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Becoming Our Civic Practice

There is a difference between knowing a principle is
important and embodying it.

This year, my work with Civic Spirit pushed me to
confront that difference. With a background in
American Urban Studies and years teaching from
preschool to graduate school, | believe in the promise
of American civic life: a system rooted in plurality,
sustained by discourse, and propelled by
disagreement in search of common ground. But belief
is not enough, especially in divided times. Civic Spirit
challenged me to make those beliefs visible, lived,
practiced, and embedded in the classroom.

Working in a Modern Orthodox Yeshiva, | noticed a
gap in my students’ civic identities. Their
understanding of America was often factual, but not
personal. Their perspectives centered on what
America could do for the Jewish community or Israel,
rather than what it means to participate in the
American experiment. The question— “What can you
do for your country, and what does it mean to be
Jewish within it?” —felt distant. That distance became
the foundation of my Civic Spirit Project.

Rather than treating civic identity as abstract, | worked
to make it tangible. During our report card redesign,
we collaborated to embed civic discourse into
humanities standards for grades 6-8. Speaking,
listening, and structured discussion became central,
assessed skills. We continued to challenge the
students with the complex questions of being an
American: What is freedom? What is identity? What
responsibilities come with belonging? Only now, we
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worked to put a firm root on exploring it in our
environment.

At the same time, | recognized that civic belonging
must be built alongside personal identity. | created
bulletin boards highlighting America and American
Jews across fields—comic creators, politicians,
scientists, and innovators. These were not just displays;
they were mirrors designed for students to see
themselves in the achievements of others. They helped
students see themselves not only as members of a
religious or ethnic community, but as contributors to a
broader American story. These boards sparked
immensely personal conversations with students and
other adults, which helped the displays evolve over
time from my personal concept of who was important
to a shared one (some examples of boards provided).

6 6 Students are beginning

to see themselves within
discussions of American
identity. They are
starting to understand
that identity is shaped
through participation
and responsibility. 99




*

> G

NATIONAL EDUCATORS COHORT: REFLECTIONS & ARTIFACTS

The impact has been gradual but meaningful. Students
are beginning to see themselves within discussions of
American identity. They are starting to understand that
identity is shaped through participation and
responsibility. As with most education, the full impact
will take time, but early signs are promising—such as a
student placing first in a category in the American@250
Design Challenge (this student was not in my class,
hopefully proving that impacts can spread quickly) and
our participation in Civic Spirit Day at the United States
District Court for the Eastern District of New York,
where | moderated discussions and we participated in
fantastic activities with the Judge Joseph F. Bianco and
Assistant U.S. Attorneys Anna Karamigios and
Antoinette Rangel (one of our students even won a t-
shirt for his knowledge about President Taft that came
directly from a discussion we had on the bus ride over!).

The most significant aspect of this fellowship has been
making these values explicit. What was once an invisible
curriculum is now central to my teaching. These values
appear in how students engage with one another,
approach disagreement, and understand their role in
society. Civic Spirit reinforced that democratic fluency
and civic skills matter, but they take root through civic
belonging.

Looking ahead, | plan to expand student-led discourse
and further integrate civic identity into both curriculum
and school culture. The goal is not just to teach students
about America, but to help them see that they are part
of it. Civic education is not about what we claim to
believe. It is about what we practice, and who we
choose to become.

7th Grade American History | (Social Studies)
Overall Grade

Examines, explains, and analyzes materials (i.e primary and secondary sources,
maps, and visuals) to explain causes, effects, and perspectives of early U.S. history.

Explain recurring themes such as freedom, conflict, and referm and how they shape
the development of the United States.

Participate in class and civic discussions using reasoning, evidence, and historical
connections to current events.

Write and/or create structured and organized explanations that use credible
evidence, visuals, and reasoning to support conclusions about historical ideas.
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