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I cannot think of a more challenging civic year in
schools than this past year, and a more perfect
inspiration than the Civic Spirit cohort during this era
of American history. Because I am a high school
principal and not a classroom teacher, the connections
from our Civic Spirit professional development and
scholar engagement activities to my day to day work in
school is perhaps not as clear-cut to the outside
observer as if I was a History teacher or Civics teacher.
However, I can honestly say that as a school leader,
Civic Spirit was my lifeline and my inspiration
throughout this entire year, and being a fellow
provided me with knowledge, insight, wisdom, and a
community that inspired me each day. The skills and
dispositions I gained as a Civic Spirit fellow, as well as
the community of other fellows, helped me lead my
school during very turbulent political times in our
country, our city, and our school community.

In the year that we were approaching and celebrating
the 250th birthday of American democracy, it seemed
to many, many Americans that we as a nation were
unraveling at the seams. The agreements and shared
values that seemed at one time to be universally
embraced by all Americans did not feel as solid or as
certain to many of us. As the principal this year, I was 
guiding our students and faculty through a time in
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history where every day held another cataclysmic event
that threatened our peace as a nation. Through all this,
our faculty is expected to remain politically neutral and
nonpartisan, and to be the calm, steady voice of reason
and rationality. They had to model these virtues for our
students, who often came to school with confused
questions, inflamed opinions, a sense of either outrage
or great satisfaction about what was unfolding, and
who saw their friendships being tried by political
differences or group differences amongst themselves. 

As fellows, we read and discussed key documents from
the founding of America, from the Reconstruction era,
and from the Civil Rights era, and those exercises
helped ground me in insights about America. I was
reminded that America has always been an aspirational
society, that we have always had division and different
ideas about what America is and should be to various
groups of Americans, that there have been periods of
darkness and dissent, and that there has never been a
time in our history when all Americans felt that we had
reached the promise of our founding principles. This
realization gave me an immense sense of peace as I
came to see that America - as a concept, as a society,
and as a promise - has been through strife and
survived, becoming more united as a result. We have
always been bigger than one party, one movement, or
one politician. And we still are. 
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For our activities this year, we led our faculty through
exercises and reflections about their own civic
belonging, and shared resources they could use with
students. We were lucky enough to have Rabbi
Savenor and Audi Hecht visit our school to lead a
professional development for us, and then speak to
our student body.

Our Civic Spirit Club created a bulletin board featuring
important women in American history. We were
delighted when journalist Norah O’Donnell visited our
school, saw herself on the board, and also pointed out
many of the women she featured in her recent book,
We, the Women.

Our team of faculty fellows partnered with a team of
students who created and led an all-school activity “We
All Live Here” which involved all students and faculty in
exercises that encouraged each person to reflect on
their own identities, and their contributions to the
school community. It focused on inclusion and
belonging, to emphasize that we will not allow the
divisions in society to enter the sacred space of our
school community, because we all belong here and
“We All Live Here.” The entire school created bumper
stickers to represent themselves (an idea adapted
from one of our Civic Spirit workshops), which were
then displayed in the cafeteria.

All of the members of our faculty fellow team have
learned strategies and activities that will be used in
future years in the classroom. We have all become
familiar with primary documents that we will rely on
and share with students and colleagues. The most
important lasting impact for me, though, will be my
renewed pride in being American and a deeper
understanding of, and appreciation for, our American
identity and its complexity.
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School’s We All Live Here activity, a

school-wide experience designed to foster
civic belonging, inclusion, and community.

Through guided reflection, dialogue, and
a creative "Panther Story" bumper sticker

activity, students celebrate the identities
and experiences that shape who they are
while recognizing the shared values that
unite their school community. Click here

or visit https://tinyurl.com/We-All-Live-
Here-Project
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