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Following our enlightening experiences at the Civic
Spirit Institute, we decided to take on a project of
“application” at the Brandeis School of San Francisco.
In past years, members of Brandeis faculty have been
engaged in a “Mifgash” (“gathering”) project to pair
democratic habits of mind with Jewish values and
ethics. This is intended to be a guiding framework for
our classroom and school-wide practices. For our
project with Civic Spirit, we are tackling the task of
documenting existing applications of this framework
with student participation, as well as creating a
resource for Brandeis educators looking to more
effectively pursue it in their practice. 

To achieve this, we have planned to create an edition
of the 4th grade newspaper highlighting the ways that
teachers across the school foster Jewish values and
their corresponding democratic habits of mind in their
classroom communities and curricula. We have also
begun to populate this information and additional
details about specific lessons or classroom strategies
in a database. The purpose of this database is to serve
as a resource for new and/or curious teachers who
wish to enhance their practice, parents, and
administrators. 

Students have been deeply engaged in the newspaper
element of our project, serving as the primary creative
and journalistic actors in its completion. First, the 4th 

graders have engaged in their own exploration of the
Democratic Habits and Jewish Values framework after
visiting the San Francisco JFCS (Jewish Family and
Children’s Services) food bank. They created visual
representations of the connections between various
democratic habits, Jewish values, and their work with
the food bank. 

With this foundation, they have taken on the role of
creating a special edition of their 4th grade newspaper,
a publication with several issues over the course of the
year. They have written letters to teachers requesting
interviews about their classroom practices, then
carried out these interviews in person to form the basis
of their news articles. The articles and paper as a whole
will be created entirely by these students! They have
exhibited incredible growth in their leadership as they
have engaged so closely with their school community in
a shared effort to promote Jewish values and
democratic habits of mind. They have learned valuable
skills needed to exercise democratic rights, such as
self-advocacy, collaboration, and values analysis. 

For all three of us that attended the Civic Spirit
Institute, the principles we studied there were ever-
present in our minds in our planning and teaching
throughout the year, even beyond this project. Emma
dedicated several weeks to the pursuit of a “Global
Citizenship” mindset with her 6th grade social studies
classes. They explored what it means to be members of
a global community in how we respond to differences,
pursue justice and think critically as historians, and 
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connect to all members of humanity across time and
space. 

Margot has taken on the newspaper project with her
4th grade students and led them through real,
intentional exploration of all three of Civic Spirit’s
pillars on a meta-analytical level. This is something that
has colored their journalistic work throughout the
year, not merely in the creation of this particular
edition of their newspaper.

Clare has engaged in a continual reform of her 8th
grade social studies curriculum in order to integrate a
broader range of voices. They start with a critical
exploration of the meaning of ‘Civilization’, by drawing
on their knowledge of the structure of ancient
civilizations and different forms of government from
6th and 7th grade. This has allowed for a consideration
of where the seat of power should or can lie - which
segues beautifully into the tensions that arose in the
founding of the USA. The goal was that in starting from
a more anthropological perspective, it would facilitate
deeper discussions into the democratic process,
justice and our civic responsibilities. 

Moving forward, we hope to continue the population
of our database, compiling sample lessons and
classroom practices from a wide range of educators:
from kindergarten to 8th grade, from subjects like art
to math. We hope to promote a spirit of collaboration
across our community members from the past,
present, and future. We also hope to provide a set of
educator resources that are highly practical, organized,
and grounded in democratic and Jewish values. These
might prove to alleviate the load of future educators
who aim to more intentionally invoke these values in
their classroom, help to train new teachers who are
still developing their classroom culture, and align
parents, administrators, and educators in shared civic
goals. For students, these efforts help us to respond
intentionally to our changing world by creating space
for democratic dialogue, meaningful investigation, and
responsible action. 
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