
After a lot of thinking, and applying some of the
formal and informal lessons from the Educators
Cohort, we landed on the idea of having a topic for
each period of the school day and every teacher
would start each class period the same way. We
put together a slide deck with a short video on
each topic with facilitation questions and
presented the model to the teachers at a faculty
meeting, providing techniques for moderating
civilized discourse on controversial topics. The
first period started in every classroom with an
exercise we did over the summer at the Civic Spirit
training - a person stood up and started listing
facts about themselves and when another person
in the room shared a fact, they stood up and
started listing facts about themselves and this
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Every year, we hold a ‘theme day’ at the Rae
Kushner Yeshiva High School and for the
2024/2025 school year, we quickly realized the
theme would be related to the Presidential
election. We met before the summer several
times and really struggled with how to address
the unprecedented polarization around this
election with our students and rejected the
typical model for theme day where students were
in large groups for three or four different lessons,
often culminating with a speaker to the entire
high school. After attending the Civic Spirit
Educators Cohort in NYC over the summer, I was
able to take a step back and refine / redefine our
goals for theme day this year. Instead of focusing
entirely on the election itself, we focused on
helping our students learn to engage in civilized
discussion on controversial topics - even when
they disagreed on the issues themselves. We
wanted every student to participate in every
discussion and to make this possible, we realized
we needed small group discussions which meant
we needed every teacher in the high school to
buy in to the plan and participate. This was all
especially challenging given the short runway we
had if we wanted to hold the program before the
election. While the content of the program
originally focused on Democratic Fluency, it
ended up being more about Civic Skills.
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Instead of focusing entirely on the
election itself, we focused on
helping our students learn to
engage in civilized discussion on
controversial topics - even when
they disagreed on the issues
themselves.

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1szG8oXO45KaNB_cWv115E5zIATezMrAAU21-O2dUp2U/edit?usp=sharing


continued until every student in the room was
standing. In this way, we showed that everyone
has something in common with everyone else if
we think hard enough. We also were able to point
out that the entire faculty came together to do
something that wasn’t necessarily comfortable
for everyone, focusing on the following topics:
gun control, the electoral college, privileges of
voting, reproductive rights and immigration. In
addition, there was a student panel where the
head of the school posed questions about how the
students felt about the election and the state of
the country. While the content of the day’s
programming was about the election, the theme
was actually civil discourse with every student
engaging in a meaningful and respectful
conversation on controversial topics throughout
the day.  

The success of the day enabled us to start the year
with a new lens on discussion.  I also created a
lesson on bias in the media in my AP
Macroeconomics class this year by assigning
students articles on tariffs from different news
sources and having them present not only the
learning about tariffs but also by pulling
examples from the sources to describe the bias.
This lesson was followed by encouragement to
read multiple articles from multiple sources to
enable students to form their own opinions.
Finally, in a Seminar on Antisemitism and Racism
which meets with another school, I frequently
used the exercise we did at the summer training
where students line up based on how much they
agree or disagree with a statement and then
explain why they chose their location to see if it
helps other change their own minds by listening
to each other. My intention is to continue to use
these lessons and expand upon them going
forward, both in individual classes and as we
plan future theme days.
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