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My participation in Civic Spirit has been a
transformative professional journey, enriching both my
own learning and the experiences | design for my
seventh- and eighth-grade Social Studies students.
Through this work, | have been able to cultivate in my
classroom a strong sense of civic pride, a deeper
understanding of American democratic values, and a
meaningful exploration of how these principles align
with and complement our Jewish values.

During our recent spring trip to Washington, D.C., my
seventh-grade students had the opportunity to
collaborate with peers from Charles E. Smith Jewish
Day School in Rockville, Maryland. The central goal of
this shared experience was for students to identify and
analyze powerful civic ideas found in landmark
American speeches and foundational texts. Through
close reading and discussion, students built civic
literacy by examining the words of influential figures
and reinterpreting these ideas to reflect the challenges,
values, and responsibilities of the 21st century.

As a culminating activity, students created and
delivered presentations that demonstrated the
continued relevance of these civic ideals. Many chose
to “remix” well-known quotes, offering thoughtful,
modern interpretations that connected directly to their
own lives. The classroom environment was energized
by rich dialogue, as students debated and reflected on
how these ideas apply in today’'s world.

For example, students examined John Adams's
assertion that “America is a nation of laws, not of men,”
prompting nuanced conversations about the
importance of the rule of law over individual authority.
They also engaged with the phrase “government of the
people, by the people, for the people,” considering the
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role of citizens in shaping government and the
responsibilities they hold when leadership falls short.
These discussions allowed students not only to analyze
historical language, but also to grapple with enduring
civic questions in meaningful and relevant ways.

Providing students with opportunities to engage deeply
with these texts—and to connect them to
contemporary issues—has been profoundly impactful.
Students are beginning to recognize that the core
challenges of democracy persist across time, and that
they have both the capacity and responsibility to
engage thoughtfully with ideas that have shaped our
nation long before they were born.

‘ ‘ Through these experiences,
students have developed greater
democratic fluency, strengthened
their knowledge of American
government and principles, and
practiced essential civic skills,
including critical thinking,
respectful discourse,
collaboration, and problem-
solving. These skills empower
them to move beyond passive
learning and toward meaningful

civic participation. , ,
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Through these experiences, students have developed
greater democratic fluency, strengthened their
knowledge of American government and principles,
and practiced essential civic skills, including critical
thinking, respectful discourse, collaboration, and
problem-solving. These skills empower them to move
beyond passive learning and toward meaningful civic
participation.

My involvement in the year-long Civic Spirit cohort has

significantly influenced both my instructional approach

and my students’ learning outcomes. It has
strengthened my ability to facilitate inquiry-based
discussions and to guide students in exploring
complex civic issues with nuance and respect. As a
result, students are more engaged, ask more
thoughtful questions, and contribute to richer, more
substantive discussions. They are developing a
stronger sense of civic responsibility and increasingly
see themselves as informed and active participants in
a democratic society. Additionally, they are
demonstrating a growing interest in their communities
and the broader national landscape, including the
issues that shape public policy and the enduring
systems established by the nation’s founders.

Our experiences in Washington, D.C. brought this
learning to life in powerful ways. By engaging directly
with the institutions, history, and symbols of American
democracy, students were able to see civics in action.
Meeting with members of the House of
Representatives and the U.S. senators from lllinois
provided a meaningful, firsthand understanding of
how government operates and reinforced the tangible
impact of civic engagement.
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