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Durham Academy’s mission compels us to prepare young people for “moral, happy, productive lives.”  
This course explores the contributing factors, competing theories and necessary interdependence of 
morality, happiness and productivity.  
 
Course goals 
 
       By January of 2017, both students and teachers in this course will:  
 

● Be familiar with a series of important literary, historical, philosophical and ideological 
touchstones 

● Encounter exemplars of moral, happy, productive living - both in person and via text and other 
media.  

● Better know how to live moral, happy, productive lives. And perhaps more importantly . . .  
● Foster curiosity, independence and agency in pursuing these virtues throughout our lives. 
● Strengthen communication (speaking, listening, reading, writing) and critical thinking skills.   
● Develop the skills necessary for successful interpersonal and cross-cultural experiences: 

openness, cooperative spirit, respect and curiosity. 
● Experiment with new modes of learning (interdisciplinary, blended, team-taught, student-driven, 

multi-age).     
 
Through videoconferencing and recorded speeches, we will enrich several discussions by sharing them 
with students from Durham Public Schools, The American School in Switzerland (Lugano) and The 
Experimental High School Affiliated with Beijing Normal University (China). 
 
In addition to those cross-cultural conversations and the lessons drawn from books, articles, films, guest 
speakers, TED talks and podcasts, we will activate our learning through debates, field trips, shared meals, 
an inquiry project and a digital exhibition based on an interview. Each student will leave this course with 
a coherent and personalized mission statement. 
 
Guest speakers  
 

● Dan Ariely, Author, Professor of Psychology and Behavioral Economics at Duke University, 
(Meeting at the Center for Advanced Hindsight at the American Tobacco Campus) 

● Jordan Babwah, Fitness Director at Durham Academy (Meeting in Kirby Gymnasium Fitness 
Center) 

● Dr. Lindsey Copeland - Counselor at Durham Academy 
● Steve Farmer - Executive Vice Chancellor and Provost for Enrollment and Undergraduate 

Admissions at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (Meeting at UNC-CH) 
● Rev. Sterling Freeman - Project Manager at the African-American Denominational House at 

Chatauqua 



● Dr. Roger Jeffs - Scientist/entrepreneur, DA alumnus/parent of alumna/grandparent, former CEO 
of United Therapeutics, Co-Founder/Owner of Bull City Select Investments 

● Kimberly Jenkins - Entrepreneur in Residence and Trustee at Duke University (Meeting at 
Kimberly’s home in downtown Durham) 

● Dan Kimberg -  Founder and Director of Development, Student U. (Meeting at WG Pearson 
School) 

● Jessica Lahey - Writer for the The New York Times and The Atlantic. Author of The Gift of 
Failure: How the Best Parents Learn to Let Go So Their Children Can Succeed 

● Dr. Richard Light - Professor of Teaching and Learning at Harvard Graduate School of Education 
● Cullen McKenney - Minister at United Methodist Church, Durham (Meeting at UMC Church) 
● Chris Rosati - Founder and Chief Dreamer at Inspire MEdia Group 
● Jamie Spatola - Writer, parent/alumna/trustee at Durham Academy (Meeting at the Emily K 

Center) 
● Bishop Will Willimon - Professor of the Practice of Christian Ministry at Duke Divinity School 

and former Dean of Duke Chapel. (Meeting at Duke) 
 
Project/conversation partners 
 

● Student U (Durham)   
● The American School in Switzerland (Lugano)   
● Peking University High School (China)   
● Durham Academy parents   

 
Course outline 
 

Introduction and foregrounding 
 

● Welcoming letter exchange 
● Personal mission statement 
● The Durham Academy mission statement (provenance, context, etc.) 
● “Moral, happy, productive” as a peculiar target 
● David Brooks’ “Keeping Grit in Its Place”    
● Behavioral Science on the Power of Purpose (Stanford Business School) 

 
Productivity 

 
● Ben Franklin Autobiography “Plan for Attaining Moral Perfection” 
● Carol Dweck “Even Geniuses Work Hard”  
● Stephen Covey The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People 
● Mahatma Gandhi “Seven Deadly Sins” 
● Freakonomics podcast: “How to Be More Productive”  
● Tim Ferriss, Ryan Halliday and Ben Franklin “The Canvas Strategy”  
● Time allocation exercise  

 



Morality 
 

● Human Well-Being and the Good Life: Plato (with Will Willimon) 
● Human Well-Being and the Good Life: Aristotle (with Will Willimon) 
● Marcus Aurelius Meditations 
● Nel Noddings Caring: A Feminist Approach to Ethics and Moral Education 
● Martin Luther King “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” and “I Have a Dream” speech 

 
      Happiness 
 

● Daniel Gilbert Stumbling on Happiness 
● Donna Hicks Dignity 
● Parker Palmer Let Your Life Speak 
● David Foster Wallace “This Is Water”  
● Adam Grant Give and Take: Why Helping Others Drives our Success 
● Robert Waldinger “What Makes a Good Life: Lessons from the Longest Study on Happiness”  
● Richard Light “Reflecting on Your Life”    
● Andrew Merle “Top 20 Habits for Happiness”  
● Barbara Ehrenrich “The Selfish Side of Gratitude”  
● Will Storr “A Better Kind of Happiness”  

 
       Synergy and culmination  
 

● Personal mission statements 
● Interview, essay, and digital exhibition 
● Closing ceremony  

 
 
Selected class routines 
 

● Song of the Day - Played in 5 minutes before bell rings. LH and MU-S-chosen tracks for the first 
30 classes. Then student-chosen tracks - each explained briefly at beginning and played again as 
students depart.  

 
● Quote of the Day - Again, first bunch chosen by LH and MU-S. Then by students. Thematically 

related to daily topics.  
 

● Class Notes - taking class notes is a daily duty that rotates to each student. Notes will be taken in 
a Google doc (link shared on the class webpage). 

 
● Guest Speaker Introductions - Each student will research, preview, introduce and welcome a 

guest speaker at some point during the semester.  
 
  



Participation 
 
Our class periods provide precious time to interact. Your active participation is the first ingredient to a 
successful semester in the course. Because our class time is so important, we will not tolerate tardiness. If 
you are tardy three times in a quarter, you will earn a detention. You will earn one detention for each 
subsequent late arrival. Your participation grade with grow from your attentiveness, adventurousness and 
respect in the classroom. 
  
   
The Honor Code 
  
Our close experience with the Honor Council compels us to clarify our expectations regarding cheating in 
the course. Honesty (intellectual, emotional, interpersonal) is our fundamental expectation for all of your 
interactions. You may expect the same of us. 
  
Plagiarism is prohibited. Why? First, it wastes your time – as it doesn’t improve your skills or prepare 
you for other assessments. Second, it puts you in danger of Honor Code violations – embarrassing and 
future-crippling warnings and suspensions. Third and most importantly, it compromises your personal 
integrity. Whether or not you internalize our Principles of Community, your life will be smoother, richer, 
and more satisfying as a person of integrity than it will as a nervous, cheating liar. If ever you find 
yourself in doubt regarding our expectations or the gray areas of academic dishonesty, please consult us. 
Better safe than sorry. 
  
  
Grades 
 
You will earn your grade in this course as a direct result of your time and effort in and out of class. We 
will calculate your grade using these guidelines: 
 

● 20%  Participation (see rubric below) 
● 20%  Writing (see rubric below) 
● 20%  Speeches    
● 10%  Reading quizzes 
● 10%  Personal Mission Statement 
● 15%  Interview/Digital Exhibition Project 
● 5% Classroom jobs (QOD, SOD, Class notes) 

  
The following rubric, though imprecise and flexible, is designed to help you understand what behaviors 
contribute to your participation grade:  
  

Grade Attentiveness, Listening, Respect Contributions to discussions and activities 

A Actively curious, encouraging and helpful to 
peers. 

Enthusiastic, articulate, interesting and 
appropriately-frequent questions and comments. 



B Generally attentive and respectful. Able and appropriately-frequent comments 

C Occasional inattentiveness – “tuning out.” Regular comments and participation. 

D Occasional rudeness. Distracting and/or 
inappropriate side conversations. 

Unfocused, listless participation 

F Violently disrespectful Pulseless. 

  
  
We use the following rubric to grade each of the writing assignments. Though we don’t give a separate 
grade in each category, you deserve to know our expectations. 
 
 

Grade Investment 
(creative, 

intellectual, 
emotional) 

Sophistication 
(intellectual, 
rhetorical) 

Form 
(organization, 

grammar, style) 
 

Timeliness Quantity 

A Original, 
personal, 

thoughtful, 
creative 

Generates new 
ideas and makes 
fresh connections 

among topics; 
synthesizes ideas 

about course 
material and self 

Nearly flawless 
linguistic 

control; mature 
style 

 

Complete at the 
start of class. 

Meets assigned 
expectations. 

B Interesting and 
thoughtful 

Shows original 
ideas and makes 

connections; 
generally 

convincing 

Solid, with 
occasional lapses 

in syntax, 
grammar or 

diction 

Finished after the 
start of class or 
turned before 

midnight 

Meets assigned 
expectations 

 

C Satisfies the 
assignment, but 

nothing unique or 
original. 

Recycles tired 
ideas. 

Significant 
mistakes, but 
arguments are 
still generally 

understandable. 

Turned in after 
midnight on the 

date due. 
 

Less than 
assigned 

expectations 

D Boooring, as if 
written by a 

robot. 

Elementary and 
trite; inadequate. 

Excessive 
mistakes; 

inconsistent and 
uneven prose 

style 

“I’ll get that to 
you right away.” 

 

Well short of 
assigned 

expectations 
 

F Actually written  
by a robot. 

Incoherent Wrong.  
Just wrong 

Nada. Nada. 

 



 
Additional resources for further study and investigation (a list that will keep growing): 
 

● Authentic Happiness, from the Department of Positive Psychology at the University of 
Pennsylvania.  

● How to Land Your Kid in Therapy: Why the obsession with our kids’ happiness may be 
dooming them to unhappy adulthoods. A therapist and mother reports. (Lori Gotlieb in The 
Atlantic monthly) 

● Making Modern Toughness: Today’s youth may be emotionally fragile because of overprotective 
parents. But another reason may be that they haven’t found their purpose. (David Brooks in The 
New York Times) 

● “How to raise successful kids — without over-parenting” - a TED Talk by Julie Lythcott-Haims 
(former Dean of Freshmen at Stanford and author of How to Raise an Adult) 

● “Want to Find Fulfillment at Last? Think Like a Designer” - a review of Stanford’s “Designing 
Your Life” course and the book that grew from it.  


