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Course Description 
 
The English-Language Arts curriculum for grades 6-8 is derived using core novels as the 
centerpiece.  These novels are chosen for their meaning, literary prowess as well as relatability 
and readability.  The purpose of using a core novel is to teach students how to mine a text and 
dig for deeper understanding and to hone critical thinking skills.  The balance of the curriculum 
is to incorporate short stories and nonfiction texts related to the subject matter, be it in the form 
of news articles, primary source readings, or biographical information.  The summative task of 
each novel is a narrative writing task to demonstrate mastery of the skills taught through each 
unit.  

Each week (Monday and Tuesday) students will do a night-write geared toward the narrative 
writing task for ELA.  The objective is to build stamina to write routinely over an extended 
period of time addressing a variety of themes; preparing students for a monthly narrative writing 
task.  Each night-write should be a passage from the core novel and a prompt for open-ended 
constructed response. 

As they explore and create written, oral, and visual texts, students expand and deepen their 
understanding of both real and imaginary worlds, and gain insight into their own lives and 
the lives of others.  Students deeply understand and employ strategies to evaluate texts on 
various levels; factual, critical, interpretive and analytical.  Through close reads & text 
mining of novels, short stories and nonfiction texts; as well as class discussions, such as 
Socratic Seminar, students will achieve independence, confidence and demonstrate growth 
as critical thinkers.   
 
Course Resources 
 
➢   New Jersey Student Learning Standards 
➢   Core Novels 
➢   Newsela 
➢   Vocabulary.com  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Pacing Guide 
 

 
Timeline 

 

 
Reading Units 

 
Writing Units of Study 

 
Marking Period 1 

 

Fiction: Freak The Mighty by Rodman 
Philbrick 
 
Nonfiction: Years of Dust by Albert Marrin  
 
Nonfiction: Promises to Keep: How Jackie 
Robinson Changed America by Sharon 
Robinson 

 
Narrative Task  

 
Literary Analysis 

 
Marking Period 2 

 

Drama: A Christmas Carol by Charles 
Dickens 
 
Fiction: Holes by Louis Sachar 
 
Nonfiction: Orphan Train Rider, One Boy’s 
True Story by Andrea Warren 

 
Narrative Task  

 
Literary Analysis  

 
Marking Period 3 

 

Fiction: Chasing Vermeer by Blue Balliett 
 
Fiction: The View from Saturday by E.L. 
Konigsburg 
 
Nonfiction: Electric Ben, The Amazing Life 
and Times of Benjamin Franklin by Robert 
Byrd 

 
  Narrative Task  
 
Literary Analysis 

 
Marking Period 4 

Fiction: Scat by Carl Hiaasen 
Poetry: American Poetry by John Hollander 
Nonfiction: Heroes of the Environment, 
True Stories of People Who are Helping to 
Protect Our Planet by Harriet Rohmer 

  Narrative Task  
   
  Literary Analysis 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Marking Period One  



 
Fiction: Freak the Mighty by Rodman Philbrick 
Nonfiction: Years of Dust by Albert Marrin and  Promises to Keep: How Jackie Robinson 
Changed America by Sharon Robinson 
 
Reading Component: Fiction 
It is essential that students have opportunities to read, understand, analyze and interpret literature.  
Through reading and mining the text students will demonstrate an understanding of how a particular story 
or drama's plot unfolds in a series of episodes as well as how the characters respond or change as the plot 
moves toward a resolution.  They will develop an understanding of story elements, themes, points of 
view, interpret meaning and apply word analysis strategies. 
 
 
Reading Component: Nonfiction 
Nonfiction is a widely read genre that offers readers access to information.  Nonfiction can include 
reference, biography, and literary styles.  Nonfiction text allows readers to explore a variety of topics 
while identifying big ideas or learning new information. Students’ comprehension of nonfiction texts will 
be enhanced by an understanding of structure, layout, and features associated with the genre. When 
learning why and how to read nonfiction, mentor texts and author studies are of particular importance. 
This will allow students familiarity while exploring different structural choices authors have made when 
presenting information. When studying this genre students should  be immersed in a variety of nonfiction 
texts with varying ranges of complexity. This will aid students in the grasp of a nonfiction texts 
infrastructure; a necessary component in order to  ascertain big ideas and think critically. 
 
Writing Component:  Narrative 
Through writing narratives, students will develop effective techniques used to tell stories, such as relevant 
descriptive details, sensory details, character development, literary techniques and well-structured event 
sequences. Through the writing process, students will gain the necessary skills to write for extended 
periods of time to a variety of prompts.   
 
Writing Component:  Literary Analysis  
Through literary analysis, and short constructed responses, such as Night Writes, students will be able to 
provide support for a claim in ways that chunk the supportive evidence into logically grouped 
categories.  Mining the text for evidence to support author’s use of tone, mood, and other literary 
elements will allow students the opportunity to synthesize information gleaned from the novel; coupled 
with Night Writes and class discussions student’s analytical skills will be strengthened. 
 
Disclaimer: It is important to note that while the components may appear to be repetitive, 
the material and the implementation allow for deeper meaning and more rigorous 
content.  Additional information is contained in the individual teaching unit and the 
lesson plans associated with each unit.   
 
Essential Questions: 
 

➢   How does a reader infer the theme of a story? 
➢   How does the narrator’s point of view influence the events of the story? 

 
Essential Learning Outcomes: 



 
➢   Students will understand a character’s actions contribute to the theme of the novel or text.  
➢   Students will explore the similarities and differences of characters in a novel.    
➢   Students will examine multiple points of view: the author, the narrator, and the character(s). 

 
Technology Infusion: 
 
8.1 Educational Technology: All students will use digital tools to access, manage, evaluate, and 
synthesize information in order to solve problems individually and collaborate and to create and 
communicate knowledge. 

A. Technology Operations and Concepts: Students demonstrate a sound understanding of technology 
concepts, systems and operations. 
Select and use applications effectively and productively. 
8.1.8. A.2: Create a document (e.g. newsletter, reports, personalized learning plan, business letters or 
flyers) using one or more digital applications to be critiqued by professionals for usability. 
8.1. P.C.1: Collaborate with peers by participating in interactive digital games or activities. 
 
Standards Addressed:  
R.L.6.1, R.L.6.2, R.L.6.3, R.L.6.4, R.L.6.5, R.L.6.6, R.L.6.7, R.L.6.9 
R.I.6.1, R.I.6.2, R.I.6.3, R.I,6.4, R.I.6.5, R.I.6.6, R.I. 6.7, R.I.6.8, R.I.6.9 
W.6.2.A-F; W.6.3.A-E 
 
 
 
Differentiation: 
 
➢   Modified Questions for Lower/Advanced Learners 
➢   Night Write template/graphic organizer 
➢   Break down novel into smaller segments 
➢   Modified Assessments  

 
Assessments: 
 
➢   Text-dependent reading questions aligned to the CCSS   
➢   Annotated Journals/Night Write  
➢   Class discussion 
➢   Narrative Performance Task 

 
21st Century Learning Connection: 
 
"21st century skills" are the skills that today's students will need to be successful in this ever-changing 
world. The most recognizable of these skills are the 4C's: communication, collaboration, critical thinking 
and creativity. However, 21st century skills also include social and emotional intelligence, technological 
literacy and problem solving abilities. These skills emphasize "application of knowledge" and go beyond 
rote memorization. 
 
 



	    



Marking Period Two 
 
Text:  Drama: A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens 
           Fiction: Holes by Louis Sachar 
           Nonfiction: Orphan Train Rider, One Boy’s True Story by Andrea Warren 
 
  
Reading Component: Drama 
In this unit, students focus on how literature is slice of the time period in which it is set. They will identify 
the elements of fiction as present in A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens.  Students will examine 
Scrooge’s experiences with the Ghosts of Christmas Past, Present, and Future and discover how Dickens 
used both direct and indirect characterization to create a protagonist who is more than just a stereotype.  
Students will compare and contrast texts in different forms or genres (e.g., stories and poems; historical 
novels and fantasy stories) in terms of their approaches to similar themes and topics. 
 
Reading Component: Fiction 
In this unit, students will focus on character development and specifically how an author develops the 
point of view of the narrator or speaker in a text. They will analyze how setting affects characters and will 
develop critical reading skills that allow them to think deeply about a text and how that text connects to 
the world around them. 
 
Reading Component: Nonfiction 
Nonfiction is a widely read genre that offers readers access to information.  Nonfiction can include 
reference, biography, and literary styles.  Nonfiction text allows readers to explore a variety of topics 
while identifying big ideas or learning new information. Students’ comprehension of nonfiction texts will 
be enhanced by an understanding of structure, layout, and features associated with the genre. When 
learning why and how to read nonfiction, mentor texts and author studies are of particular importance. 
This will allow students familiarity while exploring different structural choices authors have made when 
presenting information. When studying this genre students should be immersed in a variety of nonfiction 
texts with varying ranges of complexity. This will aid students in the grasp of a nonfiction texts 
infrastructure; a necessary component in order to  ascertain big ideas and think critically. 
 
 
Writing Component:  Narrative/Drama 
In this unit students will develop a strong understanding of the elements of drama, with particular 
attention to dialogue and how it propels the plot of a story or play. They will engage in lessons and 
writing experiences that will help them to master writing an effective story. Students will learn to develop 
strong characters with both internal and external traits. Through the writing process, students will 
gain the necessary skills to write for extended periods of time to a variety of prompts.   
Night Writes and Timed Writing Tasks will assist in strengthening of the writing content. Students will 
use techniques such as peer review, teacher conferencing, and individual reflection to revise and edit.   
 
Writing Component:  Literary Analysis 
Through literary analysis, and short constructed responses, such as Night Writes, students will be able to 
provide support for a claim in ways that chunk the supportive evidence into logically grouped 
categories.  Mining the text for evidence to support author’s use of dialogue, mood, direct and indirect 
characterization, protagonist and antagonist, as well as other literary elements will allow students the 
opportunity to synthesize information gleaned from the play; coupled with Night Writes and class 
discussions student’s analytical skills will be strengthened. 



 
Disclaimer: It is important to note that while the components may appear to be repetitive, 
the material and the implementation allow for deeper meaning and more rigorous 
content.  Additional information is contained in the individual teaching unit and the 
lesson plans associated with each unit.   
 
Essential Questions: 
 
➢   How does Dickens use symbolism in A Christmas Carol? 
➢   How does Scrooge’s character evolve? 
➢   How do the events of the plot effect each character? 

  
Essential Learning Outcomes: 
 
➢   Students will understand varying text structures. 
➢   Students will analyze authors use symbolism in a text. 
➢   Students will explore multiple texts, constructing meaning through details and 

illustrations included in a variety of texts. 
 
 
Technology Infusion: 
 
8.1.5. A.1 Select and use the appropriate digital tools and resources to accomplish a variety of tasks 
including solving problems. 

  8.1.5. A.2 Format a document using a word processing application to enhance text and include graphics,     
symbols and/ or pictures. 
 
Standards Addressed:  
R.L.6.1, R.L.6.2, R.L.6.3, R.L.6.4, R.L.6.5, R.L.6.6, R.L.6.7, R.L.6.9 
R.I.6.1, R.I.6.2, R.I.6.3, R.I,6.4, R.I.6.5, R.I.6.6, R.I. 6.7, R.I.6.8, R.I.6.9 
W.6.2.A-F; W.6.3.A-E 
 
 
Differentiation: 
 
➢   Modified Questions for Lower/Advanced Learners 
➢   Frequent check ins/close proximity monitoring 
➢   Creation of Anchor Charts for Extended Learning  
➢   Modified Assessments  

 
Assessments: 
➢   Text-dependent reading questions aligned to the CCSS   
➢   Annotated Journals/Night Write  
➢   Class discussion 
➢   Narrative Performance Task 

 
 



21st Century Learning Connection: 
 
"21st century skills" are the skills that today's students will need to be successful in this ever-changing 
world. The most recognizable of these skills are the 4C's: communication, collaboration, critical thinking 
and creativity. However, 21st century skills also include social and emotional intelligence, technological 
literacy and problem solving abilities. These skills emphasize "application of knowledge" and go beyond 
rote memorization. 
 
 
 
	    



Marking Period Three 
 
Texts:  
Mystery: Chasing Vermeer by Blue Balliett 
Fiction: The View from Saturday by E.L. Konigsburg 
Nonfiction: Electric Ben, The Amazing Life and Times of Benjamin Franklin by Robert Byrd 
 
Reading Component: Mystery 
In this unit, students will focus on the genre of mystery.  A mystery has five basic but important elements. 
These five components are: the characters, the setting, the plot, the problem, and the solution. These 
essential elements keep the story running smoothly and allow the clues to the solution of the mystery to 
be revealed in a logical way that the reader can follow.  Through close reads and analysis of the text 
students will synthesize information and use logic and critical thinking skills to have meaningful 
discussions about the text.  
 
Reading Component: Fiction 
In this unit students will synthesize skills learned throughout the course of the year, to demonstrate an 
understanding of the literary elements, inference,  tone, mood and theme through close reads of the text, 
Night Writes and class discussions culminating in a performance based assessment. 
 
 
Reading Component: Nonfiction 
Nonfiction is a widely read genre that offers readers access to information.  Nonfiction can include 
reference, biography, and literary styles.  Nonfiction text allows readers to explore a variety of topics 
while identifying big ideas or learning new information. Students’ comprehension of nonfiction texts will 
be enhanced by an understanding of structure, layout, and features associated with the genre. When 
learning why and how to read nonfiction, mentor texts and author studies are of particular importance. 
This will allow students familiarity while exploring different structural choices authors have made when 
presenting information. When studying this genre students should  be immersed in a variety of nonfiction 
texts with varying ranges of complexity. This will aid students in the grasp of a nonfiction texts 
infrastructure; a necessary component in order to  ascertain big ideas and think critically. 
 
Writing Component:  Narrative 
Through writing narratives, students will develop effective techniques used to tell stories, such as relevant 
descriptive details, sensory details, character development, literary techniques and well-structured event 
sequences. Through the writing process, students will gain the necessary skills to write for extended 
periods of time to a variety of prompts.  Night Writes and Timed Writing Tasks will assist in 
strengthening of the writing content. Students will use techniques such as peer review, teacher 
conferencing, writer’s workshop and individual reflection to revise and edit.   
 
Writing Component:  Literary Analysis 
Through literary analysis, and short constructed responses, such as Night Writes, students will be able to 
provide support for a claim in ways that chunk the supportive evidence into logically grouped 
categories.  Mining the text for evidence to support author’s use of dialogue, mood, direct and indirect 
characterization, protagonist and antagonist, as well as other literary elements will allow students the 
opportunity to synthesize information gleaned from the novel; coupled with Night Writes and class 
discussions student’s analytical skills will be strengthened. 
 



Disclaimer: It is important to note that while the components may appear to be repetitive, 
the material and the implementation allow for deeper meaning and more rigorous 
content.  Additional information is contained in the individual teaching unit and the 
lesson plans associated with each unit.   
 
Essential Questions: 
 
➢    How does setting reveal character?    
➢    How does the author use literary elements to evoke interest? 
➢    How do people grow and change to adapt to difficult situations? 

 
Essential Learning Outcomes: 
 
➢   Students will explore conflict. 
➢   Students will understand and analyze literary elements.  

 
Technology Infusion: 
 
8.1.5. A.1: Select and use the appropriate digital tools and resources to accomplish a variety of tasks 
including solving problems. 

  8.1.5. A.2: Format a document using a word processing application to enhance text and include graphics,     
symbols and/ or pictures. 
 
Standard Addressed:  
R.L.6.1, R.L.6.2, R.L.6.3, R.L.6.4, R.L.6.5, R.L.6.6, R.L.6.7, R.L.6.9 
R.I.6.1, R.I.6.2, R.I.6.3, R.I,6.4, R.I.6.5, R.I.6.6, R.I. 6.7, R.I.6.8, R.I.6.9 
W.6.2.A-F; W.6.3.A-E 
 
Differentiation:  
 
➢   Modified Questions for Lower/Advanced Learners 
➢   Frequent check ins/close proximity monitoring 
➢   Creation of Anchor Charts for Extended Learning  
➢   Modified Assessments  

 
Assessments: 
 
➢   Text-dependent reading questions aligned to the CCSS   
➢   Annotated Journals/Night Write  
➢   Class discussion 
➢   Narrative Performance Task 

 
 
21st Century Learning Connection: 
 
"21st century skills" are the skills that today's students will need to be successful in this ever-changing 
world. The most recognizable of these skills are the 4C's: communication, collaboration, critical thinking 
and creativity. However, 21st century skills also include social and emotional intelligence, technological 



literacy and problem solving abilities. These skills emphasize "application of knowledge" and go beyond 
rote memorization. 
 
 
 
 
	    



Marking Period Four 
 
Texts:  
Fiction: Scat by Carl Hiaasen 
Poetry: American Poetry by John Hollander 
Nonfiction: Heroes of the Environment, True Stories of People Who are Helping to Protect Our Planet by 
Harriet Rohmer 
 
 
Reading Component: Fiction 

In this unit, students will focus on character development and specifically how an author develops the 
point of view of the narrator or speaker in a text. They will analyze how setting affects characters and 
will develop critical reading skills that allow them to think deeply about a text and how that text connects 
to the world around them. 
 Reading Component: Poetry 
While many students have a wide range of experiences working with literature, there is a still a need for 
them to gain greater depth of understanding on ways to approach reading poetry. In this unit students will 
utilize skills learned from previous units to analyze and synthesize the use of literary elements, such as 
symbolism and figurative language and how that is used to by poets.   
 
Reading Component: Nonfiction 
Nonfiction is a widely read genre that offers readers access to information.  Nonfiction can include 
reference, biography, and literary styles.  Nonfiction text allows readers to explore a variety of topics 
while identifying big ideas or learning new information. Students’ comprehension of nonfiction texts will 
be enhanced by an understanding of structure, layout, and features associated with the genre. When 
learning why and how to read nonfiction, mentor texts and author studies are of particular importance. 
This will allow students familiarity while exploring different structural choices authors have made when 
presenting information. When studying this genre students should be immersed in a variety of nonfiction 
texts with varying ranges of complexity. This will aid students in the grasp of a nonfiction texts 
infrastructure; a necessary component in order to  ascertain big ideas and think critically. 
 
 
Writing Component:  Narrative 
Through writing narratives, students will develop effective techniques used to tell stories, such as relevant 
descriptive details, sensory details, character development, literary techniques and well-structured event 
sequences. Through the writing process, students will gain the necessary skills to write for extended 
periods of time to a variety of prompts.  Night Writes and Timed Writing Tasks will assist in 
strengthening of the writing content. Students will use techniques such as peer review, teacher 
conferencing, writer’s workshop and individual reflection to revise and edit.   
 
Writing Component:  Literary Analysis  
Through literary analysis, and short constructed responses, such as Night Writes, students will be able to 
provide support for a claim in ways that chunk the supportive evidence into logically grouped 
categories.  Mining the text for evidence to support author’s use of dialogue, mood, direct and indirect 
characterization, protagonist and antagonist, as well as other literary elements will allow students the 
opportunity to synthesize information gleaned from the novel; coupled with Night Writes and class 
discussions student’s analytical skills will be strengthened. 
 



Disclaimer: It is important to note that while the components may appear to be repetitive, 
the material and the implementation allow for deeper meaning and more rigorous 
content.  Additional information is contained in the individual teaching unit and the 
lesson plans associated with each unit.   
 
Essential Questions:  
 
➢   How does paying attention to the literary elements, the details and the point of view of a story 

impact your understanding of a text? 
➢   How do writers play with language?  
➢   How can the new information that influences a person’s ideas, creates or changes opinions, 

enhances or informs someone’s understanding be expressed through writing? 
 
Essential Learning Outcomes: 
 
➢   Students will understand that literary elements such as hyperbole, simile and metaphor can 

influence understanding of a text. 
➢   Students will explore writing as a vehicle for expressing creativity, solving problems, exploring 

issues, constructing questions, and addressing inquiry. 
➢   Students will analyze new information to enhance and inform understanding. 

 
Technology Infusion: 
 
8.1.5. A.1: Select and use the appropriate digital tools and resources to accomplish a variety of tasks 
including solving problems. 

  8.1.5. A.2: Format a document using a word processing application to enhance text and include graphics,     
symbols and/ or pictures. 
 
Standards Addressed:  
R.L.6.1, R.L.6.2, R.L.6.3, R.L.6.4, R.L.6.5, R.L.6.6, R.L.6.7, R.L.6.9 
R.I.6.1, R.I.6.2, R.I.6.3, R.I,6.4, R.I.6.5, R.I.6.6, R.I. 6.7, R.I.6.8, R.I.6.9 
W.6.2.A-F; W.6.3.A-E 
 
 
Differentiation: 
 
➢   Modified Questions for Lower/Advanced Learners 
➢   Frequent check ins/close proximity monitoring 
➢   Creation of Anchor Charts for Extended Learning  
➢   Modified Assessments  

 
Assessments:  
 
➢   Text-dependent reading questions aligned to the NJSLS 
➢   Annotated Journals/Night Write  
➢   Class discussion 



➢   Narrative Performance Task 
 
21st Century Learning Connection:  
 
"21st century skills" are the skills that today's students will need to be successful in this ever-changing 
world. The most recognizable of these skills are the 4C's: communication, collaboration, critical thinking 
and creativity. However, 21st century skills also include social and emotional intelligence, technological 
literacy and problem solving abilities. These skills emphasize "application of knowledge" and go beyond  
 
	  


