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Best Practice: Civic Engagement through Town Meeting Debates and Capstone City Project
Applicable Charter School Performance Criteria: Criterion 7: School Climate and Family Engagement
History:
· City on a Hill Charter Public School (CoaH) received its charter in 1994 to serve 400 students in grades 9 through 12. The school opened in 1995, serving 60 students in grades 9 and 10. The school added one grade each year, reaching the original chartered grade span during the 1997-98 school year.
· In February 2013, the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (Board) granted two additional charters to the CoaH board of trustees. City on a Hill Charter Public School II opened in Boston in 2013, and City on a Hill Charter Public School New Bedford opened in 2014. 
· During the 2017-18 school year, teachers and staff across all campuses voted to join the Boston Teachers Union (BTU). Negotiations resulted in a collective bargaining agreement between the charter school’s board of trustees and BTU, which had been in place since 2022.
· The organization had continuously sought to align its structure and resources with student needs. In 2019, following thoughtful consideration, the board of trustees voted to close City on a Hill New Bedford and reallocate focus to the Boston campuses. The remaining two Boston schools were co-located in early 2020 to strengthen instructional continuity.
· Later that year, the Board approved the consolidation of the two Boston campuses into a single, unified school: City on a Hill Charter Public School. During the 2024-25 school year, the flagship campus served students in grades 11 and 12. CoaH ceased operation as of June 30, 2025, after 30 years of serving Boston public school students with its mission-driven programming. 
Mission

“City on a Hill graduates responsible, resourceful, and respectful democratic citizens prepared for college and to advance community, culture, and commerce, and to compete in the 21st century. We do so by emphasizing academic achievement, citizenship, teacher leadership, and public accountability.”
Innovative Methods and Best Practices:

City on a Hill Charter Public School integrates civic learning into its core educational approach through a vertically aligned model that combines student leadership, experiential learning, and real-world application. Beginning with student-led weekly Town Meeting Debates, students engage in structured, evidence-based discourse that fosters public speaking and critical thinking. The model is further enriched by the 11th-grade Washington, D.C. College and Civics Trip, which contextualizes civic instruction through direct exposure to national institutions and historical landmarks. This foundation is deepened in the senior-year City Project, a capstone course in which students address local issues through research, service, and advocacy. Together, these practices prepare students to be informed, active participants in their communities and the broader democratic process.

· Student-Led weekly Town Meeting Debates

Weekly student-led and student-run town meeting debates were a cornerstone of the school’s civic engagement model. Each Friday, the entire school community participated in a structured debate. A designated student advisory group selected a topic of public or school relevance, conducts research, and prepares background materials for all student advisory groups. Guided by Robert’s Rules of Order and modeled after 17th-century Massachusetts town meetings, these debates promoted civil discourse, critical thinking, and fact-based argumentation. Students engaged in evidence-based discussions on topics such as immigration policy or schoolwide practices. This practice developed public speaking, research, and democratic participation skills and often culminated in collective action, such as voting on proposals, sending letters to elected officials, or submitting recommendations to school leadership. Past student-led debates and advocacy efforts have addressed topics like lowering the voting age, immigration policy, and the implementation of a merit or demerit disciplinary system at the school.
· Civic Learning Beyond the Classroom: Washington, D.C. College and Civics Trip
As part of its integrated civic engagement model, CoaH organized an annual trip to Washington, D.C. for all 11th-grade students. The trip included visits to colleges, historical landmarks, and government institutions such as the U.S. Capitol and the Supreme Court. These experiences reinforced themes introduced in the 9th-grade civics curriculum and prepared students for the senior-year City Project. The trip offered students an understanding of governmental systems and civic responsibility, strengthening both college readiness and democratic engagement.
· Capstone Civic Engagement Course: City Project
The senior-year City Project course exemplified experiential learning tied to civic action. After examining social issues affecting the City of Boston, all senior students selected a topic of personal relevance, completed 100 hours of service with a community-based organization, conducted in-depth research, and presented proposed solutions to a panel of educators and community members. This culminating experience integrated research, service, writing, and advocacy, enabling students to apply academic skills to real-world change. 
Results of Implementation:
· In 2023-24, 87.5 percent of graduates were accepted to a four-year college or university. All remaining graduates received admission to an appropriate post-secondary placement.
· In 2023-24, 100 percent of graduating students met the City Project course requirements and scored at least 70 percent on the standardized City Project rubrics.
· Internal surveys indicated that many students had gone on to pursue careers or higher education in law, government, and public policy—pathways inspired by their hands-on experiences with civic debate, advocacy, and legal structures at CoaH.
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