Eighth Grade Pre-AP Overview

Eighth grade is the transition year between middle school and high school, the time when students face a giant step across the threshold to adulthood.  With two years of Pre-AP English study behind them, eighth graders have the background to write more fluently and with more complexity, read longer and more complicated texts, use and detect in texts more sophisticated grammatical structures, and analyze a text for more than one element of tone (diction, imagery, detail, point of view, syntax). Eighth grade English language arts offers a challenge to students to rise above the accepted level of expectation, grasping new literary concepts, changing writing and reading strategies, and manipulating grammar and syntax for rhetorical purposes.  Students will learn what kinds of skills they need to become expert readers and writers and will craft analyses, reflect in dialectical journals, and construct essays that will reflect their increasing insight into life and literature.

However, eighth graders also still need practice in the initial steps of analysis, and they continue to need advance preparation and discussion before tackling a timed writing assignment.  Advancing with small, sure steps up the ladder of analysis will allow students to approach challenging intellectual tasks with confidence and competence.  


New to eighth grade are the concepts of the archetypal “journey of the hero,” the concept of static and dynamic characters, the detection of situational irony, and the identification of historical allusions in literature, as well as several new figures of speech and literary techniques. 

 In their writing, eighth graders will focus on concision, sharpening their ability to express ideas in the most precise way possible.  They begin to use literary techniques, imitate stylistic models for syntax, and develop their own writing style and voice.  In argumentation, eighth graders begin to use ethical, as well as emotional and logical appeals, and they start learning formal research documentation procedures.  

These students will add participial phrases to their grammatical toolkits as well as several new syntax techniques.  In addition, it is vital that they continue to practice using and punctuating independent and dependent clauses in correct and creative ways. 

Most of all, eighth graders need to practice the foundational skills of literary analysis and of clear, individual, and vivid writing.  At the end of the year when they leave middle school, the students’ self-confidence will be greater if they feel they have mastered the analytical and writing techniques necessary for success in high school Pre-AP and that they have become readers who are comfortable reading quickly, who retain what they read, who understand how to figure out what words mean from their contexts, and who receive images from the text.

Teachers of Pre-AP students use all kinds of different techniques to help their students gain the skills they need to be successful interpreters and users of language.  “Tried and true” methods as well as newly-developed techniques can be effective, but most Pre-AP teachers like to keep up with new research and best teaching practices by reading new textbooks and journal articles, attending College Board-sponsored workshops, and taking advantage of other meaningful professional development opportunities.  

These teachers often practice reading and writing with their students, are always alert for “teachable moments,” and keep their minds open to new ideas and suggestions.  These teachers provide their students with an opportunity to be “real” learners, to engage in intense study, to be passionate about their work, to use their thinking skills in an environment in which they are safe to be enthusiastic and able learners.

Any good, age-appropriate text with layered meanings, depth, and relevance to the students’ lives can be a good choice for study in a Pre-AP class.  Teachers are free to choose texts they personally find interesting and meaningful because Pre-AP has no set curriculum or prescribed list of required works; it is a skill-based program.  In a Pre-AP classroom, planning begins with skills, not with content.  Pre-AP teachers choose certain texts for study because they are good vehicles for practicing a particular skill or for exploring a concept or idea.

Close Reading

What is close reading?

In Pre-AP classes, students learn to do a special kind of analytical reading called “close reading.”  When readers look at a text this way, they notice details, images, diction, aspects of point of view, and the way the writer constructs sentences.  Noting these devices in the text and examining their emotional impact can often reveal layers of meaning that lie below the surface of the work.


Pre-AP students normally study a blend of many different kinds of texts from diverse time periods and cultures.  The well-read student gains perspective and a broadened world-view through personal reading choices as well as from class-based reading.  Regardless of the text, Pre-AP students move toward the highest level of reading as they learn to examine more closely the works they read.  The three reading levels are

· on the line

· between the lines

· beyond the lines


By practicing these close reading skills in the sixth, seventh, and eighth grades, students acquire the habit of examining texts for meaning.  This habit, once formed, will most likely stay with the students all of their lives, and they will find themselves automatically searching for meaningful patterns and connotative language in all the texts they encounter, both in and out of school, including films, television, advertising, political speeches, restaurant menus, and more.   The habit of close reading can help students develop the ability to extract meaning from the world around them—and what more useful or important skill could there be?


What other reading skills and activities will Pre-AP students need?

· They need to begin to read longer works of literature, to structure their homework time so that reading can be done outside of class, to practice intellectual discipline by targeting and completing a certain number of pages of reading each evening.  Class time in Pre-AP programs must be spent discussing, analyzing, and interpreting literature; therefore, students must read the books outside of class.

· Pre-AP students need to encounter all kinds of different cultures, eras, and ethnicities in their reading.  Exposure to new ideas, unfamiliar ways, and different customs broadens the students’ minds and allows them insight into the purposes and themes of authors from every walk of life.

· Students who read many diverse texts will find in them options for writing that they can incorporate into their own writing styles.  Exploring the ways that professional writers use language can assist students in finding their own writing “voice.”

Grammar

As sixth and seventh graders, these Pre-AP students learned to manipulate the various parts of speech, distinguish independent from dependent clauses, write the four basic sentence types, use prepositional, infinitive, and appositive phrases to provide detail and emphasis, punctuate their sentences accurately using both basic and more advanced techniques, and investigate the relationship between verbs and their objects and complements. In the eighth grade, Pre-AP students add participial phrases to their writing toolbox, and they may choose to become more adventurous with marks of punctuation such as the dash and the colon.   

Sentence variety, the key to style and voice, will have become a habit after two years of learning various syntax techniques and sentence composing strategies.  Eighth grade students should at this point know how to structure sentences in many different ways, and they will add even more syntax techniques to their writing options by learning about the use of asyndeton, polysyndeton, and parallelism.  Though the syntax terms themselves may sound weighty and difficult, the techniques are not, and students actually enjoy knowing and using these high-level concepts. 

At this point, the students’ vocabularies should be expanding because they have been reading increasingly complex texts as well as learning root words and strategies for figuring out words they do not know from context clues, and they should be developing a repertoire of sentence structures, as well, for the same reasons—they see the techniques modeled by excellent writers, they understand through formal instruction the different types of sentences available to them, and they become inventive themselves after gaining confidence through modeling and practice.


These concepts will have become more familiar to the students after two years of practice, but eighth graders will still need reinforcement and practice of these fundamental skills before entering high school, where less grammar instruction will be provided and more polished writing will be expected.  

It is essential that students learn and practice these grammar skills in the context of their study of literature and composition.  Grammar instruction that takes place outside of reading and writing activities simply is not as meaningful or as likely to be retained in the long  run as that which grows naturally out of a student’s experience of composing and interpreting texts.  

An especially effective way of studying grammar and syntax is through the reading and writing of poetry.  Identifying certain grammatical structures within poems and understanding the way the poet uses language to create an artistic form can be central to students’ understanding both of poetry and of grammar.  

Using these grammatical structures to create poems of their own strengthens the students’ ability to use language purposefully and skillfully.  For example, while studying Walt Whitman’s poems, the students might examine the reasons why Whitman chose to begin his famous poem “When lilacs last in the dooryard bloom’d” and then practice writing poems of their own that begin with adverbial clauses. The rhythms and sounds of their language will become tools that the students use naturally to construct both beautiful and useful sentences, whether they are writing poetry or prose.

Composition


Student writers at the eighth grade level are beginning to move into an awareness of their own writing style and voice.  This year, they will use literary techniques and elements, imagery, detail, diction, point of view, colloquial language, and other stylistic devices, as well as figures of speech and sound devices, to enhance their own style.  They should study many stylistic models and imitate the authors’ sentence structures and use of order both to understand the writer’s style and to find new ways of using language to enhance their own writing.

In eighth grade, student writers should


· continue to practice the smooth incorporations of quotations into their own sentences

· experiment with different ways of structuring introductory, body, and concluding paragraphs

· write in a variety of modes and genres

· strengthen their use of rhetoric by writing persuasive pieces that argue, request, and defend

· begin to use ethical, as well as emotional and logical, appeals in their persuasive writing

· develop research skills by learning the correct forms of documentation

· practice ways to make their essays more concise and tightly constructed

· continue to write timed essays in class after advance preparation of thesis statements and/or evidence

· become more practiced at “workshopping” their peers’ papers; i.e., editing, commenting on, evaluating, and helping to revise content in their classmates’ writing

· revise multiple drafts for both content and mechanics

· use a teacher’s scoring rubric as a guide for composition

Assessment

Closely associated with writing is assessment.  With the exception of objective test questions, everything else students do in their English classes is subjective.  Therefore, their teachers carefully analyze every assignment and decide exactly what they want students to do and how they will assess it before they give it to their students.  Because teachers need an objective way to assign grades to subjective products, the use of rubrics enhances teachers’ effectiveness.  Different from a scoring guide that assigns point-values to various elements of a final product, a rubric describes the various levels of achievement possible on the assignment.  When teachers design and use good rubrics, both they and their students benefit in many different ways.


One of the hardest aspects of teaching Pre-AP and AP English is the constant pressure from parents and students to inflate grades.  Teachers need to help them understand that achieving a “100” rarely occurs. Pre-AP teachers who instill good study habits and realistic expectations in their students help maintain quality programs.

As Pre-AP students become more inventive and proficient writers, their enjoyment of writing and their fluency will increase.  As they learn more ways to structure their sentences and practice the techniques used by professional writers, their syntax becomes more complex and mature, and they are able to express more sophisticated ideas in their writing.  As their familiarity with grammar grows, they will become increasingly handy with the “tools” in their writing workshops.  As they read complex, multi-layered texts, their confidence in interpreting what they read will grow, and their understanding of theme, as well as technique, will deepen.  After their final year of middle school, these student writers will emerge as competent, confident ninth graders ready for the challenge of high school.

Advancing with small, sure steps up the ladder of analysis will allow students to approach challenging intellectual tasks with confidence and competence.  
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In a Pre-AP classroom, planning begins with skills, not with content.  Pre-AP teachers choose certain texts for study because they are good vehicles for practicing a particular skill or for exploring a concept or idea.








Close reading means





	learning to paraphrase correctly


	


	reading for more than plot





looking for more than one layer of meaning (personal, universal, political, moral, spiritual, etc.)





awareness of the effect of word choice, images, and details in the text that have emotional overtones





looking for patterns and similarities











Most Pre-AP teachers like to keep up with new research and best teaching practices by reading new textbooks and journal articles, attending College Board-sponsored workshops, and taking advantage of other meaningful professional development opportunities.  








At the first level, students find meaning directly in the text.





At the second level, students interpret what is in the text.





At the third level, students move out of the text to connect to universal meaning.





They move from the “What?” of the text to the “So what?”


At this level, they connect literature with their own experiences and with universal themes.





Pre-AP readers





highlight and annotate texts





write text-based analysis in reading journals





practice analyzing imagery, detail, and diction as they read





read for meaning and personal relevance





recognize and analyze basic literary elements





detect shifting tones and multi-faceted themes in texts





Though the syntax terms themselves may sound weighty and difficult, the techniques are not, and students actually enjoy knowing and using these high-level concepts.








Eighth graders will still need reinforcement and practice of these fundamental skills before entering high school, where less grammar instruction will be provided and more polished writing will be expected.  
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The rhythms and sounds of their language will become tools that the students use naturally to construct both beautiful and useful sentences, whether they are writing poetry or prose.





Because teachers need an objective way to assign grades to subjective products, the use of rubrics enhances teachers’ effectiveness.





Assessment Using Rubrics





Students and parents know what teachers expect before and after the assignment is submitted and graded.





Students receive detailed, specific feedback on their work without their teachers having to spend large amounts of time writing comments and corrections.





Students receive developmental help with their writing by seeing what they could have done better described in the higher scoring ranges.





Teachers save time by grading only for what they have described in the rubric.





Teachers are not reduced to grading for “effort,” but instead grade the quality of the final product.








Student  writers at the eighth grade level are beginning to move into an awareness of their own writing style and voice.  








