Educating for Democracy:  Creating Democratic Classrooms

In educating for our constitutional/representative democracy focus on creating democratic classrooms that help students acquire the knowledge, skills and dispositions necessary to function in a democracy.  Create a classroom community and school wide culture rooted in core civic and ethical values that reflect democratic principles and ideals. Integrate civic learning, character education and service learning to develop the knowledge, skills and dispositions necessary to fully educate for democracy.

Students can go through a process at the beginning of the school year to identify the key civic and ethical values that the classroom will stand for, and can work in cooperative learning groups to define those values and create examples of what they will “look like” in terms of behavior.  Connect those values with behaviors by having students participate in a class constitution “signing ceremony ” and make it a living document in the life of the classroom. Younger students can make a classroom flag and “values” bracelets with colored beads to represent and practice each value. 

Things to Focus on: 

· Democratic Principles and Values that Promote Democratic Environments

· Knowledge and Opportunities for Practice of Core Ethical and Civic Values, Democratic Values, Principles, and Ideals

· Civic Learning, Character Education and Service Learning

· Dialogue, Discussion, Deliberation, Debate and Ethical Decision-Making 

· Voting and Other Opportunities for Civic Engagement 

The following classic activities are designed to develop youth voice through dialogue, discussion and deliberation. The teacher is central in facilitating them, but begins handing things off to students as they develop more skill and expertise.

Table Talk Activity #1: Developing Civic Dispositions

Teacher Tip: If we want students to develop civic dispositions, we have to use them and practice them.  We also have to define them so everyone has the same understanding of what they are. 

Look at the following list of civic dispositions that are important for citizens to develop. “Which one best describes you today?” Take five minutes to share your choice with everyone at your table, and then five minutes for every table to share with the whole class. 

Here are a few examples of Civic Dispositions:  What are others you think are important to add to the list? 

· Civility and Civic Mindedness

· Negotiation and Compromise

· Deliberation and Discussion

· Open Mindedness and Critical Mindedness

· Respect for Others and the Rights of Others

· Respect for the Law and for the Rule of Law

· Personal Responsibility

· Caring and Compassion

· Effort and Persistence—Striving for Excellence

· Honesty and Integrity

· Courage and Flexibility

· Patriotism

Look at the “Call to Civility and Community” proclamation, developed through leadership by John Kesler, Executive Director of the Salt Lake Center for Engaging Community. Many Utah leaders have signed the document. Are there civic dispositions on that list that you think are important that are not on this list? Which ones would you add? What are other civic dispositions not on the list that you would like to add?  As a group, explain your ideas to the whole class. 

Activity #2: Human Barometer: Four Corners Activity

Have students line up in a row in front of the classroom. Tell them that you will read a statement about something, and they will move silently to the corner of the room that reflects their level of agreement, with each of the four corners of the room representing one of the following levels of agreement: One corner will mean, “I agree with that all of the time.” Another will mean, “I sometimes agree with that.” A third will mean, “I sometimes don’t agree with that” and the fourth will mean, “I never agree with that.” Help students process their thinking by asking a few why they chose that corner of the room, if any students in the room had trouble deciding which corner to go to, and what they think is most important about the issue. 

Statements the teacher can make for students to respond to using the “A Call to Civility and Community” proclamation. 

Civility in our civic and public settings is important to creating community.

There is growing incivility in our public dialogue in this country, but there have always been examples of incivility in our history.

Spirited debate is a vital part of American democracy.

Participation in American civic and public life does not require us to sacrifice our deepest convictions, rather we best protect our own rights by protecting the rights of others and adhering to high ethical standards. 

Each of us should be responsible both in the exercise of our rights and in protecting the rights of others. 

Each of us has a responsibility to build community. On divisive issues, areas of common ground should first be explored. Effort should be given to building broad-based agreement, giving due regard to the concerns of minority points of view. 

Activity #3: Accountable Talk Blogs:  Blogging on Paper 

Teacher Tip:  Talk promotes learning.  Ask yourself: “When working with students, how do I support democratic dialogue?” 

Blogging on Paper—Students will write back and forth to one another using different colored stickee notes to show the progression of responses.

Write a statement you believe about civility on blue stickee notes—no need to write your name.  Post it on a wall in the classroom. Move around the room silently reading others’ civility statements, and write a response to at least three of them on pink post-it notes, which you post directly under others’ statements.  Continue moving around the room and respond to at least three more responses on green paper, which you post under the pink post-its.  (Be supportive and ask others questions that will help them see other perspectives.) And last, answer comments to your own blog on yellow post-it notes.  Go back to your desk and, as a final activity, summarize what you read on your own blog and on others’ blogs. Post-it notes can stay up for a day or two so that students can continue to read them and post their own responses if they wish. 

Activity #4: Table Talk Activity:  What Is Our Community?

Ask students: “What makes up our community?” “What are our strengths?” “What are our problems or challenges?”
Make a T-Column on the board with “Strengths” on one column and “Problems or Challenges” on the other column. Give each student table a piece of butcher paper and have them make a similar T-square and fill it in with the group at their table. 

What Bugs Me? Have students discuss what bugs them in their community and make a list of pet peeves on their paper as well. 

How Can I Help Build the Community? Have students discuss what they can do to build the community up and solve problems.  Make a list of that as well. 

Have students consider how more civility in the community might help them in their solutions to problems and to strengthening their community.  Each student should then post their butcher paper on the wall of strengths and challenges, what bugs them what they can do to help build up the community.  Have each student group report back to the class on what they found.

Activity #5: Democratic Classroom Practices:  Accountable Dialogue Carousel 

List civic dispositions such as “Respect for the law,” “Civic mindedness” or “Civility” on the black board. Ask students to add to the list. Break into four groups. Students will use the carousel format to brainstorm definitions and then move through it again to agree or disagree and build common understandings around those definitions. 

Ask the question: “What is a common definition we agree on in our small group for one of the civic dispositions?” We’re coming up with our definition, and we should work through at least three definitions. 

Then have students move from group to group as a group with a colored magic marker and write plus + or minus  - on others’ definitions along with a comment—in other words, they are editing. Tell them to continue around the posted classroom definitions until they get back to their original work. They can then edit their own work, based on others’ suggestions, if they wish. 

“When running a city we tell kids what to do, not how to do it.” Junior Achievement
Activity #6: Socratic Seminar—Socratic Circle or Fish Bowl

Teacher Tip: This activity gets students thinking about democratic principles and develops knowledge, dispositions, civic values, and skills in deliberation. 

Teachers can run one circle for the whole class or even up to five different circles.

Socratic Circles are also ideal as staff development activities or for a faculty meeting activity. Have teachers ponder the following idea: 

“Why should we teach young people that they can make a difference in the world around them and empower them to be effective participatory citizens who enter the world with an ethic of care and service and ability for thoughtful questioning and investigation?” 

When working with students, put a provocative statement up on the board.  Give the class a minute to think about it and jot down a phrase from it on a stickee. Form an inner circle of ten and outer circle of the rest of the students. The outer circle listens for and evaluates how well the inner circle talks about the quote and statement. 

Do a Socratic circle on a question that everyone in class will write about tomorrow.

Possible questions drawn from the “A Call To Civility and Community” proclamation:

“Why should all people, especially our leaders and the media, demonstrate a commitment to be respectful in discourse and behavior, particularly in civic and public forums?”

“Why should respect be shown by being honest and as inclusive as possible, by mindfully listening to and attempting to understand the concerns of others, by valuing their opinions even when there is disagreement, and by addressing their concerns when possible?”
Follow-Up Idea:  Hold an informal day to promote educational/informational campaigns, for example, on the importance of civility in our public discourse or on voting.  Have students make brochures and hold town meetings, forums or summits. 
Ideas developed by or compiled from various sources by Kristie Fink, including Center for Civic Education and Kentucky Teacher Network for Civic Education & Engagement at the University of Louisville programs. Contact Kristie, Executive Director, Utah Coalition for Civic, Character and Service Learning, and Representative Democracy in America State Coordinator (a Utah Law Related Education program) at 801-916-2026, or at kristindfink@yahoo.com. Or go to our website: www.utahciviccoalition.org.

A CALL TO CIVILITY AND COMMUNITY

Ground Rules for Respectful Public Discourse and Behavior

“Frequent recurrence to fundamental principles is essential to the security of individual rights

                                   and perpetuity of free government.”   Constitution of Utah Article I Section 27

Being concerned about growing incivility in our civic and public settings we call upon the people of Utah to return to fundamental principles that will lead to greater civility and a new spirit of community.  Among our “inherent and inalienable” Constitutional rights is the fundamental right “to communicate freely about our thoughts and opinions”, and yet we are also ”responsible for the abuse of that right” Constitution of Utah Article I Section 1.  In that context we believe that there must be a renewal of respectful discourse and behavior in civic and public settings in Utah. 


 This is not an appeal for us all simply to get along. We recognize that there are profound differences among us and that spirited debate is a vital part of American democracy. Participation in American civic and public life does not require us to sacrifice our deepest convictions; rather we best protect our own rights by protecting the rights of others and adhering to high ethical standards. 

       With that in mind we propose the following ground rules of civic and public engagement that recognize the important place of the rights, responsibilities and respect inherent in our civic and constitutional compact.  

Remember the Importance of Rights and the Dignity of Each Individual.  Our society is founded upon the proposition that all people are born free and equal in dignity and rights, and that freedom of conscience and expression are at the foundation of our rights.

Responsibly Exercise your Rights While Protecting the Rights of Others.  Each of us should be responsible both in the exercise or our rights and in protecting the rights of others. Especially on matters of personal faith, claims of conscience, and human rights, public policy should seek solutions that are fair to all.  
Respect Others.  All people - especially our leaders and the media - should demonstrate a commitment to be respectful in discourse and behavior, particularly in civic and public forums. Respect should also be shown by being honest and as inclusive as possible, by mindfully listening to and attempting to understand the concerns of others, by valuing their opinions even when there is disagreement, and by addressing their concerns when possible.  
Refrain from Incivility.  Public discourse can be passionate while maintaining mutual respect that reaches beyond differing opinions. Intimidation, ridicule, personal attacks, mean spiritedness, reprisals against those who disagree, and other disrespectful or unethical behaviors destroy the fabric of our society and can no longer be tolerated.  Those who engage in such behavior should be brought to light, held accountable and should no longer enjoy the public’s trust.  

Rekindle Building Community.  Our social compact “of the people” and “by the people” is  “for the people.”  Each one of us has a responsibility to build community. On divisive issues, areas of common ground should first be explored. Effort should be given to building broad-based agreement, giving due regard to the concerns of minority points of view. 

We invite all Utahns to join us in affirming these ground rules and putting them into action.  

                                               The time has come for us to work together.
CIVILITY AND RESPECT

Ground Rules for Respectful Public Discourse and Behavior


Being concerned about growing incivility in our civic and public settings, the
           (name of the civic or  public group/governmental body/school)______  has adopted the following ground rules for all discussions and debates in our meetings.
· In this country all people have the right to communicate freely about their thoughts and opinions. 
· We recognize that our society is founded on the principle that all people have equal dignity and rights under the law, including the freedoms of conscience and expression.
· In the same way, all people are responsible for the abuse of those rights.  
· We recognize that we often have differing opinions, and that spirited debate is an important part of American democracy.  
· Each of us should be responsible both in the exercise of our rights and in protecting the rights of others, including those who may disagree with us and our opinions.
· Public discussion may be passionate, but we agree to be respectful toward others in our behavior and discourse.  
· Each person shall listen mindfully to and attempt to understand the concerns of others by valuing their opinions even when there may be disagreement.
· Intimidation, ridicule, personal attacks, mean spiritedness, reprisals against those who may disagree with us and other disrespectful or unethical behavior will not be tolerated.  
· The concept “of the people, by the people and for the people” suggests that each one of us has a responsibility to try to build community.  
· On divisive issues, areas of common ground should be explored.  Effort should be given to broad-based agreement, giving due regard to the concerns of minority points of view.
· We recognize that no one should be required to give up their heart-felt beliefs, and we agree that we may disagree in our opinions and beliefs.
The Civic Mission of Schools report identifies six promising approaches to civic learning.

Formal instruction in government, history, law and democracy.  The report specifically urges dynamic and interactive teaching methods rather than “teaching by rote,” since drier methods may alienate students from politics.

Guided discussion of current local, national, and international issues and events.  The report urges discussion of issues students find personally relevant, conducted in a way that encourages multiple points of view. 

Active learning experiences where students perform community service and/or service-learning. The report urges giving students a role in choosing and designing volunteer activities; articulating explicit civic outcomes; linking service to curricular study; and providing opportunities and vehicles for critical reflection.  These recommendations are in keeping with “best practice” principles in service-learning.

Co-curricular activities to foster engagement with schools and communities.  The report does not specify favored co-curricular activities.  Rather, it acknowledges that learning takes place within and beyond school walls, and it encourages extracurricular efforts to strengthen young peoples’ involvement in an array of social and civic institutions. 

Student participation in school governance. The report urges students to take an active role in classroom and school governance matters as a means for practicing civic participation skills.  However, the report does not specify the scope and parameters of student involvement.

Student participation in simulations of democratic processes. The report argues that engaging students in simulations of voting, trials, legislative deliberation, and diplomacy can lead to heightened political knowledge and interest.

 Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools-www.civicmissionofschools.org
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