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GRADES 
5–12

Overview  
The American Ideals Virtual Field Trip (VFT) educator guide is designed to prepare students for themes 
introduced in the VFT as well as extend the learning well after the field trip is over. The stories and events that are 
highlighted empower students to better understand the past, present, and future of civic action in our country. 

This educator guide is designed to provide support both before and after viewing the VFT. During the pre-
viewing activity, students will reflect on what civic participation means to them by exploring important civic 
themes and their application today. After the field trip is over, students will use historical sources to uncover 
the different perspectives on civic action throughout American history and the future.

Frameworks and Standards 
Educating for American Democracy 

 • How has our geographic, political, social, and economic landscape changed over time? 

 ○ What principles and values do Americans invoke in our debates about these issues? 

 • Who are “We the people of the United States” and how has the nation’s population changed over time? 

 ○ Why does constitutional democracy depend on the idea of “the people”? 

The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework 

D2.Civ.10.6-8: Explain the relevance of personal interests and perspectives, civic virtues, and democratic 
principles when people address issues and problems in government and civil society. 

D.4.7.6-8: Assess their individual and collective capabilities to take action to address local, regional, and 
global problems, taking into account a range of possible levers of power, strategies, and potential outcomes.  

D2.Civ.14.6-8: Compare historical and contemporary means of changing societies, and promoting the 
common good.  

D2.Civ.10.9-12: Analyze the impact and the appropriate roles of personal interest and perspectives on the 
application of civic virtues, democratic principles, constitutional rights, and human rights.  

D2.Civ.14.9-12: Analyze historical, contemporary, and emerging means of changing societies, promoting the 
common good, and protecting rights.  

D4.7.9-12: Assess options for individual and collective action to address local, regional and global problems 
by engaging in self-reflection, strategy, identification, and complex causal reasoning.  
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Common Core English Language Arts

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.W.4: Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, 
organization, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.  

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.W.5: Develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising, editing, 
rewriting, or trying a new approach.  

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.SL.1: Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of conversations 
and collaborations with diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and 
persuasively.  

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.SL.2: Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse media and 
formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.
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Pre-VFT Activity  
Students will prepare for the American Ideals Virtual Field Trip (VFT) by 
exploring a host of civic soft skills as they examine their own civic values 
and learn about the life, leadership, and legacy of President Ronald 
Reagan. To prepare for the VFT, students will reflect on key components 
of democratic participation like leadership, communication, and 
informed action as they learn more about how these important themes 
are integral parts of civic engagement. Finally, students will consider 
how they have the power to exemplify these civic skills, inspire action, 
and advocate for positive change in their own community.  

Compelling Question 
 • What does civic participation mean to you? 
 • How have you shown leadership, effective communication, and 

taken informed action? 

Materials 
 • Pen/Pencils 
 • Handout: Civic Themes in Action  
 • Image: Volunteer Clean Up 

Pre-Viewing Activity 
What Does Civic Participation Mean to You? 

Procedure 
 • Begin the day by sharing that the class will be watching a virtual 

field trip called American Ideals that explores the role civic 
participation has played in our country’s past, present, and future.   

 • To help students make connections between the virtual field 
topic, their own lived experiences, and the world around them, 
post the following question for the class to see: “What does civic 
participation mean to you?” 

 • As students consider their answers, invite them to provide as 
many ideas as possible to help build a common understanding. 
As students finish sharing, provide the class with a sample 
definition of civic participation: Civic participation is any individual 
or group activity that positively engages in and/or addresses issues 

Objectives
Students will:

 • Explain how civic 
participation, at the 
local, state, and national 
level, plays an important 
role in creating a more 
responsive and democratic 
government.  

 • Reflect on what civic 
skills like leadership, 
communication, and 
informed action mean  
to you.  

 • Explore how people  
and groups have used  
civic ideals to create 
positive change. 

 • Interpret multiple sources 
to determine the different 
ways people participate  
in Democracy. 



American Ideals Virtual Field Trip

www.CivicsConnected.com

of public concern. Remind the class that “civics” is a very big idea with lots of different meanings and 
that they will add to this definition with what they learn in class today.  

 • Now that the class has an initial understanding, ask them to share some specific examples of what civic 
participation might look like. As students respond, be sure to keep a list on the board or around the 
room of their ideas (this can be used later). Students might respond with examples like voting, joining 
the military, community service, volunteering, community gardens, donating to charities, protesting, 
hosting/attending a town hall, joining or supporting a political campaign, running for office, etc.  

 • Next, ask students to look back over the class list and consider what these examples have in common. 
Highlight for students that these civic actions have a lot in common but that they will be focusing 
on three important themes that will also be the focus of the virtual field trip. These themes include 
leadership, communication, and taking informed action.  

 • To help students connect to these themes, distribute the “Civic Themes in Action” handout to each 
student. As students receive the handout, ask them to work in partners or small groups to consider how 
each of these themes is important to civic participation. Next, show students the image provided in the 
handouts section called “Volunteer Clean Up.” Ask students to write down how the three themes might 
be evident in the civic participation example shown in the image.  

 • Finally, ask students to take a moment to consider how they have demonstrated these themes in their 
own lives. This final step can help affirm student agency and empower students to recognize how they 
can positively impact their communities and be advocates for change.  

 • Explain to the class that civic participation can take many forms. As you direct students to review the list 
of civic actions posted earlier, help students understand that some civic actions are small, quick things 
we might do or say, while others might require more time or emotion, such as participating in a protest 
or speaking at a community meeting.  

 • As students finish, explain to the class that they are going to be using their ideas to learn more about civic 
participation and their connection to our country’s past, present, and future. As they watch the Virtual 
Field Trip, remind students to consider how the themes they discussed are important parts of democratic 
tradition and used by individual citizens, groups, and presidents to keep our democracy alive.
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STUDENT HANDOUTCivic Themes in Action

Part 1: Use the three circles below to write your ideas about how these themes are connected to civic participation.

Leadership Communication Informed Action

Leadership Communication Informed Action

Part 3: In the box below, consider how you have demonstrated these themes in your own life. 

Part 2: Use the three columns below to think about how these themes are evident in the image. 
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“Volunteer Clean Up.” Discovery Education, Getty, app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/player/36ff5028-3815-
4843-a6aa-d79b7e5752ae.

Civic Themes in Action

Image: Volunteer Clean Up

http://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/player/36ff5028-3815-4843-a6aa-d79b7e5752ae
http://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/player/36ff5028-3815-4843-a6aa-d79b7e5752ae
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Post-VFT Activity 
Following the Virtual Field Trip, student groups will debrief what they 
observed in the VFT and make connections between civic participation 
in our country’s past, present, and future. Using excerpts and images 
from multiple points in American history, students will consider how 
citizens, community groups, and presidents have relied on important 
civic themes to advocate for greater freedom, advance democracy for 
all people, and continue to fight against oppression. Finally, students 
will interview others to better understand what they believe is most 
important for the future of civic participation. 

Compelling Question
 • What form does civic engagement take?

 • How has civic engagement been defined?

Materials
 • Pen/Pencils

 • Handout: Civic Participation Notetaker

 • Handout: Civic Participation Excerpts

Post-Viewing Activity
How has civic engagement been defined?

Procedure 
 • After the video is finished, help the class process what they 

have learned by asking each student to create a short headline 
that captures the main idea from the VFT. Remind students that 
newspaper headlines are typically short sentences that are 
designed to capture attention and convey meaning. 

 • As students finish, invite a few volunteers to share their headline 
and explain their thinking behind their idea using evidence 
from the VFT and the pre-viewing activity. As students share, 
remind the class to consider what similarities and differences the 
headlines have. This can help students consider the viewpoints 
of others as they discuss important parts from the video and the 
roles leadership, communication, and informed action have on 
civic participation.  

Objectives
Students will:

 • Explain how civic 
participation, at both 
the local and national 
level, plays an important 
role in creating a more 
responsive and democratic 
government. 

 • Reflect on what important 
civic dispositions like 
leadership, communication, 
and informed action mean 
to you. 

 • Explore how people and 
groups have defined civics 
and democracy.

 • Interpret multiple sources 
to determine the different 
ways people participate in 
Democracy.
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 • Explain to students that they will now look to the past to investigate the question, “How has civic 
engagement been defined?” During the VFT, students heard from others about the importance 
of understanding and participating in democracy, which can seem like a big task. Students will 
continue the investigation by analyzing documents and images that help affirm and challenge their 
understanding of how Americans have defined and talked about civic participation. 

 • Begin by distributing the Civic Participation Notetaker and Civic Participation Excerpts to each student. 
Provide students with a few moments to look over the documents and explain that they will be using the 
notetaker to help analyze the text and images. Explain that the excerpts are from founding documents, 
speeches, and from events that happened in our country’s past. While each one is unique, they all add 
to the complexity of how we define and practice civic engagement. 

 • Before starting the exercise, you may choose to let students work on the activity in partners or small 
groups. As students begin to work through the documents, encourage students to take time to 
summarize the excerpts on the notetaker and identify words that they may be unfamiliar with. 

 • The questions at the bottom of the notetaker are designed to help students take a more comprehensive 
look at the VFT and documents. These questions help students identify themes and develop questions 
that affirm and challenge assumptions about how we talk about democracy and civics. 

 • As students finish, place the starting question, “How has civic engagement been defined?” on the 
board or around the room for students to see. Invite students to share out observations about the 
documents and their relationship to civic participation and themes like leadership, communication, and 
informed action. 

 • Instruct students that they will be closing out the lesson by responding to the guiding question that was 
just placed on the board. Depending on time, allow students a few minutes to write down a short response 
to the question using evidence from the video and the discussion of the documents they analyzed. 

 • As an extension exercise, invite students to survey their family members to get their thoughts on what 
civic participation means to them; this will help extend the conversation at home. When students 
return to class, you can gather anecdotal responses and compare what family members said to what 
was discussed in class. You can keep the conversation going throughout the year as you incorporate 
current events or encourage your students to take on civic actions of their own. 
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Document Notes:

Excerpt from the Declaration of 
Independence (1776)

Preamble to the Constitution 
(1787)

John F. Kennedy Inaugural 
Speech (1961)

Ronald Reagan Inaugural 
Speech (1981)

Ella Baker “Address at the 
Hattiesburg Freedom Day Rally” 
(1964)

“Silent sentinel” Alison Turnbull 
Hopkins at the White House on 
New Jersey Day (1917)

Civic Participation Notetaker

Directions: Use the table below to write down your thoughts about each document. Consider why it relates to 
the question “how has civic engagement been defined?” 
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1. Are there common words or phrases in the documents or images? What might that tell you about 
shared beliefs or values? 
 
 
 
 

2. What are the different ways that civic participation is being used or talked about in the documents? 
How might it align or differ from the VFT? 
 
 
 
 

3. What questions might you have about the documents?

Civic Participation Notetaker

Discussion Questions
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STUDENT HANDOUTCivic Participation Excerpts

Document 1
Excerpt from the Declaration of Independence (1776)

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator 
with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to 
secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 
governed,—That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the 
People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and 
organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.

Document 2
Preamble to the Constitution (1787)

We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic 
Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty 
to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.

Document 3
John F. Kennedy Inaugural Speech (1961)

In the long history of the world, only a few generations have been granted the role of defending freedom in 
its hour of maximum danger. I do not shrink from this responsibility—I welcome it. I do not believe that any of 
us would exchange places with any other people or any other generation. The energy, the faith, the devotion 
which we bring to this endeavor will light our country and all who serve it—and the glow from that fire can truly 
light the world.

And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your 
country. My fellow citizens of the world: ask not what America will do for you, but what together we can do for 
the freedom of man.

Document 4
Ronald Reagan Inaugural Speech (1981)

We have every right to dream heroic dreams. Those who say that we’re in a time when there are not heroes, 
they just don’t know where to look. You can see heroes every day going in and out of factory gates. Others, 
a handful in number, produce enough food to feed all of us and then the world beyond. You meet heroes 
across a counter, and they’re on both sides of that counter. There are entrepreneurs with faith in themselves 
and faith in an idea who create new jobs, new wealth and opportunity. They’re individuals and families whose 
taxes support the government and whose voluntary gifts support church, charity, culture, art, and education. 
Their patriotism is quiet, but deep. Their values sustain our national life. 
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STUDENT HANDOUTCivic Participation Excerpts

Document 5
Ella Baker “Address at the Hattiesburg Freedom Day Rally” (1964)

Context: “Freedom Day” rallies were events hosted by civil rights leaders to promote black voter registration 
in the South. Hattiesburg, Mississippi was a place where voting rights progress had been slow due to 
discrimination and intimidation by local officials. 

I have always tried to work for a cause, the cause to me is bigger than any organization. Bigger than any group 
of people, and it is the cause of humanity. The cause is the cause that brings us together, the drive of the 
human spirit for freedom.

You know, I always like to think that the very God who gave us life, gave us liberty. And if we don’t have liberty, 
it is because somebody else has stood between us and that which God has granted us. And so we have come 
here tonight to renew our struggle, our struggle for that which we are entitled by virtue of being children of the 
Almighty. The right to be men and women, to grow and to develop to the fullest capacity with which He has 
endowed us.

Document 6
“Silent sentinel” Alison Turnbull Hopkins at the White House on New Jersey Day (1917)

Context: This photo captures Alison Turnbull, a member of the National Women’s Party, as she protests 
President Wilson’s administration for not working to secure voting rights for women.


