Donald Whitaker, Inverness Middle School, Citrus County

“The Times allows us to take the topics we cover – from John Locke’s Social Contract to
political parties – and put a new perspective on them, while at the same time allowing
the students to start to form their own opinions. The news relates strongly to civics
because we are constantly dealing with how government and citizens interact. When
teaching civics, we first teach the concepts like checks and balances, obligations and
responsibilities, and levels of government. The Times allows us to take those concepts
and turn them into real, picturable events.”
Donald was chosen as the 2019 Grand Prize Winner because of his use of the
newspaper to teach students about core civics concepts.
Throughout the year, he uses the news stories, editorials and political cartoons in the
Tampa Bay Times to enhance lessons on government and current events. The
newspaper helps students to visualize new material and apply the lessons learned to
daily life.
For example, articles in the Times have helped him explain how and why each branch
of government is doing the things that they are doing, clarify concepts such as
separation of powers and checks and balances, and explore propaganda and public
opinion.

In 2017-2018, Donald and his co-teacher Paul Hoyt created a week-long current events
unit using the Times as a key resource. The goal of the project was to reinforce
students’ knowledge of the constitutional principles of checks and balances, separation
of powers, limited government, federalism, due process and rule of law. Students began
by choosing an article from the Times and examining it using a K-W-L (Know, Want to
Know, Learned) chart. Students then participated in a Socratic Seminar, where they
discussed the issues and constitutional principles raised by their articles.
In 2018-2019, Donald created a newspaper-based activity to help students see how the
six purposes of government outlined in the Preamble of the Constitution actually
function in real life.
Students used the newspaper to find articles illustrating each purpose of government
and described why that article was an example of that specific purpose.
Citrus County Supervisor of Elections Susan Gil has worked with Don Whitaker and
knows firsthand that he is an outstanding teacher. “His passion for the subject matter is
the reason the students will always remember Mr. Whitaker.”

