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21ST CENTURY CIVICS




Our Courts is a free, interactive, web-based program designed to teach and engage middle-school students in civics. Through the lens of the judiciary, Our Courts allows students to participate in realistic simulations of government and to grapple with relevant social issues. In Our Courts, students investigate and argue actual cases and controversies using real law, and view these cases from the perspective of the judicial, legislative and executive branches of government. Our Courts also encourages young people to act, by voicing their opinions in their communities and to their elected representatives.  

Background

Our Courts is the vision of former Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, who is concerned that young people today are not learning what they need to know to become knowledgeable and active participants in civic life. Consider the following facts: Only a little more than one-third of Americans can name the three branches of government. In 2002, only a quarter of 15 to 25-year-olds reported regular attentiveness to politics and political affairs.  

The news is not all bad, however. In recent elections, young people have participated in campaigns and at the polls in record numbers. Politicians and entertainers are learning how to excite young people about politics and public affairs by speaking to them in their language, and through their media about issues that they care about. Our Courts seeks to bring this approach to the educational arena in order to supply the next generation with the tools they will need for informed civic engagement and leadership.  

The Project

Justice O’Connor has recruited experts in education, law, history and technology at Georgetown Law and Arizona State University to craft a program that teaches usable and engaging civics tailored to the learning styles of today’s youth. The Our Courts staff has built a curriculum that is problem-oriented and discovery-based, and that addresses issues that impact kids’ lives.  Our Courts’ web-based platform provides immediate and engaging feedback, a personalized experience, and opportunities for social networking.   

Our Courts has two components. The first component is primarily for classroom use.  It includes a series of activities that can be used as a complete civics curriculum (that exceeds state standards) or as a supplement to an existing civics curriculum.  The second component of Our Courts is a virtual world, which allows students to engage in cases from investigation to argument to judgment, and to change their world as a result. This component is intended for use in educational venues as well as by individuals on their home computers.  

The philosophy of this two-pronged approach is that in-school and out-of-school learning are both invaluable to civic engagement. One of the primary purposes of public schools has always been to form a citizenry with the knowledge, skills and values to sustain a democratic system of government. Civic education should not be forgotten by our nation’s schools.  However, kids today spend forty hours per week using digital media on their own time. That’s more time than they spend at school or with their parents.  By using a comprehensive and creative approach, Our Courts maximizes opportunities for civic learning to prepare the next generation for a lifetime of civic participation. 

