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CONTENT AREA(S):  Social Studies 

 

COURSE/GRADE LEVEL(S): Civics / 8
th

 Grade 

 
I. Course Overview 

 
8

th
 Grade Civics builds understandings of the origins, development and exercise of power and authority in the 

United States.  By developing their ability to develop informed questions, assumptions, and opinions based in fact or 

well-grounded theory, students recognize the importance of active citizenship, the value of critical thinking, and 

their own essential role in public affairs.  The primary content for the course pertains to the principles, functions, 

and organization of government; the origins of the American political system; the roles, rights, responsibilities of 

United States citizens; and methods of active participation in our political system. Particular attention is paid to the 

relationships, both individual and global, that drive public policy and the manner in which public opinion develops 

and changes within the 21
st 

century marketplace of ideas. 

 

II. Units of Study   

 
Unit 1 - Power, Authority and Politics 

Unit 2 - Citizenship and Immigration 

Unit 3 - Political Compass, Political Parties, Interest Groups 

Unit 4 - Public Opinion and Propaganda 

Unit 5 - Philosophical and Historical Foundations of American Democracy 

Unit 6 - Separation of Power, Principles of the Constitution 

Unit 7 - Constitution: Article I Congress 

Unit 8 - Constitution: Article II The Executive Foreign and Domestic Policy 

Unit 9 - Constitution: Article III Judicial Branch and the Amendments 

 

III. Learning Objectives 
 

New Jersey Core Curriculum Content Standards  

 

6.1 U.S. History: America in the World 

All students will acquire the knowledge and skills to think analytically about how past and present 

interactions of people, cultures, and the environment shape the American heritage. Such knowledge and 

skills enable students to make informed decisions that reflect fundamental rights and core democratic 

values as productive citizens in local, national, and global communities. 

 

6.3 Active Citizenship in the 21st Century 

All students will acquire the skills needed to be active, informed citizens who value diversity and promote 

cultural understanding by working collaboratively to address the challenges that are inherent in living in an 

interconnected world. 

 

Social Studies Skills 

 
Critical Thinking  

 Compare and contrast differing interpretations of current and historical events 

 Assess the credibility of sources by identifying bias and prejudice in documents, media, and computer-

generated information. 

 

Presentation Skills 
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 Select and analyze information from a variety of sources to present a reasoned argument or position in 

a written and/or oral format. 

 

8.1 Educational Technology 

All students will use digital tools to access, manage, evaluate, and synthesize information in order to solve 

problems individually and collaboratively and to create and communicate knowledge. 

 

 

Common Core State Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical 

Subjects - History/Social Studies Grade 6–8 

 

Key Ideas and Details 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.1  

Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.2  

Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an accurate summary of the 

source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.3  

Identify key steps in a text’s description of a process related to history/social studies (e.g., how a bill becomes law, 

how interest rates are raised or lowered). 

 

Craft and Structure 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.4  

Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including vocabulary specific to domains 

related to history/social studies. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.5  

Describe how a text presents information (e.g., sequentially, comparatively, causally). 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.6  

Identify aspects of a text that reveal an author’s point of view or purpose (e.g., loaded language, inclusion or 

avoidance of particular facts). 

 

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.7 

 Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) with other information in print 

and digital texts. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.8  

Distinguish among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.9  

Analyze the relationship between a primary and secondary source on the same topic. 

 

Range of Reading and Level of Text Complexity 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.10  

By the end of grade 8, read and comprehend history/social studies texts in the grades 6–8 text complexity band 

independently and proficiently. 
 

 

IV. Essential Questions   
 

Unit 1 - Power, Authority and Politics 
 Should anyone care about power, politics, and government? 

 What is authority and how is it exercised? 

 Do we need government? 

 Is civic engagement important to American constitutional democracy? 

 How should political and economic power be distributed in a society? 
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Unit 2 - Citizenship and Immigration 
 How does an individual become a citizen? 

 What civic duties should be expected of all citizens? 

 Should individuals demonstrate responsible citizenship? 

 Is civic engagement important to American constitutional democracy? 

 

Unit 3 - Political Compass, Political Parties, Interest Groups 
 Is partisanship good for a democracy? 

 Should interest groups have more influence on policy makers than individuals?  

 Are the two major political parties more alike or more different? 

 Are political parties essential to the American political process? 

 Should there be more than two major political parties? 

 

Unit 4 - Public Opinion and Propaganda 
 What is the best way for citizens to make informed choices in elections? 

 Does media help or hinder the political process and the creation of public policy? 

 Does media do more to inform or persuade? 

 What are the most effective strategies for persuasion? 

 What are effective strategies for accessing various sources of information and historical evidence, 

determining their validity, and using them to solve a problem or find a solution to a public policy question? 

 

Unit 5 - Philosophical and Historical Foundations of American Democracy 
 Why is the concept of natural rights important? 

 Should the government protect our natural rights? 

 Are the arguments about the Constitution the same today as they were when the framers wrote it? 

 What role should “fundamental principles” play in each generation’s interpretation of the Constitution? 

 Are the ideas that gave birth the to the world’s first modern democratic nation have any relevance today? 

 

Unit 6 - Separation of Power, Principles of the Constitution 
 What is the structure of the national government as set out in the United States Constitution? 

 Are the separation of powers and the system of checks and balances enough to protect against an abuse of 

power by any one branch of the national government? 

 Does it make sense in the 21
st
 century to have a federal system that divides and shares powers between the 

national and state governments? 

 

Unit 7 - Preamble and Article I 
 Is the Preamble to the Constitution the most or least important section of the document? 

 Who or what has the most influence on the passing of laws? 

 Does the reapportionment of congressional districts by state legislatures extend or restrict democracy? 

 What is the proper role of an individual’s participation in the policymaking process? 

 What are the most important traits of an effective legislator? 

 Is the system of equal representation for all states in the United States Senate antidemocratic? Why or why 

not? 

 Should legislators' primary allegiance be to the interests of the nation as a whole, or to the interests of the 

constituents they represent?  

 Should the Constitution's implied powers of government be interpreted broadly or narrowly?  

 Is deficit financing of government programs a good idea?  

 Should filibustering be allowed in the Senate?  
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Unit 8 - Article II The Executive Foreign and Domestic Policy 
 Are the official powers of the president of greater consequence than the unofficial powers of the president? 

 Is the executive branch of government more powerful than the other two branches? 

 What are the most important qualities modern presidents need to be effective? 

 

Unit 9 - Constitution: Article III Judicial Branch and the Amendments 
 How are federal and state courts organized, and what jurisdiction does each exercise? 

 Is the power of judicial review the most important element of the separation of powers? 

 How are criminal and civil cases similar and different?  

 How can we tell if due process protections ensure or prevent justice? 

 
V. Key Performance and Benchmark Tasks 

 
Project-based Assessment 

 Content knowledge and social studies skills demonstrated in mock trials, historic role plays, debates and 

other project-based assessments.  Student performance measured against rubrics detailing necessary 

elements of projects and outlining standards of performance for each. 

 

Class participation and graded discussion 

 Content knowledge and social studies skills demonstrated in class dialogue and collaboration in addition to 

guided discussions.  Performance measured against rubrics detailing necessary elements of discussion and 

outlining standards of performance of each. 

 Discussion and analysis demonstrated through participation in online forums discussions and collaborative 

glossaries 

 

Unit Tests, Formative and Summative Assessments and Final Exam 

 Content knowledge demonstrated on homework, unit quizzes and tests that include elements of traditional 

assessment tools such as short answer, identification questions and descriptive essays. 

 Content knowledge and understanding demonstrated by application of social studies concepts and historical 

understandings in thesis essays and projects. 

 

VI. Instructional Materials 
 

Text Reading Sources 

 

Barry, Michael. Civics in America. Evanston, IL: McDougal Littell, 2003.  

We the People: The Citizen & the Constitution,  Center for Civic Education, 2007 

 
Secondary Source Supplemental Readings and Media: 

 

Selected articles from newspapers, magazines, teacher-reviewed online sources, book excerpts and other 

media. 


