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Project Overview: In our 7th-grade Humanities unit,
"Foundations of Freedom: The Birth of American
Democracy," students embarked on a journey from
the chaos of a fledgling nation to the creation of the
U.S. Constitution. The unit moved beyond mere dates
and names to foster a deep sense of civic pride,
helping students realize that their government was a
living experiment requiring active participation.

Student Engagement: The study began with a close
read of the Articles of Confederation, which students
analyzed as a period of significant growing pains. They
explored how this initial framework proved inadequate
for the emerging nation, noting how a government
lacking the power to tax, a national court system, or an
executive leader led to economic instability and unrest
like Shays’ Rebellion. Through this lens, students
recognized that drafting a new Constitution was not
merely a choice but a necessity for the nation's
survival.

To build a conceptual bridge toward the Declaration of
Independence, the class read George Orwell’s Animal
Farm. By examining how the pigs’ initial promises of
equality spiraled into tyranny, students gained a
critical perspective on why the Founding Fathers were
so obsessed with checks and balances. This literary
cautionary tale set the stage for deconstructing the
Declaration of Independence, where students viewed
the grievances against King George III as a bold
statement of human rights rather than just a historical
break-up letter.

One assignment of this project brought the summer of
1787 to life through a "Breaking News" video segment.
Working in small groups, students acted as 18th-
century journalists reporting live from outside 

Independence Hall. Their videos featured interviews
with key figures like the visionary James Madison, the
federalist Alexander Hamilton, and the skeptic George
Mason. These reports captured the heated debates
over the Great Compromise and the tension between
state and federal power, illustrating that the
Constitution was born out of intense disagreement and
hard-won consensus.

Finally, the unit concluded by connecting these 18th-
century ideas to modern-day civic life. Students
explored how the three branches of government
function today and investigated how they, as young
citizens, could influence their own communities. By
understanding the underlying purpose of these
foundational laws, students developed a sense of
ownership over their country and began to see the
Constitution as a tool they could use to ensure a more
perfect union for their own generation. We were
fortunate that at this point of our studies we were
invited to participate in a Civic Spirit Day run by Civic
Spirit, which offered students an immersive, firsthand
encounter with the federal judiciary and the meaning
of American citizenship.
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Our students now speak
proudly and passionately about
the founding of our country and
are prepared to engage in
further study, discussion, and
action as empowered citizens.
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Reflection & Impact: Our students now speak proudly
and passionately about the founding of our country
and are prepared to engage in further study,
discussion, and action as empowered citizens. My
week with Civic Spirit last summer deepened my
knowledge of historical documents and the
importance of helping our students do the same.

Looking Ahead: We hope to incorporate more use of
current events, guest speakers, and field trips to make
our country’s past even more visible in our students'
everyday lives.
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