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Being part of the Civic Spirit cohort during my first year
in the classroom has been a genuinely valuable
experience. As a new teacher, it gave me a clear sense
of direction, not just in what to teach, but in why it
matters for students in 2026. The Chicago Educator’s
Cohort pushed me to think beyond content and focus
more intentionally on helping students see themselves
as participants in a democratic society. That approach
really came to life during our Gilded Age unit.

In our class project, students examined successful
industrialists (like Andrew Carnegie or John D.
Rockefeller) and debated whether they were “Captains
of Industry” or “Robber Barons.” More importantly, they
were asked to connect those ideas to bigger civic
questions about fairness, opportunity, and what the
American Dream actually looks like in practice. That
shift made a noticeable difference in how students
approached the work as a whole.

What stood out to me was how students began to
move past just trying to “check the box.” Early on, many
students were looking for a clear-cut answer, but as
they worked through their research, their thinking
became more balanced. They started to recognize that
these historical figures could create opportunity while
also limiting it for others. That led to more meaningful
discussions about workers' rights, economic inequality,
and the role of government; conversations that felt
relevant and real.

Civic Spirit was especially helpful in making that
happen. As a first-year teacher, it can be easy to focus
on pacing and coverage, but this experience reminded
me to slow down and make space for deeper thinking
in my classroom. The framework helped me build in
those civic connections in a way that felt more natural
for students. The presentations were another highlight.

Students took pride in sharing their ideas, and many
stepped up in ways that showed real growth. They
asked each other thoughtful questions, pushed back
respectfully, and supported their arguments with
evidence. Those moments felt like a glimpse of what
civic engagement can look like in the classroom:
students actively listening, thinking, and responding
with purpose.

Of course, there is still room to grow. Some students
needed more support in fully connecting their evidence
back to civic ideas, and that's something I'll continue to
work on. But overall, this project felt like a strong step
in the right direction. More than anything, this
experience reinforced for me how important it is for
students to find their voice. In a world where they are
constantly taking in information, helping them learn
how to think critically and speak thoughtfully is
essential. Civic Spirit has played a big role in shaping
that goal for me this year, and I'm looking forward to
continuing to build on it moving forward.

Check out Joseph King's
Gilded Age project, where students

investigate whether America’s leading

industrialists were Captains of Industry or

Robber Barons. Click here or visit
https://tinyurl.com/Joseph-King-Project

civicspirit.org


https://civicspirit.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Directions-and-Rubric-Captain-of-Industry-or-Robber-Baron-Project.docx.pdf
https://civicspirit.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Directions-and-Rubric-Captain-of-Industry-or-Robber-Baron-Project.docx.pdf

	REFLECTIONS & ARTIFACTS
	CHICAGO EDUCATORS COHORT:
	Leo Catholic High School
	Joseph King, Math and U.S. History Teacher
	Being part of the Civic Spirit cohort during my first year in the classroom has been a genuinely valuable experience. As a new teacher, it gave me a clear sense of direction, not just in what to teach, but in why it matters for students in 2026. The Chicago Educator’s Cohort pushed me to think beyond content and focus more intentionally on helping students see themselves as participants in a democratic society. That approach really came to life during our Gilded Age unit.
	In our class project, students examined successful industrialists (like Andrew Carnegie or John D. Rockefeller) and debated whether they were “Captains of Industry” or “Robber Barons.” More importantly, they were asked to connect those ideas to bigger civic questions about fairness, opportunity, and what the American Dream actually looks like in practice. That shift made a noticeable difference in how students approached the work as a whole.
	What stood out to me was how students began to move past just trying to “check the box.” Early on, many students were looking for a clear-cut answer, but as they worked through their research, their thinking became more balanced. They started to recognize that these historical figures could create opportunity while also limiting it for others. That led to more meaningful discussions about workers’ rights, economic inequality, and the role of government; conversations that felt relevant and real.
	Civic Spirit was especially helpful in making that happen. As a first-year teacher, it can be easy to focus on pacing and coverage, but this experience reminded me to slow down and make space for deeper thinking in my classroom. The framework helped me build in those civic connections in a way that felt more natural for students. The presentations were another highlight.
	Students took pride in sharing their ideas, and many stepped up in ways that showed real growth. They asked each other thoughtful questions, pushed back respectfully, and supported their arguments with evidence. Those moments felt like a glimpse of what civic engagement can look like in the classroom: students actively listening, thinking, and responding with purpose.
	Of course, there is still room to grow. Some students needed more support in fully connecting their evidence back to civic ideas, and that’s something I’ll continue to work on. But overall, this project felt like a strong step in the right direction. More than anything, this experience reinforced for me how important it is for students to find their voice. In a world where they are constantly taking in information, helping them learn how to think critically and speak thoughtfully is essential. Civic Spirit has played a big role in shaping that goal for me this year, and I’m looking forward to continuing to build on it moving forward.

	RESOURCE
	Check out Joseph King’s
	Gilded Age project, where students investigate whether America’s leading industrialists were Captains of Industry or Robber Barons. Click here or visit https://tinyurl.com/Joseph-King-Project
	civicspirit.org


