrant! - and events from JFK’s assassination
through Reagan shutting down public health
services. Students also learned about how news
consumption has changed over time: most
interviewees obtained news from similar
mainstream sources in their youth, but today get
news from a wider variety of sources and
increasingly from social media, even for older
interviewees.

Many students reported that they appreciated the
opportunity to connect and bond with older
family members in new ways. One student
shared: “I just interviewed my grandfather and I
learned things about him that I never knew
before. (It actually made me think he’s really cool
now.)” Another found that talking with her aunt
helped her to see that politics hasn’t always been
like it is today, writing that “hearing how she
believes that it was healthier then versus now
makes me believe that at one point things were
good in government.” These responses fit
beautifully with a goal from Ma’ayanot’s mission
statement: “to foster in the student an awareness
of her membership in various communities
including family,… the United States and the
world at large” and her commitments to them.

I am grateful for being included in the Educators
Cohort and the push it gave me to undertake this
project. With many lessons learned, I look
forward to continuing the project next year when
I will be able to properly integrate it into the fall
semester curriculum, and build upon it in the
spring as students translate a deeper
understanding of their own political development
into engagement with local politics and civic
concerns.
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SAMPLE PROVIDED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS:
Can you share a story from your past that you
think of as one of the first moments you
remember caring about an issue or political
idea?
Do you think politics was healthier when you
were younger? Why or why not?
Who in your life influenced your thinking
about politics the most?
How do you think your political views have
influenced your children or grandchildren?

SAMPLE STUDENT-DEVELOPED INTERVIEW
QUESTIONS:

Did being in the police and Hatolzah (volunteer
ambulance service) affect how you viewed or
were involved in politics?
What do you wish was something today's
young voters would know?
How has moving to Israel affected your
political identity?
Do you want your children to watch the news
as they grow up? Why or why not?
How did growing up in an orthodox Jewish
environment affect your views?
How did growing up middle class affect your
views?
Can you tell me about your experience in the
army?


