8th Grade—Philosophical Syllabus

The Four Causes:  Aristotle’s Physics
Aristotle’s Physics uses as its argumentative basis the four causes:  the material cause, the formal cause, the efficient cause, and the final cause.  With these four causes, he explains why everything is the way it is and also explains the role of chance in the operation of the world.  This philosophical idea can be easily applied to a variety of classes in myriad ways.  

Through this introductory look at classical philosophy, students will learn to identify different ways of interacting with their natural and sometimes supernatural world.  More importantly, they will be introduced to an argumentative reasoning for the existence of nature, of mankind, of even the atmosphere, and begin to form their own argumentative responses to these four causes.  This approach to philosophy will then lead students to apply the causes to the literature they study and to the pieces they write. 

Year Long Components

1. Collage Project—Students will create a collage representing their favorite work studied each nine-week grading period.  They will assemble these on a piece of poster board as a representation of their study of Aristotle’s Physics.  Directions for this project follow in each nine-week unit.

2. Philosophy/Philosopher Cards—Students will choose a different philosopher or philosophy to research each nine weeks and compare this to Aristotle and his ideas.

3. Notebook—Students will organize papers and handouts throughout the year.  The notebook can have as many of the following dividers as needed:  daily work, tests, essays, projects, timed writings, vocabulary work, handouts, discussion groups, and notes.

4. Essay Collection—Students will write in a different mode each 9 weeks, and will end the year with a fifth essay, a reflective essay.  Students will revisit the folder for proofreading techniques, for revision process grades, and for ideas for other assignments.

Ongoing Activities and Assignments

· Students will study the structure of grammar through exercises in both Don Killgallon’s texts:  Sentence Composing for Middle School and Sentence Composing for High School.
· Students will write under the pressure of time for a variety of purposes.

· Students will keep a cumulative vocabulary list of unfamiliar words, their parts of speech, and their definitions.

· Students will research a variety of topics: literary, historical, and scientific and use correct MLA documentation style in written reports.

· Students will read a wide variety of world texts and analyze the specific critical attributes of poetry, fiction, drama, and non-fiction.

· Students will participate in a variety of collaborative learning opportunities in both reading and writing. 

Laying the Foundation:  

An example of a six-week unit using skill-based lesson planning


1st 9 Weeks—The Material Cause


Thematic Focus:  Aristotle’s Physics
Aristotle’s Physics uses as its argumentative basis the four causes:  the material cause, the formal cause, the efficient cause, and the final cause.  With these four causes, he explains why everything is the way it is, and also explains the role of chance in the operation of the world.  This philosophical idea can be easily applied to a variety of classes in myriad ways.  

Through this introductory look at classical philosophy, students will learn to identify different ways of interacting with their natural and sometimes supernatural world.  More importantly, they will be introduced to an argumentative reasoning for the existence of nature, of mankind, of even the atmosphere, and begin to form their own argumentative responses to these four causes.  This approach to philosophy will then lead students to apply the causes to the literature they study and to the pieces they write

Texts

Novel—The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Mark Twain


Poetry—Winter Moon, Langston Hughes—Ring Out, Wild Bells—Alfred, Lord 
Tennyson—Elizabeth Blackwell, Eve Merriam—Old Man, Ricardo Sanchez

Short Story—Flowers for Algernon, Daniel Keyes—A Ribbon for Baldy, Jesse Stuart 
Non-Fiction—Shooting Stars, Hal Borland—Saving the Wetlands, Barbara A. 
Lewis—Animal Craftsmen, Bruce Brooks
Movie Clips—Man in the Moon—Medicine Man—Field of Dreams—IQ—Milk 
Money 
Skills


Nine Weeks’ Assignments

1. Introductory Lecture:  The Material Cause—The material cause is the basic parts out of which all things are made.  This would include wood, metal, glass, skin, bones, air, and light.  All of these components belong when explaining a house, or a person, or the atmosphere because none of these could exist if the materials weren’t present.

2. Construct a life-map including your own portrait in the middle.  Of what materials are you made?  Think of only the materials that are essential to what makes you a person.  Now, around your portrait, list the figurative materials that you are composed of: love, patience, etc.  Demonstrate in complete sentences of how the figurative materials are evident in your life.

3. Go to www.philosophypages.com and read the biography of Aristotle.  What materials, both literal and figurative, made up his life?  Write a brief paragraph in explaining how your life is both similar to and different from Aristotle’s. Record the correct documentation of the website on the top of a 5x8 index card.  In the top right-hand corner, record the name of the philosopher/philosophy for easy reference. Paraphrase the information from the website and write a summary or synthesis of the basics from the Internet material.  Collect these cards throughout the year on a ring and let students refer to them to include outside information in timed writings and essays.

4. Write short paragraphs of characterization from the novel, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, concentrating on the material cause for Tom and Huck and the Widow Douglas. Include advanced vocabulary in their composition. (This activity may be done in small groups.)

5. Create a dialectical journal applying the elements of Freytag’s pyramid for the novel.  Identify the elements and discuss which point in the story is the strongest and why.  Referring to Aristotle’s Physics—explain why the story could not exist without this element.

6. Read short selections of literary criticism with teacher-directed, focused question on the criticism.  Discuss whether the criticism differs from the ideas discussed the above dialectical journal.

7. Explain how one scientific element from each poem makes this world a complete place. (All of the poems listed in the Texts section all have scientific, natural descriptions that seem clinical at times.) Is imagery used by these poets?  If so, is it vivid? Individually or in groups, complete a TP-CASTT or even just a part of a TP-CASTT over two of the poems or assign them to groups.

8. Identify the sentence structure of the non-fiction pieces.  Where do you find simple sentences, complex sentences, and compound sentences?  Closely annotate the passages twice:  once for rhetorical devices and a second time for sentence styles.  Discuss the effects of the patterns observed.

9. Recognize and analyze the critical attributes of non-fiction:  almost overly real details; usually a section of the whole story; no gaps in details; all facts laid out for the reader.

10. Arrange all written papers, essays, paragraphs, reader responses, in an essay collection.  Refer to previously written paragraphs for proofreading exercises or revision exercises.

11. Collage Project—Choose any medium such as, magazine pictures, photographs, tissue paper, etc., to create a collage of one favorite work. Include in the collage the materials that make up this particular work to reflect the philosophical ideas that shape the work this nine-week period.  For example, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer must have the white-wash, must have the treasure, and must have young, rambunctious boys for the story to remain true to its origins. Keep a “project log” to collect ideas for the project throughout the nine weeks.

12. Compare/Contrast Writing Prompt:  In a well-developed essay, compare and contrast two poems or two short stories studied this grading period. Identify the materials that are required for each piece and also include the figurative materials that are unique to each piece.  Discuss their qualities equally rather than evaluating one as better than the other.

Week One

· Introductory Lecture:  The Material Cause—The material cause translates to the basic parts out of which all things are made.  This would include wood, metal, glass, skin, bones, air, and light.  All of these things belong when explaining a house (wood and metal), or a person (skin and bones), or the atmosphere (air and light) because none of these things could exist if the materials weren’t present.
· Construct a life-map but include your own portrait in the middle.  Of what materials are you made?  Think of only the materials that are essential to what makes you a person.  Now, around your portrait, list the figurative materials that make up you:  love, patience, etc.  Using complete sentences, give evidence of how the figurative materials are evident in your life.
· Students read ¼ of the novel out of class, as the teacher leads them through another ¼ in class.

· Create vocabulary lists of unfamiliar words.

· Define literary elements as they apply to the different genres:  poetry, fiction, and  theater.
· Identify sentence styles: declarative, interrogative, imperative, and exclamatory. Students will practice writing original sentences and identifying the sentence in the literature.
· Work on developing engaging introductions by including varying sentence structure, engaging syntax, and vivid verbs.
Week 2
· Go to www.philosophypages.com and read the biography on Aristotle.  What materials both literal and figurative, made up his life?  Write a brief paragraph in which you explain how your life is both similar to and different from Aristotle’s.  While at this web-site, take the opportunity to introduce the Philosopher/Philosophy Cards to the students.  Have students record the correct documentation of the website on the top of a 5x8 index card.  In the top right-hand corner, record the name of the philosopher/philosophy for easy reference.  Teach students how to paraphrase the information from the website, and write a summary or synthesis of the basics from the material read from the Internet.  Keep track of these cards throughout the year on a ring, and let students refer to them to include outside information in their timed writings and essays.

· Write short paragraphs of characterization from the novel, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, concentrating on the material cause for Tom and Huck and the Widow Douglas.  This activity may be done in small groups over a few class days giving students time to include advanced vocabulary in their compositions.

· Have students bring in additional examples of the material cause other than the house example from the initial lecture.

· Read ¼ of the novel outside of class while taking reading quizzes each day.

· Complete timed writings over themes in the novel, and allow students to use their philosophy cards for evidence.

Week 3
· Create a dialectical journal over the elements of Freytag’s pyramid for the novel.  Identify the elements and then discuss which point in the story is the strongest and why.  Going back to Aristotle’s Physics explains why the story could not exist without this element.
· Finish the novel both inside and outside of class.
· Assess the novel, either this week or next.
· Read short selections of literary criticism with teacher-directed, focused question on the criticism.  See if the criticism differs from the ideas discussed in previous dialectical journals.
Week 4
· All of the poems listed in the Texts section all have scientific, natural descriptions that seem clinical at times.  Explain how one scientific element from each poem contributes to the completeness of our world.  Do the poets use imagery?  If so, is it vivid?  Complete a TP-CASTT or even just a part of a TP-CASTT over two of the poems or assign them to groups for TP-CASTT work.

· Complete Killgallon lesson over participial phrases.  Students learn to unscramble, imitate, and combine sentences with participial phrases.  All sentences come from published novels and short stories.

· Begin a small research project based on the poems and short stories with a brief annotated bibliography that uses correct MLA citation.

· Identify the sentence structure of the non-fiction pieces.  Where do you find simple sentences, complex sentences, and compound sentences?  Closely annotate the passages twice:  once for rhetorical devices and a second time for sentence styles, and note the patterns you see.

Week 5
· Begin pre-write of the compare/contrast essay.  Compare/Contrast Writing Prompt:  In a well-developed essay, compare and contrast two poems or two short stories studied this grading period.  Be sure to identify the materials that are required for each poem or short story, and also include the figurative materials that are unique to each piece.  Do not describe one piece as better than the other, but discuss their qualities equally.
· Complete Killgallon lesson over prepositional phrases.  Students learn to unscramble, imitate and combine sentences with participial phrases.  All sentences come from published novels and short stories.

· Add to the Killgallon lessons to include the skill of extension.
· Review the eight parts of speech and their functions.
· Review literary elements as they apply to the different genres:  poetry, fiction, theater.
Week 6
· Submit rough draft of compare/contrast essay and peer edit.  Use a variety of rubrics for different edits.

· Work on engaging introduction styles.

· Review sentence styles.

· Identify the material cause in several movie clips.  Write about the theme in partner paragraphs.  One student starts the paragraph and another student adds the next sentence until they feel the paragraph is complete.

Week 7
· Recognize and analyze the critical attributes of non-fiction:  almost overly real details; usually a section of the whole story; no gaps in details; all facts laid out for the reader.

· Revise essay for specific elements:  subject/verb agreement; pronoun/antecedent agreement.

· Arrange notebook for a grade.  Refer to “Year Long Components” for ideas on organization.

· Arrange all written papers:  essays, paragraphs, and reader responses in an essay collection.  Refer to previously written paragraphs for proofreading exercises or revision exercises.

Week Eight

· Identify the material cause in several movie clips.  Write about the theme in partner paragraphs.  One student starts the paragraph and another student adds the next sentence until they feel the paragraph is complete.

· Review vocabulary lists for test.  Include on the vocabulary test grammar skills learned this nine week grading period.

· Collage Project—Students may choose any medium the such as magazine pictures, photographs, tissue paper, any other material.  They will create a collage of their favorite work, and include in the collage the materials that make up this particular work to reflect the philosophical ideas that shape the work this nine-week period.  For example The Adventures of Tom Sawyer must have the white-wash, must have the treasure, and must have young, rambunctious boys for the story to remain true to its origins.  Students may want to keep a “project log” as they read to keep ideas for the project as they read.

Week Nine

· Submit compare/contrast essay and complete a final proofreading activity.
· Test vocabulary and evaluate students’ lists for completeness and level of difficulty.
· Review skills and pieces studied. Complete a summary sheet in groups of the critical works studied.  Copy these for the class so they have these at their immediate recall.
This six-week unit is intended to comprise the first nine weeks of the 8th Grade Philosophical syllabus included later in this volume. 



2nd 9 Weeks— The Formal Cause



Texts

Novel—Going Through the Gate—Janet S. Anderson

Poetry—Child on Top of a Greenhouse, Theodore Roethke—The White Heron, 
Mary Oliver—The Road Not Taken, Robert Frost—I Like to See it Lap the Miles, 
Emily Dickinson—The New Colossus, Emma Lazarus

Short Story—(excerpt) Fried Green Tomatoes, Fannie Flagg—What Stumped the 
Blue Jay, Mark Twain

Non-Fiction—Why Leaves Turn Color in the Fall—Diane Ackerman

Movie Clips—Medicine Man—Gorillas in the Mist—PBS’ Klondike and Snow—Fried Green Tomatoes (bee charmer scene)
Skills


Nine Weeks’ Assignments

1. Introductory lecture:  The Formal Cause—The formal cause is the pattern or blueprint with which the materials are assembled.  So, from the pervious example, a house would need a blueprint, and a person—a body.  This cause demonstrates how materials go together.

2. Identify figurative language and discuss its function/effect in a poem.  How is figurative language a formal cause of poetry?

3. Using the life map from the first grading period, describe the formal cause of the 8th grade year, illustrating as many details as needed.

4. Complete a chart over the novel, watching the progression of each character to his or her final choice for transformation.

	Character
	Opening Impression
	Activity at Graduation
	Actions during transformation

	Becky


	
	
	

	Mary-Margaret


	
	
	

	Penny


	
	
	

	Eddy


	
	
	

	Tim


	
	
	


5. Complete a TP-CASTT (refer to the College Board’s publication The English Vertical Teams Guide) over any of the poems.

6. Thematic study: Using two of the poems, write a paragraph about how both portray the beauty of nature yet in different ways.  What is the blueprint of a nature poem?

7. Write introductions that are reader-engaging by varying sentence styles and sentence openers, adding vivid verbs, and correctly using adjectives/adverbs.

8. Identify the formal cause of a documentary using PBS’ Klondike and Snow.  Create an original documentary following the same outline as the PBS documentary.

9. Write multiple assignments of one 8-12 sentence paragraph, and make multiple revisions.  Revise once for comma rules and a second time for diction, thus varying revision strategies for each paragraph.

10. Analyze the use of nature as symbols in the poetry.

11. Collage Project—The project this nine week period will reflect a different arrangement. Use a graphic organizer to depict the formal cause of a piece of literature or movie clip. 
12. Descriptive Essay Prompt: All literature studied this nine week grading period  somehow reinforces the components of the natural world.  In a multi-paragraph essay, choose an element of nature and describe it to a teacher.  You could talk about your initial encounter with it, why it has affected you to write about it, or what role it may have in your future.  Take care to include a purpose in this essay.


3rd 9 Weeks—The Efficient Cause


Texts

Novel—Watership Down, Richard Adams—White Fang, Jack London—(excerpt)
The Poisonwood Bible (the ant scene), Barbara Kingsolver

Poetry—I Heard a Fly Buzz, Emily Dickinson—Old Man, Richard Sanchez—O 
Captain! My Captain!, Walt Whitman—The Other Pioneers, Roberto Felix 
Salazar

Short Story—Up the Slide, Jack London—The Interlopers, Saki

Non-Fiction—The Girl Who Hunted Rabbits—Zuni Legend—The Pilgrims’ Landing 
and First Winter, William Bradford—A Glow in the Dark, Gary Paulsen—
(excerpt) Into Thin Air, John Krakauer

Movie Clips—Jurassic Park (opening scene flying over island inhabited by 
dinosaurs), Medicine Man (torrential rains), Jaws, Twister, The Perfect Storm 

Skills


Nine Weeks’ Assignments

1. Introductory lecture: The Efficient Cause—This is the force immediately responsible for bringing the material and the blueprints together in the production of a product or even an idea.  Mirroring the examples from the last two causes, a carpenter, mason, and plumber would bring the materials together according to a blueprint to construct a house.  Depending on your belief system, a god-like being can assemble the human parts to form a body, or scientific evolution is responsible for creating a human being. We can apply the efficient cause to authors’ purposes and authors’ devices.  As the poet selects the theme and persona, he chooses to create a poem, but the poem does not come into being without the poet. 

2. Using the lecture notes from The Efficient Cause and previous works studied, write a paragraph about how and why Robert Frost wrote The Road Not Taken, or describe how and why Emma Lazarus wrote The New Colossus.  Previous work with the information from the formal cause gives students the tools to make stronger predictions.

3. Revise paragraphs for multiple tasks:  subject/verb agreement, content revision, and punctuation.  Create a rubric for evaluation that includes not only content but also writing conventions.

4. Write a collaborative essay explaining the main character’s or characters’ motivation in either of the novels.  Students should write the introduction together then write separate body paragraphs.  After constructing individual body paragraphs, work as a group to combine similar ideas into two complete body paragraphs reflecting both students’ ideas and write the conclusion together.

5. Discuss the use of the “myths/legends/storytelling” in Watership Down . In three groups turn to the selected “myth/legend” of El-ahrairah. Analyze the story and explain how this story reflects the author’s purpose in writing the novel.

6. Examine the extreme setting in White Fang.  Write a paragraph about how the setting is the efficient cause for the novel.   How is the cold, harsh weather the means by which White Fang and his master are brought together?  How is this an element of chance in the operation of the novel?

7. Compare/contrast the names of the mythical forefathers (rabbits!) of Watership Down with the characters from Lord of the Rings.

8. Choose a poem from outside the reading list and describe how the poet works with different ideas to build a complete poem.  What makes the poem complete?  Why does the reader feel the poem is over and nothing is left to say on the subject?  Which poems have stronger personas than others?

9. Discern the differences between figures of speech in poetry and figures of speech in prose.

10. Analyze the argument in a poem and an argument in a prose piece.    How are they similar, and how do they differ?

11. Collage Project—The project this nine week period will concentrate on the main character of Watership Down or White Fang.  Students determine the main character of either novel and create a collage that reflects that character’s personality and associations.

12. Persuasive Essay Prompt: In William Bradford’s The Pilgrims’ Landing and First Winter, the author describes the wonder and fear of exploring new territories and encountering a completely unfamiliar place.  In a persuasive essay, convince the Puritans to stay and endure the winter or go back to England and live a more comfortable life.  Choose a role as writer that would be appropriate to the time period.  Give specific evidence for the position you choose, citing historically-specific facts to support your position.


4th 9 Weeks—The Final Cause


Texts 

Novel—Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, JK Rowling—The Giver, Lois 
Lowry—Redwall (Book 1)—Bryan Jacques

Short Story—The Emissary, Ray Bradbury—Afterward, Edith Wharton—The 
Secret, Arthur C. Clarke 

Drama—Little Shop of Horrors, _____________
Movie Clips—The Matrix (Rated R for Violence/Nudity--choose clips carefully)—
Contact (Rated PG)  Clip where Jodie Foster “travels” through  time and meets 
the “aliens.”—The Langoliers (Rated PG-13)—ET (Rated PG)


Music—Space Oddity—David Bowie

Skills


Nine Weeks’ Assignments

1. Introductory lecture: The Final Cause—The final cause is the end or the true purpose for which something exists.  The final cause for a house would be to safeguard the family living inside; for the human body, it could be to house the soul while waiting its return to a final resting place.  Each example demonstrates that the final cause can be seen as a manipulation or even an abstraction of the other three causes.  Once we identify components and put them together, we can manipulate them into other mediums.  In literature, abstract poetry comes from first learning the basic materials of poetry and then manipulating them to force a creative outcome.  In drama, a play will have all requisite components but will have a talking plant, a larger-than-life monster, or even a life in outer space.

2. Perform stage scenes with class members using different tones of voice to alter the meaning of a text.

3. Exchange the research work of upperclassmen and work with older students for a talk-though of proofreading marks and content revision comments.  If upperclassmen bring their own research papers and projects, 8th grade students will see how, through a manipulation of the materials, the final cause of a research project will look different at different grade levels.

4. Find a painting that illustrates one of the works studied this nine-week period, and write a comparative paragraph outlining the similarities, and defending your choice of artwork.

5. Listen to David Bowie’s Space Oddity. Write a paper challenging, qualifying or defending Major Tom’s right to stay in space.

6. Identify the tone of a short story through analysis of the diction.

7. Practice the Socratic method of questioning in relation to choices authors make in character traits, in settings, and in themes.

8. Read passages aloud and provide thoughtful oral commentary based on a model by the teacher.  Collect a list of appropriate student comments throughout the nine week period.

9. Identify both dramatic and verbal irony in several pieces.  Read cartoons and comic books for visual irony and compare, in writing, which technique is more effective for different audiences:  college professors, school age children, high school age children, or a room full of their parents. 

10. Collage Project—The final cause exists because, in literature at least, the words exist to be manipulated into something original as long as there are still stories to write.  The collage will be a poem completely constructed of pictures.  The interpretation will be left up to the reader. Include a title and a by-line which will also be pictures:  photographs, magazine pictures or self-drawn pictures.

11. Narrative Essay Prompt—Almost all of the selections this grading period relate to the realm of science fiction, combining elements of fiction and fantasy with scientific fact.  Science fiction is deemed most believable when a writer creates believable characters and setting and balances the more far-fetched ideas with more accepted, comfortable narrative elements.  This essay will be a science fiction narrative that must include scientific fact as well as elements of fiction and fantasy. Keep the story focused, and do not include too many characters or details.  The grade will be determined by the inclusion of the critical attributes of science fiction.

12. Reflective Essay Prompt—This reflective essay will explore all types of writing completed this year and will reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of each essay. Fill out individual evaluation forms, or work in collaborative groups to assess each others’ works.  The final product will be an essay evaluating the students’ work as seen by the students, their peers, and their instructor.

Literary Analysis


Symbols


Diction (denotation and connotation)


Increasingly complex analogies


Setting archetype


Character archetypes add hero archetype





Language Analysis and Grammar


Simple, compound, complex, and compound-complex sentences (independent and dependent clauses; punctuation, esp. semicolon and comma, add colon, exclamation point, dash)


Loose/periodic sentence


Cumulative sentence





Writing 


Paraphrase


Thesis statements


Multiple revisions


Analysis, not summary, of literature


Writing, interpretation, analysis, explanation, reflection, elaboration about facts quotations and evidence.





Writing 


Thesis statements


Content revision


Multiple revisions


Topic Sentences/Paragraph Clinchers


Development of student voice 





Literary Analysis


Imagery


Details


Annotation of texts (close reading)


Freytag’s Pyramid (exposition [or initial action], rising action, climax, falling action, denouement [or resolution] 


Literary terms (figures of speech:  apostrophe, metaphor, synecdoche, metonymy; link sound devices to meaning)





Language Analysis and Grammar


Simple, compound, complex, and compound-complex sentences (independent and dependent clauses; punctuation, esp. semicolon and comma, add colon, exclamation point, dash)


Declarative, interrogative, imperative, exclamatory sentences and their relationship to purpose and rhetorical effect





Language Analysis and Grammar


Simple, compound, complex, and Analysis of use of details


Draw inferences


Analysis of audience and purpose


Declarative, interrogative, imperative, exclamatory sentences and their relationship to purpose and rhetorical effect





Literary Analysis


point of view (1st and 3rd;  add limited and omniscient)


theme 


Irony (situational, dramatic, verbal)





Writing 


Complex and engaging introductions


Modes of discourse:  explanation, analysis, discussion, extension—add others 





Language Analysis and Grammar


Infinitive phrases and prepositional phrases; verbals


Persuasion and argument:  argue, request, defend, challenge, qualify)


Analyze and practice basic rhetorical techniques in short prose passages and in poetry





Literary Analysis


Foreshadowing


Flashback


Allusion (myths/history)


Tone as determined through imagery, diction, and point of view





Writing 


Use of evidence, facts, and quotes


Topic Sentences/Paragraph Clinchers


Multiple revisions


Integrate quotations
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