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In mapping out my civic engagement project, | wanted
to create something that allowed for a dialogue
between upperclassmen and younger students, and
would be applicable and relevant to both groups. To
that end, | paired up my AP United States History
students and tasked the groups with coming up with a
series of questions on a number of topics related to
civic engagement and civic responsibility: civil
disobedience, the meaning of freedom, the meaning of
patriotism, civil rights, and civic responsibilities. | met
individually with each of the groups, and helped them
pare down their questions to the strongest and most
open-ended, and provided them with pointers on how
to approach a dialogue. | stressed the importance of
keeping the tone civil and inviting, and allowing the
younger students to speak.

Meanwhile, the middle school (7th and 8th grade)
social studies class was learning about ancient
civilizations. There isn't the most overlap between this
subject and modern American civics, but with the help
of the middle school teacher the students came to the
dialogue having learned about Hammurabi's code of
laws and other ancient legal systems. They were told
their groups and broad topics in advance, but
otherwise had no prior knowledge.

| brought my students to the middle school class for a
single class period, and they led the dialogues without
any further assistance from me. | was able to circulate
and listen in, and | was very happy that | did not have
to redirect any off-topic discussion. After the small
group activity, | did a full-class debrief with my AP
students, who reflected on the positive conversations
and the value of the activity. | also satin on a
presentation by the middle school students, where
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each group reported to the full class what were the
most interesting and productive conversations.
Through these student reflections, | quickly gathered
that the civil disobedience question had come up in
multiple groups and was a favorite topic of discussion.
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The civics project
provided leadership
opportunities for the

upper classmen, a
chance to learn from
older role models for the
middle schoolers, and a
chance to put what they
had learned into action
with the entire upper
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school as audience.
A few weeks after the reflections, our school held our
annual color war event. It was under the color war
umbrella that we had our last activity: a debate on the
topic of whether or not it was acceptable to break an
unjust law as a form of political protest. Both teams
were allowed to put forth up to two speakers and up
to five "researchers" who could help come up with
cross examination questions. The teams were not told
their position on the question until the moment the
debate began, forcing them to research both
perspectives. Both teams did an excellent job and only
through a strict interpretation of the rubric with the
help of several faculty judges were we able to narrowly
determine the winner.

The civics project was an unqualified success. It
provided leadership opportunities for the upper
classmen, a chance to learn from older role models for
the middle schoolers, and a chance to put what they
had learned into action with the entire upper school as
audience. This was our first debate held for color war,
and we are looking to make it a permanent fixture.
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