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My Civic Spirit Project focused on revamping the
American Jewish History unit in my eleventh-grade
Modern Jewish History class. My goal was to give
students a framework for understanding not only the
historical evolution of Jews in America but also the
broader social and civic forces shaping Jewish life
today.

This work was informed by the Civic Spirit conference
in New York City last August and by an online lecture
series | attended this winter, “Independence and Its
Implications: Jews in America Over 250 Years,” led by
historian Professor Jonathan D. Sarna. Over the
month-long series, Professor Sarna traced Jewish life in
America—from early settlement to modern political,
religious, and cultural transformations. Inspired by his
framework, | divided my six-week unit into three parts:

e Part One: Coming Here

e Part Two: Making It (featuring segments from PBS's
Black and Jewish in America: An Interwoven History)

e Part Three: Staying or Leaving?

This structure allowed students to follow a narrative
arc from immigration to integration, and finally to the
choices and challenges facing American Jews today.

The project aligns closely with the core mission of my
Modern Jewish History course: helping students notice
and analyze “the water we are swimming in,” as David
Foster Wallace described it. Students are encouraged
not to passively absorb answers but to critically
engage with historical and contemporary forces
shaping their communities and identities. The
revamped unit reinforced this mission by connecting
historical narratives to present-day civic questions. It
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also connects primarily with both the Civic Spirit pillar
of civic skills - as students learn to engage in informed,
respectful dialogue around complex and often
contested questions shaping American Jewish life - and
the Civic Spirit pillar of civic belonging, prompting
students to see themselves as participants in an
ongoing American Jewish story.

I am particularly grateful to my Civic Spirit mentor, Audi
Hecht, who guided the development of Part Three,
Staying or Leaving? Together, we identified four key
tensions in Jewish life since the 1970s, which students
examine and debate, deciding for themselves whether
each reflects “staying” or “leaving,” literally or
metaphorically. From these entry points, students
explore four historical moments: the rise and fall of the
Borscht Belt, American Jewish support for the refusenik
movement, internal debates over in-marriage versus
intermarriage, and the contemporary debate over
Zionism and Antizionism.

Student engagement is central to the unit: at its
conclusion, students participate in a hevruta exercise
analyzing Franklin Foer's article, “The Golden Age of
American Jews is Ending” (The Atlantic, March 2024),
alongside a response from The Times of Israel. By
recording and reflecting on these paired texts, students
will demonstrate growth in critical thinking, historical
understanding, and civic reasoning.

Beyond the classroom, as Director of the Michael Kay
Israel Leadership Fellows honors diploma program at
The Weber School, | integrated civic education by




facilitating student-led Q&A sessions with visiting
scholars. This year, students engaged with:

Israel's Minister of Diaspora Affairs, Amichai Chikli
Zionist author and thinker, Dr. Gil Troy

Public intellectual, Dr. Noam Weissman

Israeli diplomat Ambassador, Ron Dermer

These conversations allowed students to practice the
Civic Spirit pillar of civic skills, equipping students to
examine complex issues, consider multiple
perspectives, and articulate their own positions with
clarity and respect. Topics ranged from assessing the
moral clarity of Hamas's actions on October 7 to
reflecting on resilience through a long Jewish historical
lens.

Civic Spirit has sharpened my practice as an educator,
inspiring me to combine rigorous historical study with
active civic participation and to help students see
themselves as part of a broader civic and cultural
narrative.

Check out Bernadette
May-Beaver’s 11" graders’ Q&A
conversation with author Dr. Gil
Troy here or visit
https://tinyurl.com/Gil-Troy-QA,
as well as her 9t graders’ Q&A
conversation with executive vice
president of OpenDor Media,

Dr. Noam Weissman here or visit
https://tinyurl.com/Noam-
Weissman-QA

civicspirit.org



https://civicspirit.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/For-Civic-Spirit_-Gil-Troy-Presentation-February-5-2026.pdf
https://civicspirit.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/For-Civic-Spirit_-Q_A-script-for-Dr.-Noam-Weissman.pdf
https://civicspirit.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/For-Civic-Spirit_-Gil-Troy-Presentation-February-5-2026.pdf
https://civicspirit.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/For-Civic-Spirit_-Q_A-script-for-Dr.-Noam-Weissman.pdf

	NATIONAL EDUCATORS COHORT:
	REFLECTIONS & ARTIFACTS

	The Weber School
	Bernadette May-Beaver, Director,
	The Michael Kay Israel Leadership Fellows, and Social Studies Teacher
	My Civic Spirit Project focused on revamping the American Jewish History unit in my eleventh-grade Modern Jewish History class. My goal was to give students a framework for understanding not only the historical evolution of Jews in America but also the broader social and civic forces shaping Jewish life today.
	This work was informed by the Civic Spirit conference in New York City last August and by an online lecture series I attended this winter, “Independence and Its Implications: Jews in America Over 250 Years,” led by historian Professor Jonathan D. Sarna. Over the month-long series, Professor Sarna traced Jewish life in America—from early settlement to modern political, religious, and cultural transformations. Inspired by his framework, I divided my six-week unit into three parts:
	Part One: Coming Here
	Part Two: Making It (featuring segments from PBS’s Black and Jewish in America: An Interwoven History)
	Part Three: Staying or Leaving?
	This structure allowed students to follow a narrative arc from immigration to integration, and finally to the choices and challenges facing American Jews today.
	The project aligns closely with the core mission of my Modern Jewish History course: helping students notice and analyze “the water we are swimming in,” as David Foster Wallace described it. Students are encouraged not to passively absorb answers but to critically engage with historical and contemporary forces shaping their communities and identities. The revamped unit reinforced this mission by connecting historical narratives to present-day civic questions. It
	also connects primarily with both the Civic Spirit pillar of civic skills - as students learn to engage in informed, respectful dialogue around complex and often contested questions shaping American Jewish life - and the Civic Spirit pillar of civic belonging, prompting students to see themselves as participants in an ongoing American Jewish story.
	I am particularly grateful to my Civic Spirit mentor, Audi Hecht, who guided the development of Part Three, Staying or Leaving? Together, we identified four key tensions in Jewish life since the 1970s, which students examine and debate, deciding for themselves whether each reflects “staying” or “leaving,” literally or metaphorically. From these entry points, students explore four historical moments: the rise and fall of the Borscht Belt, American Jewish support for the refusenik movement, internal debates over in-marriage versus intermarriage, and the contemporary debate over Zionism and Antizionism.
	Student engagement is central to the unit: at its conclusion, students participate in a hevruta exercise analyzing Franklin Foer’s article, “The Golden Age of American Jews is Ending” (The Atlantic, March 2024), alongside a response from The Times of Israel. By recording and reflecting on these paired texts, students will demonstrate growth in critical thinking, historical understanding, and civic reasoning.
	Beyond the classroom, as Director of the Michael Kay Israel Leadership Fellows honors diploma program at The Weber School, I integrated civic education by
	civicspirit.org
	NATIONAL EDUCATORS COHORT:
	REFLECTIONS & ARTIFACTS


	RESOURCE
	Check out Bernadette
	May-Beaver’s 11th graders’ Q&A conversation with author Dr. Gil Troy here or visit https://tinyurl.com/Gil-Troy-QA,
	as well as her 9th graders’ Q&A conversation with executive vice president of OpenDor Media,
	Dr. Noam Weissman here or visit https://tinyurl.com/Noam-Weissman-QA
	civicspirit.org



