
Exploring Humanity’s Big Questions
New Mandel Youth Humanities Academy develops college-ready thinkers, writers and citizens

This summer, the Mandel Humanities Center hosted the inaugural 
Mandel Youth Humanities Academy cohort. A diverse group 
of 25 teens from 21 Northeast Ohio high schools spent nine 
weeks at the center and in the community exploring some of the 
“Big Questions” at the core of our human experience: What is 
beauty? What does it mean to be intellectually virtuous? What is 
the examined life? What is my role as a member, or citizen, of the 
communities to which I belong?

Established with a generous grant from the Jack, Joseph and 
Morton Mandel Foundation, the Youth Humanities Academy 
creates a community of engaged citizen-scholars with a strong 
foundation in the humanities. High school juniors and seniors 
work closely with Tri-C faculty to develop their writing, math 
and critical thinking skills in preparation for college-level work. 
Participants received a stipend that allowed them to commit fully 
to the academy without the demands of a summer job. 

Program manager David Busch, Ph.D., designed a number of 
different academic experiences that encouraged participants to 
think deeply about life’s Big Questions. Students examined classic 
texts like Plato’s Apology alongside diverse forms of humanities 
texts within and beyond Cleveland, explored other worlds  
using virtual reality technology and engaged with local artists  
and activists.

“Our goal is to demonstrate that the content and skills associated 
with the humanities equip us with a unique lens to interpret, 
understand and relate to the world around us,” Busch explained.

Perhaps not surprisingly, one of the most powerful outcomes of 
the summer’s activities was the learning community developed 
amongst the students. “One of the unique qualities of this program 
— and especially the first cohort — is its geographical diversity,” 
Busch said. “Students have the opportunity to connect and 
collaborate across school districts and neighborhood boundaries. 

Their diverse perspectives  also facilitate deeper intellectual 
engagement.” 

Participants in this summer experience will continue to receive 
support from the academy throughout the coming year. “Youth 
Humanities Academy students will have numerous opportunities 
to connect with Tri-C’s Mandel Scholars Academy during the 
academic year,” said Matthew Jordan, Ph.D., dean of the Mandel 
Center. “In fact, four of our current or recently graduated Mandel 
Scholars served as program mentors this summer. We hope that 
many Youth Academy participants will choose to continue their 
studies as Tri-C Mandel Scholars.”

Mandel Youth Humanities Academy Scholars wrote, curated and published the first 

MYHA Review, a collection of student-authored essays and journal entries reflecting on 

the “Big Questions” they encountered over the summer. Check out the excerpts below, 

then view the journal in its entirety at myha-journal.com.

The Examined Life
“For me, living an examined life is about digging deeper than 
face value. Sometimes I feel like it's easy to just go through the 
motions every day. In order to lead an examined life, we must be 
able to step away from what we are doing and question the world 
we are living in. Question the systems we live under, question the 
way we interact and why, question how our society has evolved 
to where it is today. Once we begin to question society, our eyes 
open. Our perceptions of reality change and grow the more we 
question and strive to understand.” 

—Naomi Shroge

“Throughout the last three to four weeks, I’ve noticed a bigger  
idea that is often common between these impactful leaders.  
They all seemed to broaden the limits of their community in their 
own unique way. In turn, this leads me to realize that maybe the 
examined life is simply broadening the limits of yourself and  
the community around you. We can talk all day about what virtues 
are included, but we are all provided with different skillsets and 
thoughts. We all have different curiosities. There is beauty in this 
because it highlights just how far we as a people can go. I believe 
this curiosity and willingness to discover ourselves is needed to 
live ‘the examined life’.” 

—Elijah Hlabangana

http://myha-journal.com/

