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“You are not just here to fill space or be a background character in someone else's movie. Consider this: 
nothing would be the same if you did not exist. Every place you have ever been and everyone you have ever 
spoken to would be different without you. We are all connected, and we are all affected by the decisions and 
even the existence of those around us.” 
       -David Niven 
 
 
 
Pretty simply, the quote above is how I approach my class.  You are not here to occupy a desk, I’m not here 
simply to tell you what to do, and we both have should have certain expectations of the other.  The quote is 
also a good way to look at history, whether it’s you family’s history, your country’s history, or your very own.   
 
Consider the quote again:  “Nothing would be the same if you did not exist.”  At the same time, nothing would 
be the same if the person sitting next to you did not exist.  Nothing would be the same if I did not exist, and by 

the end of the year, some of you may be wishing that was the case 😊.  All kidding aside, what if Abraham 
Lincoln had not existed?  What if Harriet Tubman said helping runaway slaves escape was too risky? What if 
immigrants coming to the United States in the early 1900s had decided to stay home?   
 
The great American author, Stephen Ambrose said, “It is through history that we learn who we are and how 
we got that way, why and how we changed, why the good sometimes (won) and sometimes did not.”  
Hopefully, in my class, you will grow to appreciate those who have come before you and the connection they 
have to you today.  You may also learn something about yourself, your future, and how to make things better. 
 
This is where you must become involved and not just “fill space.”  You will read, view, and discuss topics; I will 
tell you stories and, if you concentrate, you will learn from them.  Working together, I will help you identify 
with the people in the story, whether they are crossing an icy river to escape slavery, travelling across an ocean 
to begin a new life, or looking across a battlefield of a major war only to see their brother looking back at 
them.  Hopefully, by the end of the school year, you will have a better understanding and appreciation of the 
fact that we are all connected, that throughout the nation’s history what others have done affects us today 
and what you do today affects those around you and in the future. 
 
You will work hard in this class.  I expect you to be at your best as often as possible and not be a background 
character in some reality TV show or YouTube video.  We will laugh and we will be very serious.  You will have 
rough days but hopefully there will be many more fun days.  Your success depends largely on you, but I will 
help you, as will your parents and friends.  Together, your 8th grade year will be one to remember. 
 
Students, parents, and guardians, please read the following information that should be helpful to you as we 
go through the year. 
 
Contact Information:  If you should ever have a question, a concern, please do not hesitate to contact me.  The 
best way to do so is through email at dmadigan@psd202.org .  This allows me to respond from school or 

mailto:dmadigan@psd202.org


home, at any time during the day, without making you wait on the phone while I find a grade or check for 
work.  If you email me, I promise you I will respond within 24 hours.  Often times, I will get back to you before 
the end day, and I usually check email in the evening, so any homework concerns may be taken care of before 
the next morning.  I may not always have the answer when I do get back to you, but I will let you know what 
the plan is.  If you need to call me, you can reach me here at school.  Please understand, most phone calls will 
go directly to voice mail since I am probably teaching, at lunch, or not at school.  You can expect me to be here 
at school between 7:30AM and 3:30 PM, but I’m usually here by 7AM and I don’t leave until closer to 4 PM. 
 
Required Materials 

• Notebook – A nice big, fat one!  This is the most important item to have with you each day.  A binder 
with lots of paper will work also. 

• Pens or pencils – I prefer you use pen.  It looks so grown-up! 

• Folder - You will be getting many handouts and readings, not to mention you will need a place to save 
work that is handed back to you. 

• Handouts and any study material we are using in the current unit of study.  There will be plenty of 
reading and note-taking throughout the year.  These readings and notes will be the material you will 
use to prepare for quizzes and tests.  It will be vital to keep these all in one location and to have them 
with you at all times.   
 

**** Should you know that you do not have any of these materials or cannot get these materials, please 
see me ASAP and I will make sure you have what you need, no questions asked.****   

 
Just how will I do awesome in this class? (Grades and Grading Scale) 
 
Grades are about what students learn. 

• Grades should reflect achievement of intended learning outcomes.  In other words, your grade should 
reflect performance, and not extra things such as behavior, neatness, etc. 

• Grades should reflect a particular student’s individual achievement.  Group and cooperative skills are 
important, but they should not be major parts of an individual’s academic grade. 

• Grades should be set up to motivate a student to learn.  A student should never reach a place where 
there is no point doing any more work because failure is inevitable.  No quitting. 

 
So, here is how your grade will be determined: 

• Skill Assessment (written responses, essays, projects, etc.) – 35%.  About a third of your grade will be 
based on how well you identify facts, analyze information and respond to questions based on that 
information.  Yes, some of this will look like and feel like homework.  

• Content Mastery (Outcome Assessments and quizzes, etc.) – 65%.  Within this category, each 
component will be weighted accordingly.  For example, Outcome Assessments will carry twice the 
weight as quizzes, Essays will be weighed more than short responses, etc. 

• Practice (homework, exit slips, etc.) – 0%.  Yes, it’s worth nothing, but I put it in here for a few reasons.  
You WILL be given assignments that I expect you to finish before a due date.  For example, I will ask 
you to read an article before the next class.  Maybe you do it, maybe you don’t.  I’m not going to hunt 
you down and bug you if you choose not to do it.  But, you’re going to look awfully silly if we should 
talk about it the next class and you have no idea what to say.  Worse yet, some of that same info may 
be on a quiz or test, and then how are you going to feel? 
 

The grading scale looks like this: 
100% -90% ---- A           89% - 80% ---- B         79% - 70% ---- C    69% - 60% ---- D            59% or less --- F 
 
There will be 2 Outcome Assessments per quarter, as you will see later in the schedule.  You are required to 
earn a grade of 70% or greater in order to pass the test.  Retakes on Outcome Assessments ARE ALLOWED.  In 
certain cases, you may be required to take a retake or complete other work.   



Late Assignments:  As I said before, you should complete work that is assigned to you as best and as soon as 
possible.  Material handed out to you will help you understand the concepts we are studying.  It will allow you 
to participate in class activities.  It will help you prepare for the Outcome Assessments.  But most important of 
all, it will help you become an informed citizen able to make informed decisions as you get older.   
 
I won’t interfere too much when it comes to the practice work, but if it gets out of hand, you can expect to be 
spending some time with me.  
 
For assignments that fall under the “Skills Assessment” category and are for a grade, I will be hounding you for 
these if you don’t turn them in.  These are the assignments I use to determine whether you are ready to move 
on or not. 
 
EXPECTED BEHAVIOR 
Gen. Dwight Eisenhower said to his troops the night before D-Day, “you are about to embark upon the Great 
Crusade…The eyes of the world are upon you.”  That’s probably a little dramatic for this year.  But it IS 8th 
grade and you are about to put middle school behind you and move on to the great world of High School.  The 
world may not be watching you, but your parents are.  You can bet that your teachers are watching you.  As 
crazy as it may seem today, the HIGH SCHOOL is keeping an eye on you! And like it or not, the 6th and 7th 
graders are watching you as well.  Respect me and respect your peers.  It’s a lot more fun that way. 
 
What follows are just a few more guidelines for you to think about before we get the year started. 
 
Passing Periods:  This is YOUR time.  Use it to take care of your needs.  Four minutes is plenty of time to use 
the washroom or go to your locker and get to class on time.  The passing period is not for you to fill up water 
bottles, check your phone, meet your boyfriend outside his class, etc. 
 
Starting Class:  Very simply, when the bell rings, work begins.  Be prepared for the day.  Look at the board for 
what is expected of you that day.  If no assignment is posted, you are expected to be quiet and ready to begin 
when the bell rings.  When I’m ready to start, you should be, too.  If you’re not, that’s considered tardy. 
 
Leaving class:  Class time is MY time.  Once class begins, there are few reasons for you to leave class.  You need 
to decide how important it is.  For example, don’t ask to use the washroom in the first ten minutes of class – 
this is what the passing period was for.  You will need your agenda book to go to the nurse and you must sign 
out before you leave.  Emergencies do not count.   
 
Tardies:  We covered this above.  Be ready to go when I’m ready to go.  I promise you that I will be fair if 
circumstances arise that are out of your control.  One tardy, I’ll probably let slide, two tardies and I’m not going 
to be so forgiving.  Three or more in a quarter and it’s becoming a habit that you need to break.  You will need 
to clear your schedule after school one day because you will be serving a detention.   
 
Absences:  For every class you are absent, you will have that many classes to make up work that is missed.  
Work that is due on a day you are absent will be expected to be turned in when you return.  It is your 
responsibility to make up any assignments you may have missed.  Look at the website, ask a classmate, and 
don’t be afraid to email me.  You can do work on the couch instead of watching “Stranger Things.”  And if you 
know you are going to be missing some school, it’s best to talk to me before you are out. 
 
Cheating:  Cheating is not acceptable and will not be tolerated.  Plagiarism (using someone else’s words or 
ideas as your own without giving credit) is considered a form of cheating.  If you are caught cheating, I will talk 
with you and consequences will be explained at that time.  Consequences may include, but are not limited to, 
office referrals, a grade of zero, a re-do of the assignment with an average score given, etc.  There is a fine line 
between “working together” and copying someone’s work.  If it feels like someone else is doing the work for 
you, then that’s probably true.  
 



Here are a few more questions students (and some parents) want to know… 
 
Are you going to give us a seating chart?  Yes, you’re getting one.  And no, you can’t pick where you sit.  
Seating charts are for my benefit and anyone who takes my place.  And don’t get upset if I move you – I may be 
doing it for YOUR benefit.   
 
Can I see my grade?  At home?  Yes.  On your own time?  Yes.  Right now while I’m in the middle of going over 
stuff for tomorrow’s test?  No.  Seriously, you can find your grade 24/7 on your computer, tablet, or phone.  
But if I’m not in the middle of class, I may be nice enough to look it up for you.  Knowing your grade is YOUR 
responsibility.  Not mine.  Not your parent’s.  YOURS. 
 
When is this due?  You’ll be given a due date when work is assigned and it will be posted in many different 
places.  If you still don’t know, ask a friend.  Check the board.  Look at the website.  The point is, you will have 
plenty of opportunity to find out when it’s due.  If you’ve done all those things and still don’t know, then come 
ask me again. 
 
I forgot my pencil…  Shoes are important.  So are clothes and lunch money.  I’m guessing (hoping!) you 
remembered all of these when you left for school this morning; same with your materials.  Show up prepared.  
If you forgot something, ask someone.  But don’t you worry, I will have materials for anyone who forgot theirs 
but BE PREPARED!!! 
 
What’s this?  It’s most likely a detention.   
What for?  Some kind of misbehavior – you were tardy too many times, you’re missing your assignment again, 
or some other stuff you know you shouldn’t be doing like giving the sub a rough time in my absence. 
Do I have to get it signed?  Yes, it MUST be signed by the folks at home (I’m mean like that) and returned to 
me the next day.   
Can’t I just do a lunch detention?  No.  That’s my time, but I will try to be flexible.  Honestly, If you can’t stay 
after school, don’t screw up.  Plus, think of the inconvenience you may be causing others, like your parents. 
When?  After school, from 3PM to 3:30  
 
Will this be on the test/do I have to do this?  What I hear is “Do I have to pay attention to this?”  Pretend 
what I’m doing up here is like vegetables.  It’s good for you, and sooner or later, you’ll need it.  ALL of it. 
 
Can I work with a partner?  If you hold hands, skip down the hall, and sing nursery rhymes, yes.  See what I did 
there?  You almost believed me.  OH MY GOODNESS, NO!  Do your own work. Trust me, you will have plenty of 
opportunities to work with friends and I’ll let you know when you can work with others. 
 
Can I have my phone?  No.  Leave the phones off and out of sight, your earbuds in your backpack, and your 
hats in your locker.   Which brings me to the next point… 
 
Telling the truth  Don’t lie to me.  Just don’t.  If you do, PLEASE come back later and tell me the truth.  If you 
can’t tell me (for whatever reason), simply say/ask to talk about it later.  Chances are, I’m going to find out the 
truth anyway.  When you lie to me (especially when I find out), you can’t be trusted.  I don’t want that to 
happen.  Neither do you.  
 
Can we leave class early?  No.  What’s your favorite color?  Red.  How’s your day?  It’s fine.  Do you like the 
Cubs?  Yes, but that doesn’t mean I don’t like you if you’re a Sox fan.  Do you believe in (insert make-believe 
animal here)?  No.  Not even dragons?  No. 
 
Really?  Really. 
 
 
 



WHAT I WANT YOU TO KNOW 
 
First, you need to know right now that I care about you. In fact, I care about you more than you may care about yourself 
at times.  And I care not just about your grades or your test scores, but about you as a person. And, because I care, I need 
to be honest with you.  Here’s the thing: I think about you.  Every day.  Every week.  Over holiday breaks.  Sometimes 
years later. 
 
Before I tell you why, you should understand something about school. You see, school is more than academic learning.  It 
always has been. It always will be. Yes, algebra, essay writing, the Civil War, the judicial process — all are important and 
worth knowing. But they are not the ONLY things worth knowing. 

It is important to learn how to deal with the harshness of life when it gets difficult — how to overcome problems as 
simple as a forgotten locker combination, obnoxious peers, gossip, people doubting you, how to ask for help in the face of 
self-doubt, or how to push yourself to concentrate when a million other thoughts and temptations are fingertips away. 

Along with what you learn from a book, learning to overcome adversity prepares you for life after school. Because, mark 
my words, school is not the most challenging time you will have in life. You will face far greater challenges than these. 
Sure, you will have times more amazing than you can imagine, but you will also confront heartache, frustration, and fear 
in the years to come. 

But, you shouldn’t be worried about facing great adversities. You should be worried about not being able to overcome 
them. Here’s the real reason I worry about you, and it’s a reason why your parents, family, and friends worry about you.   

I worry that when things get tough, you may quit. 

For some, you quit by throwing the day away and not even trying to write a sentence or a fraction because you think it 
doesn’t matter or you can’t or there’s no point. But it does. Sometimes, what you write is not important. What IS 
important is that you take charge of our own fear and frustration and write something in order to write when you are 
challenged.  Overcome your frustration.  Don’t fail because of it. 

Some of you quit by skipping class on your free education. Showing up on time is not the main thing. The main thing is 
taking the time and investing in your own intelligence — understanding that sometimes short-term pain (reading a 
chapter) creates long-term gain (I learned something new!) and that great people make sacrifices for a greater good. 

For others, you quit by being rude and disrespectful to adults in the hallway who ask you to come to class. It is not a 
power struggle and you do not have to prove you are a grown up to anyone here; that’s not important. What is important 
is learning how to problem solve maturely, not letting your judgment be tainted by emotion.   

I see some of you quit by choosing not to take opportunities to work harder and pass a class, no matter how far down you 
are. The main event is not getting a number to tell you you are worthy, because you should already know that you are 
worthy. The main event is pulling your stuff together and making hard choices and sacrifices when things seem 
impossible.  It is finding hope in the hopeless, courage in the face of fear. 

What you need to see is that every time you take the easy way out, you are building a habit of quitting. And it will destroy 
your future and it will ruin your happiness if you let it.   Our society is not kind to quitters.  Life, and the incredible 
opportunities that await in your future will pass you by and vanish if you deal with hardship.  This makes up your 
character 

So, do yourself a favor: Man up. Woman up.  No more excuses.  No more justifications.  No blaming.  No quitting.  As long 
as you are in my classroom, I am not going to let quitting be easy for you.  I am going to challenge you, confront you, push 
you, and coach you.  You can whine.  You can throw a tantrum.  You can shout and swear and stomp and cry.  And the 
next day, guess what?  I will be here waiting — smiling and patient — to give you a fresh start.  Because you are worth it.   

         -Reprinted and edited from C. Mielke 

 
 



UNITS OF STUDY 
 
FIRST QUARTER - North and South Before the Civil War – Beginning around 1820 and up to the beginning of the 
Civil War, the major topics of this unit will be the differences between the North and South, why those 
differences came between the two regions, and the people and events that led to the creation of the 
Confederacy and the beginning of the Civil War.  
 
The Civil War – America’s darkest days and its finest moments will be covered in the largest unit of the year.  
Students will be analyzing the wartime societies of the Union and Confederacy as well as the people who led, 
fought, and contributed to the causes of the Union, states’ rights, and the freedom of all people.  Major events 
of the Civil War such as Gettysburg, the Emancipation Proclamation, and “total war” will be studied as well. 
 
SECOND QUARTER - Reconstruction – Focus will be on the decade that followed the Civil War.  Repairing the 
nation, granting rights to freedmen, and reestablishing the role of the government will be the general topics 
covered.  An emphasis on the changing face of discrimination in a postwar South will be examined as well. 
 
Industrial Revolution (including Social Reform) – The, inventions, and technological advancements made during 
the last decades of the 19th Century will be a major focus of this unit.  The impact the Industrial Revolution had 
on groups of people will be studied as well, specifically the changing role of women and children. 
 
THIRD QUARTER - Immigration – As the United States enters the 20th Century, the first waves of immigrants 
come to America.  The specific groups of immigrants, the major entry points to the U.S., and the results of the 
first mixing of cultures will be topics of study in this unit. 
 
World War I – Alliances and treaties are put into effect when events plunge Europe and the world into “The 
Great War.”  Students will be looking at the role alliances played in the war, the people involved in the war from 
soldiers to leaders of nations.  Also, the peace negotiated and the role it played in events leading up to WW II. 
 
FOURTH QUARTER – Events Leading to World War II - With the Great War over, America returns to a sense of 
normalcy, but the Great Depression begins, and the Dust Bowl takes full effect as the nation struggles to recover 
from the war era.  Topics studied will include the causes of the Great Depression, the role the government plays 
in times of national struggle, and the growing attention being paid to a rising threat overseas. 
 
World War II – Starting in the late 1930, students will focus on the rise of dictators, formations of extremist 
governments, and the threats these pose to the world.  Also, students will study the United States’ entry into 
World War II, the actions it took to wage and win the war, as well as the outcomes of the war. 
 
The Holocaust – Students will take several weeks focusing on the violent discrimination of European Jews and 
others by several governments, specifically Hitler and Germany.  Students will study how discrimination began 
and rose, how it was resisted, and what can be done in the future to prevent such horror from occurring again. 
 
*** I absolutely believe that every student in my class can be very successful.  I believe some of you may actually 
have fun along the way!  It is my job to help you achieve that high level of success and I have no doubt that you 
will enjoy your year in class.   
 I expect you to learn.  Learning means understood, committed to memory.  Personally, I worry about 
classes you can pass in the last week of a quarter or by rushing to turn in poor-quality work.  I cringe at people 
who feel doing an average job should be given an above-average reward.   

Whenever you have a question or need to discuss something, please come and talk to me first, or talk 
to another team teacher.  I will always listen to your side of the story and I will always be respectful of your 
concerns.  I will be as fair as possible.  Please understand, I may not agree with you, you may not agree with 
me, and fair does not mean equal.  Above all, remember these three things:  Work hard.  Be kind.  Take pride.  
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