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Welcome to eighth grade English

Though it doesn’t seem possible, this year will be busier than the last.  We will build upon the ideas and skills that the students worked so hard to acquire in seventh grade.  Author studies, poetry survey studies will expand the fundamental work we did last year and prepare them for the rigor of high school.  I am a parent and have two children – a girl entering her senior year of college and a son starting his freshman year in college.  Even at this stage I pray that their teachers will recognize what is unique and wonderful about them and take special care of them.  Aware of this responsibility, I will do my best to get to know and help each student in my classes.
The curriculum for English is broken into the units described below.
We will start the year with non fiction writing.  Our baseline writing sample is a persuasive essay.  We will build on that by breaking into groups for a debate.  Two, three to four student groups will square off against each other to debate a topic of their choosing.  It will be a formal debate with prepared speeches and rebuttal.  It will teach the fundamentals of making an argument – I say…because…therefore – and listening to others and responding – I realize they say…but…because…therefore.  The debate will be graded on research, written speech, and performance.

The next unit will be the novel.  We will be reading John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men.  Setting, Characterization, Plot Structure, and theme will be studied.  We will look at setting as it affects and defines the novel, follow character development through the evolution of plot and subplots, and identify and discuss the themes explored in the novel.  The students will be evaluated by an essay and test on the novel.

Poetry comprises the next unit of study.  Various poems by Yeats, Frost, Browning, Ransom, Wordsworth, and Shakespeare will be read and studied.  We will explore the use of sound and sense in poetry.  The students will be responsible for poetical terms and definitions (alliteration, rhyme, assonance, metaphor, simile etc.).  They will learn how to read a poem and how to analyze a work of poetry for meaning and theme.  They will write their own poem and take a test on terms and analysis.

Shakespeare: Our work on Shakespeare’s poetry will lead us into a study of his time and dramatic work.  The students will learn about his life and times.  We will study the theater in this period and relate it to our study of his play, Taming of the Shrew.  For evaluation the students will have short answer questions and a test on both Shakespeare’s theater and the play we studied.

Our study of Elizabethan drama will move into a study of modern drama.  We will study the play The Piano Lesson by August Wilson.  We will look closely at the distinction among prose in fiction (telling), the language of poetry (imagery), and dramatic writing (showing).  Besides analyzing the play and a test, the students will become playwrights and author Act 1, Scene 1 for their original plays.  They will be responsible for designing the set, creating the characters, writing a scene which introduces the conflict and a synopsis which carries the story to a close.  As with each unit this project will be scaffolded so each student may complete it successfully.

The last unit will focus on media literacy.  Students will learn the definition of propaganda: Any technique carefully designed to influence the opinions, emotions, attitudes, or behavior of a group in order to benefit the sponsor. They will learn the different techniques – band wagon, scare tactics, selective facts, target groups, etc. – that are used to influence their opinions today and discover ways to protect themselves. They will see its development through various media.  We will focus on the different forms of mass communication and their function and effect.  The students will create their own attempt at influencing a wide-spread diverse audience.

Students will be graded as follows:

Participation (15%)

Organization (10%)

Classwork/Homework (30%)

Unit Projects (45%)
Students are required to read and report on twenty-five books.  This means that roughly four books must be read during each marking period over the course of the academic year.

Homework is due the day after it is assigned.  Since homework will either reinforce material we have covered in class or prepare the students for the next day’s lesson, it is very important that it is completed on time.  Homework will be accepted for half credit if it is one day late.  Students are required to spend at least twenty minutes reading each night.

Major unit assignments are due on the assigned date and will not be accepted, as per school policy, if they are three days late.  (Having two children I am very well aware of all the things that can go wrong at the last minute.  If parents would please write just a few words explaining the difficulties, I will gladly make accommodations for the student so he/she can get the work done without gray hairs or ulcers.)
Students need access to a computer for their writing assignments.  Word processing makes editing and revising – essential elements for good writing – if not a pleasure, much less painful.  If there is no other option than hand writing assignments, I will accept them, but that should be the student’s last resort.

Students need each day to have writing implements, an English notebook or a section of a binder expressly for this subject, and the book they are currently reading.  They will also need a folder or section of a binder to hold handouts and a separate writing journal.
If the student or parents have any concerns or questions, please contact me through my email, cstahl@schools.nyc.gov, or by leaving a contact number and message with the school.  I will reply promptly.

Once again, welcome to eighth grade English.
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