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Each year, seventh grade students at the Milwaukee
Jewish Day School lead the school ceremony for Yom
HaShoah, or Holocaust Remembrance Day. After my
experience at the Summer Institute, I wanted to
connect the ceremony to the civic values we explored.
So, our class decided to focus on America’s role in the
Holocaust. 

Each student researched an event during the
Holocaust and America’s response to it. They then
wrote a newspaper article detailing the event and
response. Students investigated and analyzed
American leaders’ decisions and American citizens’
actions. They considered if America, both its
government and its citizens, had done enough to
prevent this atrocity. 

On Yom HaShoah, third through eighth grade students
had the opportunity to read these articles. They then
reflected on America’s response to these events,
considering what leaders and citizens could have done
differently. Students also reflected on how we can
stand up to hate and discrimination today. 

Lastly, seventh graders researched American heroes in
the Holocaust. Examples included Varian Fry, a double
spy for the U.S., and Eleanor and Gilbert Kraus, a
Philadelphia couple who rescued Jewish children in
Vienna. Students presented their findings to the school
and larger MJDS community during the ceremony,
which also included songs, poems and prayers. 

It was powerful to see the seventh graders take
ownership of the ceremony and dive into important
questions of civic responsibility. Students wondered
why the U.S. did not do more to prevent the Holocaust, 

weighed the merits of intervening in a foreign country’s
affairs and considered America’s moral responsibility to
the world. They connected these past events to events
in our country today, and contemplated how they can
stand up to current injustices. Overall, the seventh
grade class completed the unit with a strong sense of
civic responsibility, as well as continued curiosity about
America’s role in the world. 

This project mostly focused on the pillar of Civic
Belonging. They deepened their connection to America
by researching how the country stood up (or didn’t
stand up) for their people. They were inspired by mass
demonstrations and protests against the Nazis, while
also being discouraged by muted reactions from
government leaders. This led to discussions about
America’s need to do more to protect human rights. 

Eighth grade students also took part in a project that
developed their civic skills, especially civil discourse and
problem-solving. In a unit about the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, eighth graders were asked to take on the role
of a country involved and research their government's
position. They then took on this role in a mock peace
summit, where they negotiated with representatives
from other countries to find sustainable solutions that
also fit their interests. 

Students improved their communication skills,
including their ability to listen closely to others, debate
respectfully and consider different perspectives. They
also strengthened their problem-solving skills, 
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navigating different opinions, goals and interests to
develop nuanced solutions. It was amazing to see a
group of eighth graders engage with such a complex
and challenging conflict in a professional and civil
manner. 

Throughout the fellowship and coaching process, I
learned new ways to teach students listening,
conversational and problem-solving skills. My coach,
Yael Steiner, was an excellent thought partner
throughout the year to help develop these civic spirit
projects. 

It was powerful to see students grapple with questions
of civic responsibility and human rights, as well as
debate with each other respectfully while discussing
difficult issues. In this tense political climate, it was
uplifting to witness students become more thoughtful,
informed and engaged citizens. 
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