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The case units and teaching activities for the Teaching Judicial History Project were designed in part to offer members of the federal judiciary an opportunity to work with educators in teaching students about the history of the federal judiciary. For each of the teaching activities described in this package, you will find specific ideas for involving a judge in the activity. 


Many members of the federal judiciary have an active interest in participating in educational programs; they just need to be asked. This discussion provides information on contacting federal judges and general strategies for using them as resource people in your classroom.

The Federal Court System

The federal court system comprises 94 federal judicial districts (including at least one for each state). The district courts serve as the trial courts for federal cases. The 94 districts are organized into 12 regional circuits, each of which has a federal court of appeals. Decisions of district courts within a regional circuit can be appealed to that circuit’s court of appeals. At the top of the federal court system is the Supreme Court of the United States, which each year hears a limited number of cases on appeal from both the federal courts and, in cases involving issues of federal law or the U.S. Constitution, state courts. 


The U.S. courts’ website, http://www.uscourts.gov (maintained by the Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts), offers “Court Links,” which allows you to find contact information for all federal courts serving your area. The chief judge of the court is the best contact for identifying judges who would be interested in participating with your class.
Using a Judge as Resource Person

To make the most out of a judge’s visit with your students, give some advance thought to what you want the judge’s visit to accomplish and how you can best prepare the judge for the visit.


There are several models for involving a judge in your classroom. The simplest is the “limited interaction” model, defined by a one-time visit to your classroom to discuss a specific legal issue. In this unit, for example, you might use this model in the “Comparative Curriculum” activity by inviting a judge who hears immigration matters to discuss how the federal judicial system handles immigration cases today.


A more involved model is the “extended interaction” model, defined by multiple visits to your classroom within an ongoing civic education curriculum. A judge might be interested in making multiple visits to your classroom to assist in preparing and judging the simulation activity described in this unit, especially if you plan to schedule student work on this activity over a number of weeks. Alternatively, if you plan to touch upon issues of federal judicial history at several points over the year, you might work with the court to involve visits from several judges at different points in the curriculum.


Also, do not feel confined to your classroom in proposing a visit with a judge. Consider taking your students “on site” to meet with a judge at a federal courthouse. Students will get a first-hand look at how the federal court system functions. You may even be able to use a vacant courtroom to stage your simulation activity with the judge.


Once you have determined how often and where the judge will meet with your students, be sure to prepare the judge for the visit in advance. Here are some tips to help make the visit a success:

•
Give the judge a sense of your class—the age of your students, for example, and what you have been studying in the class.

•
Make sure the judge is aware of what you want him or her to do. In particular, it is important for judges to know that a straight lecture format is unlikely to hold students’ attention for an entire class. Encourage, and be ready to assist, the judge in using participatory activities, such as a question-and-answer session, brainstorming session, or a roundtable discussion. 

•
Send the judge a copy of any relevant materials in advance.

•
Be clear about how much time the judge will have in your classroom.


You will also want to prepare your students for the judge’s visit. Explain to the students who the judge is and why he or she has been invited to visit the class. Encourage students to think about questions they want to pose to the judge. To be sure students have a vested interest in paying attention and getting involved, consider asking students to complete a class exercise based on the visit. Also, remember to debrief the class after the judge’s visit. What were the major issues the judge discussed? How did the visit add to what students had learned? What further questions do they have after the judge’s visit?


Additional information on involving a judge in your classroom is available from the American Bar Association Division for Public Education’s Technical Assistance Bulletin No. 22, “The Role of the Resource Person in Law-Related Education,” available online at http://www.abanet.org/publiced/tab22.pdf. 

For Judges

The Teaching Judicial History Project offers numerous opportunities for judges to make an important substantive contribution to students’ understanding of U.S. history, especially the historic role of the federal courts as essential forums for discussion of significant political and social issues. Educating students about the courts also performs an important civic function, increasing public understanding and appreciation of the “least understood branch” and demonstrating the centrality of the courts to our nation’s civic life. 


The activities described in this unit include opportunities to discuss, among other things, the role of the federal courts in shaping national immigration policy and law, the nature of judicial decision making, the importance of judicial independence, and the function of appellate processes in resolving disputed matters of law. We hope you will welcome the opportunity to engage students in discussion of these important issues.

Preparing for Your Visit

As all teachers know, a productive conversation doesn’t always come naturally in the classroom. If you know what to expect and have prepared a few simple strategies to keep a discussion going in the classroom, you will ensure that you and the students have an engaging and productive conversation. Here are four basic steps to follow:

•
Identify your audience. Work with the teacher to get information on how many students will be in the classroom, what they have been studying about the case, and what they (and their teacher) will be hoping to learn from your visit. Ask the teacher for any materials that he or she would like you to discuss during your visit.

•
Identify the key ideas you want to convey. If you have been asked to speak on a particular topic, identify one or two key principles or concepts. Remember that your task will be to introduce students to these ideas, not to provide exhaustive coverage. Keep the age and knowledge of the students in mind, and try to select ideas that can be illustrated with anecdotes or examples. If you have been asked to assist with a simulation activity, think of a few basic points about advocacy or judicial decision making that you can share with the students who will be in the roles of advocates and judges.

•
Involve the students. Above all, remember to involve the students. It is well established that active learners retain more information than passive learners. Avoid a straight lecture format; instead, pose questions to students throughout your presentation or ask them to brainstorm possible answers to a question you pose. If you are participating in a primary source activity, work actively with the documents the students have been studying, working with the students to tease out the meaning of difficult passages or concepts. Avoid professional jargon to the extent possible and illustrate abstract concepts with concrete anecdotes or examples. Be flexible in responding to unanticipated student answers or interests. Take time to familiarize yourself with any materials you receive from the teacher.

•
Evaluate your presentation. This need not be a formal evaluation, but be sure to discuss your visit with the classroom teacher after your presentation, and be open to observations on how students responded to your visit.


The American Bar Association Division for Public Education offers several resources for judges and lawyers involved in public education activities, including the following:
•
Public Education and the Courts: Guide for Individual Judges—a handbook offering tips on working with audiences of all ages. The guide includes specific strategies for working with youth audiences. Available at http://www.abanet.org/publiced/volunteer/judgesbooklet.pdf.

•
Educating the Public about the Law: Guide for Individual Lawyers—a companion handbook to Public Education and the Courts. Available at http://www.abanet.org/publiced/educatingpublicprint1.pdf.
•
Technical Assistance Bulletin No. 22, “The Role of the Resource Person in Law-Related Education”—although written primarily for teachers, this bulletin also includes “Twelve Hints for Lawyers” preparing to speak to student audiences. Available at http://www.abanet.org/publiced/tab22.pdf.
1
3

