
 
 

  

UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
EASTERN DISTRICT OF TENNESSEE 

Joel W. Solomon United States Courthouse 
900 Georgia Avenue 

Chattanooga, Tennessee 37402 

 

 
Travis R. McDonough      
United States District Judge 

(423) 752-5220  
McDonough_Chambers@tned.uscourts.gov  

          

 
January 21, 2021 

 
Dear Educator: 
 

Each year, the Federal Bar Association (“FBA”) sponsors a national civics essay contest, 
which is open to middle and high school students.  In addition to the national contest, I am 
pleased to announce that the United States District Court for the Eastern District of Tennessee, in 
partnership with the Knoxville and Greeneville Chapters of the FBA, is sponsoring a local essay 
contest.   

 
The Court and the local FBA chapters want to encourage students to participate in the 

national contest by offering cash awards to high school students who submit entries to both the 
national and local contests.  The local contest is open to public, private, and home high school 
students from the counties served by the Knoxville and Greeneville court divisions.  The essay 
topic for both the national and local contest is “What Does It Mean to Support and Defend the 
Constitution?”  A detailed prompt is contained in the attached announcement, and additional 
information for both contests (with hyperlinks) is available on our Court’s Outreach and 
Education webpage:  www.tned.uscourts.gov/outreach-and-education. 

 
To enter the local contest, students must write an essay and submit it to both the national 

and local contests.  Essays must be submitted separately to the local and national contests by 
11:59 p.m. on March 31, 2021.  Prizes for the local contest will be awarded in at least the 
following amounts:  

 
 1st place: $500.00 
 2nd place: $300.00 
 3rd place: $150.00 

 
Winners of the local contest will be announced by May 15, 2021.  Additionally, winners, along 
with their parents and teachers, will be invited to a celebration reception with federal judges and 
attorneys from the local chapters of the FBA.  Winners will also have their entries published on 
the federal court’s civics website and be recognized at an upcoming meeting of the Knoxville 
and Greeneville FBA chapters.  



 
 
 Please encourage your students to participate.  If you have any questions, contact United 
States Bankruptcy Judge Suzanne H. Bauknight, who is coordinating the local contest, at 
KXGVcivicsessay@gmail.com.  
 
       Best regards, 
 
 
 
       Travis R. McDonough 
       Chief United States District Judge 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

TravisThompson
TRM Signature
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Federal Court Civics Essay Contest 
 

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of Tennessee, Knoxville and 
Greeneville Divisions, in partnership with the Knoxville and Greeneville Chapters of the Federal 
Bar Association, is sponsoring a local civics essay contest.  Each year, the national Federal Bar 
Association (FBA) sponsors a civics essay contest, which is open to middle and high school 
students nationwide and, for 2021, provides six cash awards totaling $4,500.  The Knoxville and 
Greeneville divisions of the federal court and local chapters of the FBA want to encourage local 
students to participate in the national contest by offering cash awards for high school students 
who submit entries to both the national and local contests.   

 
The local contest is open to public, private, and home high school students from Anderson, 

Blount, Campbell, Carter, Claiborne, Cocke, Grainger, Greene, Hamblen, Hancock, Hawkins, 
Jefferson, Johnson, Knox, Loudon, Monroe, Morgan, Roane, Scott, Sevier, Sullivan, Unicoi, 
Union, and Washington Counties.  The topic for the national and local essay contests is the same, 
as detailed below: “What Does It Mean to Support and Defend the Constitution?”   

 
 To enter the local contest, students must write an essay for submission to both the national 
and local contests, following the criteria and rules for the national contest (described in detail 
below). Essay entries for the local contest must be submitted in either PDF, DOC, or DOCX 
format and must be accompanied by the attached submission form for receipt by 11:59 p.m. 
on March 31, 2021, at the local contest email address, KXGVcivicsessay@gmail.com.  (Please 
note that the national contest deadline is also March 31, 2021; however, entries for the local 
and national contests must be submitted separately.)  

 Prizes for the local contest will be awarded in at least the following amounts: 

First Place:  $500 

  Second Place: $300 

  Third Place:  $150 

 Winners of the local contest will be announced by May 15, 2021, and the winners, along 
with their parents and teachers, will be invited to a celebration event with federal judges and members 
of the local chapters of the Federal Bar Association.  The winning authors and entries will also be 
announced in a court press release and recognized on the federal court’s civics website and at 
meetings of the Knoxville and Greeneville chapters of the FBA.  

 Please spread the word and encourage your students to participate!  If you have any 
questions, please contact KXGVcivicsessay@gmail.com.  

 



Have you ever taken an oath or witnessed the administration of an oath? 
The United States has a long history of these solemn declarations, starting with the ratification of the  
U.S. Constitution in 1788, which established the Presidential Oath of Office, perhaps the most well-known  
oath. The federal government requires oaths prior to officials taking office, also known as swearing-in ceremonies. 

This year, the Federal Bar Association acknowledges the contributions of those who swear an allegiance to uphold 
the Constitution of the United States of America by asking students to consider what it means to support and defend 
this document which establishes the basic principles of the American Government. 

FAST FACTS about Oaths 
(click on the links or visit www.fedbar.org/2021-essay-prompt to access important guidance for your essay!):

•	 The Constitution only specifies an oath of office for the President, but Article VI requires one of  
	 other officials.
•	 The Presidential oath is the only sentence contained in quotation marks in the Constitution.
•	 A state legislator once introduced a bill to have high school students take an oath as a condition 
	  of graduating.
•	 Benedict Arnold learned the consequences of failing to follow his oath: He got caught conspiring  
	 to surrender West Point to the British in 1780, and his name was erased from the U.S. register of  
	 officers. He was labeled a traitor and suffered a tarnished reputation.
•	 Naturalized U.S. citizens swear an oath to support and defend the Constitution, “so help me God,” 
	  as the final step to citizenship, but an alternate, secular version is available if requested.   

What does it mean to take an oath to support and defend the Constitution and why is it important? Why is the  
oath different for different groups? Why and how are oaths carefully and precisely worded? Do you agree that  
oaths should be required under certain circumstances? What do you think about being required to take an oath  
to graduate from high school? Can an oath be ended? How?

1220 North Fillmore St.�, Suite 444 
Arlington, VA 22201
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F: (571) 481-9090
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What Does It Mean to Support and Defend the Constitution?

June 21, 1788 – U.S. Constitution Ratified.  
Article II, Section I sets forth the Presidential 
Oath of Office. 

March 26, 1790 – Naturalization Act of 1790 
requires applicants for citizenship to swear an 
oath to support the Constitution.

May 13, 1884 – Congress changes oath for  
federal employees, eliminating the post-Civil 
War “Ironclad Test Oath” that had required  
individuals to swear that they had “never  
previously engaged in criminal or disloyal 
conduct.”   

June 29, 1906 – Naturalization Act of 1906 
requires naturalized citizens to swear an oath 
to “support and defend the Constitution and 
laws of the United States against all enemies, 
foreign and domestic.” 

October 5, 1962 – Public Law 87-751 provides 
that individuals enlisted into the Armed Forces 
of the United States shall take an oath to  
support and defend the Constitution of the 
United States.

September 6, 1966 – Public Law 89-554 
establishes oath of office for all federal  
employees other than the President.  

January 23, 2013 – Arizona legislator  
introduced HB 2467 proposing an oath to  
support and defend the Constitution for all 
high school graduates. 

Timeline of Oath History2021 Civics Essay Contest Sponsored by Federal Bar Association

George Washington at his first inauguration.
Federal Hall in New York City, April 30, 1917. 
Engraving(c) National Archives

The Federal Bar Association invites middle and high school students to 

consider the question: “What does it mean to support and defend the  

Constitution?” Students should address the role of oaths in government 

and the relation of oaths to the U.S. Constitution and explore topics such 

as: why oaths are required for certain individuals; how oaths have evolved 

over time; and what does supporting and defending the Constitution mean 

today? Essays should cite relevant statutes and/or cases as well as  

applicable historical events. 

The premier bar association serving the federal practitioner and the federal judiciary.

https://www.fedbar.org/about-us/outreach/civics-essay-contest/2021-prompt/#(3)%20The%20Constitution%20provides
http://www.fedbar.org/2021-essay-prompt
https://www.fedbar.org/about-us/outreach/civics-essay-contest/2021-prompt/#(2)%20The%20Constitution%20includes
https://www.fedbar.org/about-us/outreach/civics-essay-contest/2021-prompt/#(2)%20The%20Constitution%20includes
https://www.fedbar.org/about-us/outreach/civics-essay-contest/2021-prompt/#(1)%20In%202013
https://www.fedbar.org/about-us/outreach/civics-essay-contest/2021-prompt/#(4)%20There%20are%20consequences
https://www.fedbar.org/about-us/outreach/civics-essay-contest/2021-prompt/#(5)%20New%20United%20States%20citizens


2021 FBA Civics Essay Contest Rules

Federal Bar Association   1220 North Fillmore St., �Suite 444, Arlington, VA 22201  T: (571) 481-9100  F: (571) 481-9090  fba@fedbar.org  www.fedbar.org

The maximum essay length in the Middle School Division is 500 words, and the maximum 
length is 1,000 words for high school entries. While not required, proper use of endnote citations 
and bibliographies will be credited during judging but are not be included in the word count. 
Essays must be submitted as a Microsoft Word document (preferred) or PDF file and follow 
these formatting guidelines:

•	 Use 12 pt. Cambria or Times New Roman font, double-spaced text, with one-inch margins

•	 DO NOT include a title page, page headers or footers, or page numbers

•	 Include your name on the first page only

•	 Place all in-text, numbered citations at the end of your essay as endnotes, followed by a 
	 bibliography (if included)

•	 Name your file as follows: Firstname Lastname.ext (example: John Smith.doc; John Smith.pdf)

Essays must be submitted with a completed entry form, available at https://www.surveymonkey.
com/r/Essay21. The online entry form provides instructions for uploading documents. Entries 
accepted through 11:59 p.m. Pacific Time on March 31, 2021. Winners will be notified no later 
than June 1, 2021.

Middle School Division: First place, $750; Second place, $500; Third place, $250

High School Division: First place: $1,500; Second place: $1,000; Third place, $500

Adherence to all U.S. copyright laws and fair use practices is required. Visit www.fedbar.org/
about-us/outreach/civics-essay-contest/ for more information and resources.

Reasons for disqualification include (but are not limited to): incomplete or improperly formatted 
entries, off-topic essays, providing false information, committing plagiarism, not meeting the
submission deadline, and not providing a release form if requested.

Essays will be evaluated based on the following criteria:

•	 Understanding of constitutional principles – 40 points

•	 Clarity and effectiveness in expressing the theme – 30 points

•	 Grammar, spelling and composition – 25 points

•	 Use of footnotes, bibliographies – 5 points

The contest is open to middle and high school students enrolled in public, private, parochial and 
charter schools and home-schooled students of equivalent grade status in the United States and 
its Territories. Middle school students are defined as those in grades 6-8. High school students 
are those in grades 9-12.

As a condition of entry acceptance, all publishing rights are retained by the Federal Bar 
Association and the association reserves the right to copyright material in its name and to 
reprint it in any FBA publication/media as it sees fit. 

Who May Enter

Publication Release

Essay Length and Format

Judging

Entry Submission and 
Deadline

Prizes

Copyright

Disqualification

Questions? Visit www.fedbar.org/about-us/outreach/civics-essay-contest/contest-faqs/ or email civics@fedbar.org

For more information and important resources, visit www.fedbar.org/2021-essay-prompt

http://www.fedbar.org/about-us/outreach/civics-essay-contest/
http://www.fedbar.org/about-us/outreach/civics-essay-contest/
http://www.fedbar.org/about-us/outreach/civics-essay-contest/contest-faqs/
mailto:civics%40fedbar.org?subject=


2021 Eastern District of Tennessee – Federal Bar Association Civics Essay 
Contest Knoxville & Greeneville Divisions 

Entry Form 

Name of student: _________________________________________________________ 

Address of student: _______________________________________________________ 

        _______________________________________________________ 

Email address of student: __________________________________________________ 

Phone number of student: __________________________________________________ 

Name of parent/guardian of student: _______________________________________ 

Email address of parent/guardian: _______________________________________ 

Phone number of parent/guardian: _______________________________________ 

Name of high school attending: ____________________________________________ 

Grade: ________________________________________________________________ 

Name of sponsoring teacher: ______________________________________________ 

Address of high school: __________________________________________________ 

               __________________________________________________ 

Email address of sponsoring teacher: _______________________________________ 

Phone number of sponsoring teacher: _______________________________________ 

Please confirm ALL of the following by placing your initials in each blank: 

______ I followed applicable copyright laws and fair use practices. 

______ My essay is 1,000 words or less. 

______ I am a student enrolled in a public, private, parochial, charter, or home high 
school. 

______ I have submitted this essay in identical form to the national Federal Bar 
Association civics essay contest. 

Please sign (electronic signature allowed):___________________________________________ 
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