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Day Two

WELCOME THE AUDIENCE to the second day of training.

Main points:

The focus of today will lead us closer to the point where we are ready to develop 
unit plans and lesson plans.

Although we may come up with different wordings, we should all be headed in the 
same direction in teaching the standard(s).

Remember, the process for “unwrapping” standards will help us to incorporate 
systematic procedures for quality teaching in all classrooms.
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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)

Is there any aspect of our training from yesterday that you need clarified or 
reviewed more in depth?

(If so, address the concerns that are raised.)

(If not, have one person to articulate the difference between “essential” and “nice to 
know.”)

Remind teachers that all of the standards are important.  However, there are some 
that are more inclusive and are absolutely critical for students to be successful at the 
next level.  If there is disagreement about which standards are more critical, 
reiterate that the main purpose here is “knowing ” your standards.  To do that, one 
must review them before instruction begins and make a conscientious decision on 
which standards are most important and how to incorporate others into instruction.  
The next phase of the training, which will occur this summer, is “ teaching” your 
standards.    
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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

Our objectives for today are to: (READ THE SLIDE)
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Part 3:
Big Ideas

Remember your High School and 
College Exams? How well could you do 
today?

Everyone took civics or U.S. History.  Think about two concepts, skills or facts that 
you remember?  Why do you remember them?  (Entertain responses.)

Of all the courses you took in college, which ones were most important?  Why?

The point here is to ensure that teachers understand the most enduring concepts are 
those that transcend a particular instant or time.  They are theones that can 
sometimes be applied across disciplines and across life occurrences.   As we teach 
our students, we want to stress the importance of learning to increase our power of 
thinking, not just learning skills and concepts to “pass a test.” Jason Kamras, our 
National Teacher of the Year, reminded us of the importance of teaching about real 
world situations.  The concepts and skills must be transferable in order to have 
“enduring” meaning.        
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WATCH THE PRESENTATION

Even though we may be able to find the humor in what has been said, what 
commentary does this make about the educational system?
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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

Our standards must be viewed as vehicles to teach students to think critically. That’s why as 
we decipher the skills embedded in the standards that we consciously note whether they  are 
Lower Order Thinking Skills (LOTS) or Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) – remember, 
both levels are needed.   If there is an abundance of LOTS, we must develop lesson and unit 
plans to incorporate the HOTS. Big Ideas help students get to the higher order thinking 
skills.
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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

What is a Big Idea?  (READ SLIDE)
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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

Why should we ask essential questions?  READ SLIDE
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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!

When we determine the “Big Ideas,” we get a better understanding of what we 
really want children to learn.  We also get an opportunity to do more research on 
concepts and skills that complement or mirror the “big idea.” This sets the stage for 
providing differentiated instruction for students who need more support and for 
students who are more advanced and can do independent learning activities.   It also 
helps us to determine appropriate instructional resources inclusive of field trips, 
audio visuals, business and community people, etc.

A good example is a true story that happened at Cal State Fullerton in southern CA 
where two students were reviewing their grades from a history exam.  A question 
had been asked about a particular revolution in Asia during the Middle Ages.  One 
student left the question blank because he couldn’ t recall that specific revolution.  
The other student couldn’ t either, but he remembered that during high school he’d 
had a history teacher who taught his class that there are certain common attributes 
found in every revolution throughout history. The student wrote on his exam what 
he remembered about those common, underlying characteristics.  The professor 
gave him credit for the question, writing in the margin, “Nice job summarizing the 
common attributes of revolutions, but you needed to discuss this one in particular!”
Now which student do you think did better on the test? Facts alone are not enough, 
especially when we can’ t recall them.  Knowing the Big Ideas will stay with us long 
after the instruction is over. 
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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

Educational leaders have given us some clues as to why big ideas are important: 
(READ THE SLIDE)
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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

Let’s summarize why big ideas are important: (READ THE SLIDE)
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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

As we standardize high quality instruction, there are a few guidelines that will prove 
to be helpful.  Let’s stick to the basics when we identify “what” we’ re teaching.   If 
the “big idea” is too wordy, or you can’ t get a handle on “what” it is you’ re 
teaching; there is even a strong probability that you don’ t KNOW your standard 
well enough yet.  You haven’ t internalized it.  Teachers, like many other 
professionals, often work in isolation.  As we move toward improving instruction, 
let’s try creating and working in “ learning communities.” In these communities, 
talk about standards, talk about instruction.  As a school system, we’ ll be talking 
about learning communities more.  But back to the standards, talk about the 
standard with a colleague or several colleagues, share your thoughts and solicit 
theirs.  Collaboratively, look at the “end” concept or skill that the standard supports.  
Look at the same strand and standard in the grades that precede as well as those 
grades that that follow.  Using the guide for writing big ideas, think of several that 
would be appropriate.  Collectively determine the one that is most applicable.
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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?

In order to ensure quality teaching and learning in every classroom, we have to 
become familiar with standards outside of our singular grade level.  Students learn 
better when there is a clear connection to what they’ve learned previously and to 
what they are currently learning.  This knowledge also paves theway in helping 
them to understand what they are expected to learn ultimately.  A vertical 
perspective helps teachers to gauge their instruction and understand the imperative 
of adding a building block in the continuum.      
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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?

READ SLIDE
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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

Let’s look at some examples of big ideas (READ SLIDE)
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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

Practice makes perfect.  Every teacher in the District of Columbia Public School 
System will be expected to be able to articulate the big idea in the standards.  
Teachers in every subject matter should know and teach standards to the 
informational text, research, writing, and to the English Language Arts Standards.  
Now is the time for getting to know the standards.
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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

You may want to spend the first few minutes working individually, but this is a 
discussion that should take place collectively.  Be able to support your ideas, but be 
a good listener to hear why others came up with their big ideas. How are they 
different from your big ideas?  Don’ t agree for the sake of agreeing. especially if 
you think the main idea is not captured in the stated ideas.  This is a challenging 
step in the process of getting to know our standards.  It is a critical step as we 
prepare to teach our standards.
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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

We are undertaking these activities for the purpose of “knowing” our standards, as a 
system.  Let’s listen intently and ask questions openly—remember our goal is to 
standardize the process.

AFTER SHARING OUT, BREAK
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Part 4
Essential Questions

Questions, not statements will 
stimulate student curiosity to find 

the answers

We’re working deductively – we know where we want students to go (what we want 
them to learn and be able to do).  We now have to think strategically to get them 
there in a logical way.   We have to create a mental environment to peak their 
interests in thinking, in discovering, in learning.   We want to develop in them a 
mindset that encourages exploration of ideas and builds confidence in their big 
ideas.  Through strategic questioning, we build a scaffold to guide their thinking.  
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Essential Questions

• Invite students into the learning process

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

Make sure the questions are essential and lead students to where you want them to 
go – well thought-out big ideas.  You’ ll lose them if the questions have them going 
in circles, leading nowhere.  The learning will be deemed as meaningless, resulting 
in non-engaged students.
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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 

When students see the relevance of learning to their own lives, they tune in more 
readily.  When there is more than one side of an issue, and each side can be 
supported, they engage.  They learn to think critically.
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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

As we will learn in the second phase of the standards training (teaching our 
standards), essential questions provide the bases for developing learning 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)

In the third phase of the standards training (assessing our standards), we will see 
how essential questions serve as the reference that is used to determine if the 
standards have been met.  Obviously, essential questions are critical.  Learning to 
develop them is a skill that all teachers must develop to ensurequality teaching and 
learning in every classroom in every school. 
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Examples of Essential 
Questions

• Handout on Big Ideas & Essential 
Questions

In your materials is a handout that lists various paired Big Ideas with their Essential 
Questions, please refer to this document for a variety of examples.

PAUSE, DISCUSS IF NEEDED
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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

ASK SOMEONE TO READ THE SLIDE ALOUD  

Implementing these guidelines to develop essential questions takes thought, time 
and practice.  Developing facility with writing them for every teacher will serve as a 
major step toward achieving Goal #1 – quality teaching and learning in every 
classroom in every school.  All schools should begin developing banks of essential 
questions that support standards.  These questions should be reviewed and agreed 
upon as some of the major work of school learning communities.
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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

Practice makes perfect.  Work individually.  Then share your work with others who 
are working on the same standard.  Remember, it is important to be candid.  Don’ t 
agree for the sake of agreeing.  This is serious work.  Improving the academic 
achievement of all students is a serious undertaking.  We’ve been attempting to 
accomplish this for many years.   Studies have proven that what we’ re undertaking 
(standards-based teaching and learning) has made a difference in other school 
systems nationwide.  
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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

This is how we will share during this portion of the training.  We will need 
everyone’s full cooperation and attention to the process.  
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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

Will someone summarize our work for today.  How would you “memorialize” this 
for teachers who will join our ranks in days, months and/or years to come?  


