
 

 

 

 

 

 

The League of Women Voters – Acton Area held its first Civics Bee in March, 2012 with a year’s planning 

before the event.  One of the inspirations for initiating the Bee was a Newsweek article from March 20, 

2011:  “How Dumb Are We?” in which Newsweek gave 1,000 Americans the U.S. Citizenship test and 

38% failed. 

From the start, we knew that involving teachers at Acton-Boxborough Regional High School, and 

through them students, would be key to success.  Very fortunately, the then-chairman of the Social 

Studies department is a League member who is very keen to get the young teachers involved.  She 

identified and asked Alec Lewis, who was teaching US History I at the time, to work with us. He happily 

agreed and has continued to be one of our greatest assets. 

Through the year of planning we determined the location, developed publicity for the school and 

community, and decided the organization and set-up of the event.   

For our Fourth Annual Civics Bee in March 2015 we had 28 teams of 3 students and one adult competing 

in a lively afternoon of fun, facts and food.  Some aspects have evolved and others have remained 

stable, but here is how it works: 

 Students are recruited by the social studies teachers, especially those who teach US History I, 
which covers the founding documents.  Students do receive extra credit for participating.  They 
form themselves into teams of three and think up names, such as: “Civic Disobedience,” “Queen 
Bees,” and “Un-Bee-Table.”   

 This year the students registered online through Google forms, which the LWV set up.  This 
allowed the teachers to not have to collect paper forms and helped minimize errors. 

 The Bee is held in the main meeting room in Acton Town Hall. Most students don’t have a 
reason to go to this historic setting, so it makes it something different than a regular school 
event.  We found that this year’s number with about 110 participants was a comfortable 
number and we will likely cap the number of participants at about that amount.  Last year’s 
number was about 130 participants and it felt crowded. 

 The adult team members are recruited by League members and teachers.  Selectmen, School 
Committee members, town and school administrators, our State Representatives and Senator, 
and people who are just interested and active citizens have joined the effort and enjoyed the 
time spent with the students.   The adults are assigned at random to their team as they arrive at 
the event by drawing a number corresponding to a team. 

 The questions are generated by the teachers.  Alec leads the effort but has had assistance from 
his colleagues.  Areas covered include: US Constitution, local history, US history, geography, 
knowledge about our government leaders, and economics.  The style is close to trivia games 
played in pubs and bars and uses multiple choice and short answer, math, and pictures/photos 



for a dynamic combination of questions that may be more easily answered by students or 
adults.  

 The Bee format includes four rounds of five questions (some are multi-part) with all teams 
answering the same questions on an answer sheet.  The questions are read aloud by the 
moderator and displayed on a screen visible to all as they are read and as the teams work on the 
answers.  Within those rounds there are questions that will separate the teams – the extra hard 
“Part B” or “bonus point.”   

 After each round sheets are collected and tabulated by a team of 3 LWV members.  The scores 
are displayed on large sheets at the front of the room. 

 In between rounds we provide “commercials” such as introducing the teams, info on upcoming 
League events, and Alec speaks briefly about the social studies program at A-B.  There are a few 
audience members and the adult competitors aren’t always familiar with the program. 

 At the end of the initial rounds we break out the pizza provided free by one of the local shops.  
This shop is close to the high school and frequented by students, so we ask them to say thanks 
when they are there.  The other teachers who attend and League members bring the boxes 
around to the teams – much easier than having that number of people walking around. 

 At the end of the four rounds, the top three scorers will move on to the Final Rounds.  These 
rounds have each team answering the same questions by writing on paper and holding it up.  
There are five questions, some with multiple parts. 

 Every participant receives a pocket Constitution and a print of Acton Center.  Winners receive 
books / gift certificate to Willow Books of Acton. 

 Alec is the final arbiter on all answers. 

 The Bee is scheduled on a Sunday afternoon to start at 1:00 and everyone is out by 3:00. 
Cleanup is fast since the students (though reminded) clean up after themselves.  The Town Hall 
staff have been very accommodating and supportive of this event.  The fee is waived. 

 Initial expenses included purchase of clipboards, pencils, and other office supplies.  Each year 
the large scoring charts are printed.  We gather easels from Town Hall and the library. 

 The pocket Constitutions are available from our US Senators with plenty of lead time or for $1 
each from Amazon with a much shorter lead time.  

 Pizza is donated but we purchase water and napkins.  We have table cloths in our supplies. 

 The program is a single sheet folded.  Other copies include the answer sheets for the first four 
rounds. 

 The average budget spent is $700 approximately. 
 

 


