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My project at The Rashi School took shape as
installations over the course of the school year. In my
effort to infuse civic education and discourse into
Middle School Social Justice programming, |
intentionally built upon familiar events in the students’
schedules, like Social Justice Days and our annual,
months-long Tamchui Program. My goal was to
establish an iterative and spiraling civic learning
experience through the pairing of community
engagement with opportunities for reflection,
respectful dialogue, and the development of
democratic fluency.

In the fall, Rashi students and teachers volunteered
with a trail clean-up nonprofit, a farm serving the city's
immigrant population, and an urban ARTivism and
growing center. Completing service hours after
learning from each organization grounded our
students in teamwork and community. Later (after a
well-deserved lunch), Middle School students gathered
for our first Civic Discourse session. Composed of four
rotating stations, the afternoon invited students to
engage with civic ideas through discussion, critical
thinking, and creative interpretation.

In “What is Democracy?,” students read and discussed
meaningful quotations before reflecting
independently. They then built understanding through
partnered and group dialogue. They explored
relationships between democracy and diverse
perspectives in America over time. In “Historical
Politics and Kids,” students analyzed varied political
posters that featured children as a part of their
message to American voters. Students worked
together to propose ideas about for whom they
believed these messages were intended, why children
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mattered for each cause, and the relevance of the
posters to contemporary issues. In “Defying Gravity and
Protest,” students examined a clip from Wicked,
identifying meaningful lines and discussing protest,
risk, and the complexity of using one’s voice. In
“Picturing Your Political Life,” students created colorful
visual maps and representations of the people, media,
and places that have shaped their values and beliefs.

While some students displayed discomfort at the
beginning of our session, they quickly realized they
were “in it together.” The kids discovered the necessity
of creativity and listening to our program; their tense
predictions about all the ways this work could divide us
eased as they realized shared experiences. Students
were active participants, outspoken contributors, and
thoughtful listeners. They were open minded.
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It was special to observe the students’ change in
confidence and willingness to express their ideas. They
were particularly lit up by the complexities of protest,
art, and leadership. Many kids experienced “aha”
moments and demonstrated a growing interest in
considering perspectives. At close, their written
reflections, discussions, and visual work revealed a
deeper awareness of their role in a democratic society.

In the winter, during our school's Tamchui Program,
students engaged in sustained service learning
connected to Food Justice, Immigration Justice, and
Antisemitism... All topics they chose to study
themselves. This work brought close attention to
systemic inequities and communal responsibility.
Students practiced collaboration, dialogue, and shared
problem-solving while consulting with experts and
eventually, teaching younger students. Civic Spirit's
pillars of Democratic Fluency and Civic Belonging
resources supported student learning about major
civic concepts and community values.

My Civic Spirit project was important for how it used
service-learning to connect students and community
members across lines of difference. When students
were able to use their learning in action, to help others
and to help our planet, they brought Tikkun Olam
(repairing the world) to life. With thoughtful structure
and scaffolding that met students where they were,
my project showed that civic education can be both
explicit and experiential: students need options for
language, frameworks, and opportunities to practice
their citizens skills.

Moving forward, my hope is that challenging students
to engage with complexity - while actively committing
ourselves to do good for neighbors and strangers - will
bring about more compassion, patience, and
responsibility. Student-citizens are who | aim to
nurture and mentor to the best of my ability. My
fellowship with Civic Spirit has helped me
tremendously to do just that.
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