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8th Grade Social Studies Key Concepts  

These are the 112 biggest things to remember from this year. 

Highlight each concept when you answer its question correctly on one of our L to J quizzes.  

 

The Colonies  

1. A country would want to have a colony because they are a source of raw materials, an opportunity to 

increase trade, and a way to gain power.  

2. A person would move to a colony because of lack of economic opportunity in homeland, to escape 

religious persecution, adventure, or because they were not given a choice.  

3. The Mayflower Compact helped establish the idea of self-government and coming to decisions using 

majority rule in America. It also influences the Constitution.  

4. Causes of the French and Indian War were: land in the original 13 colonies was very expensive, English 

colonists move to Ohio Valley (which belongs to the French) and disrupt lives of Native Americans 

there, and the French build forts to protect their land. 

5.  The Triangular Trade was a trade route between Europe, Africa, and the New World. The Middle 

Passage was the worst leg of the trade route. 

6. A charter is a document that gives someone the right to settle a colony while a constitution is a 

detailed, written plan for a government.  

7. Political Philosophers like John Locke and Montesquieu influenced the planning and writing of our 

government.  Montesquieu argued that separation of powers would protect liberty. John Locke 

believed that a government’s purpose was to protect people’s natural rights and that a social contract 

existed between the people and government.  

 

The American Revolution 

8. Parliament passed the Stamp Act which placed a tax on all printed materials and it taxed colonists 

directly.  

9. The Tea Act was passed to save the British East India Company and Great Britain’s economy. It lowered 

the taxes on tea but only allowed colonists to buy tea from the British East India Company.  

10. The heavy military presence in Boston led to a conflict between Boston citizens and British soldiers. 

The Boston Massacre results in 5 deaths that colonial leaders will use as propaganda to encourage anti-

British opinion.  

11. American colonists responded to British acts and restrictions with both peaceful and violent protests.  

12. The Boston Tea Party was not a true tea party. It was a colonial protest conducted by the Boston Sons 

of Liberty and involved destroying goods impacted by a British Act.  

13. The Intolerable Acts punished the colonists for the Boston Tea Party by banning town meetings in 

Massachusetts, closed the Boston Harbor, and forced colonists to house British soldiers.  

14. Common Sense was a pamphlet written by Thomas Paine that persuaded many colonists to support 

independence from Great Britain.  

15. The Declaration of Independence was adopted by the Continental Congress on July 4th, 1776. This 

document included the rights the colonists believed they had, their complaints against Great Britain, 

and proclaimed their existence as an independent nation.  
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16.  The Battles of Lexington and Concord started the American Revolution. The British troops were 

ordered to capture weapons and militia leaders in Concord when they clashed with minutemen in 

Lexington. 

17. Patriots were American colonists who supported independence while Loyalists remained faithful to 

Great Britain and opposed the war for independence.  

18. The Battle of Trenton was an American victory because George Washington and his troops surprised 

the Hessians on Christmas.  

19.  The Battle of Saratoga was an American victory. It was seen as the turning point of the American 

Revolution because it encouraged foreign nations like France and Spain to support the Americans 

openly.  

20. France aided the Americans during the Revolution by sending money, troops, equipment, and declaring 

war on Great Britain.  

21. Benjamin Franklin was significant to the American Revolution because he was on the committee that 

worked on the Declaration of Independence, encouraged France to send support, and negotiated a 

treaty at the end of the war. 

22. Thomas Jefferson was significant to the American Revolution because he wrote the first draft of the 

Declaration of Independence and was considered to be the main writer.  

23. George Washington was significant to the American Revolution because he was the commander in 

chief of the Continental Army.  

24. The Treaty of Paris said the former 13 colonies were now a free and independent nation recognized by 

Great Britain and ended the America Revolution. 

 

Articles of Confederation 

25. The Articles of Confederation united the new states under a weak federal government during the 

American Revolution and for several years after the war ended. This government consisted of a 

Congress that gave each state one vote.   

26. Weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation include: federal government couldn’t tax, no national 

court system, no executive branch, federal government couldn’t regulate trade, and Congress couldn’t 

force states to carry out federal laws.  

27. The English Bill of Rights limited the king by saying he could not suspend parliament, impose taxes, or 

raise an army without parliament’s consent. It also protected citizens by giving them the right to a fair 

trial and banned cruel and unusual punishment.  

28. The Magna Carta limited the English government and protected the people by saying that even the 

King was bound by law.  

29. Shays’ Rebellion took place after the American Revolution because farmers were unable to pay their 

taxes and had their farms taken away. This influenced George Washington to support changing or 

replacing the Article of Confederation.  

30. The Constitutional Convention first met to amend the Articles of Confederation but during discussions 

the delegates decided to create an entirely new Constitution.  

31. At the Constitutional Convention two plans to structure a new government were presented. They were 

the Virginia Plan and the New Jersey Plan.  

32. James Madison was nicknamed the “Father of the Constitution” because he kept such detailed notes of 

Constitutional Convention and wrote the basic plan of government adopted by the convention.  
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33. George Washington influenced establishing a new government because he was unanimously named 

leader of the convention and his attendance instilled trust in the meeting.  

34. The Great Compromise of the Constitutional Convention balanced the wants of large and small states. 

35. The 3/5th’s Compromise of the Constitutional Convention said that enslaved individuals count as 3/5th’s 

of a person for purposes of taxation and representation.  

36. Federalists supported the Constitution and Anti-Federalists feared a strong national government and 

wanted to add a bill of rights.  

37.  As the first president under the Constitution, George Washington sets a precedence for future 

presidents. He focused on military matters and foreign affairs. He rarely suggested new laws or vetoed 

laws sent by Congress. 

 

The Constitution 

38. Federalism is the division of power between a federal government and the state governments. This 

includes enumerated, reserved, and concurrent powers.  

39. The framers wanted to establish a limited government to prevent the federal government from gaining 

too much power, like Great Britain did. 

40. To ensure that no branch has too much power, the Framers of the Constitution ensured that the 

Constitution included separation of powers. They also included checks and balances which ensured 

that each of the three branches of government could check or limit the powers of another branch.  

41. The Constitution is considered a living document because it can change by being amended and the 

Elastic Clause ensures that the government can do all that is necessary and proper to carry out its 

duties.  

42. The federal government under the Constitution has three branches. The legislative branch includes 

Congress and has the power to make laws. The executive branch includes the President and their 

cabinet and has the power to enforce laws. The judicial branch includes the Supreme Court and has the 

power to interpret laws.  

43. The President is the head of the executive branch and serves 4 year terms.  

44. Congress includes both the House of Representatives and the Senate.  

45. There are 9 Supreme Court justices and they can serve for life. The Supreme Court is the only court 

established by the Constitution.  

46. There are several different types of elections but the most well-known are primary and general 

elections. As only one candidate can run for a position from each party, primary elections are how they 

decide which candidate. General elections are when citizens vote for a candidate for office.  

47.  A law begins as an idea. Representatives from Congress listen to citizens and write up their ideas into a 

bill. A bill can start in either the Senate or the House of Representatives.  

48.  After a bill goes through Congress and is approved, it goes to the President. He or she has 3 options; 

sign it and the bill becomes a law, veto the bill and it returns to Congress for another vote, or pocket 

veto and do nothing.  

49. The case of Marbury v. Madison was the first time judicial review was used and it helped define the 

boundary between the judicial and executive branches.  

50. Plessy v. Ferguson was a Supreme Court ruling that upheld segregation provided facilities were 

separate but equal.  

51. Brown v. Board of Education impacted American society by ending segregation in public schools.  
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52. Miranda v. Arizona ruled that police officers must inform individuals of their right to remain silent and 

their right to an attorney when arrested.  

53. Korematsu v. United States questioned the constitutionality of Japanese American internment camps 

and ruled in favor of the United States.  

54. The Bill of Rights is the first ten amendments to the Constitution. They limit the powers of the federal 

government and protect the rights of the people.  

 

World War II: Europe 

55. Germany was heavily punished by the Treaty of Versailles because they lost land, had to pay war 

reparations, limit their military, and accept blame. 

56. The economic struggles of the Weimar Republic contributed to the rise of Adolf Hitler because this 

democracy couldn’t take care of its citizens.  

57. Adolf Hitler attempts to over throw the Weimar Republic in an event known as the Beer Hall Putsch. 

He fails and is sent to jail where he writes Mein Kampf. In this book, he discusses his plans for the 

future and the need for more space for the German people.  

58. Adolf Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany and gave himself total power by getting rid of 

certain government positions, suspending people’s rights, and making the Nazi Party the only legal 

political party. 

59. A totalitarian government is aimed at controlling the political, economic, social, intellectual, and 

cultural lives of its nation’s citizens.  

60. Communism is a political and economic system in which production and resources are owned by either 

the public or the state and wealth is supposed to be distributed equally.  

61.  Joseph Stalin becomes the dictator of the communist nation of the Soviet Union. He encouraged 

industrialization and those who opposed him disappeared.  

62. Benito Mussolini was a founder of the Fascist movement in Italy who worked himself into power by 

passing laws that supported his political party and made his brute followers apart of the police force.  

63. In the Munich Agreement, Great Britain appeased Hitler and gave into his demands for more land.  

64.  WWII officially started when Great Britain and France declared war after Nazi Germany invaded 

Poland. 

65. When WWII started in Europe, the citizens of the United States were divided into two groups, 

isolationists and interventionists.  

66. With the help of civilian volunteers and vessels, the Allied forces were able evacuate most of their 

soldiers from Dunkirk, France.  

67. The Japanese surprise attacked an American naval base in Pearl Harbor. This pushed the United States 

to join WWII on the side of the Allies.  

68. Hitler’s surprise invasion of the Soviet Union was a failure because of Soviet tactics, weather, and 

Hitler’s focus on symbolic targets.  

69. D-Day was the largest amphibious invasion in history and it gave Allied powers a foothold in Europe. 

70. The Battle of the Bulge was the final German offensive of WWII and it was a failure.  

71. Franklin Delano Roosevelt was the president that led the US for 4 terms through the Great Depression 

and WWII. 

72. Dwight D. Eisenhower a military commander for the Allies in the invasions of Northern Africa and 

Normandy. 

73. Harry Truman became President after FDR passed away and approved using the atom bomb.  
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74. Adolf Hitler and the Nazi party were anti-Semitic and blamed the Jews for Germany’s problems.  

75. With WWII as a distraction, Nazi Germany was able to commit a genocide against Jews and other 

minority groups deemed inferior.  

76. The Holocaust happened over many years. It started with discrimination and anti-Jewish legislation. 

Jews were then removed from public life and German society. They were transported to ghettos and 

eventually concentration camps.  

77. The Nuremberg Trials brought high ranking Nazis to justice for the crimes committed during WWII and 

the Holocaust. It concluded that “I was just following orders” is not an acceptable excuse to commit a 

crime.  

 

WWII: Pacific and Homefront 

78. During WWII, women stepped out of their traditional roles to fulfill jobs left open by men. 

79. Americans at home had their lives drastically changed when the US entered WWII.  

80.  Japanese military culture believed that surrender was not an option.  

81. The United States used a strategy that called for attacking key islands and using those islands as bases 

to attack others.  

82. Executive Order 9066 said that all Japanese Americans must evacuate the west coast and be kept in 

internment camps.  

83. The Navajo Code talkers were successfully able to communicate Allied plans and orders without the 

Japanese military discovering what they were saying.  

84. The turning point of WWII in the Pacific was the Battle of Midway.  

85. The Battles of Iwo Jima and Okinawa were victories that brought the Allies within easy reach of Japan. 

86. The use of the atom bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki ended WWII in the Pacific.  

 

The Cold War 

87. President Truman pledged to help any free nation resisting the threat of communism.  

88. After WWII, The US sent supplies to help rebuild non-communist Western Europe while the Soviet 

Union pushed communist governments onto Eastern Europe.  

89. After WWII, Europe was grouped into two alliances, NATO which included the United States and 

several non-communist countries and the Warsaw Pact.   

90. Germany and the city of Berlin were occupied and influenced by US and Soviet governments after 

WWII. Conflicts like the Berlin Airlift and the building of the Berlin Wall increased Cold War tensions.  

91. Senator McCarthy sparked fear by proclaiming that communists had infiltrated the US government. 

92. The United States and the Soviet Union engaged in a nuclear arms race to intimidate each other.  

93. The space race was an extension of the arms race and allowed bragging rights to the victor.  

94. A cold war is a war based on differing beliefs and fought with words and threats.  

95. The Korean War was fought by the US to contain communism and the boundaries of the two Koreas at 

the end of the war was pretty much where they had been at the start.  

96. The Cuban Missile Crisis was the most dangerous event of the Cold War and was the closest the US 

came to using nuclear weapons again.  

97. The Vietnam War was fought by the US to contain communism and after US troops pulled out, 

communist forces took over the country.  
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Life in the 1950’s 

98. Rock ‘n’ Roll influenced American society by contributing to the generation gap.  

99. During the 1950’s, men and women retreated to their traditional roles again. 

100. During the 1950’s, Americans focused on collecting money and possessions. 

101. Television influenced Americans as ads encouraged purchases of new things and shows gave lessons of 

how the nuclear family should behave. 

102. As G.I.s returned to the United States and started families, suburbs and housing developments 

increased to fulfil their need. 

 

The Civil Rights Movement 

103. African Americans were prevented from voting by the use of literacy tests, poll taxes, and the 

grandfather clause. 

104. Some public schools were slow and difficult to integrate. 

105. The goal of the Montgomery Bus Boycott was to end segregation on public city buses. 

106. Martin Luther King Jr. was passionate about using civil disobedience and nonviolent protests. 

107. Other groups of the Civil Rights Movement fought for separation of races or using violence to get what 

they wanted. 

108. Freedom Summer was a campaign to encourage African Americans to register to vote in the South.  

109. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 ended segregation and outlawed discrimination in hiring.  

110. The Voting Rights Act gave the federal government the power to force local officials to stop preventing 

African Americans from registering to vote.   

 

Contemporary United States 

111. Terrorism is violence committed in order to frighten people or governments into granting demands. 

112. The 9/11 attacks shocked Americans and started the war on terrorism.  

 

 


