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District of Columbia Public Schools

Keeping Our Promise to 
the District’s Children

Making Our Standards Work

•Knowing
•Teaching 
•Assessing

(WELCOME THE AUDIENCE)

We are engaged in a long-term process of “Making Our Standards Work” in order to 
produce student achievement. This process involves “knowing” our standards, 
“ teaching” our standards and “assessing” our standards. The initial workshop that 
we will be engaged in will focus on “knowing” our standards.
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Knowing Our Standards

Goal I
• Provide High-Quality Teaching 

and Learning in Every Class-
room in Every School

In May of 2005,DCPS Superintendent Dr. Clifford Janey outlined his strategic plan 
for the school system through the “Declaration of Education” document. There are 
three goals within the plan and the first goal states that DCPS will “provide high-
quality teaching and learning in every classroom in every school.” In order to 
accomplish this goal we must “know our standards” – not just have read the 
standards documents, but to have an in-depth meaningful understanding of what is 
contained in those documents and how they guide what we do in the classroom.
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Our Learning Objectives
• Learn the rationale and process for 

narrowing standards to the essentials –
Power Standards

• “Unwrap” standards to identify critical 
content and skills

Over the next two days we will have four learning objectives that need to be met. 
Those are (READ THE SLIDE)
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Our Learning Objectives 
(cont’d)

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

• Write Essential Questions to guide 
instruction and assessment

READ THE SLIDE
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Agenda
• Day One: 

– Introduction to Making Standards Work
– Part 1: Power Standards

– Part 2: “Unwrapping” Standards

• Day Two:
– Part 3: Big Ideas
– Part 4: Essential Questions

We will accomplish our goals through the following agenda: (READ THE SLIDE)
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What You Will Leave With

• Intellectual understanding AND 
experiential understanding

• First drafts of “unwrapped” standards, 
Big Ideas and Essential Questions

In “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People,” author Stephen Covey states that one 
of those habits is “ to begin with the end in mind.” In that spirit we will talk about 
what you will leave with. In order to truly “know” your standards you must have an 
intellectual understanding and an experiential understanding of what that concept 
means. You will know the process and experience first-hand with this training. You 
will also develop your first drafts of “unwrapped” standards along with their 
accompanying Big Ideas and Essential Questions that will be used in the next 
phases of training – “ teaching” and “assessing” your standards.



7

District of Columbia Public Schools

Keeping Our Promise to 
the District’s Children

Warm-Up
• Individually list all of the obstacles that 

keep us from “reaching the standard”
– 2 minutes

• Share and compare your list with a partner 
or small group 
– 2 minutes

Let’s take a few minutes to focus on the barriers and obstacles that keep us from 
“reaching the standard” – what is keeping us from good test scores, high-achieving 
schools throughout the district and an exemplary school system? Take a couple of 
minutes, BY YOURSELF, to list as many obstacles as possible. Write them down 
so you can share them later.

(PAUSE 2 MINUTES)

At this time, share your list with another person or a small group of people.

(PAUSE 2 MINUTES – AFTERWARDS, MOVE TO THE NEXT SLIDE)
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Reality Check
• Cross out all of the items on your list that 

you have no control over
• What’s left?

• Noah Principle – No more prizes for 
predicting rain, only for building arks

Now, take your list and cross out all of the items that you haveno control over; 
what’s left? Who would like to share an item that’s left on their list?

(TAKE A FEW VOLUNTEERS TO REPORT ON WHAT’S LEFT)

In his strategic plan for DCPS, the superintendent stated that the school system will 
be following the Noah Principle – There will be no more prizes for predicting rain, 
only for those who build arks.
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When Learning Something 
New

• New information must be integrated 
with existing understanding

• Paradigm shifts can be uncomfortable

We will be learning something new and reviewing information that we have already 
gained. The trainings that you have had previously are integrated into this training 
in a meaningful way. The four hours that you spent developing skills during the 
Initial Rollout of Standards and Unpacking the Standards sessions are utilized and 
integrated into the new skills and concepts that will be presented today and 
tomorrow.

Paradigm shifts, a change in the way we view our world, can be uncomfortable –
especially if one clings to the past. Be assured that this training represents research-
based best practices and has been proven through results in student achievement. 
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When Learning Something 
New 

• It takes time to assimilate new 
information in ways that make sense

• We’re involved in a long-term 
PROCESS of understanding, not an 
EVENT

In order for you to come away from this training with “ intellectual and experiential 
understanding” you will need to invest some time and energy to assimilate the 
information provided. Knowing the Standards is part of a process that will continue 
this summer and the following year with building capacity in all teachers to be able 
to know, teach and assess the standards. The process does not end with this event; 
future work will include what we cover here and will be a focal point for all 
teachers across the district.
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Norms for Professional Meetings

• Courtesy toward others and the presenter
• Cell phones and pagers in off position
• Active listening and participation
• Collaboration

In any professional meeting there are certain norms of behavior that are expected. 
They are: (READ THE SLIDE)
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Definitions
• Content Standards

–General statements of what 
students should know and be 
able to do

To make sure that we have the same understanding of some key terms we’ ll go over 
a few definitions. This will be a quick review for most of us so let’s go through 
these quickly… (READ THE SLIDE)
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Definitions
• Rubrics

–Specific descriptions of 
proficiency on tasks

–Provide evidence that student 
met standard

READ THE SLIDE
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Definitions
• Proficiency

–The level of performance students 
must meet to demonstrate 
attainment of standard(s)

READ THE SLIDE
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Part 1:
Power Standards

Narrowing Standards to 
“The Essentials”

The first task that we will work on is identifying what are called Power Standards. 
Power Standards is the title of a book by Larry Ainsworth, who has worked with 
various school districts across the country to help narrow their standards down to 
the essentials.
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Our Learning Objective

• Learn the rationale and process for 
narrowing standards to the 
essentials – Power Standards

READ THE SLIDE
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Ever Wondered This?

So many standards, so little time! 
How can teachers effectively teach 
and assess them all?

In the book “What Works In Schools,” Robert Marzano outlines a study conducted 
by the Mid-Continental Research for Education and Learning where they identified 
the standards typically taught in a K through 12 school program. The researchers 
then asked a group of classroom teachers to estimate the amount of time needed to 
adequately address all of the content. They determined that 15,465 hours would be 
needed. Compare this to the typical amount of time devoted to classroom instruction 
for a 180 day school year in a K through 12 school program – 9,042 hours. 15,465 
hours of standards will not fit into 9,042 hours of instructional time.
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Depth of Understanding is the 
Goal

• Is depth of understanding for fewer key 
concepts preferable to “covering”
superficially every concept in the book?

• Historically in US, curriculum has been 
“inch deep, mile wide”

The US educational system has typically dealt with this time issue by “covering” as 
many concepts as possible. This approach has led the typical student to achieve an 
understanding that is limited at best. The educator/researcher Howard Gardner 
defines understanding as “ the capacity to apply facts, concepts, and skills in new 
situations in appropriate ways.” This suggests a depth of understanding that, given 
the constraint of time, would necessitate teaching fewer concepts. The question then 
becomes, will this strategy work?
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The International Challenge
• Third International Math and Science Study 

(TIMSS, www.timss.org) 
• 4th Grade – US 2nd among all countries
• 8th Grade

– Math = US 28th out of 41
– Science = US 17th out of 41

• What happened?

The Third International Math and Sciences Study was conducted in 1994 and 1995 
at different grade levels in 41 countries. The results show that in 4th grade the 
United States does well, 2nd place among all countries, but by the time students 
arrived to the 8th grade something had happened. 8th grade students were not doing 
so well – (READ SLIDE) 
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TIMSS Report

• Mathematics Topics
–US = 78

–Japan = 17
–Germany = 23

The team analyzing the data found that there was a huge difference in the number of 
topics covered by the typical textbooks in US Mathematics.

READ THE SLIDE

Science is approximately the same where US textbooks cover an average of 58 
topics while science texts from Japan and Germany typically cover 8 and 7. 
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Deciding What to Teach 
Within Time Allotted

• “Given the limited time you have with your 
students, curriculum design has become more and 
more an issue of deciding what you won’t teach as 
well as what you will teach. You cannot do it all. 
As a designer, you must choose the essential.”

» Heidi Hayes Jacobs, 1997

Education consultant, former associate professor at the Department of Curriculum 
and Teaching at Teachers College, Columbia University and classroom teacher 
Heidi Hayes Jacobs offers us the following advice: (READ THE SLIDE)

How do we do this?
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Power Standards
• All standards are not equal in importance
• Make room for the essentials!
• Narrow the voluminous standards by 

distinguishing the “essentials” from the 
“nice to know”

Identifying Power Standards gives us a process for identifying those standards that 
are essential and not just “nice to know,” but it requires your help.
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Critical Conversations

• What knowledge and skills must this 
year’s teacher impart to students so that 
they will enter next year’s class with 
confidence and a readiness for success?

Shortly we will be engaging in some very critical conversations that will require the 
analysis of standards based on the following question: (READ THE SLIDE)
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Focusing on Power 
Standards
Standards

Power 
Standards

(THIS SLIDE IS ANIMATED)

Through this question we will focus on selecting the core standards (CLICK FOR 
ANIMATION) from the general pool of standards. 
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Power Standards Rationale

• Please refer to the handout from Dr. 
Doug Reeves
– Power Standards for the Middle Grades

In your folders you have a handout that is entitled “Power Standards for the Middle 
Grades” by Doug Reeves.
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Read and Discuss
• Please take two minutes to read and highlight 

the article ALONE
• Then take the next five minutes to share with 

nearby colleagues your insights from the 
readings

• Finally, share out with the large group the key 
points for identifying Power Standards criteria

READ FIRST ITEM ON THE SLIDE

PAUSE FOR TWO MINUTES

READ SECOND ITEM ON THE SLIDE

PAUSE FOR FIVE MINUTES

ASK AUDIENCE FOR KEY POINTS
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Guiding Questions for 
Identifying Power Standards

• What essential understandings and skills 
do our students need?

• Which standards can be clustered or 
incorporated into others?

There are four guiding questions that we need to keep in mind when identifying 
Power Standards: (READ THE SLIDE)



28

District of Columbia Public Schools

Keeping Our Promise to 
the District’s Children

Guiding Questions for 
Identifying Power Standards

• What do students need for success – in 
school, in life, and on high stakes tests?

• What endures?

READ THE SLIDE
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A Process for Identifying
Power Standards

• Begin with one subject and one grade

• Identify “essentials” for that subject and 
grade based on what students need for 
success – in school, in life and on our high 
stakes test

The process we’ ll use to identify Power Standards will be accomplished through 
looking at the standards horizontally and vertically. First: (READ THE SLIDE)

When two, more or all standards meet the Power Standards criteria how will you 
then decide what to teach first… how will you prioritize? 
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Find Vertical Alignment
• Compare one grade’s selections to the 

grade above and the grade below within 
subject

• Identify gaps, overlaps and omissions
• Make adjustments as needed to ensure the 

vertical “flow” within the grade span

Then find the vertical alignment by: (READ THE SLIDE)

This activity should remind you of the Initial Rollout of Standards or IRS day – when you 
were looking for where the standard is introduced, developed, maintained and assessed.
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Activity
• Work in small groups
• Select one subject area, grade level and 

standard
• Determine the Power Standards (use 

Rubric)
• Report Out 

READ THE SLIDE (RUBRIC IS IN THE FOLDER)

BASED ON THE AGENDA, DETERMINE THE AMOUNT OF TIME FOR THE 
ACTIVITY, REPORT OUT & BREAK
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Part 2:
“ Unwrapping” the Standards

Identifying essential concepts and skills 
found in the standards

Now that you’ve identified some of the Power Standards for a particular content 
area and grade level, the next step is to “unwrap” those standards to identify all the 
essential concepts and skills that are contained in those standards.
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Terms & Definitions

• “Unwrapping” – Examining standard to 
determine exactly what students need to:
– Know (concepts and content)
– Be able to do (skills)
– Through particular topic or context (what 

teachers will use to teach concepts and skills)

To make sure that we have the same understanding of some key terms, we’ ll go 
over a few definitions. This will be a quick review for most of us so let’s proceed…
(READ THE SLIDE)
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Terms & Definitions
• Concept

– An abstract idea that points to a larger set of 
understandings (e.g. peace, democracy, culture, 
power, nationalism, imperialism, war, etc.)

• Content
– Information students need to know in a given 

standard or an entire course of study

READ THE SLIDE
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Terms & Definitions
• Context

– Circumstances in which a particular 
event occurs

– Background information or structure to 
help make sense of new information

READ THE SLIDE
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Terms & Definitions
• Bloom’s Taxonomy

– Hierarchical listing of learning levels
– Listed from basic to challenging

• “Lower Order Thinking Skills”
– Knowledge, Comprehension, Application

• “Higher Order Thinking Skills”
– Analysis, Synthesis, Evaluation

In 1956, Benjamin Bloom headed a group of educational psychologists who 
developed a classification of levels of intellectual behavior important in learning. 
Bloom identified six levels within the cognitive domain, from the simple recall or 
recognition of facts, as the lowest level, through increasingly more complex and 
abstract mental levels, to the highest order, which is classified as “evaluation.” You 
also have a handout which contains this information in a much more comprehensive 
format.
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Let’s Go Deeper Into
the Standards

What do students really need to know 
and be able to do?

READ SLIDE
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Example of “ Unwrapped”
Standard

ELA 5.1.6 Interpret details from text to 
complete a task, solve a problem, or 
perform procedures

- Skill = interpret
- Concept = details (from text)
- Context = complete a task, solve a problem, 

perform procedures

READ THIS SLIDE

SWITCH TO OVERHEAD/CHART EXAMPLES IF NEEDED OR DESIRED
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“ Unwrapping” Standards:
Practice Activity

• Start with one content area and grade of 
your choice

• Select the standards
• Underline the important concepts (nouns) 

and circle the important skills (verbs)

The process that we will use to “unwrap” the standards is similar to the activity that 
took place on the “unpacking the standards” UPS day. To begin the “unwrapping”
process we will (READ THE SLIDE)
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“ Unwrapping” Standards:
Practice Activity

• Organize and document the concepts and 
skills that you have unwrapped on the 
worksheet handout

Once you have underlined and circled the concepts and skills you’ ll want to (READ 
THE SLIDE)

Select someone in your small group to document your work and turn in a copy to 
me at the end of this session.
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Self-Checking Questions
After “ Unwrapping”

• Are all concepts and skills in selected standards 
represented in the worksheet?

• Could you put away the standard and teach 
confidently from the “unwrapped” version?

• Would other educators identify the same concepts 
and skills if they “unwrapped” the same standard?

• Refer to the Rubric

When your group is finished the “unwrapping” process for one standard go through 
these questions to help fine-tune the process. (READ THE SLIDE)

The Rubric is part of your handouts 
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Plan for Sharing Out
• Work in small groups/teams
• Teams will share with the whole group:

– Which grade level and content area standards 
were “unwrapped”

– Insights they gained

• Brief discussion and feedback will follow

READ THE SLIDE

BASED ON THE AGENDA, DETERMINE THE AMOUNT OF TIME FOR THE 
ACTIVITY & REPORT OUT
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Summary
• 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)

Let’s take a few moments to review and summarize what we’ve done today (READ 
THE SLIDE)


