
 
Dear Rising 8th Grader: 
 
Consider these before and after world maps: 
1900 

 
 
2019

 



 
These maps show who ran “owned or controlled” what in 1900 and 2015. You’ll see that there 
has been a considerable change in the map. A great deal of history happened over this period 
and the USA emerged as a significant power. Additionally, science merged with technology and 
became the business of governments. Advances in technology, medicine, transportation and 
communication have been dizzying. The population of the Earth doubled and people are living 
longer than ever. We also saw some wonderful literature created and shared. 
 
But there were darker elements too. The 20th century hosted The Great War, World War II, the 
Cold War and other conflicts, some of which continue today.  
 
Over the year in Humanities, we will tackle the 19th and 20th centuries through history and 
literature. We will explore what a state is, what a country owes its citizens, what citizens owe 
their country, and when, and if, a country has an obligation to intervene beyond its borders. We 
will read, think, and challenge ourselves to understand where the world needs fixing and how 
that fixing should be done. We will also work on finding and using our individual, authentic 
voices. If we are to grow to be advocates for social justice, we must first advocate for ourselves 
and feel comfortable and fluent with our own cadence, beliefs, and desires.  
 
To warm you up, there are three summer projects: 
 
FIRST 
Observing History. History is happening right now and you are both an actor in history and a 
narrator (historian). So in the notebook you’ll receive (AND MUST NOT LOSE) you are required 
to make 20 entries in over the summer. 10 should be personal, 10 should be Local, National or 
Global.  
 
Here’s a table to show you the format (and I’ve provided an example below): 
 

Personal Local, National and Global 

Something that happened in my life (it could 
be over the summer or it could be earlier in 
your life) that will be in my (auto)biography 
when it is written. 

Something that happened (over the summer) 
that will be recorded in history books when 
they are updated. 

Why it is important to my life. Why it is important as an element of history. 

 
If you want to create more than 20 entries, you should and can. You’ll need to be present to do 
this well. Listen to what’s happening in your head. Note where you are, what you are doing and 
saying and thinking. In particular, note how the event recorded made you FEEL. And read or 
listen or talk to RELIABLE sources (see list below) about the events that are around us. 



How long should they be? Long enough to answer the question or get your point across. If you 
are wrestling with something about yourself, or a news item that upset you, really tackle it, with a 
couple of pages if appropriate.  
 
SECOND 
Reading and getting intimate with a text. You’ll read 1984 by George Orwell.  
 
1984 is a chilling, dystopian vision of the future crafted by Orwell in 1948 (he inverted the last 
two numbers and the book was actually published in 1949). We meet Winston Smith, a low level 
clerk working for the Ministry of Truth in the country of Oceania. His job is to distort truth or, in 
modern parlance, create “fake news”. To retain some semblance of sanity he begins to keep a 
diary. This act is punishable by death.  
 
Read 1984 carefully. I read 1984 when I was a couple of years older than you are now. There is 
one particular line that I have never been able to remove from my consciousness, it hurt me that 
much. As you read, look for lines that collide with your brain or your heart. And ask yourself, 
“What perspective on the human experience is Orwell showing us?” 
 
IF YOU ARE FAMILIAR WITH 1984, or just want to dig deeper, then get a copy of Brave New 
World by Aldous Huxley. Then ask yourself these questions: 

1. If you were forced to live in one of these worlds which would you choose and why?  
2. Look out at the world (through a window, the internet, a newspaper) and answer this 

question: Was Huxley or Orwell more prophetic? Explain your answer. 
Feel free to email me your responses to these. I’d be interested to read them. 
 
THIRD 
Relaxing and having fun. We’ll work hard next year in humanities (deep and fast, not lots and 
lots) and you’ve earned some downtime. But as you relax, reflect how taking time, playing, or 
travelling, or making new friends, or trying new things, are affecting you and consider whether 
these experiences will make the final draft of your (auto)biography! 
 
 
Journal example (from Mr. Deards) 
 

Personal Local, National and Global 

I will teach 19th and 20th century history and 
literature to the current 7th grade class next 
year. 

The United Kingdom is bogged down in a 
process to implement a popular vote (direct 
rather than representative democracy) to 
leave the EU. The Prime Minister triggered 
the formal process by invoking Article 50 of 
the European Treaty. Chaos ensued. 



There is a saying that moves me: “If you find 
yourself in a place where there are no people, 
strive to be one.” There were moments in the 
19th and 20th centuries when good men and 
women were confronted with exactly this 
dilemma. Working with, and learning from, 
our senior class will provide me greater 
understanding of the events of the 20th 
Century and help me ask myself this difficult 
question honestly: Would I have spoken up? 
 
Moral courage is easy in theory and difficult in 
practice. Many decisions that we make are, at 
their heart, ethical. I’d like to use this year to 
hone my ability to stop when an ethical issue 
arises, stop and be aware of its importance 
and take the time to think through the 
alternatives. I’d also like to practice rethinking 
and perhaps changing decisions where 
appropriate. 

Europe was a place of instability and war for 
centuries, in part, perhaps, because of 
nations competing for finite resources. Since 
1945 there has been relative stability with the 
European Union bringing two things: shared 
economic goals and growth and a sense that 
globalism (or perhaps continentalism) is an 
alternative to nationalism. The UK’s departure 
may foreshadow a retreat from the 
collaboration that made peace work.  
Additionally, there are signs of emerging 
nationalism in several countries.The last time 
this happened was in the 1920s, as Empires 
collapsed. World War 2 followed rapidly. 
Coincidence??? 
 
This is making be very apprehensive. I do not 
want to see a reemergence of politics based 
on exclusion. It doesn’t seem to end well.  

 
 
 
Some Reliable Sources 
 

● The Learning Network—The New York Times 
● YouTube/CNN+CNN Student 
● Smithsonian Tween Tribune 
● Huffington Post 
● Vice 
● The Guardian 
● BBC News 
● Newsela 

 


