Good evening. My name is Hardy Thames and I teach at Central High School where I have the opportunity of getting to know students like Khadija and their families. For the last three years I have seen my students, some of them refugees themselves, devote their time and money to make refugees’ transition to our city less difficult. It is no coincidence that these students have come from my Facing History and Ourselves course. For the desired end—after all of the emotional responses, ethical reflections, and intellectual considerations—is participation in our democracy and a commitment to the ideals that continue to make our country a great experiment in human freedom. 
Indeed, our experiment has had its ups and downs. I won’t delve into that subject over dinner. Such histories can, as Rachel Shankman says, “yoke” us to history, creating feelings of shame, anger, or despondency rather than empowerment. What FHAO does is it gives students a platform on which to stand to view the past and their place in it as individuals, not representatives of groups. So much of who we are is historical accident until we begin to emerge from the chaos of puberty. I think we can all remember that awkward time as teenagers when we began to have our unique consciousness of the world and try on different ideas. Some of you had longer hair and read Camus and Garvey, others acted for the social freedoms enjoyed by my students and I today, and others of you simply took, let’s say, a break from reality. FHAO helps students enter this phase of life in which we simultaneously look back and ahead by leading them in an examination of human behavior and the heights and lows that human nature can reach through a rigorous study of history. They see the importance of human choice in history and ask the “what ifs” in the histories from which we learn. Whether it’s a study of Reconstruction or the Weimar Republic, students see the missed opportunities of the past and resolve to not squander the historical opportunities that they have to strengthen our democracy and ensure that the promises that America has made are fulfilled by acting on the responsibility that those very promises impose upon us. Khadija is a wonderful example of someone who realizes the joys and acts on the duties of a free citizen in a democracy.  She and other FH students are producing documentaries of the stories of refugees and Civil Rights Era Memphians, tutoring refugee children, and organizing fund-raisers for our local refugee population.
I will leave you with an update on what is going on in my present FHAO course. At the end of the first week of school, four siblings from Burundi came to our school speaking only their tribal language. Rather than seeing these students as charity cases, my students see them as part of a case study of what happens when a nation is not governed by a commitment to human rights and justice for all. Such refugees are those who are trampled upon and cast down as those in power exclude and even exterminate so their group can enjoy an ironic version of freedom and abundance.  African Americans and Jews know the script all too well.  It’s one being played out in Jena, LA, where justice still seems based on skin tones. Many of my students took buses down there Sept. 20 while others stayed to lead a ribbon wearing campaign at our school. FHAO gives my students the insight and opportunities to act when their moral consciences are moved rather than become merely sentimental or pessimistically resigned to a world that, in their estimation, will never be fair. They see that they must make it so if it is  to be so.What I am so grateful for is that FH extends the opportunity for my students and I to step into such histories on the side of good after the likes of Oscar Schindler and Fanny Lou Hammer who said, “No body’s free until everybody’s free.” To see this attitude passed on to Khadija and thousands of other students in our county is to begin to see the impact of FHAO. I am so grateful to Rachel and the Memphis staff who have enriched my work for over seven years. I cannot say with certainty that I would be in the classroom today if it weren’t for the opportunities they’ve opened for my instruction and my students’ lives. Thank you.
