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Having attended the Civic Spirit Chicago Cohort as ICJA
colleagues last summer, Josh Cooper and Heather Hobbie
decided to collaborate on a joint civic engagement
project. With the same group of students in their
respective History and English classes, they were able to
explore more deeply a historical case study and give
students an opportunity to reflect on the civic implications
today.

We focused our two-day interdisciplinary Civic Spirit
project on our lower-level learners during 7th period
11th grade English and 8th period 11th grade US
History. Centered on the history of Japanese American
internment camps, the project aimed to deepen
students’ understanding of belonging, identity, and
civic responsibility, both historically and in their own
lives.

Rather than focusing on content mastery alone, our
goal was to create space for reflection and dialogue.
We wanted students to grapple with essential
questions: What does it mean to belong? How do
identity and citizenship intersect? What responsibilities
do we have in shaping safe and inclusive communities?
These questions guided both classroom experiences,
allowing students to approach the topic from
complementary disciplinary lenses.

In English, students watched a short PBS video
introducing the historical context and human impact
of internment camps. This served as a springboard for
a structured group discussion, where students
explored themes of identity, exclusion, and moral
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responsibility. We intentionally prioritized conversation
over product. In our experience, students—especially
those who struggle academically—often rush to
complete assignments without fully engaging in the
thinking process, when in reality the thinking process is
the goal. By removing the pressure to produce a final
artifact, we encouraged students to slow down, listen
to one another, and develop their ideas more
thoughtfully. Our small group of students expressed
their enthusiasm for this model: “No essay? Oh, bet!”

In History, students viewed a video about the drawing
journal created by an individual who experienced
internment firsthand. This story provided a more
personal and emotional entry point into the topic,
helping students connect historical events to individual
lived experiences. Through guided discussion, students
considered how art can serve as both expression and
resistance, and how individuals maintain identity and
dignity in the face of injustice.

‘ ‘ By centering discussion,
interdisciplinary
collaboration, and student
voice, we were able to
create a meaningful civic
learning experience that
extended beyond the
classroom. ,,
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Across both classes, the emphasis remained on the
journey of learning rather than a tangible end product.
This approach proved especially impactful. Students
engaged authentically in discussions and engaged in a
level of reflection that exceeded our expectations.

Student responses highlighted meaningful shifts in
perspective. One student noted, “| think people should
think more about others and not just themselves. You
need to think about the effect that you're going to
have in the present and in the future.” Another
reflected on civic responsibility, stating, “You can't
always listen to certain leaders. Sometimes you need
to take initiative to be that person who makes others
feel welcome and belong.” These comments suggest
that students were not only understanding the
historical content but also applying it to their own
roles within a community.

Other students focused on empathy and self-
awareness. One shared, “It gave me more perspective
on how other people might feel and how we should be
more conscious about how we make other people
feel.” Another thoughtfully observed the tension
between values and actions: “You can have certain
values and want to live up to those standards, but then
things can happen and you might go against your
values... you should try to make a change so you can
keep your values.”

Ultimately, this project reinforced for us as educators
the importance of slowing down instruction to
prioritize reflection, especially with learners who may
not always be given that opportunity. By centering
discussion, interdisciplinary collaboration, and student
voice, we were able to create a meaningful civic
learning experience that extended beyond the
classroom. Moving forward, we hope to continue
designing experiences that emphasize process over
product and empower students to see themselves as
active participants in building more inclusive
communities.
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Check out Josh Cooper and
Heather Hobbie’s interdisciplinary
curriculum, Belonging & Identity Through
Japanese American Internment, which
invites students to examine the history of
Japanese American incarceration
alongside enduring questions of identity,
belonging, civic responsibility, and
constitutional ideals. Click here or visit
https://tinyurl.com/Belonging-and-
Identity
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https://civicspirit.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Civic-Spirit-Project-ICJA_-Belonging-Identity-Through-Japanese-American-Internment-questions-for-students.docx.pdf
https://civicspirit.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Civic-Spirit-Project-ICJA_-Belonging-Identity-Through-Japanese-American-Internment-questions-for-students.docx.pdf
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