
COURSE OVERVIEW
8th Grade English

KNOWLEDGE BUILDING
The Essential Questions of each unit are designed to guide student inquiry as they engage with
texts. They are intended to push students to think deeply and critically about the content of the
unit, as well as their own identities and the world around them. These Essential Questions are
explored in detail in the Unit Launch. Each unit also builds additional content knowledge through
the core text and supporting texts.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
UNIT 1 ● How do race and racial bias shape a person’s experience and understanding

of the world?
● What responsibility do people have when they witness--or are the victim

of--injustice?
UNIT 2 ● Are human beings really good at heart?

● How do human beings respond when subjected to unthinkable horror?
● Why is it important to tell and listen to stories about the Holocaust?

UNIT 3 ● What is propaganda and how can it be used as a tool of social control?
● Other than propaganda, what techniques do corrupt leaders use to establish

and maintain power over people?
UNIT 4 ● What tools do governments use to control and oppress people, and what

tools do people use to resist oppression?
UNIT 5 ● Who is responsible for causing the climate crisis and who is responsible for

solving it?
● What will happen if we don’t address climate change?
● What is the relationship between the climate crisis and social, economic, and

political power?
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CONTENT AND CONCEPTS
At the end of a Fishtank unit, students should have a deeper understanding of specific historical
and contemporary topics, as well as of literature more broadly. The specific content explored in
each unit is identified below. Academic concepts and terms – which students can transfer to other
texts as they continue to become more effective readers – are also identified.

UNIT CONTENT ACADEMIC CONCEPTS AND TERMS
UNIT 1 police brutality, racism, systemic racism,

implicit bias, white privilege, antiracism,
prejudice, United States Constitution, The First
Amendment, The Supreme Court, Black Lives
Matter, All Lives Matter, #Sayher name

colloquial language, connotation, epigraph,
metaphor, point of view/perspective, structure,
thematic topic, theme, verbal irony

UNIT 2 genocide, Adolph Hitler, Nazis, Holocaust, Anne
Frank, ghettos, Auschwitz, Elie Wisel, death
march, World War II

mood, tone, acts, scenes, dialogue, stage directions,
set, voiceover, direct address, motif, symbol,
connotation, author’s purpose

UNIT 3 propaganda, Joseph Stalin, Russain Revolution,
communism, Soviet Union, capitalism, George
Orwell, gaslighting, tyranny, dictatorship,
famine

allegory, dramatic irony, satire, verbal irony,
persuasive speech

UNIT 4 Iran, Iranian Revolution, Islam, hijab, tyranny,
dictatorship, revolution, political dissidents,
coming of age, gender, religious
fundamentalism

panel, gutter, frame, speech bubble, thought
bubble, mood, tone, theme, thematic topic,
structure

UNIT 5 fossil fuels, greenhouse gas, Industrial
Revolution, climate denier, environmental
justice, lobbyists, tipping point, Paris Climate
Accord, Greta Thunberg, United Nations,
climate fiction

tone, mood, central idea, relevant evidence,
sufficient evidence, allusion, connotation, figurative
language, metaphor
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READING STANDARDS
One of the most effective ways for students to develop a deep understanding and appreciation of
text is through the application of reading standards. Every lesson is a unit tagged with one or
more core standards that students will use to help guide their analysis of the day’s reading, as well
as spiral standards that, while not explicitly taught in that lesson, undergird the thinking, writing,
and speaking necessary in each lesson. Each unit is designed around two key standards that
students will have multiple opportunities to practice and apply to text. These key  standards are
explored in detail in the Key Reading Standards section of the Unit Launch.

UNIT 1 Key Standards
● RL.8.3: Analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story or drama propel the

action, reveal aspects of a character, or provoke a decision.
● RI.8.4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including

figurative, connotative, and technical meanings; analyze the impact of specific word choices on
meaning and tone, including analogies or allusions to other texts.

Additional Core Standards
● RL.8.2, RL.8.4, RL.8.5, RI.8.2, RI.8.3, RI.8.6, RI.8.7

Spiral Standards: RI.8.1, RI.8.10, RL.8.1, RL.8.10

UNIT 2 Key Standards
● RI.8.3: Analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story or drama propel the

action, reveal aspects of a character, or provoke a decision.
● RI.8.3: Analyze how a text makes connections among and distinctions between individuals,

ideas, or events (e.g., through comparisons, analogies, or categories).

Additional Core Standards
● RI.8.2, RI.8.3, RI.8.4, RI.8.6, RL.8.3, RL.8.4, RL.8.5

Spiral Standards: RI.8.1, RI.8.10, RL.8.1, RL.8.2, RL.8.10

UNIT 3 Key Standards
● RI.8.2: Determine a central idea of a text and analyze its development over the course of the

text, including its relationship to supporting ideas; provide an objective summary of the text.
● RL.8.6: Analyze how differences in the points of view of the characters and the audience or

reader (e.g., created through the use of dramatic irony) create such effects as suspense or
humor.

Additional Core Standards
● RI.8.3, RI.8.5, RL.8.2, RL.8.3, RL.8.4, RL.8.7, RL.8.9

Spiral Standards: RI.8.1, RI.8.4, RI.8.10, RL.8.1, RI.8.10

UNIT 4 Key Standard
● RI.8.5: Analyze in detail the structure of a specific paragraph in a text, including the role of

particular sentences in developing and refining a key concept.
● RL.8.3: Analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story or drama propel the

action, reveal aspects of a character, or provoke a decision.

Additional Core Standards
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● RI.8.2, RI.8.5, RI.8.6, RL.8.2, RL.8.3, RL.8.4

Spiral Standards: RI.8.1, RI.8.4, RI.8.10, RL8.1, RI.8.10

UNIT 5 Key Standards
● RI.8.8: Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, assessing whether the

reasoning is sound and the evidence is relevant and sufficient; recognize when irrelevant
evidence is introduced.

● RI/RL.8.4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including
figurative, connotative, and technical meanings; analyze the impact of specific word choices on
meaning and tone, including analogies or allusions to other texts.

Additional Core Standards
● RI.8.2, RI.8.4, RI.8.5, RI.8.7, RI.8.8, RI.8.9, RL.8.2, RL.8.4, RL.8.9

Spiral Standards: RI.8.1, RI.8.10, RL.8.1, RI.8.10
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WRITING
Writing provides students with the opportunity to think deeply about content, grapple with the
complexities of craft, and find their voices. Just as students read text from many genres, they will
have the opportunity to hone their own skill as writers across genres as well. Over the course of
the year, students will write memoir, poetry, fiction, literary analysis, opinion/persuasive pieces,
and informational pieces. They will conduct research, create visual presentations, and work
collaboratively with classmates. All Fishtank ELA units include multi-day, process-based writing
assignments that are grounded both in students’ content knowledge and grade-appropriate
Common Core State Standards.

Narrative
Writing

Informational
Writing

Analytical/Argumentative
Writing

UNIT 1 ● Poetry: Write a free voice poem
that explores an emotional
experience.

● Short Story: Construct a short
story that explores the power of
perspective.

N/A

UNIT 2 N/A ● Informational Presentation (with
Research): Create a
well-researched, informational
powerpoint presentation about a
contemporary issue

● Literary Analysis Paragraph:
Write an analytical paragraph
describing how a character has
changed.

UNIT 3 N/A ● Informational Infographic (with
Research): Create a
well-researched, informational
powerpoint presentation about a
contemporary issue

● Literary Analysis Essay: Write a
five-paragraph literary analysis
that explores how rhetorical
appeals are used as propaganda
in the core text

UNIT 4 ● Memoir: Write an essay or make
a comic in which you
communicate one important
incident in your life thus far.

● Informational Presentation (with
Research): Create a
well-researched, informational
presentation about a specific
historical or contemporary topic

UNIT 5 ● Short Story: Write a cli-fi story
that uses factual information to
imagine a future world.

● Persuasive Letter (with Research)::
Write a letter to your
representatives in Congress,
educating them and urging them
to take action.
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WRITING STANDARDS
Students have the opportunity to practice each of the Common Core writing standards multiple
times throughout the year so they can develop the skills necessary to be effective writers. Each
unit is designed around one or two key writing standards that students will have multiple
opportunities to practice. These key standards are explored in detail in the Key Writing Standards
section of the Unit Launch.

UNIT 1 Key Standards
● W.8.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique,

relevant descriptive details, and well-structured event sequences.

Additional Core Standards
● W.8.3.a, W.8.3.b, W.8.3.c, W.8.3.d, W.8.3.e

Spiral Standards: W.8.1, W.8.1.a, W.8.1.b,W.8.4, W.8.5, W.8.6, W.8.9, W.8.9.a, W.8.9.b, W.8.10

UNIT 2 Key Standard
● W.8.1: Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence.
● W.8.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas, concepts, and

information through the selection, organization, and analysis of relevant content.

Additional Core Standards
● W.8.1.a, W.8.1.b, W.8.1.c, W.8.1.d, W.8.1.e, W.8.2.a, W.8.2.b, W.8.2.c, W.8.2.d, W.8.2.e, W.8.2.f, W.8.7,

W.8.8

Spiral Standards: W.8.4, W8.5, W8.6, w.8.9, W.8.9a, W.8.9.b, W.8.10

UNIT 3 Key Standard
● W.8.1: Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence.
● W.8.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas, concepts, and

information through the selection, organization, and analysis of relevant content.

Additional Core Standards
● W.8.1.a, W.8.1.b, W.8.1.c, W.8.1.d, W.8.1.e, W.8.2.a, W.8.2.b, W.8.2.c, W.8.2.d, W.8.2.e, W.8.2.f, W.8.7,

W.8.8

Spiral Standards: W.8.4, W8.5, W8.6, w.8.9, W.8.9a, W.8.9.b, W.8.10

UNIT 4 Key Standards
● W.8.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas, concepts, and

information through the selection, organization, and analysis of relevant content.
● W.8.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique,

relevant descriptive details, and well-structured event sequences.

Additional Core Standards
● W.8.2.a, W.8.2.b, W.8.2.c, W.8.2.d, W.8.2.e, W.8.2.f, W.8.7, W.8.8, W.8.3.a, W.8.3.b, W.8.3.c, W.8.3.d,

W.8.3.e

Spiral Standards: W.8.1.a, W.8.1.b, W.8.4, W.8.5, W.8.6, W.8.9, W.8.9.a, W.8.9.b, W.8.10

UNIT 5 Key Standards
● W.8.1: Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence.
● W.8.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique,

relevant descriptive details, and well-structured event sequences.
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Additional Core Standards
● W.8.3.a, W.8.3.b, W.8.3.c, W.8.3.d, W.8.3.e, W.8.1.a, W.8.1.b, W.8.1.c, W.8.1.d, W.8.1.e,

Spiral Standards: W.8.2.a, W.8.2.b, W.8.2.c, W.8.2.d, W.8.2.e, W.8.2.f, W.8.4, W.8.5, W.8.6, W.8.9, W.8.9.a, W.8.9.b,
W.8.10
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LANGUAGE
In Fishtank ELA units, grammar and vocabulary are always taught in context. Vocabulary
instruction is included in most reading lessons, and conventions are taught in conjunction with
writing lessons. Language Focus Areas work in conjunction with the unit’s reading and writing
standards, and increase students’ effectiveness as readers, writers, and speakers.

Conventions
Each multi-day writing task includes lessons on conventions or grammar that students can
immediately apply to their own writing.

UNIT 1 o L.8.1.a: Explain the function of verbals (gerunds, participles, infinitives) in general and their
function in particular sentences.

Spiral Standards: L.8.2, L.8.2.a, L8.2.c, L.8.3

UNIT 2 o L.8.1.b: Form and use verbs in active and passive voice.

Spiral Standards: L.8.1.a, L.8.2, L.8.2.a, L.8.2.c, L.8.3

UNIT 3 o L.8.1.c: Form and use verbs in the indicative, imperative, interrogative, conditional, and
subjunctive mood.

Spiral Standards: L.8.1.a, L.8.1.b, L.8.2, L.8.2.a, L.8.2.c, L8.3

UNIT 4 o L8.1.c: Form and use verbs in the indicative, imperative, interrogative, conditional, and
subjunctive mood.

o L8.1.d: Recognize and correct inappropriate shifts in verb voice and mood.

Spiral Standards: L.8.2.c, L.8.3

UNIT 5 o L.8.2.a: Use punctuation (comma, ellipsis, dash) to indicate a pause or break.
o L.8.2.b: Use an ellipsis to indicate an omission.

Spiral Standards: L.8.2.c
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Vocabulary
Vocabulary development is an essential part of all Fishtank ELA units. Students will have regular
opportunities to determine the meaning of unknown words using context clues and also with the
support of reference materials. Additionally, students will learn and be assessed on 8 to 12
vocabulary words (some units also include 1-2 Greek/Latin roots), in each unit, which have been
selected based on their importance in understanding the content of the unit, as well as for general
transferability and usefulness as students develop their fluency as readers, writers, and speakers.

UNIT 1 ● L.8.4, L8.4.a, L.8.4.c, L.8.4.d, L8.5

Spiral Standards: L.8.5.a, L.8.5.b, L8.5.c, L8.6
UNIT 2 ● L8.5

Spiral Standards: L.8.4.b, L8.6
UNIT 3 ● N/A

Spiral Standards: L.8.4.b, L8.6
UNIT 4 ● L8.4, L8.4.a, L8.5, L8.5.a

Spiral Standards: L.8.4.b, L8.6
UNIT 5 ● L.8.4, L.8.4.a, L.8.4.c, L.8.4.d, L.8.5, L.8.5.a, L.8.5.c

Spiral Standards: L.8.5.b, L8.6

Except as otherwise noted, © 2015-2021 Fishtank Learning, Inc., and licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/legalcode


SPEAKING AND LISTENING STANDARDS
All Fishtank ELA units require students to use discourse and debate as a way of deepening their
understanding of content and craft. Students are taught how to have productive discussions in a
variety of arrangements, including in partners, small groups, and as a whole class, as well as how
to listen actively and present information effectively. In our units, students engage in discussions
with classmates nearly every day, and all units culminate in a Socratic Seminar. More guidance on
how to teach and support class discussions can be found in our Teacher Tool about Academic
Discourse.

UNIT 1 ● SL.8.1, SL.8.1.a

Spiral Standards: SL.8.2, SL.8.4, SL.8.6
UNIT 2 ● SL.8.1, SL.8.1.a, SL.8.1.b, SL.8.4, SL.8.5

Spiral Standards: SL.8.6
UNIT 3 ● SL.8.1, SL.8.1.a, SL.8.1.c, SL.8.4, SL.8.5

Spiral Standards: SL.8.3, SL.8.6
UNIT 4 ● SL.8.1, SL.8.1.a, SL.8.1.d, SL.8.4, SL8.5

Spiral Standards: SL.8.3, SL8.6
UNIT 5 ● SL.8.1, SL.8.1.a, SL.8.1.d, SL.8.4, SL.8.5

Spiral Standards: SL.8.3, SL8.6
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FLUENCY FOCUS AREAS
Reading fluency is essential for reading comprehension. Although there are no specific
foundational skills standards for 6-8th grades in the Common Core State Standards, research
shows that many middle school students continue to need and benefit from fluency practice.
Guidance on how to model and reinforce the Fluency Focus Areas is included in the Enhanced
Lesson Plans and the “Understanding the Fluency Assessment” section of the Unit Launch.

UNIT 1 ● Colloquial language
● Italics
● Dialogue from multiple characters
● Varied sentence structure

UNIT 2 ● Short sentences
● Diverse punctuation
● Italics
● Multisyllabic and tier-two vocabulary

UNIT 3 ● Multisyllabic words
● Variable tone
● Unusual sentence structures

UNIT 4 N/A

UNIT 5 ● Statistic and data
● Multisyllabic, potentially unfamiliar words
● Em-dashes and hyphens
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