Statement of Purpose: 8th Grade U.S. History: American Civil War Unit

One of the core requirements to complete eighth grade is United States History.  This requirement is the same despite the state or school district and exists in education system for both the states I am familiar with, Oklahoma and Ohio.  This history course continues to build upon prior historical knowledge learned in previous grades.  It also introduces new concepts and ideas to students.  One of the areas of focus for eighth grade U.S. history is the American Civil War with an emphasis on the causes and consequences.  Students are introduced to basic information concerning the Civil War prior to the eighth grade, however this is the first time students will spend and extended amount of time on the topic. 


Learning, analyzing, and understanding westward expansion prior to the war, causes of the war, the course of the war, major battles and leaders, and the consequences of the American Civil War is a necessity for students.  However, the material should be presented in a contextualized way through multiple perspectives not just a curriculum focused only on “mainstream Americans” (Banks, 2010, p. 234) as a “mainstream-centric curriculum” (Banks, 2010, p. 234).  Ornstein and Hunkins (2009) argued, “Multicultural education can benefit all students, not just culturally marginalized ones” (p. 321).  Howard (2003) wrote, "teachers must face the reality that they will continue to come into contact with students whose cultural, ethnic, linguistic, racial, and social class backgrounds differ from their own" (p.195). The author's main reason for writing this article was to instruct educators how to "critically reflect on their own racial and cultural identities"(Howard, 2003, p. 196) and how these affect their teaching.
In my experience with eighth grade students, an areas they struggle with is conducting and analyzing primary and secondary research.  Many students are unfamiliar with research techniques.  Other students have never been exposed to research.  According to the Priority Academic Student Skills (PASS) for the state of Oklahoma (Ohio is currently rewriting their standards for social studies), upon completing the eighth grade, students should be able to “identify, analyze, and interpret primary and secondary sources” (School Improvement, 2009, p. 235).  To achieve this requirement, I purpose to implement a hands-on research project as part of the unit on the American Civil to aid in students’ developing research skills.  This research project will expose students to research methods while also evaluating their understanding of the content.   The project will also consist of students creating “trading cards” with a small picture and a brief overview of the student’s assigned topic.  The students will then exchange their cards with other students. ).  If students fail to comprehend the significance of this war and the lasting consequences, they will struggle to understand the responsibility entailed with assuming their civic duty and as Winston Churchill stated, “Those who fail to learn from history are doomed to repeat it.”
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