
 

Florida Students Embrace a Constitutional Challenge 
 
Over 200 students from high schools 
throughout Florida assembled in Orlando 
recently to serve as expert witnesses 
testifying before a mock congressional 
panel.  The exercise, similar to what they 
may have seen on news channels or C-Span, 
was the culminating activity for the We the 
People…the Citizen and the Constitution 
program. The program consists of a six-unit 
textbook on the Constitution and Bill of 
Rights coupled with a mock congressional 
hearing model, which allows students to 
apply their knowledge to contemporary 
constitutional dilemmas. The program 
provides the opportunity for teenagers to 
explore their responsibilities as citizens 
while learning about the document which 
has provided the basic framework for our 
government.   
 
We the People…the Citizen and the 
Constitution, the preeminent constitutional 
education program in the nation, is 
administered statewide by the Florida Law 
Related Education Association, Inc. 
(FLREA). Annette Boyd Pitts, founding 
Executive Director of the FLREA in 
Tallahassee, Florida has dedicated the last 
25 years of her life working tirelessly to 
provide students with constitutional and law 
related education opportunities that bring the 
Constitution to life for students of all ages. 
“These programs are for all students,” Pitts 
stated.  “If democracy lies in the hands of 
ordinary citizens, I feel it is our 
responsibility to prepare the next generation 

to continue this experiment in self 
government.”  

High school students preparing to testify on the 
Constitution and the Bill of Rights. 

 
FLREA disseminates the We the People 
program to classrooms in every 
congressional district in the state through a 
network of local coordinators. Free sets of 
elementary, middle and high school 
textbooks are provided at no cost to schools 
along with professional development 
training opportunities for teachers. A 
culminating activity, in the form of a mock 
congressional hearing, accompanies the 
curriculum providing students with a hands-
on opportunity to apply their knowledge and 
explore how the ideas and principles of this 
historic document impact their lives today.  
Funded by the United States Department of 
Education under the Education for 
Democracy Act, the program is administered 
nationally by the Center for Civic Education 
in California.   
 
The We the People program brings back 



fond memories for Representative Aniteri 
Flores of district 114 in Florida. 
Representative Flores was a senior in high 
school when she participated in the We the 
People program. “The program definitely 
had an impact on my life and my desire to 
serve the public and uphold and defend the 
Constitution,” Flores stated. Flores and her 
fellow students won the district and state 
level finals in Florida in 1994 and then 
advanced on to represent the state in the 
national championship held in Washington, 
DC. “We were a class of first generation 
Cuban American immigrants,” Flores stated. 
“Many of our parents did not speak English 
yet and we would come home in the 
evenings and teach our parents what we had 
learned that day in class.”  Flores and her 
classmates studied during and after school to 
dissect the constitutional principles and 
ideals while applying those principles to 
current public issues. Rep. Flores 
remembered her experiences in Washington 
during the national finals. “We were 
testifying in the committee hearing rooms of 
Congress defending the US Constitution and 
Bill of Rights and applying our knowledge 
to challenging, contemporary constitutional 
dilemmas,” Rep. Flores recounted.  The 
class that Rep. Flores was in achieved the 
ultimate success as they won the national 
finals and became the first class from 
Florida to achieve that title.  Rep. Flores 
attributes a great deal of the accomplishment 
to her beloved teacher, Rosie Heffernan.  

 Rosie Heffernan’s class accepts the 2009 We the 
People first place trophy. 

Ms. Heffernan continues to teach the 
program today at Our Lady of Lourdes 
Academy in Miami.  Heffernan brought a 
new class of students to Orlando on January 
9, 2009 to strengthen their constitutional 
knowledge and skills. Schools representing 
Miami-Dade, Marion, Osceola, Brevard,  
Seminole, and Broward counties 
participated in the state level finals. District 
competitions were held in December 
throughout the state.  

Volunteers Lonnie Groot, Robyn Blumner, and Ken 
Hurley prepare to judge the Unit 5 students. 

 
The students had studied for months to 
prepare for their role as experts testifying on 
selected constitutional issues. Each school 
sent a regularly rostered class, not hand 
picked or teacher selected students, but the 
entire class.  Simulated congressional 
committees consisting of constitutional 
scholars, lawyers, and government leaders 
judged the students' performances.  Justice 
R. Fred Lewis of the Florida Supreme Court 
provided the keynote address to motivate the 
students immediately prior to the hearings.  
 
Heffernan’s class at Our Lady of Lourdes 
won this year’s state finals. Second place 
honors went to Miami Killian High School. 
Marion Technical Institute placed third and 
McArthur High School in Broward took 
fourth place honors this year.  
 
The Florida Law Related Education 
Association, Inc. administers the We the 



People program in Florida.  FLREA is a 
private non-profit, organization established 
in 1984 to improve justice and expand 

 
The second place team, Miami  Killian High School, 

with teacher Lorraine Silverstein. 
 
education for democracy through the 
development and implementation of law 
related and civic education programs for 
Florida youth. As a principal grantee under 
the Florida Bar Foundation Administration 
of Justice (AOJ) grants category, the 
Association has evolved into one of the most 
effective and respected law related 
education programs in the country. 
Recognized nationally and internationally 
for its outstanding programs, FLREA has 
received the National Improvements in 
Justice Award and the American Bar 
Association Isidore Starr Award for 
Excellence in Public Education. FLREA 
also shares its program models with new and 
emerging democracies throughout the world. 
Partnered directly with NGOs in Hungary, 
Romania, Panama, and Peru, FLREA has 
developed innovative technological 
partnerships to connect students in the US 
with students in other democratic countries.     
 
National studies have documented the 
impact of the We the People program on 
improving students’ knowledge and skills as 
well as their capacity to be effective, 
participatory citizens. According to a recent 
study by Professor Richard Brody of 

Stanford University, high school students 
who participate in the We the People 
program display more political tolerance and 
feel more politically effective than most 
adult Americans and most other students.  
Students in the program are more interested 
in politics, feel more politically effective, 
and perceive fewer limits on their own 
political freedom. 
 
After winning the state championship, Our 
Lady of Lourdes Academy class will 
represent Florida at the national finals on 
April 25-27, 2009 in Washington, D.C.  The 
students have been working with their 
teacher, Rosie Heffernan, since last fall. The 
annual three-day final competition is the 
culminating activity of We the People: The 
Citizen and the Constitution, the most 
extensive education program of its kind in 
the country.  During their stay in 
Washington, the students will tour historical 
sites and museums in the area and will have 
the opportunity to visit their senator and/or 
representative. 
 
Middle school students will soon have a 
similar opportunity to embrace this same 
type of constitutional challenge. Students 
from grades 6-8 will be participating in their 
own pilot middle school showcase planned 
for later in the year. 
  
The program is currently being implemented 
in every congressional district, the four trust 
territories, and the District of Columbia.  
When combined with the noncompetitive 
elementary and middle school levels, more 
than 26.5 million students have participated 
in the program since the inception of the 
program. 
  
For more information about the program, 
contact Annette Boyd Pitts, 2874 Remington 
Green Circle, Suite A, Tallahassee, Florida 
32308 or write to ABPflreaED@aol.com.  



 


