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Advanced United States History 
Overview 
How is this different from the on-level United States History curriculum? 

he Advanced Grade Eight United States History curriculum supports the 
Grade Eight United States History curriculum.  It is not a replacement for 
the existing curriculum.  The focus of the advanced curriculum is on 
building the historical thinking skills of students.  This includes the ability 

to critically read and write in response to primary and secondary historical sources.  
Many of these skills are included in the on-level curriculum.  The advanced 
curriculum, however, provides 
additional skills, more rigorous writing 
expectations, and more challenging 
sources.  The advanced curriculum is 
designed for classroom flexibility and 
teacher choice.  Teachers are not 
expected to deliver the entire advanced 
curriculum cover to cover. The course 
can be taught in a heterogeneously-
grouped class where selected advanced 
students complete parts of the curriculum or a homogeneously-grouped class 
where all students complete parts of the curriculum.   
 

The skills of historical thinking that form the backbone of this course are part of 
a grade six to eight continuum of skill development.  Skills are built through the 
use of Document Based Inquiry (DBI) tasks. In grade six, advanced students are 
introduced to basic skills of historical thinking. In grade seven, these skills become 
the foundation for more complex skills of analysis and historical inquiry. 
Advanced students in grade eight hone the skills developed in earlier years as they 
learn how to respond to complex writing tasks known as Document Based 
Questions (DBQs), a central element of social studies Advanced Placement  
courses taken in high school. 

Grade 

8 

T 
K E Y  C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  

• builds on current curriculum 
• incorporates many primary and secondary 

historical sources 
• focuses on teaching advanced historical 

thinking, reading and writing skills needed 
for success in high school Advanced 
Placement courses 

• adaptable for a variety of  classrooms 
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Historical Thinking:  Overview 
 

 

Why teach historical thinking?  Historical thinking skills are needed to construct history, ask 
questions about history, analyze historical sources, support historical arguments, and make historical 
judgments to promote the types of critical thinking that will help our students be successful long after 
graduation.  It is this skill set that promotes thoughtful citizenship and sets social studies apart from other 
disciplines.  This is also a skill set that does not come naturally and must be taught.   

 

What are historical thinking skills?  Historians use many different skills when they analyze 
documents and develop generalizations and interpretations about the past. Through years of practice, 
historians use these skills automatically and intuitively.  Middle school students, who are just being 
introduced to these skills, need extensive instruction and practice.  For this reason, we have identified a 
variety of skills to introduce to students beginning in Grade Six.  These skills are spiraled throughout the 
advanced curriculum in Grades Six through Eight.  By the end of Grade Eight, students are expected to 
use the skills independently to develop their own historical narratives and interpretations.  A full review of 
the skills that are developed in each unit of Advanced Grade Eight may be found in the Advanced Social 
Studies Skills Framework for Grade 8 in the Appendix.  The frameworks listing the skills introduced in 
Grades Six and Seven may also be found in the Appendix. 

 

Sources consulted to develop historical thinking materials in this guide include: 
• Drake, Frederick D. and McBride, Lawrence W. (Directors). The National History Project.  Primary 

Source Analysis Guide to Historical Thinking: Print Documents [Electronic Version].  Retrieved July 14, 
2008, from http://www.history.ilstu.edu/nhp/guide_print.html.  

• Drake, Frederick D. and McBride, Lawrence W. (Directors). The National History Project.  Primary 
Source Analysis Guide to Historical Thinking: Photograph/Image [Electronic Version].  Retrieved July 14, 
2008, from http://www.history.ilstu.edu/nhp/guide_image.html. 

• Drake, Frederick D. and McBride, Lawrence W. (Directors). The National History Project.  Analysis 
Guides & Documents to Encourage Historical Thinking [Electronic Version].  Retrieved July 14, 2008, 
from http://www.history.ilstu.edu/nhp/terminology.html. 

• Mayer, Robert  H.  Organization of American Historians. On Teaching: Two Actors in Search of a Story:  
Using Primary Documents to Raise the Dead and Improve History Instruction [Electronic Version].  
Retrieved July 14, 2008, from    http://www.oah.org/pubs/magazine/progressive/mayer.html.  

• Mucher, Stephen (2008).  The History Teacher, Vol. 40, Issue 2.  Building a Culture of Evidence Through 
Professional Development[Electronic Version].  Retrieved July 14, 2008, from  
http://www.historycooperative.org/journals/ht/40.2/mucher.html. 

• Andrews, Thomas and Burke, Flannery (2007).  “What Does it Mean to Think Historically?”  American 
Historical Association Teaching Column, January 2007 Perspectives. 
http://www.historians.org/perspectives/issues/2007/07701/o701tea2.cfm. 

• Wineburg, Sam (2001). Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts.  Philadelphia, PA: Temple 
University Press. 
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How is curriculum designed in MCPS?  
MCPS curriculum in all disciplines is designed to meet the needs of learners of all backgrounds and abilities. Each 
content area develops curriculum to meet the standards of the state of Maryland as well as to prepare students for 
college level curriculum as assessed by such organizations as the College Board and the International Baccalaureate 
Organization.  
 
Why create middle school advanced courses in English, science, and social studies at this time? 
MCPS continues to focus on rigorous instruction and is monitoring the district’s success in meeting the goal to 
increase participation and performance of all students in honors and Advanced Placement courses. Advanced courses 
in middle school help teachers prepare all students for challenging curriculum in high school. In addition, the Middle 
School Reform report, the Deputy Superintendent’s Advisory Committee on Gifted and Talented Education report, 
and a resolution by the Montgomery County Council of Parent Teacher Organizations call for a clear definition of 
rigorous instruction and clear expectations for delivering advanced instruction to highly able and motivated students.  
 
What is different about advanced courses? 
Advanced courses are designed to provide explicit direction to teachers related to the selection of content, 
differentiation of instructional processes, or development of student products.  Depending on the content area and 
unit, one or more of these areas will be substantively more challenging than on-level instruction. Frequently the 
content and topics of the advanced courses are the same as on level classes, but the depth of study, or the expression 
of understanding, or the product from learning is more challenging.  
 
Why have advanced courses?  
Highly able students or those with the potential to perform at high levels have unique needs that require an 
instructional program of appropriate challenge and enrichment. Instruction for all students is based on the goals and 
objectives of the MCPS curriculum. The content, processes, and products may be enriched, compacted, or accelerated 
to meet student needs.  Such an instructional program creates multiple opportunities for students to realize their full 
potential as learners. 
 
What type of teaching is expected for students in advanced courses? 
Teachers are expected to deliver rigorous instruction to all students in all MCPS courses. Rigor can be seen in 
instruction that engages the learner, focuses on the use of inquiry as a learning tool, and reflects the complex 
nature of the learning and human expression. In advanced courses, however, teachers are expected to challenge 
students at an additional level. The design of advanced courses can be considered from the teacher’s perspective 
as well as the student’s. 
 
In advanced courses, the teacher: 

• Plans instruction that requires students to interact with content that is complex, provocative, ambiguous, or 
emotionally challenging. 

• Helps students develop the skills needed to manage rigorous content. 
• Facilitates student discussions about important ideas and concepts. 
• Models thinking, reading, writing, and problem-solving strategies. 
• Incorporates meaningful tasks for students to apply and transfer learning. 
• Connects reading materials by genre, subject, or theme. 
• Encourages students to judge or evaluate situations, problems, or issues. 
• Requires thinking at analytic, interpretive, and evaluative levels. 
• Emphasizes student synthesis of information within or across disciplines. 
• Engages students in the exploration of diverse points of view. 
• Encourages students to determine implications and consequences of findings. 
• Uses appropriate extension and scaffolding to challenge and support all learners. 
• Provides opportunities for independent and group learning to promote depth in content understanding. 
• Uses multiple differentiation models for acceleration and enrichment. 
• Engages students in planning, monitoring, and assessing their learning. 
• Uses portfolios to build students’ awareness of their own progress and goal
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In advanced courses the students: 
• Interact with content that is complex, provocative, ambiguous, or emotionally challenging. 
• Engage in inquiry, discussions, and tasks that focus on understanding and applying important concepts. 
• Write daily for a variety of purposes and audiences. 
• Make meaningful connections within and across disciplines. 
• Use a variety of strategies and tools to solve problems. 
• Apply knowledge and skills to authentic situations. 
• Design and conduct experimental research investigations. 
• Design and conduct observational explorations. 
• Use a variety of strategies to solve problems and apply skills to authentic situations. 
• Effectively use rubrics and scoring tools to assess and improve writing. 
• Monitor their own learning through journals, logs, reflection, self-assessment, and portfolios. 

 

Please note that while some independent work is appropriate for students working at advanced levels, it should not comprise a majority of a 
student’s instructional time at school.  All students should be challenged to the degree that they require explicit instruction and direct support from 
the teacher. 
 
What are the expectations for implementing advanced courses in middle school? 
Each content area, in collaboration with the Division of Accelerated and Enriched Instruction (AEI) has created 
materials that define the instructional approach and curriculum of advanced courses. These resources establish the 
expectation for differentiation in content, process, and product for each course. In English and social studies, these 
course supplements or amendments accompany each instructional guide.  In science, a new course, Investigations in 
Science (IT6) has been developed and will be disseminated in a Web-based format.  
 

• Schools design schedules to meet the unique needs of students who perform at advanced levels or 
who have the potential to perform at advanced levels. The on level and advanced level courses are 
constructed to allow movement from one level to the other.   

 Schools are expected to establish processes that ensure students have the opportunity to take 
advanced courses at any point in their middle school years, regardless of previous course 
enrollment.  

 Schools may form homogeneous sections of an advanced course in English, science, or social 
studies.  

 In English and social studies, schools may offer heterogeneous sections and provide advanced 
instruction to all students, with scaffolding for those who require support.  

 When scheduling heterogeneous classes, no fewer than eight students performing at advanced 
levels or who have the potential to perform at advanced levels should be clustered in any one 
section.  

 
• Teachers of students in an advanced course or cluster-grouped for advanced instruction in a course 

are expected to deliver advanced instruction as described in the advanced course 
amendment/supplement (English and social studies) or the advanced course instructional guide 
(science).  

 
• Students in an advanced course or cluster-grouped for advanced instruction are expected to show 

mastery of the indicators in the instructional guide and to receive the adjustments or instruction of 
greater challenge as described in the advanced course supplement (English and social studies) or the 
advanced course instructional guide (science).  
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Unit One Overview 
Democracy: Political System of the People 

here are two types of lessons included in this unit.  There are three Historical 
Thinking lessons and one Learning Skill lesson.  The Historical Thinking lessons 
use primary sources to teach and reinforce the historical thinking and 

document analysis skills for the unit. The Learning Skill lesson introduces a strategy for 
independent learning needed for success in advanced courses. 

The thinking, reading, and writing skills that are taught and reinforced in Unit One 
build important habits that will be used throughout the course.  They also review the 
skills that were taught in Advanced Grade Seven. The goal of Advanced Grade Eight is 
for students to be able to independently apply all the historical thinking skills 
introduced in Advanced Grades Six and Seven.   

The chart below is taken from the Social Studies Skills Framework for Grade 8 
(Appendix).  It shows which skills are suggested for instruction and reinforcement in 
Unit One.  The advanced lessons provided in this guide do not address all of the listed 
skills.  The skills that are included in the guide are:  perspective, corroboration, context, 
and notetaking.  Although specific lessons addressing the remaining skills of 
categorizing and writing are not provided in this guide, there are multiple opportunities 
for their instruction in both the advanced and on-level guide.

T 

Advanced Skills:  Unit One 

Historical Thinking Reading:  Document 
Analysis 

Writing and Learning  

Categorizing Evidence 
• evidence can be sorted in 

multiple ways 
• sorting evidence helps 

make sense of data 
 
Multiple Perspectives 
• people view events and 

issues differently based on 
their experiences and 
culture 

• investigating multiple 
perspectives deepens a 
person’s understanding of 
events and issues 

 

Content 
• analyzing a document for 

main idea, inferences, and 
limitations 

Perspective 
• analyzing a document for  

the purpose, opinions, 
beliefs, and values of its 
author 

Corroboration 
• analyzing multiple sources of 

evidence for corroborations 
or contradictions  

• investigating discrepancies 
among sources 

Context 
• analyzing a document by 

considering how the time 
and place of its origin affect 
its content 

Writing 
Teachers use writing 
opportunities to assess 
student skills in: 
• developing thesis 

statements 
• supporting thesis 

statements with 
evidence 

• determining relevance 
of evidence 

• completing a paragraph 
within a specific time 
limit 
 

Notetaking 
• use a variety of note-

taking strategies to 
enhance retention of 
class lectures and 
textbook reading 
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Historical Thinking Skills:  Unit One 

 

Categorizing and Multiple Perspectives are the two thinking skills selected for 
development in Unit One.  Both of these skills were introduced in Grades Six and 
Seven.  It is important to understand how historical thinking is more than just learning 
to analyze sources like a historian.  The thinking skills are important for effective 
participation in our communities, nation, and world.  Students who develop these 
skills, and transfer them beyond the social studies classroom, are better able to make 
sense of the world around them, to engage in democratic discourse, to understand 
different views and perspectives, and to be open to new ideas and critical evaluation of 
their own thinking and conclusions.   

Why Teach Categorizing? 
Our world today is on information overload.  The Internet has opened the door to 
an avalanche of information and opinions.  The ability to sort and organize, 
identify common patterns, recognize trends, and notice similarities and differences 
in sources is a skill essential to learning in this age of electronic information.   This 
ability is the skill of categorizing.  By categorizing students learn that: 

• evidence can be sorted in multiple ways. 

• sorting evidence helps make sense of data. 

 
 

Why Teach Multiple Perspectives? 
Our world today is extremely diverse.  Different backgrounds and ethnic groups 
bring with them their own opinions, beliefs, and values.  The ability to take into 
account the viewpoints from many backgrounds is essential as our society 
becomes more diverse.  This ability requires the skill of recognizing and taking into 
account multiple perspectives.  By analyzing multiple perspectives students learn 
that: 

• people view events and issues differently based on their 
experiences and culture. 

• investigating multiple perspectives deepens a person’s 
understanding of events and issues. 

 
 
 




