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Review
• Power Standards

– Distinguish “essentials” from “nice to know”
– Identify standards that are incorporated into others
– Concepts/skills that students need for success

• “Unwrapping” the Standards
– Concepts (nouns)
– Skills (verbs)
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Our Learning Objectives

• Identify Big Ideas (key concepts) we 
want students to remember

• Write Essential Questions to guide 
instruction and assessment
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Part 3:
Big Ideas

Remember your High School and 
College Exams? How well could you do 
today?
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Thinking Beyond the Facts
• “Conceptual understanding requires a higher level, 

integrative thinking ability that needs to be taught 
systematically through all levels of schooling. 
Integrated thinking is the ability to insightfully  draw 
patterns and connections between related facts, 
ideas and examples, and to synthesize information 
at a conceptual level.”

» Lynn Erickson, 1998
» Concept-based Curriculum and Instruction
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Terms & Definitions
• Big Idea

– Statement derived from a deep 
understanding of the concepts or content

– An open-ended, enduring idea that can 
apply to more than one area of study

District of Columbia Public Schools

Keeping Our Promise to 
the District’ s Children

Terms & Definitions

• Essential Question
– Guiding question to focus instruction and 

assessment
– Open-ended
– Cannot be answered with “yes” or “no” or 

with simple recall of facts
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What IS the BIG IDEA 
Anyway?

• The “aha” realization, discovery, or 
conclusion students reach on their own 
after instruction and activities

• The key generalizations or enduring 
understandings students will take with them 

• Their answers to your Essential Questions!
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Why Big Ideas?
• Big Ideas “give meaning and importance to facts; 

transfer value to other topics, fields and adult life”
» Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe

• Identify larger concepts you want students to 
wrestle with and understand at a deep level 
“across time and culture”

» Lynn Erickson
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Why Big Ideas?
• Promote in-depth understanding versus 

memorization of isolated facts
• Emphasize common characteristics of 

unifying concept or theme versus specifics of 
one topic

• Example: features of revolutions in general 
versus specific facts about one in particular
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Attributes of Big Ideas

• Brevity – 5 to 10 words
• Conceptual – cannot be answered 

factually or with a yes/no statement
• Open-ended – no one “right” answer
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Questions to Help
Determine Big Ideas

• Can you apply the Big Idea to more than 
one instance or area?

• Can you look at other grade levels and find 
similar or recurring themes around which to 
organize learning?
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Questions to Help
Determine Big Ideas

• Will this concept stand “the test of time?”
• Will students remember this concept long 

after they leave your classroom?
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Examples of Big Ideas
• Algebra solves real-life problems when 

numbers are unknown
• Not everybody learns the same lessons of 

history
• Living matter and energy flow through 

ecosystems
• A good writer sequences, describes, and 

sticks to the topic
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Identifying Big Ideas 
Practice Activity

• Look again at the concepts and skills you 
listed on your worksheet

• Ask yourself: “What are the main ideas or 
enduring understandings I want the students 
to realize on their own after I teach them the 
concepts and skills?”

• Use student-friendly wording

District of Columbia Public Schools

Keeping Our Promise to 
the District’ s Children

Identifying Big Ideas

• Work in teams and brainstorm to find 
your Big Ideas contained in your 
“unwrapped” standards

• Include your Big Ideas in the organizer
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Plan for Sharing Out
• Work in groups/teams
• Teams will share with the whole group:

– Which grade level and content area standards 
they developed Big Ideas for

– Insights they gained

• Brief discussion and feedback will follow
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Part 4
Essential Questions

Questions, not statements will 
stimulate student curiosity to find 

the answers

District of Columbia Public Schools

Keeping Our Promise to 
the District’ s Children

Essential Questions

• Invite students into the learning process

• Establish learning goal – to be able to 
answer the Essential Question
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Characteristics of 
Essential Questions

• Open-ended, yet focus inquiry into a specific topic
• Non-judgmental, but answering them requires high-

level cognitive work
• Contain “emotive force” and “intellectual bite”

– “Whose America is it?”
– “When are laws fair?”

• Succinct – a few words that demand a lot 
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Benefits of Essential 
Questions

• Teachers use as instructional filter for 
selecting lessons and activities that advance 
student understanding toward Big Ideas

• Students develop their understanding of 
“unwrapped” concepts and skills as they 
move through instruction and activities
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Benefits of Essential 
Questions

• Standards-guided questions
• Provide evidence that the standards 

have been met and to what degree 
(defined by scoring guide criteria)
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Examples of Essential 
Questions

• Handout on Big Ideas & Essential 
Questions
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Guidelines for Writing 
Essential Questions

• Proactive questions that lead your students to 
discover Big Ideas

• Essential questions open-ended
• Write questions that take students beyond 

who, what, where and when to how and why
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Writing Essential Questions 
Practice Activity

• Practice writing Essential Questions
• Now check: Do your Big Ideas answer your 

Essential Questions?
• If Essential Questions only restate the Big 

Ideas, revise them so the answer is not given 
• Rubric
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Plan for Sharing Out
• Groups/teams return to show progression of 

their “unwrapping” process:
– Quick review of worksheet
– Big Ideas
– Essential Questions
– Any Insights gained

• Discussion and feedback
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Summary
• Big Ideas

– Important, succinct, open-ended generalizations
– The “aha” realizations
– Apply in different contexts, across time and 

cultures

• Essential Questions
– Guide instruction and assessment
– Open-ended, enlist active student inquiry
– Allow multiple perspectives


