
We hope you had a rejuvenating summer and that these last few weeks, whether you have already
returned to school or are enjoying the final days of summer, have been wonderful. We at Civic
Spirit are looking forward to an exceptional year of civic learning and growth! Let us begin by
considering the following:

If heroism were a formula or recipe that could be examined by its individual components, what
would you say it takes to produce heroism? Is heroism something that can be taught, modeled,
and replicated? Is it a matter of ethics, civics, morality, or all three? Some of us may be thinking
of the phrase, “Not all heroes wear capes,” often used when ordinary people act extraordinarily,
particularly in moments of crisis or need. Do people earn the title “hero” after a single act, or
does heroism require a commitment to this type of extraordinary action over the course of one’s
life?

And where do we showcase these acts of heroism and heroic individuals so that our students can
be inspired by and learn from them, thereby contributing to a stronger civic society?

Teachers of history, religion, and the humanities certainly raise some of these questions as they
examine historic exemplars, teach virtue, and consider how individuals put these qualities into
action. As our country marks 25 years since September 11, 2001, the topic of heroism offers an
opportune civic framework to bring to the forefront. On that day, our nation witnessed fellow
citizens act with extraordinary courage, many giving their lives to save others and defending the
values of our nation while confronting a profound challenge to those values.

The following resource offers ways to explore these timely civic topics and questions.You may
consider using the resource in its entirety or selecting individual segments that best meet the
needs of your students.
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Source 1: George Washington, “Newburgh Address,” March 15,
1783. Excerpt.

Context: Washington is appealing to Continental Army officers who were furious because
Congress had failed to provide promised pay and pensions. Some in the group wanted to take
collective action against Congress, potentially even using the army’s power to force Congress to
meet their demands. At the time, the United States was governed under the Articles of
Confederation, before the drafting and ratification of the U.S. Constitution.

Let me entreat you, Gentlemen, on your part, not to take any measures, which, viewed in the calm
light of reason, will lessen the dignity, & sully the glory you have hitherto maintained….And let me
conjure you, in the name of our common Country--as you value your own sacred honor—as you
respect the rights of humanity, & as you regard the Military & national character of America, to
express your utmost horror & detestation of the Man who wishes, under any specious pretences,
to overturn the liberties of our Country, & who wickedly attempts to open the flood Gates of Civil
discord, & deluge our rising Empire in Blood…….You will give one more distinguished proof of
unexampled patriotism & patient virtue, rising superior to the pressure of the most complicated
sufferings; And you will, by the dignity of your Conduct, afford occasion for Posterity to say,
when speaking of the glorious example you have exhibited to man kind, "had this day been
wanting, the World had never seen the last stage of perfection to which human nature is capable
of attaining."
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Discussion Questions and Activities:

After reading the text closely and understanding the context for Washington’s address:
1. How does Washington appeal to both reason and virtue in advising his fellow patriots?
2. What qualities does Washington associate with honorable or heroic conduct?
3. Based on the qualities you identified in Question 2, identify the two that you believe are most

heroic in this moment. Why did you prioritize those?
4. Compare your choices with those of others in the class. Where is there agreement or

disagreement about what makes someone heroic?
5. What heroic qualities might be needed in a different context?

Word Bank:

Entreat: to ask or plead
Sully: to tarnish
Detestation: intense dislike or condemnation
Conjure: to appeal

Specious: appearing reasonable but misleading
Deluge: to flood or overwhelm
Posterity: future generations
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Source 2: Theodore Roosevelt, “Citizenship in a Republic,” April
23, 1910. Excerpt.

Context: On April 23, 1910, former President Theodore Roosevelt delivered this address at the
Sorbonne in Paris, France. He was visiting Europe after leaving the presidency in 1909 and spoke
before an audience that included students, scholars, and public figures.

The poorest way to face life is to face it with a sneer. There are many men who feel a kind of
twisted pride in cynicism; there are many who confine themselves to criticism of the way others
do what they themselves dare not even attempt. ……It is not the critic who counts; not the man
who points out how the strong man stumbles or where the doer of deeds could have done them
better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust
and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, and comes short again and again, because
there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds;
who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who
at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at
least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls
who know neither victory nor defeat. Shame on the man of cultivated taste who permits
refinement to develop into a fastidiousness that unfits him for doing the rough work of a workaday
world! Among the free peoples who govern themselves there is but a small field of usefulness
open for the men of cloistered life who shrink from contact with their fellows. Still less room is
there for those who deride or slight what is done by those who actually bear the brunt of the day;
nor yet for those others who always profess that they would like to take action, if only the
conditions of life were not what they actually are. The man who does nothing cuts the same sordid
figure in the pages of history, whether he be cynic, or fop, or voluptuary. There is little use for
the being whose tepid soul knows nothing of the great and generous emotion, of the high pride,
the stern belief, the lofty enthusiasm, of the men who quell the storm and ride the thunder. Well
for these men if they succeed; well also, though not so well, if they fail, given only that they have
nobly ventured, and have put forth all their heart and strength. 
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Word Bank:

Sneer: mocking attitude
Cynicism: distrust or negativity
Valiantly: courageously
Fastidiousness: excessive fussiness
Cloistered: sheltered or isolated

Deride: mock or ridicule
Brunt: main burden
Sordid: dishonorable
Tepid: lacking enthusiasm
Quell: overcome or suppress
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Discussion Questions:

1. What does Theodore Roosevelt believe is heroic? What does he consider unheroic or
unproductive?

2. Roosevelt describes heroic attitudes, not merely heroic actions. Why do you think one’s attitude
is important when considering heroism?

3. What does Roosevelt mean when he says, “It is not the critic who counts” and that the person in
the arena “errs, and comes short again and again”? What role does error or failure play in
achievement and success?

4. Roosevelt uses strong language to contrast those who enter the arena with those who remain
outside it. Do you think his language is warranted, or is he too extreme in his message? Why or
why not?

5. Can you think of an issue or challenge today that could benefit from Roosevelt’s message?
What, if anything, would you add to or change about his conception of heroism?

Source 3: Ronald Reagan, “Address to the Nation on the
Explosion of the Space Shuttle Challenger,” January 28, 1986.
Excerpt.

Context: On January 28, 1986, the space shuttle Challenger broke apart shortly after takeoff,
killing all seven crew members as Americans watched the launch live on television. President
Ronald Reagan postponed his scheduled State of the Union Address and instead addressed the
nation that evening, speaking to the families of the crew and the American public, including the
many schoolchildren who had watched the launch.

For the families of the seven, we cannot bear, as you do, the full impact of this tragedy. But we
feel the loss, and we’re thinking about you so very much. Your loved ones were daring and brave,
and they had that special grace, that special spirit that says, “give me a challenge and I’ll meet it
with joy.” They had a hunger to explore the universe and discover its truths. They wished to serve,
and they did. They served all of us.

We’ve grown used to wonders in this century. It’s hard to dazzle us. But for twenty-five years the
United States space program has been doing just that. We’ve grown used to the idea of space, and
perhaps we forget that we’ve only just begun. We’re still pioneers. They, the member of the
Challenger crew, were pioneers.

And I want to say something to the schoolchildren of America who were watching the live coverage
of the shuttle’s takeoff. I know it is hard to understand, but sometimes painful things like this
happen. It’s all part of the process of exploration and discovery. It’s all part of taking a chance
and expanding man’s horizons. The future doesn’t belong to the fainthearted; it belongs to the
brave. The Challenger crew was pulling us into the future, and we’ll continue to follow them.
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Discussion Questions:

1. What qualities does Reagan emphasize when describing the Challenger crew? Which of these
does he seem to associate with heroism?

2. Reagan says that Americans had “grown used to wonders” and that “it’s hard to dazzle us.” How
might this idea apply to the way we recognize heroism? Can acts of courage or heroism become
so familiar that we take them for granted?

3. What does Reagan mean when he says, “The future doesn’t belong to the fainthearted; it
belongs to the brave”?

4. What opportunities do we have to demonstrate bravery in our lives today?
5. Is there a story of courage or bravery from history, current events, or your personal life that

has impacted you? What about it made an important impression on you?
6. Reagan says, “We’re still pioneers.” In what ways are we still pioneers? How might being a

pioneer require heroism?

Source 4: Lori Grinker, Three Firefighters Raising the American
Flag at Ground Zero, September 11, 2001. Photograph.
Courtesy of Contact Press Images.
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Discussion Questions:

1. How is heroism displayed in this September 11 image?
2. Which qualities of heroism explored in the three texts do you see reflected in this image? What

evidence supports your answer?
3. Does this image add anything to your developing definition of heroism that the texts do not?

Source 5: George W. Bush, “Remarks to Police, Firemen, and
Rescueworkers at the World Trade Center Site in New York
City,” September 14, 2001. Video excerpt.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f9NEwe1JvrI.
National Archives.

Discussion Questions and Activities:

1. What can the responses to September 11 teach us about our responsibility to care for our fellow
citizens?

2. What is powerful about President Bush’s response, “I can hear you,” to someone in the crowd
who calls out that he cannot hear him? What might this moment teach us about being present
for our fellow citizens?

3.  President Bush tells the crowd, “The rest of the world hears you.” Imagine you have the
opportunity for the world to hear you speak about a cause you care about. Create a poster or
brief statement sharing your message and why it is important to you.

Bringing It Together: What Is Heroism?

1. Which of these ideas of heroism appeals to you most, and why?
2. How might the events of September 11, 2001, and the responses to them reflect each of these

different elements of heroism?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f9NEwe1JvrI
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