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 Analyzing Mission Statements
 A Concept Attainment Exercise

DIRECTIONS: Examine the four Mission statements below. In what ways do #1 and #2 differ from  
the second two?  What flaws do you notice in the first two?  Be prepared to summarize your analysis.
be

Flawed Examples

Mission Statement #1
******* High School is a school where students are invited to meet the challenges of a rich and 
rigorous college preparatory program, where opportunities for performance, applied, and service 
learning are integrated into the daily structure, and where choice and variety are maintained as 
genuine options. Moreover, the program incorporates meaningful service learning experiences and 
entrepreneurial learning into its offerings at every grade level. Greater variety and rigor in the 
academic program, in the form of the proposed International Baccalaureate curriculum, will offer 
talented students the external validation and rigorous challenge they need to feed their aspirations 
and ensure future success.

Mission Statement #2
****** Middle School will form a partnership with home and community to facilitate a positive and 
safe learning environment based on mutual trust, respect, and understanding. Each student will be 
provided educational opportunities that develop intellectual, social, emotional, and physical potential. 

Strong Examples

Mission Statement #3
Bremen High School aims to develop students who:
 • Exhibit creative and critical thinking
 • Develop self-esteem, pride, and respect for themselves and others.
 • Find a balance between academic success and involvement in extracurricular activities.
 • Adapt to a continually changing technological world.
 • Demonstrate the democratic living skills of consensus building and group problem solving  
       in order to become active citizens in their community.
 • Span the transition from competent student to productive, responsible citizen.
 • Understand the value of education and the need for lifelong learning.

Mission Statement #4
The mission of the Memphis City Schools is to prepare all children to be successful citizens and 
workers in the 21st century. This will include educating them to read with comprehension, write 
clearly, compute accurately, think, reason, and use information to solve problems.
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Examining Your Existing Mission Statement

DIRECTIONS: Examine your existing Mission statement against the criteria listed below. What 
revisions, if any, are needed? Record these in the box at the bottom of the page. Then, consider the 
implications of the revised Mission.

  School Mission Statement:

Qualities of an Effective Mission Statement:
•	Describes	specific,	long-term	transfer	goals	for	learners
•	Goes	beyond	specified	knowledge	and	skills	in	established	content	standards	to	
address larger aims of schooling (e.g. responsible citizen, lifelong learner, critical 
thinker)
•	Provides	enough	specificity	to	be	addressed	through	the	design	of	curriculum,	
assessment, and instruction
• Key stakeholders are willing to commit to the scope of the mission statement 

  
  Needed Revisions:

Implications:
			Given	the	school’s	mission,	what	follows	for	curriculum	and	assessment?
			Given	its	curriculum	and	assessment	(and	what	we	know	about	learning),	what	
follows	for	instruction?	
			Given	the	schools	mission,	what	follows	for	grading	and	reporting?
			Given	such	a	system	for	causing	mission-related	learning,	what	follows	for	the	job	
of	teachers	and	administrators,	school	structures,	policies,	and	action?
			Other:			___________________________________________________________
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1. Learning is purposeful and contextual. 
Therefore, students should be helped to see the purpose in what they are asked to learn. Learning 
should be framed by relevant questions, meaningful challenges, and authentic applications.

2. Experts organize or chunk their knowledge around transferable core concepts (“big ideas”) 
that guide their thinking about the domain and help them integrate new knowledge. 
Therefore, content instruction should be framed in terms of core ideas and transferable processes, not 
as discrete facts and skills.

3. Different types of thinking, such as classification and categorization, inferential reasoning, 
analysis, synthesis, and metacognition, mediate and enhance learning. 
Therefore, learning events should engage students in complex thinking to deepen their learning.

4. Learners reveal and demonstrate their understanding when they can apply, transfer, and 
adapt their learning to new and novel situations and problems. 
Therefore, teachers should teach for transfer, and students should have multiple opportunities to 
apply their learning in meaningful and varied contexts.

5. New learning is built on prior knowledge. Learners use their experiences and background 
knowledge to actively construct meaning about themselves and the world around them. 
Therefore, students must be helped to actively connect new information and ideas to what they 
already know.

6. Learning is social. 
Therefore, teachers should provide opportunities for interactive learning in a supportive environment.

7. Attitudes and values mediate learning by filtering experiences and perceptions. 
Therefore, teachers should help students make their attitudes and values explicit and understand how 
they influence learning.

8. Learning is nonlinear; it develops and deepens over time. 
Therefore, students should be involved in revisiting core ideas and processes so as to develop deeper 
and more sophisticated learning over time.

9. Feedback enhances learning and performance. 
Therefore, ongoing assessments should provide learners with regular, timely, and user-friendly 
feedback, along with the opportunity to use it to practice, retry, rethink, and revise.

10. Effectively accommodating a learner’s preferred learning style, prior knowledge, and 
interests enhances learning. 
Therefore, teachers should pre-assess to find out students’ prior knowledge, learning preference, 
and interests; then differentiate their instruction to address the significant differences they discover.

Schooling by Design: Key Learning Principles
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Seven Principles of Learning*

1.  Learning with understanding is facilitated when new and existing knowledge is structured   
around	the	major	concepts	and	principles	of	the	discipline.
2.  Learners use what they already know to construct new understandings.
3.  Learning is facilitated through the use of metacognitive strategies that identify, monitor,   
and regulate cognitive processes.
4.  Learners have different strategies, approaches, patterns of abilities, and learning styles   
 that are a function of the interaction between their heredity and prior experiences.
5.  Learners’ motivation to learn and sense of self affects what is learned, how much is    
learned, and how much effort will be put into the learning process.
6.  The practices and activities in which people engage while learning shape what is learned.
7.  Learning is enhanced through socially supported interactions.

Principles of Instruction for Understanding*

Teaching for conceptual understanding in advanced mathematics and science courses:
1.  Maintains students’ focus on the central organizing themes and underlying concepts of the 
 discipline.
2.  Is based on careful consideration of what students already know, their ideas and ways of under- 
 standing the world, and the patterns of practice they bring into the classroom.
3.  Focuses on detecting, making visible, and addressing students’ often fragile, underdeveloped   
 understandings and misconceptions.
4.		Reflects	an	understanding	of	differences	in	students’	interests,	motivations,	preferences,	knowl-	
 edge, and abilities.
5.  Is designed to provide the appropriate degree of explicitness for the situation and the abilities of  
 the learners.
6.  Recognizes students’ preferences for and varying abilities to process different symbol systems,  
 such as language (written and spoken), images, and numerical representations, by employing  
 multiple representations during instruction.
7.		Engages	students	in	worthwhile	tasks	that	provide	access	to	powerful	mathematical	and	scientific		
 ideas and practices; moves students to see past the surface features of problems to the deeper,  
 more fundamental principles; and develops their conceptual understanding.
8.  Structures learning environments in which students can work collaboratively to gain experience  
 in using the ways of thinking and speaking used by experts in the discipline.
9.		Orchestrates	classroom	discourse	so	that	students	can	make	conjectures,	present	solutions,	and		
 argue about the validity of claims, thus helping them explore old understandings in new   
 ways, reveal misconceptions, and generalize and transfer their learning to new problems or  
 more robust understandings.
10.  Provides explicit instruction in metacognition as part of teaching in the discipline.
11.  Uses various kinds of formal and informal formative assessments to monitor students’ under-  
 standing and target instruction effectively.
12.  Creates expectations and social norms for the classroom that allow students to experience 
	 success	and	develop	confidence	in	their	abilities	to	learn.
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In general, we can say that people learn well when: 
        
         
What They Learn 
1. What they learn is personally meaningful; they 
feel a need to learn it. 

2. What they learn is challenging and they accept 
the challenge. 

3. What they learn is appropriate for their 
developmental level.

How They Learn 
4. They can learn in their own way and have 
some degree of choice and control. 

5. They use what they already know as they 
construct new knowledge. 

6. They have opportunities for social interaction. 

7. They get helpful feedback. 

8. They acquire and use strategies. 

The Setting in Which They Learn
 9. They experience a positive emotional climate. 

10. Their environment supports the intended 
learning. 

Source: Brandt, R. (1998). Powerful Learning. Alexandria, VA: ASCD

Conditions for Powerful Learning 
Dr. Ronald S. Brandt

Ideas, Examples, Implications

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________

__________________________
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Grand Island Public Schools
 K–12 Social Studies Program MISSION

 The goal of social studies education is to prepare students to be responsible and productive 
citizens in a democratic society arid a globally interdependent world. Through an integrated study 
of social studies disciplines, students will acquire necessary knowledge, skills, and attitudes as they 
become lifelong learners.
 Social Studies provides content that students will use to understand political, social, and eco-
nomic issues and apply their knowledge and skills to make effective personal and public decisions. 
A	standards	based	social	studies	curriculum	builds	knowledge	of	specific	discipline	content,	think-
ing skills, commitment to democratic values, and citizen participation, all essential to maintaining a 
democratic way of life.

GIPS K–12 Social Studies Program BELIEFS

• All students learn through a variety of relevant experiences.
Therefore, we will provide interactions that activate and build on prior knowledge and promote 
higher level thinking skills.

• Research shows active learning is essential.
Therefore, we will provide students with a variety of active, student centered, multi-sensory learning 
opportunities.

• Instruction should be relevant, meaningful, and based on student needs.
Therefore, we will provide opportunities for students to make connections to their own lives using a 
variety of instructional strategies.

• The world is constantly changing.
Therefore, we will provide the opportunities for students to understand that the present connects to 
the past and affects the future.

• We live in a culturally diverse society.
Therefore, we will develop student understanding of diverse cultures that honors equality and human 
dignity.

• Assessment should be ongoing, diagnostic, and aligned with instruction.
Therefore, we will provide multiple authentic assessment tools.

• The use of community resources is essential for effective instruction.
Therefore, we will use the rich history and ethnic diversity of our community to enhance learning.

• Active and informed citizen participation is essential to democracy.
Therefore, we will provide instruction and curriculum designed to develop students who will be 
informed, active problem solvers, and willing participants in the democratic process. 
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Sheridan School 
 Visual Art Program

Philosophy

Sheridan School believes that all our students are artists. Our program supports students as they de-
velop an individual artistic vision that is informed by their own experiences, ideas, and understand-
ings, as well as being grounded in the fundamental elements and principles of Art. 
Each step of the process, from conception to creation, is valued and encouraged. In collaboration 
with the teachers and their classmates, students seek to comprehend and communicate visual ideas 
in their own unique manner through a process of observation, discussion, exploration, revision, and 
reflection.		
Students consider the role of Art and of the artist in a variety of cultures, from ancient to contempo-
rary, as part of their investigation into artistic techniques and media. The Art classroom is rich with 
opportunities	for	exploration,	innovation,	and	reflection,	encouraging	a	respect	for	the	materials,	
tools, and ideas the community shares. This learning environment facilitates students’ inquisitive and 
open	journey	through	the	world	of	Art.		

Mission – Transfer Goals

 Create engaging and purposeful artistic expressions in forms that vary in terms of media and style. 
• Communicate ideas, experiences, and stories through art. 
• Respond to the artistic expression of others through global understanding, critical stance, personal 
connection, and interpretation  
• Respond to technical and conceptual challenges of his/her own 
• Develop an independent artistic vision 

Learning Principles  

To support our mission, we . . .
• Create a community of artists 
• Build a classroom environment that inspires independence, imagination and innovation 
• Make connections between students’ art, their personal lives and the larger world 
• Encourage experimentation and revision 
• Build on each students’ prior knowledge, skills and understandings 
• Value depth of understanding as well as breadth of knowledge 
• Emphasize the learning process and the development of ideas  
•	Support	students’	self-reflection	
• Assist students in the act of connecting, critiquing, and responding to the work of others 
• Provide students with opportunities to transfer their understanding to new contexts and experiences  
• Inspire each child’s development as an artist by exposing them to a variety of cultural and historical 
artwork 
• Respond to the individual needs of the students in order to continually challenge and extend their 
thinking 
• Provide multiple avenues for students to represent their artistic thinking 



© 2024 Jay McTighe  16

An Understanding-based Curriculum & Assessment System for Modern Learning

The Dalton School Languages Department is committed to acting on the following principles of 
learning:
1. Learning is purposeful and contextual. Learners reveal and demonstrate their understanding when 
they can apply, transfer, and adapt their learning to new and novel situations and problems.
Therefore, we will help students see the relevance of what they are learning. We will provide oppor-
tunities for students to use their language in real life situations inside and outside of the classroom.

2. New learning is built on prior knowledge. Learners use their experiences and background knowl-
edge to actively construct meaning about themselves and the world around them. 
Therefore, we will connect new learning to students’ experiences and encourage learning by doing. 

3. Language learning is social.
Therefore, we will employ cooperative learning methods, develop students’ interpersonal communi-
cation skills, and encourage sharing and presenting in small and large groups.

4. Learning is both linear and nonlinear, but needs to be structured around core concepts. 
Therefore, we will help students understand the underlying concepts and patterns in language in ad-
dition to teaching basic skills.

5. A learner’s attitude and motivation to learn affects their effort and results.    
Therefore, we will seek to provoke curiosity and encourage self-motivation so that the learner wants 
to learn. 

6. Feedback enhances learning and performance. 
Therefore, we will provide guided feedback with opportunities for learners to retry, refine and revise. 

7. Effectively accommodating a learner’s learning style and interests enhances learning. 
Therefore, we will differentiate instruction to be responsive to different learning styles.
We will provide choices for all learners, and offer varied assessments so the different skills are 
tapped within a given level of language.

8. Language learning is enhanced when students acquire and use learning tools and strategies. 
Therefore, we will provide language learning tools and strategies appropriate for  our learners. 

9. Learning is enhanced when students experience a positive emotional climate that supports the 
intended learning. 
Therefore, we will establish a safe, supportive and inclusive classroom setting where experimenta-
tion and risk-taking is rewarded and where it is o.k. to make mistakes. We will encourage the sharing 
of diverse points of view and respectful listening. 

Modern Languages Department
Learning Principles
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Principles of Curriculum for Understanding*

     Noted educational researcher, Dr. Robert Marzano, concluded that “a guaranteed 
and viable curriculum” is the most significant school level factor impacting student 
achievement.

Students presented with vast amounts of content knowledge that is not organized into 
meaningful patterns are likely to forget what they have learned and to be unable to ap-
ply the knowledge to new problems or unfamiliar contexts (Haidar, 1997). Curriculum 
for understanding provides ample opportunity for students to apply their knowledge in a 
variety of contexts and conditions. This helps them transfer their learning to new situa-
tions and better prepares them for future learning (Bransford and Schwartz, 2000). Pro-
viding students with frequent opportunities to apply what they learn in multiple contexts 
requires a reallocation of instructional time. Allowing time for in-depth learning means 
decisions must be made about what knowledge is of most worth. For this reason, the cur-
riculum needs to specify clearly the appropriate balance between breadth and depth of 
coverage in terms of student learning outcomes. 

A mathematics or science curriculum for advanced study that promotes learning with 
understanding:

1.  Structures the concepts, factual content, and procedures that constitute the know- 
ledge base of the discipline around the organizing principles (big ideas) of the domain.
2.  Links new knowledge to what is already known by presenting concepts in a 
conceptually and logically sequenced order that builds upon previous learning within and 
across grade levels.
3.  Focuses on depth of understanding rather than breadth of content coverage by provid-
ing students with multiple opportunities to practice and demonstrate what they learn in a 
variety of contexts.
4.  Includes structured learning activities that, in a real or simulated fashion, allow 
students to experience problem solving and inquiry in situations that are drawn from their 
personal experiences and real-world applications.
5.  Develops students’ abilities to make meaningful applications and generalization to 
new problems and contexts.
6.		Incorporates	language,	procedures,	and	models	of	inquiry	and	truth	verification	that	
are consistent with the accepted practice of experts in the domain.
7.  Emphasizes interdisciplinary connections and integration and helps students 
connect	learning	in	school	with	the	issues,	problems,	and	experiences	that	figure	
prominently in their lives outside of the classroom.

*Source:  Committee on Programs for Advanced Study of Mathematics and Science in American High Schools
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          A Summary of Key Research Findings Supporting   
Understanding by Design

           •	Views	of	how	effective	learning	proceeds	have	shifted	from	the	benefits	of	diligent	drill	
and practice to focus on students’ understanding and application of knowledge.

 • Experts’ knowledge is organized... Their knowledge is not simply a list of facts and 
formulas that are relevant to the domain; instead, their knowledge is organized around core 
concepts or ‘big ideas’ that guide their thinking about the domain (e.g., Newton’s second law 
of motion); it is “conditionalized” to specify the contexts in which it is applicable; it supports 
understanding and transfer (to other contexts) rather than only the ability to remember. Novices’ 
knowledge is much less likely to be organized around big ideas; they are more likely to approach 
problems	by	searching	for	correct	formulas	and	pat	answers	that	fit	their	everyday	intuitions.

  
  • Learning must be guided by generalized principles in order to be widely applicable. 
Knowledge learned at the level of rote memory rarely transfers; transfer most likely occurs when 
the learner knows and understands underlying principles that can be applied to problems in new 
contexts. Learning with understanding is more likely to promote transfer than simply memoriz-
ing information from a text or a lecture.

  • Skills and knowledge must be extended beyond the narrow contexts in which they are 
initially learned. For example, knowing how to solve a math problem in school may not trans-
fer to solving math problems in other contexts. It is essential for a learner to develop a sense of 
when what has been learned can be used -- the conditions of application. Failure to transfer is 
often due to learners’ lack of this type of conditional knowledge. 

 •  Curricula that are a “mile wide and an inch deep” run the risk of developing 
disconnected	rather	than	connected	knowledge.		Research	on	expertise	suggest	that	a	superficial	
coverage of many topics in the domain may be a poor way to help students develop the 
competencies that will prepare them for future learning and work.”                
 
 • Feedback is fundamental to learning, but feedback opportunities are often scarce in 
classrooms. Students may receive grades on tests and essays, but these are summative assess-
ments	that	occur	at	the	end	of	projects.	What	are	needed	are	formative	assessments,	which	pro-
vide students with opportunities to revise and improve the quality of their thinking and 
understanding. 

	 •	Assessments	must	reflect	the	learning	goals	that	define	various	environments.	If	the	goal	
is	to	enhance	understanding	and	applicability	of	knowledge,	it	is	not	sufficient	to	provide	assess-
ments that focus primarily on memory for facts and formulas.  Many assessments measure only 
propositional (factual) knowledge and never ask whether students know when, where, and why 
to use that knowledge. Given the goal of learning with understanding, assessments and feedback 
must focus on understanding, and not only on memory for procedures or facts.
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The Three Stages of Backward Design

 Stage 1.  Identify Desired Results – In stage one we consider the goals. What should 
students	know,	understand,	and	be	able	to	do?		What	big	ideas	are	worthy	of	understanding	
and	implied	in	the	established	goals	(e.g.,	Standards,	curriculum	objectives,	etc.)?		What	
“enduring”	understandings	are	desired?		What	essential	questions	are	worth	pursuing	to	
guide	student	inquiry	and	meaning	making?		What	specific	knowledge	and	skills	are	targeted	
and	needed	for	effective	performance?	

 Stage 2.  Determine Acceptable Evidence – In the second stage we consider evidence 
of learning. How will we know if students have achieved the desired results and met the 
Standards?		How	will	we	know	that	students	really understand	the	identified	big	ideas?		
What	will	we	accept	as	evidence	of	proficiency?  The backward design orientation suggests 
that we think about our design in terms of the collected assessment evidence needed to 
document and validate that the desired results of Stage 1 have been achieved. 

 Stage 3.  Plan Learning Experiences and Instruction –	With	identified	results	and	
appropriate evidence of understanding in mind, it is now time to develop the learning plan.  
What	will	need	to	be	taught	and	coached	in	light	of	the	performance	goals?		What	resources	
will	be	emplyed?		How	should	the	learning	experiences	be	sequenced?		What on-going, 
formative	assessments	will	provide	feedback	for	improvement?		In planning learning 
activities, consider the AMT categories: How will we help learners acquire needed knowl-
edge	and	skills?	 How will we engage learners in making meaning	of	important	ideas?		How	
will we equip students to transfer	their	learning?		

3. Plan learning
     experiences
     and instruction. 

2. Determine
     acceptable
     evidence. 

1. Identify
    desired
    results.
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Stage 2 – Assessment Evidence

Stage 1 – Desired Results

Stage 3 – Learning Plan 

What “real-world” tasks 
will reveal students’ under-
standing and proficiency? 
What transfer performan-
ces should students be able 
to do well if they have met 
the Standard(s)?

What should students 
come to understand if they 
really learn this content 
well? 

What should students eventually be 
able to do to meet the Standard(s)?

What important questions 
are raised by this content?
What essential questions 
will guide inquiry into it?

What instruction is needed to equip students to meet this Standard(s)?

What learning experiences will help learners acquire the knowledge and 
skills, make meaning of the important ideas and equip them to transfer 
their learning?  

What assessment 
evidence is called for 
by the Standard(s) 
and indicators)?

Using the Understanding by Design® 
Framework for Curriculum Planning

What “big ideas” and transfer 
goals are embedded in the
Standard(s)? 

What factual knowledge 
must students acquire to 
meet the Standard(s)?

What specific skills 
are stated or implied 
in the Standard(s)? 
What proficiencies 
must students at-
tain to meet the 
Standard(s)? 

What Standard(s) will the unit address? 
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Transfer
learning to new 

situations

Understand
 “big ideas”

(key principles and 
processes) 

 

Acquire 
important   
knowledge 
and skills

Three Interrelated Learning Goals 
We have found it useful to examine three distinct, yet interrelated, learning goals: 
1) acquire new information and skills, 2) come to understand the “big ideas” of that 
content, and 3) be able to transfer one’s learning to new situations. These three goal 
categories	link	directly	to	elements	identified	in	Understanding by Design. In Stage 
1 teachers specify the knowledge and skill that they intend students to acquire. They 
also decide upon the “big ideas” they want students to come to understand and 
develop companion essential questions to help students make meaning of those ideas. 
In Stage 2, teachers develop performance tasks requiring transfer as evidence that 
students understand and can apply their knowledge in authentic contexts. In Stage 3, 
teachers choose instructional methods appropriate to each of these goal types. 
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Overarching 
Understandings and 
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TRANSFER GOALS

Definition
Transfer refers to the ability to apply one’s learning to a new situation, beyond the 
context in which it was learned. Transfer goals specify particular transfer abilities; i.e., 
what we want students to be able to accomplish when they encounter new information, 
issues, problems and opportunities. Transfer goals are long-term in nature: think of 
them as exit outcomes at the end of Pre-K–12 schooling. They embody the meaning of 
the phrase, college and career ready. Transfer:
 •  involves the application of learning in new situations, not ones previously   
    taught or encountered;
 •  requires some strategic thinking, not simply “plugging in” facts or skills   
    learned in a rote fashion; 
	 •		typically	involve	habits	of	mind;	e.g.,	judgment,	self-regulation,	persistence.

Transfer goals have several distinguishing characteristics:
 • They are exit outomes; i.e, they are long-term in nature and develop and 
    deepen over time.
 • They include goals within the Disciplines as well as Trans-Disciplinary that cut  
	 			across	subject	areas.
 • They are performance based; i.e., they require application (not simply recall).
 • They call for independent performance; i.e., over time learners must be able to  
             apply their learning autonomously, without scaffolding or coaching.

Examples of two types of Transfer Goals

History 
• Use knowledge of patterns of history to better understand the present and prepare 
for the future.
• Critically appraise historical claims and analyze contemporary issues.
• Participate as an active and civil citizen in a democratic society.

Critical Thinking
• Remain skeptical of claims. Ask probing questions. Evaluate the credibility of 
sources and soundness of reasoning. Look for evidence of inaccuracy or bias.
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TRANSFER GOALS
(discipline examples)

Economics 
•	Make	economically	sound	and	ethical	financial	decisions. 

Health and Physical Education 
• Make decisions and take actions that support life-long health and wellness.
•	Participate	regularly	in	one	or	more	sports	or	fitness	activities.

Performing & Fine Arts 
• Participate in, and advocate for, the arts throughout one’s life.
• Respond to the artistic expression of others through interpretation, critical stance, 
and personal connections. 

Reading
•	Read	and	respond	to	text	in	various	genres	(literature,	non-fiction,	technical)	for	
various purposes (entertainment, to be informed, to perform a task).
• Comprehend text by inferring main ideas, interpreting (“between the lines”), 
critically appraising, and making personal connections.
• Choose to read as a leisure time activity.

Science 
•	Evaluate	scientific	claims	and	analyze	current	issues	involving	science/technology.	
• Conduct a sound investigation to answer an empirical question.

World Language
• Effectively communicate with varied audiences for varied purposes while displaying 
sensitivity to culture and context. 

Writing
• Write in various genres for various audiences in order to explain (expository), enter-
tain (narrative/poem), argue (persuasive), guide (technical), and challenge (satirical).
• Carefully draft, write, edit, and polish one’s own and others’ writing to make it 
publishable.

Other:  ____________________________________________________________
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Transfer Goals 
(examples from schools and districts)

Science Transfer Goals
Students will be able to independently use their learning to:

• Apply knowledge of science and engineering to engage in public discussions on rel-
evant issues in a changing world.
• Conduct investigations, individually and collaboratively, to answer empirical questions.
•	Evaluate	scientific	claims	for	validity.
• Think systemically.

Source:   North Slope Borough School District, Barrow, Alaska

Visual Arts Transfer Goals
Students will be able to independently use their learning to:

• Create engaging and purposeful artistic expressions in forms that vary in terms of media 
and style. 
• Communicate ideas, experiences, and stories through art. 
• Respond to the artistic expression of others through global understanding, critical 
stance, 
personal connection, and interpretation.  
• Respond to technical and conceptual challenges of his/her own. 
• Develop an independent artistic vision. 

Source:   Sheridan School, Washington, DC
World Languages Transfer Goals 
Students will be able to independently use their learning to:

• Communicate effectively in the target language(s) in realistic situations while display-
ing a 
sensitivity to culture and context. 
• Emulate native speakers.
• Willingly taking risks with language, both within and outside of the classroom.

Source:   The Dalton School, New York, NY 
Self-Directed Learner 
Students will be able to independently use their learning to:

• Take initiative and seek opportunities for growth.
• Design a plan to accomplish goals. 
• Utilize time, manage workload, and complete tasks without direct oversight.
• Persist when encountering obstacles by applying a variety of strategies.
         Source:  Ramsey School District, NJ
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OVERARCHING 
Understandings and Essential Questions

An	Understanding	specifies	the	“big	ideas”	that	students	should	come	to	comprehend	
deeply. Understandings are inherently abstract ideas, and thus, usually take time for 
students to achieve. Understandings “must be earned” by the learner through a process 
of active “meaning making.” 

I recommend that understandings be stated as complete sentences that contains two or 
more related concepts. Here are examples:
 • Correlation does not ensure causality. 
 • An effective argument begins with a claim that is supported by relevant 
 evidence and sound reasoning.
 • A true friend will stick with you during challenging times.

A practical recommendation is to frame the targeted understanding as a response 
to the stem: “The student will understand that...”

An effective Essential Question is open-ended. Rather than seeking a single “correct” 
answer, such questions are meant to provoke thought, stimulate discussion and debate, 
and engage learners in “making meaning” to lead to deeper understanding. Think of 
Understandings	and	Essential	Quesitons	as	flip	sides	of	a	coin.	The	Understanding	is	
what we want students to come to as a result of considering the associated Essential 
Question(s).

Overarching Understandings identify what students should come to understand over 
time about Transfer Goals so that they will be able to effectively transfer their learning 
to	new	situations.	These	Understandings	are	broader	in	scope	than	a	specific	(topical)	
understanding targeted in a single unit for a particular topic.

Similarly, Overarching Essential Questions are broad in scope and are meant to 
“spiral” across the curriculum. These questions can be applied to various topics that 
are explored across the grades. By considering these recurring questions again and 
again, students develop and deepen their understanding and transfer abilities.
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Overarching Understandings and 
Essential Questions for Reading 

Understandings Essential Questions
READING

• Effective readers use appropriate strategies 
to construct meaning from texts.
• Readers can use context clues to determine 
meaning of words/ phrases/ concepts.
• Different genres have unique structures and 
follow predictable organizational patterns.
• Identifying a text’s genre, purpose, and 
organizational structure helps readers 
an-alyze and understand the text.
• Determining an author’s point of view 
helps the reader better interpret and explain 
the text.
• As one’s knowledge base increases, the 
quality of thinking, meaning-making and 
communication can improve.
• By comparing texts, readers often gain 
greater insight into those texts.
• Readers make meaning through a careful 
reading of the text(s) and personal connec-
tions to the topic.
• Readers support their inferences, interpre-
tations and conclusions by citing appropriate 
evidence (details) within the text.
• Effective listeners/viewers evaluate the 
content of a message in order to form their 
response(s).

• What do good readers do?
• How does my purpose influence how I 
should read?
• How does what I read (e.g. text structure, 
story elements) influence how I should read 
it?
• What’s my strategy for reading this text? 
How do I know if it is working?
• What is this text really about? (e.g., main 
idea, theme, moral)?
• What is the author trying to tell me?
• What does a “close” reading require?
• How do you “read between the lines?”
• How do my experiences influence my 
reading and understanding of this text?
• What insights can I gain by comparing two 
(or more) texts?
• What’s the author’s point of view?  How 
does it influence author’s message and 
reader’s interpretation?
• How do I find the information I need? 
• How do I know what to believe in what I 
find?
• How will I know that I understand the 
speaker?
• What is the author/speaker trying to tell 
or show me? 
• Does what I am reading, hearing, or 
viewing make sense to me?
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Overarching Understandings and EQs 
for Research and Argumentation

Understandings Essential Questions
RESEARCH

 • There are multiple sources of information 
and those selected depend on the purpose 
and audience for research.
 • Effective researchers evaluate the 
credibility and accuracy of information.
 • Clear and focused questions help 
researchers	find	desired	information.
 • Effective research involves a recursive 
inquiry process that includes:
-	defining	problem/task;		-	generating	focus	
question(s);  - searching for information; 
- selecting and critically evaluating informa-
tion; - organizing and synthesizing informa-
tion;	-	presenting	findings	and	conclusions	
with	proper	support;	-	judging	overall	effec-
tiveness.
 • There are clear rules and laws for 
acknowledging and documenting sources: 
to honor the preceding research, enhance the 
credibility of the research, and to foster the 
work of other researchers.

 • What am I looking for and how do I  
find it?
 • Can this source be trusted?
 • How do I know what to believe in    
what I find?
 • How do I best present my findings?
 • How can I support my findings and  
conclusions?
 • How do I collect, organize and 
synthesize information?
 • Why and how should I document my 
sources?
 • How should I evaluate research f
indings and conclusions?

ARGUMENTATION

 • A convincing argument requires a clear 
position (claim) and logical reasoning sup-
ported by sound evidence.
 • A convincing effective argument acknow-
ledges opposing claims, reasons and/or 
evidence and effectively rebuts them.

 • How does argumentation differ from 
persuasion?
 • What makes an argument convincing?
 • What other claims, reasons and/or 
evidence should I consider?
 • How can I best counter opposing 
arguments?



© 2024 Jay McTighe  35

An Understanding-based Curriculum & Assessment System for Modern Learning

Overarching Understandings and EQs 
for Habits of Mind

Understandings Essential Questions
PERSISTENCE

People have a better chance of completing a 
task if they are focused on what they want, 
what they have to do, the time they have 
to get it done, and a plan for how they will 
achieve it.

Instead of giving up, people who persist 
apply strategies to help them stick with it.

People need to decide whether persisting is 
worth	pursuing.	They	understand	the	benefits	
and recognize the value of persisting.

 • Why should I keep trying? 
 • What should  I do when I get stuck?

 • Why is it so important that I work to 
    complete this task?

 • What are the consequences if I do or do 
    not complete the task?

 • Would my time and efforts be better 
    applied elsewhere? 
  • Is this worth my persistence?

MANAGING IMPULSIVITY

The ability to manage one’s impulses can 
be improved through being deliberate about 
actions	and	reflecting	on	experiences	over	
time.

Instead of acting or responding immediately, 
effective thinkers control their emotions, 
deliberate and consider the consequences of 
alternative actions.

Effective	thinkers	understand	the	benefits	
and recognize the value of managing their 
impulsivity.

 • Why and when should I take time to think 
    before I act?

 • What is my strategy for this challenge? 

 • What do I do when I am driven by my 
    emotions? 

 • How might I recognize my emotional state     
   and manage my response?
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Overarching Essential Questions for 
MATHEMATICS

I.  How is mathematics used to quantify and compare situations, events and  
phenomena? 

II.  What are the mathematical attributes of objects or processes and how are 
they measured or calculated? 

III.  How are spatial relationships, including shape and dimension, used to draw, 
construct, model and represent real situations or solve problems? 

IV.  How is mathematics used to measure, model and calculate change?

V.  What are the patterns in the information we collect and how are they useful? 

VI.  How can mathematics be used to provide models that help us interpret data 
and make predictions?  

VII.   What are the limits of mathematical modeling/representation?

VIII.  In what ways can data be expressed so that its accurate meaning is 
concisely presented to a specific audience? 

IX.  How do the graphs of mathematical models and data help us better 
understand the world in which we live? 

X. What does it mean to reason mathematically?

XI. How can mathematics support effective communication? 

XII.  What do effective problem solvers do?  What do they do when they get 
stuck?

– adapted from Pomperaug Region #15 Schools, CT



© 2024 Jay McTighe  37

An Understanding-based Curriculum & Assessment System for Modern Learning

Overarching Essential Questions for 
Historical Analysis and Interpretation

• Why study history?   • What can we learn from the past?  
• How can we know what really happened in the past?  • How can we 
know for sure if we weren’t there?
• How am I connected to those in the past?   In what ways is the past 
about me?
• How do we know what really happened in the past? 
• Whose “story” is it?
• Whom do we believe and why?
• Is history the story told by the “winners”?
• Is history inevitably biased?
• How do people create their history?
• Does history make the person or does the person make history?
• Who were the “winners” and who were the “losers” in ________?  (for 
any historical event) 
• Was anyone at fault?  (for examining any historical or literary event)
• What causes change?  What remains the same?
• What can we legitimately infer about the artifacts we find? 
• What should we do when the primary sources disagree?  
• How does the legacy of earlier groups and individuals influence 
subsequent generations?
• How do patterns of cause/effect manifest themselves in the chronology 
of history?
• How has the world changed and how might it change in the future?
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Posters designed by Project NEURON and available for free download at http://neuron.illinois.edu. Text adapted from the Next Generation Science Standards, in accordance to the Public License. © Copyright 2013 Achieve, Inc. All rights reserved.

Science and Engineering 
Practices

Asking questions and defining problems
A practice of science is to ask and refine questions that lead to descriptions and explanations of how 

the natural and designed world(s) works and which can be empirically tested.

Developing and using models
A practice of both science and engineering is to use and construct models as helpful tools for representing ideas and explanations. 

These tools include diagrams, drawings, physical replicas, mathematical representations, analogies, and computer simulations.

Planning and carrying out investigations
Scientists and engineers plan and carry out investigations in the field or laboratory, working collaboratively as well as individually. 

Their investigations are systematic and require clarifying what counts as data and identifying variables or parameters.

Analyzing and interpreting data
Scientific investigations produce data that must be analyzed in order to derive meaning. Because data patterns and trends are not always obvious, 

scientists use a range of tools—including tabulation, graphical interpretation, visualization, and statistical analysis—to identify the significant 
features and patterns in the data. Scientists identify sources of error in the investigations and calculate the degree of certainty in the results. 

Using mathematics and 
computational thinking

In both science and engineering, mathematics and computation are fundamental tools for representing physical 
variables and their relationships. They are used for a range of tasks such as constructing simulations; solving equations 

exactly or approximately; and recognizing, expressing, and applying quantitative relationships.

Constructing explanations 
and designing solutions

The end-products of science are explanations and the end-products of engineering are solutions. The goal of science 
is the construction of theories that provide explanatory accounts of the world. A theory becomes accepted when it has 

multiple lines of empirical evidence and greater explanatory power of phenomena than previous theories.

Engaging in argument from evidence
Argumentation is the process by which evidence-based conclusions and solutions are reached. In science and engineering, reasoning and argument 

based on evidence are essential to identifying the best explanation for a natural phenomenon or the best solution to a design problem.

Obtaining, evaluating, and 
communicating information

Scientists and engineers must be able to communicate clearly and persuasively the ideas and methods they generate. 
Critiquing and communicating ideas individually and in groups is a critical professional activity.

Source: adapted from the Next Generation Science Standards ©2013 Achieve, Inc
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Overarching Essential Questions for the 
NGSS Cross-Cutting Concepts

Crosscutting Concept #1:  Patterns
How can patterns be used to predict results and solve problems?
What is the relationship between patterns and natural phenomena?
What is involved in identifying a pattern?
How can you use identified patterns to justify claims?

Crosscutting Concept #2:  Cause/Effect
Why is understanding cause and effect important to your life?
How can cause and effect relationships help predict or explain future events?
How can data mislead you in determining a cause & effect relationship?
How do you distinguish between a cause and a correlation?

Crosscutting Concept #3: Scale, Proportion and Quantity 
How do scale, proportion and quantity affect what can be observed?
How do conceptual models allow me to observe and test what I cannot see? 
How can mathematical models be used to understand and/or predict scientific events?

Crosscutting Concept #4:  Systems and System Models 
What is a system?
How are the parts of a system related to the entire system?
How are system models used to predict and understand real world situations or scientific 
phenomena? 

Crosscutting Concept #5:  Matter and Energy 
What is energy, and what does it mean for it to be conserved?
How are energy and matter related?
How is energy measured?  

Crosscutting Concept #6:  Structure and Function
What is the connection between structure and function?
How does structure and function apply to a given problem?
What affects structure and function?

Crosscutting Concept #7: Stability and change 
How do we measure change?
How can something appear stable when it is actually changing?
How does scale affect our ability to observe change?
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Overarching Essential Questions for the 
NGSS Science And Engineering Practices

Practice #1:  Asking Questions and Defining Problems
What are the characteristics of a good, testable question?
What are the characteristics of a problem worth investigating?
Which questions would you ask if you obtained unexpected results?

Practice #2:  Developing and Using Models
How does your model relate to the real world?
What are the advantages and limitations of a model?
When and why is it appropriate to change a model?

Practice #3:  Planning and Carrying Out Investigations
How does planning for a scientific investigation address data collection that is valid, reliable, ethical 
and repeatable?
Why is it important to collect data about the performance of a proposed tool, object, process or system 
under a range of conditions?

Practice #4:  Analyzing and Interpreting Data 
How are graphical representations of large data sets constructed and used to identify relationships?
How can we analyze data with more precision and accuracy?
Why is error analysis important?

Practice #5:  Using Mathematics and Computational Thinking
How can mathematics be used to solve problems?
How can mathematics be used to communicate an idea and/or defend an argument?  
When and how can mathematical ideas and data be generalized?

Practice #6:  Constructing Explanations and Designing Solutions
How can we identify when something is (or is not) a solution to a problem?
How can data be used to summarize and/or draw conclusions about an experiment?  
When is it appropriate to use numerical data/patterns and the results of an experiment to make generalized state-
ments about science?  
Why is it important to consider the constraints and/or criteria when designing and evaluating solutions?

Practice #7:  Engaging in Argument from Evidence
How do scientists respond to different perspectives?
Why is it important to acknowledge the weaknesses of your argument?
How do you construct an argument using evidence to evaluate a scientific claim?

Practice #8 – Obtaining, Evaluating, and Communicating information
How do we decide what to believe about a scientific claim?
How can we make an informed decision?
What are the benefits of communicating information in multiple ways?
How does science change over time?

Source: Stevenson High School Science Department and Feeder Middle School Science Teachers
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Transfer Goal(s) 
 Students will be able to independently use their learning to . . .

         - develop and support sound arguments

        - respectfully critique the arguments of others

Understandings Essential Questions

Overarching Understandings and EQs for 
  argumentation

• A convincing argument requires a 
clear position (claim) supported by 
relevant evidence and sound reasons. 

• Persuasion may involve emotional 
appeals rather than logic. 

 • A convincing effective argument 
acknowledges opposing claims, 
reasons and/or evidence and 
effectively rebuts them.

• An effective argumement employs
language, examples, and analogies  
appropriate to the target audience. 

• What makes an argument 
convincing?

• How does argumentation differ 
from persuasion?

 • What other claims, reasons and/or 
evidence should I consider?

 • How can I best counter opposing 
arguments?

• Who is my target audeince and 
how can I best convince them of my 
position? 
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 The pressures of high-stakes accountability testing have led many schools and 
districts to encourage their teachers to engage in “test prep” instruction, especially in 
the	tested	grades	and	subject	areas.	Additionally,	there	has	been	an	increase	in	the	use	
of “interim” or benchmark assessments that mimic the state tests. While these prac-
tices may have their place, they typically focus on assessing decontextualized content 
knowledge and skills at the expense of more relevant and engaging learning. As a 
counter-balance to “test prep” teaching and “practice” testing, I recommend the inclu-
sion of more robust and authentic tasks as part of a local curriculum and assessment 
system. I refer to these as “cornerstone” tasks, although there is nothing sacred about 
the name.
 Cornerstone Tasks are curriculum-embedded performances that are intended to 
engage students in applying their knowledge and skills in an authentic context. Like a 
cornerstone anchors a building, these tasks are meant to anchor the curriculum around 
the most important performances that we want learners to be able to do (on their own) 
with acquired content knowledge and skills. Moreover, they support effective instruc-
tional practices that engage learners in authentic learning, “meaning making” and 
transfer.
	 More	specifically,	Cornerstone	tasks:
 • are curriculum embedded (as opposed to externally imposed); 
 • are planned backward from long-term Transfer Goals, within and across 
             Disciplines
 • recur across the grades, becoming increasingly sophisticated over time;
 • establish authentic contexts for performance; 
 • call for understanding and transfer via genuine performance;
 • may be used as rich learning activities and/or assessments;
 • integrate Portrait of a Graduate competencies with	subject	area	content;	
 • evaluate performance with established rubrics;  
 • engage students in meaningful learning; 
 • provide collected evidence to enable the tracking of student growth over time; 
 • enable students to compile a resume of accomplishments (e.g., in a digital 

 Cornerstone Performance Tasks
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The Literacy Design Collaborative Task Templates

Funded through the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Literacy Design Collaborative (LDC) 
has developed a set of Modules designed to support the integration of the Common Core Standards 
(6-12) in English/ Language Arts with core content in Science, Social Studies and Technical areas. 
Each Module consists of a task and associated instructional procedures intended to provide a rigor-
ous, authentic classroom experience for students at the secondary level. 

The Tasks require students to read, analyze, and comprehend written materials and then write cogent 
arguments,	explanations,	or	narratives	in	the	subjects	they	are	studying.	A	key	feature	of	the	LDC’s	
work	is	a	set	of	generic	Task	Templates	--	fill-in-the-blank	“shells”	that	allow	teachers	to	design	their	
own tasks. 

Here are several samples:

Argumentation Task Template
After	researching	________	(informational	texts)	on	________	(content	topic	or	issue),	write	a/an	
________	(essay	or	substitute)	that	argues	your	position	on	________	(topic,	issue,	essential	ques-
tion). Support your position with evidence from research. Be sure to acknowledge competing views. 
Give examples from from past or current events issues to illustrate and clarify your position. 

Social Studies Example: 
After researching academic articles on censorship, write a/an blog or editorial that argues your 
position on the use of filters the use of Internet filters by schools. Support your position with 
evidence from research. Be sure to acknowledge competing views. 

ELA Example:   
What makes something something funny?  After reading selections from Mark Twain and Dave 
Barry, write a review that compares their their humor and argues which type of humor works 
for a contemporary audience and why. Be sure to support your position with evidence from the 
texts.. Be sure to support your position with evidence from the texts. 

Informational or Explanatory Task Template

[Insert	question]	After	reading	________	(literature	or	informational	texts),	write	a/an	__________	
(essay,	report,	article,	or	substitute)	that	defines	and	explains	(term	or	concept).	Support	your	discus-
sion	with	evidence	from	the	text(s).	What	________	(conclusions	or	implications)	can	you	draw?	

Social Studies Example: 
What did the authors of the American Constitution mean by “rights”?  After reading the Bill 
of Rights, write an essay	that	defines	“rights” and explains “rights” as the authors use it in this 
foundational document. Support your discussion with evidence from the text.  What implications 
implications	can	you	draw?	
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The Literacy Design Collaborative Task Templates
Science Task Samples

Funded through the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Literacy Design Collaborative (LDC) 
has developed a set of Modules designed to support the integration of the Common Core Standards 
(6-12) in English/ Language Arts with core content in Science and Technical areas. Each Module 
consists of a task and associated instructional procedures. The Tasks require students to read, 
analyze, and comprehend written materials and then write cogent explanations or arguments related 
to	topics	they	are	studying.	A	key	feature	of	the	LDC’s	work	is	a	set	of	generic	Task	Templates	--	fill-
in-the-blank “shells” that allow teachers to design their own tasks. Here are several samples:

Informational or Explanatory Task Template

[Insert	question]	After	reading	________	(informational	texts),	write	a/an	__________	(essay,	report,	
article,	or	substitute)	that	defines	and	explains	(term	or	concept).	Support	your	discussion	with	evi-
dence	from	the	text(s).	What	________	(conclusions	or	implications)	can	you	draw?	

After reading various sources on the issue of water contamination, write a (report, article) that 
explains	the	causes	and	the	effects	of	contamination.	What	conclusion	or	implications	can	you	draw?	
Cite at least four sources, pointing out key elements from each source. Include a bibliography of 
your sources. Support your discussion with evidence from the text.  What implications implications 
can	you	draw?		(Informational	or	Explanatory/Synthesis)

How can energy be changed from one form into another? After reading scientific sources on 
energy transformation, write a report that examines the causes of energy transformation and 
explains the effects when energy is transformed.	What	conclusions	or	implications	can	you	draw?	
Support yourdiscussion with evidence from the texts. (Informational or Explanatory/Cause-Effect)

Argumentation Task Template
After	researching	________	(informational	texts)	on	________	(content	topic	or	issue),	write	a/an	
________	(essay	or	substitute)	that	argues	your	position	on	________	(topic,	issue,	essential	ques-
tion). Support your position with evidence from research. Be sure to acknowledge competing views. 
Give examples from from past or current events issues to illustrate and clarify your position. 

After researching technical and academic articles on the use of pesticides in agriculture, write 
a (speech, blog, podcast, letter to editor) that argues your position, pro or con, on the use of pesti-
cides in managing crop production. Support your position with evidence from your research. L2 Be 
sure to examine competing views. (Argumentation/Analysis)
  
After researching scientific and technical sources on methods for preventing water shortages, 
write a proposal in which you identify a problem faced by communities in arid regions and 
argue for a solution to improve water availability. Support your position with evidence from your 
research. Be sure to examine a competing view challenging your solution. Give an example from 
past or current events to illustrate and clarify your position. (Argumentation/Problem-Solution) 
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Creating Cornerstone Performance Tasks:
Task Frames in Mathematics

Task Starter Frames Task Ideas

Create a mathematical model/ 
representation of  __________
 (e.g., quantity, size, rate, 
motion, change).

Create a mathematical model to use in evaluating 
International stock funds using data from the past 
5 years. Which funds would you recommend to an 
investor?	

Make and justify predictions 
or decisions based on pattern 
analysis.

Predict the winning time of the women’s marathon event 
in the next two Olympic games based on the pattern of the 
winning times in previous games. Explain your reasoning. 
Compared the women’s marathon times to the men’s times 
since 1984. Given the results, will the women ever run 
faster?		If	so,	in	what	year?		Explain	your	answer.

Design a physical structure.
Design a 3-dimensional shipping container to maximize 
volume and safety for shipping glass marbles. What shape 
and	size	container	do	you	propose?	
Explain your reasoning.

Collect, organize, record, ana-
lyze and display data.

Collect data about student “favorites” such as music, mov-
ies,	video	games,	actors,	school	subjects,	hobbies,	foods,	
beverages, etc.  Organize and analyze the results. Decide 
on	an	effective	method	to	present	your	findings	(e.g.,	a	
blog, poster, article, podcast).

Evaluate a mathematical or 
statistical claim.
 

Claim:  50% of all Americans eat at least one meal at a 
fast food restaurant every week. How would you go about 
evaluating	this	claim?

Correct flawed mathematical 
reasoning.

Ricardo said, “Four plus three times two is 14.” Angela 
replied,	“No,	it’s	10.”		Did	someone	make	a	mistake?	
Explain the reasons that they came up with the different 
solutions. Then, tell which one is correct and explain why.

 
Other:
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames in Social Studies

Task Starter Frames Task Ideas

Gather information from 
primary and secondary sources 
to evaluate historical claims or 
interpretations.

Research various historical claims/interpretations 
regarding the rationale for the United States enter-
ing into the Vietnam war or the 2nd Iraq war. Use 
at least two primary source materials and include 
at least two interviews with veterans or citizens. 
Prepare	to	communicate	your	findings	and	your	
evaluation of the various claims/interpretations.

Critically analyze current  
events/ issues.

Analyze current debates over national immigra-
tion policy. Compare the different points of view 
on the issue. Analyze various factors including 
“push-pull” and cause-effect. Propose a policy 
that you favor and provide reasons and evidence 
for your position.

Make predictions for 
___________  (current or 
future events or issues) based 
on understanding of historical 
patterns.

Compare the Arab Spring with previous cases of 
popular uprising, revolution, insurrection and civil 
conflict.	Make	a	prediction:	Will	governments	
in middle eastern countries become more or less 
democratic	in	the	Middle	east	within	the	next	five	
years?

Act as a responsible citizen by 
_____________ (e.g., staying 
informed, studying issues, 
participating in community 
events, expressing opinions 
respectfully, voting).

Develop a position [for or against] a proposal af-
fecting students (e.g., mandatory school uniforms, 
allowing cell phones to be kept on during class). 
Select information from articles and interviews 
with teachers, parents and students to prepare 
your argument. Be sure to consider and address 
predictable	objections	to	your	position.	Prepare	
to present your argument and support to the PTO 
Council or School Board via a 90 second oral 
presentation.

• Whose story is this?  Identify 
and explain differing points of 
view about  ______________.

Identify and explain differing points of view about  
the	display	of	the	Confederate	flag	on	government	
buildings and in public places.
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames in Science

Task Starter Frames Task Ideas

Design and conduct an investi-
gation/experiment to: 
• answer (a question) 
• explain (a phenomena)

Design and conduct an investigation to determine 
which of three different brands of paper towels are 
most absorbent.  Create a data table to record your 
observations and document your procedure so that 
others can follow it to replicate your investigation. 

Effectively use scientific tools to
o Observe ______________
o Collect data on ________
o Measure ________ 
o Record data about _____
o Classify __________
o Draw conclusions about      

Use pH strips to test water samples from three dif-
ferent sources (e.g., water fountain, local stream 
or pond, collected rainwater, bottled carbonated 
water). Conduct at least two tests for each sample. 
Record and analyze your data.  Draw a conclusion 
from the results and be prepared to explain it.

Evaluate a claim involving 
science.

Evaluate the claim:  Following a strict high pro-
tein diet is a safe way to lose weight. Do you be-
lieve	this	claim?	What	does	the	evidence	suggest?

Analyze current issues involv-
ing science or technology. 

Explore the issue:  Is hydraulic fracturing (frack-
ing) an environmentally safe way to extract oil 
and	natural	gas	from	bedrock?		Research	the	ques-
tion using valid information sources. Consider the 
points of view of consumers, people residing near 
fracking sites, energy industry members, local 
businesses and environmentalists. Then, develop 
a position with reasons to convince voters to vote 
for your position. Be prepared to respond to pre-
dictable	objections.	(Can	be	presented	in	written	
form, orally, in a debate format.)

Critique experimental design 
or conclusions.

Carefully	review	students’	science	fair	projects	
involving experimental design. Was the investiga-
tion	sound?	For	example,	were:
•	procedures	consistently	applied?			variables	iso-
lated?		sufficient	samples	taken?		data	accurately	
recorded?		logical	conclusions	drawn	from	data?
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Read and respond to text in various genres 
(literature,	non-fiction,	technical)	through:	
o Global understanding (the “gist”)
o Interpretation (between the lines)
o Critical Stance
o Personal Connections

Create oral or written pieces in various genre for 
various audiences in order to:
o Explain (narrative)
o Entertain (creative)
o Persuade (persuasive)
o Help perform a task (technical)
o Challenge or change things (satirical)

Listen to various sources (e.g., lecture, radio com-
mercial) for various purposes, including for:
o Learning
o	 Enjoyment
o Performing a task
o Reaching a decision

Create multi-media pieces in various genre for vari-
ous audiences in order to:
o Explain (narrative)
o Entertain (creative)
o Persuade (persuasive)
o Help perform a task (technical)
o Challenge or change things (satirical) 

Other:		___________________________________

Creating Cornerstone Performance Tasks:
Task Frames in English/Language Arts

Task Ideas
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Assessing Comprehension using Reading Stances

STANCES Fiction Non-Fiction

Literal

- What is this [novel, film, poem,] 
about?  
- What is the main topic or “gist”? 
- Where is the setting? … the time 
period? 
- When did this piece take place?
- Who are the major and minor 
characters?
- What is the situation or problem?
- What are the most important 
events? 

- What is the topic or the “gist” of the 
text this [book, article, essay, blog, 
etc. ]?
- What are the keys facts?
- What is the most important infor-
mation conveyed?
- What did you learn from this? 

Interpretive

- What is the meaning of _____?  
- What is the implicit theme or mes-
sage?
- What is the significance of the title? 
- How would you describe the mood?
- What traits do the character(s) 
exhibit?
- What does [figurative language] 
mean? 

- What is the meaning of _____?  
- What conclusions do you draw 
from this?
- What is the [attitude, philosophy, 
politics, etc.] of the author(s)? 
- How does this piece compare to 
[one or more related works]? 

Personal

- How is this like something from your 
life? 
- How do you relate to this theme? 
- What did this make you think or 
feel?
- What would you have done if you 
were the character?
- What questions would you like to 
ask the author/character(s)? 

- What did this make you think?
- Do you agree with the author?
- Are you convinced? …persuaded? 
- Did you change your mind?
- What additional information is 
needed?
- What questions would you like to 
ask the author(s)? 

Critical

- What are the greatest strengths of 
this piece? ...greatest weakness(es)? 
Imagine you are a literary critic. 
- How effectively did the author 
convey the theme? …describe the 
setting? …develop the characters? 
…establish the mood? …unfold the 
plot and …build to a climax? ... use 
imagery and figurative language?  
- Would you recommend this to 
others? 

- How clear was this piece? …accu-
rate?  …complete? …unbiased?
- How well does the organizational 
structure work?
- What are the greatest strengths 
of this piece? ... the greatest 
weakness(es)? 
- How effectively did the author 
achieve his or her purpose; e.g., to 
inform?... to persuade?  
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Starter Frames in Health/Physical Education

Task Starter Frames Task Ideas

Engage in healthful activities 
and behaviors. Make healthful 
choices and decisions regarding 
diet, exercise, stress manage-
ment, alcohol & drug use, etc.

Write a story about a character who learns of the 
importance of following a healthy lifestyle and 
changes his/her behavior to do so. 

Be an advocate: Encourage 
others to engage in healthful 
activities and behaviors to 
promote wellness throughout 
one’s life..

Develop a comic book for younger students to 
illustrate:  1) to illustrate the importance of good 
nutrition;  2) examples of balanced meals that can 
tasks good;  and 4) potential health problems that 
can result poor nutrition.  
 

Develop and implement a plan 
to improve _______________. 
Track data and set new perfor-
mance goals.

Develop	a	personal	fitness	plan	to	improve	your:
         • strength
         • endurance
									•	flexibility
         • skills in a selected sport

Other:  

Other:
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames for COMMUNICATION

Task Frames Task Ideas

  Purpose
   What is the purpose of this 
   communication?
   o inform
   o entertain 
   o persuade
   o evoke emotion
   o critique 
   o commemorate
   o challenge 
   o other:  __________________

   Audience(s)
   For whom is this communication    
   intended?

   __________________________

   __________________________

  Form/Media
  Through what form or media will 
  this communication be conveyed?
  ❍ written
  ❍ oral
  ❍ visual/graphic
  ❍ multi-media
  ❍ kinesthetic/movement (non     
       verbal)
  ❍ other:  __________________
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames for CREATIVE THINKING
Task Starter Frames Task Ideas

  Product
   Create a product that is original      
   and useful by meeting a need or     
   solving a problem.
   _________________________

   _________________________

   _________________________

   Process
   Invent or improve a process that     
   is unique and more effective and/
   or efficient than previous 
   processes.     
  _________________________

   _________________________

   _________________________

 
  
  Performance
  Develop a performance that is     
  innovative and accomplishes its 
  purpose for an intended audience.
   
   _________________________

   _________________________

   _________________________

Your design team has the goal of improving the 
utility, comfort and style of backpacks currently 
on the market. After collecting research, create 
a	minimum	of	five	sketches	of	your	first	sug-
gestions related to design improvements. Next, 
you should prioritize your designs by selecting 
one for the creation of advanced sketches and 
in three separate views to include dimensions, 
volume, zipper locations, logo design and place-
ment, as well as colors and material selections. 

Develop a process to improve your school’s 
reporting system. Consider what should be 
reported (e.g., achievement, work habits, 
participation, attendance, behavior), how it 
should be reported (e.g., letter grades, per-
centagers, rubric scores, narrative report) and 
the medium (e.g., a quarterly report card, on-
line, via parent conferences). Your goal is a 
process that is fair, consistent across teachers 
and understandable to students and parents. 

Your task is to work with your team to create, 
rehearse and deliver an original non-verbal 
performance (e.g., mime, dance, tableau) to 
express the theme of a selected story. Your 
goal is to entertain your viewers (e.g., par-
ents, younger students) while conveying the 
story line and the emotional responses of the 
main characters. 
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames for CRITICAL THINKING 

Task Starter Frames Task Ideas
   Critical Thinking Skills
   o analyze an issue or position
   o evaluate the effectiveness of     
       an argument 
   o evaluate quality of sources
   o evaluate quality of evidence
   o identify varied perspectives    
   o distinguish fact from opinion
   o distinguish relevant/ 
       irrelevant
   o challenge assumptions    
   o identify a conflict of interest
   o other:  __________________

   Problem Solving Skills  
   o determine the nature of the      
       need or problem
   o identify obstacles/barriers
   o distinguish symptoms from 
       root causes
   o represent the problem
   o generate possible solutions 
   o evaluate solution options
   o develop an implementation     
       plan
   o monitor results and adjust 
       actions as needed   
   o other:  __________________
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 Consider the following set of stem statements as you construct a scenario for a performance task.  
Refer to the previous idea sheets to help you brainstorm possible scenarios.  (Note: These are idea 
starters.	Resist	the	urge	to	fill	in	all	of	the	blanks.)

Goal :
 • Your task is 	_______________________________________________________________________

 •  The goal is to 	______________________________________________________________________

 •  The problem/challenge is	_____________________________________________________________

 •  The obstacle(s) to overcome is (are) 	____________________________________________________

Role:
 •  You are  	__________________________________________________________________________

 •  You have been asked to 	______________________________________________________________

	 •		 Your	job	is			_______________________________________________________________________

Audience:
 •  Your client(s) is (are)  	_______________________________________________________________

 •  The target audience is  	 ______________________________________________________________

 •  You need to convince 	_______________________________________________________________

Situation:
	 •		 The	context	you	find	yourself	in	is		_____________________________________________________

 •  The challenge involves dealing with 	 ___________________________________________________

Product/Performance and Purpose:
 •  You will create a 	___________________________________________________________________

  in order to  	________________________________________________________________________  

 • You need to develop  	________________________________________________________________

  so that  	___________________________________________________________________________

Success Criteria:
 •  Your performance needs to 	___________________________________________________________

	 •		 Your	work	will	be	judged	by	__________________________________________________________

 •  Your product must meet the following standards 	__________________________________________

 •  A successful result will 	______________________________________________________________

Constructing a Performance Task Scenario   
using G.R.A.S.P.S.
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Goal:
•  Your goal is to help a group of visitors understand the key 
   historic, geographic and economic features of our region. 

Role:
•  You are an intern at the Regional Office of Tourism.

Audience:
•  The audience is a group of nine visitors from other countries (who 

speak English). 
 
Situation:
•  You have been asked to develop a plan, including a budget, for a 

four-day tour of the region. Plan your tour so that the visitors are 
shown sites that best illustrate the key historical, geographic and 
economic features of our region. 

 
Product/Performance and Purpose:
•  You need to prepare a written tour itinerary [and a budget] for 

the trip. You should include an explanation of why each site was 
selected and how it will help the visitors understand the key 
historic, geographic and economic features of our region. Include  
a map tracing the route for the tour. 

   [Optional: Provide a budget for the trip.]* 

Success Criteria:
•  Your proposed tour plan  needs to include...
  - an itinerary and route map
  - the key historical, geographic and economic features of 
     the region
  - a clear rationale for the selected sites 
          * accurate and complete budget figures
 

Constructing a Performance Task Scenario
G.R.A.S.P.S. example
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Goal:
•  The goal (within the scenario) is to minimize costs for shipping 

bulk quantities of M&Ms. 

Role:
•  You are an engineer in the packaging department of the M&M 

Candy Company.

Audience:
•  The target audience is non-engineer company executives.

Situation:
•  You need to convince penny-pinching company officers that your 

container design will provide cost-effective use of the given     
materials, maximize shipping volume of bulk quantities of M&Ms, 
and be safe to transport.

Product/Performance and Purpose:
•  You need to design a  shipping container from given materials for 

the safe and cost-effective shipping of the M&Ms.  Then you will 
prepare a written proposal in which you include a diagram and show 
mathematically how your container design provides effective use 
of the given materials and maximizes the shipping volume of the 
M&Ms.

Success Criteria:
• Your container proposal should...
 - provide cost-effective use of the given materials 
 - maximize shipping volume of bulk quantities of M&Ms 
 - be safe to transport 
•  Your models must make the mathematical case. 

Constructing a Performance Task Scenario
G.R.A.S.P.S. example
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___  actor  
___  advertiser   
___  artist/illustrator  
___  author   
___  biographer   
___  board member
___  boss
___  boy/girl scout  
___  businessperson
___  candidate
___  carpenter    
___  cartoon character 
___  cartoonist
___  caterer   
___  celebrity 
___  chairperson   
___  chef/cook
___  choreographer   
___  CEO
___  coach   
___  community member(s)
___  composer
___  clients/customer
___  construction worker
___  dancer
___  designer  
___  detective   
___  editor   
___  elected official
___  embassy staff 
___  engineer
___  expert (in ________)
___ eye witness

___  pilot
___  playwright
___  poet
___  policy maker
___  policeman/woman
___  pollster
___  programmer
___  radio listener
___  reader 
___  reporter
___  researcher
___  reviewer
___  sailor
___  school official
___  scientist
___  ship’s captain 
___  social scientist
___  social worker
___  statistician
___  storyteller
___  student  
___  taxi driver
___  teacher
___  t.v. viewer
___  tour guide 
___  trainer
___  travel agent
___  traveler
___  tutor
___  viewer
___  visitor 
___  website designer
___  zoo keeper
 
 

Possible STUDENT ROLES and AUDIENCES

___  family member
___  farmer 
___  filmmaker   
___  firefighter 
___  forest ranger 
___  friend
___  geologist
___  government official
___  historian
___  historical figure
___  illustrator  
___  intern  
___  interviewer 
___  inventor  
___  judge
___  jury
___  lawyer 
___  library patron  
___  literary critic
___  lobbyist
___  meteorologist
___  museum director/  
 curator
___  museum goer
___  neighbor
___  newscaster
___  novelist
___  nutritionist
___  panelist
___  parent
___  park ranger
___  pen pal
___  photographer

KEY:   ROLES = R  and  AUDIENCES = A 
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❍ advertisement  
❍ biography
❍ blog
❍ book report/review 
❍ brochure  
❍ crossword puzzle
❍ editorial
❍ essay
❍ field guide
❍ historical fiction
❍ journal
❍ lab report 
❍ letter
❍ log
❍ magazine article
❍ memo   
❍ newscast
❍ newspaper article
❍ play
❍ poem
❍ position paper/
 policy brief
❍ proposal
❍ questionnaire 
❍ research report
❍ screen play
❍ script
❍ story
❍ test
❍ Tweet

Written Oral Visual

❍ audiotape
❍ conversation
❍ debate
❍ discussion
❍ dramatization
❍ dramatic reading
❍ infomercial
❍ interview
❍ radio script  
❍ oral presentation
❍ oral report
❍ poetry reading
❍ podcast
❍ puppet show 
❍ rap  
❍ skit
❍ speech    
❍ song     
❍ teach a lesson 
❍ Ted Talk
     
 
  
  

❍ advertisement
❍ banner
❍ book/CD cover
❍ cartoon
❍ collage
❍ computer graphic
❍ data display
❍ design
❍ diagram
❍ display
❍ drawing
❍ exhibit
❍ Face Book page
❍ flowchart
❍ flyer
❍ game
❍ graph
❍ infographic
❍ map
❍ model
❍ movie  
❍ Power Point
❍ photograph(s) 
❍ painting   
❍ poster   
❍ scrapbook  
❍ sculpture            
❍ storyboard
❍ web site

❍ other: _______________
❍ other: _______________

Possible Products and Performances
What student product(s) and/or performance(s) will provide appropriate evidence of understanding 
and/or proficiency?  The following lists offer possibilities. (Remember that student products and 
performances should be framed by an explicit purpose or goal and an identified audience.)
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The following variables could be considered when designing performance tasks and projects. 
Determinations for each variable should be based on the learning outcomes, experience and needs 
of students, available resources (time, supplies, equipment, funds) and classroom feasibility.

1. Time Frame –	How	long	will	students	be	involved	in	this	task/project,	including	time	for	
presentations and evaluations.
 o 1 – 4 class periods                    o 5 – 10 periods                      o more than 2 weeks 

2. Cognitive Demand/Rigor 	–	Where	does	the	task/project	fall	on	the	Depth	of	Knowledge	scale?	
 o DOK 2              o DOK 3                  o DOK 4

3. Degree of Authenticity	–	To	what	extent	is	the	task/project	authentic;	i.e.,	featuring	a	real	chal-
lenge,	problem,	issue;	genuine	product/performance;	authentic	audience;	and	real-world	constraints?	
 o decontextualized        o simulates an authentic context         o fully authentic 

4. Integration of Subjects	–	To	what	extent	is	the	task/project	interdisciplinary?		
 o single discipline                      o two disciplines                        o multidisciplinary

5. Student Choice –	To	what	extent	will	students	have	choices	regarding	any	of	the	following?
 o task topic       o task activities         o process for completing task
 o options for products and performances         o target audience(s)

6. Access to Resources –	Will	all	resources	needed	(information,	supplies,	equipment)	be	provided?		
To	what	extent	will	students	be	expected	to	gather	information,	provide	their	own	supplies/equipment?
 o  all resources provided         o some provided          ostudents locate all needed resources

7. Performance Mode 	–	How	will	students	work?	
 o individually            o pair/group (optional)      o pair/group (required) 

8. Audience(s) for Student Product(s)/Performance(s) – To whom will students present their 
products	and	performances?	
 o teacher        o other school staff           o expert(s)          o parents/community
 o peers (in class)             o other students                    o other:		___________	

9. Degree of Scaffolding – To what degree will students be provided with instructional support 
(scaffolding)	as	they	work	on	the	task?
 o no support                    o some support, as needed            o extensive support

10. Evaluation of Student Product(s)/Performance(s) – Who will be involved in the evaluation of 
student	products	and	performances?	
 o teacher         o other staff           o expert	judges		 						o external scorers
 o student (self evaluation)                  o peers                          o other:		___________	

10 Variables for Tasks and Projects 
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Informative/
Explanatory

Narrative Opinion/Persuasion/
Argumentative

k Science Observation
Picture Book

All About Me 
Picture Book 

xxx

1 My Favorite Animal 
Book

Imaginary Character 
Story

xxx

2 How-to Book (illustrat-
ed)

Modern-day 
Fairy Tale

xxx

3 Friendly Letter Personal Narrative Opinion Letter
4 Feature Article Poetry Collection Issue Analysis
5 Inquiry Project Descriptive Narrative Argumentation Essay
6 How-to Guide Autobiography Editorial
7 Cause–Effect Essay Myth, Fable, Fairy Tale, 

Folktale or Legend
Position Paper

8 Inquiry Project Narrative/Historical 
Fiction

Social Issue Essay

9 Problem–Solution 
Essay

Poetry, Song/Lyrics Editorial

10 News Article Memoir Policy Evaluation
11 Technical Manual Dramatic Script/

One-act Play 
Argumentation Essay

12 Independent Research 
with Written Product 
and a Presentation

Parody, Satire, Irony on 
student-chosen topic/

issue

Position Paper on     
Issue chosen by 

student

Notes:
1) A number of these writing tasks can be naturally linked with other subject areas.
2) Many of these writing tasks allow for student “voice and choice.” Some examples:
Gr. 1 – Imaginary Character = choice of character, setting, story line
Gr. 2 – How-to Book = choice of topic or skill to teach
Gr. 3 – Friendly Letter and Persuasive Letter = choice of topic and audience
Gr. 4 – Feature Article = choice of topic, audience and publication (e.g., newspaper, on-line magazine)
Gr. 5 – Research Paper = choice of specific topic (within a general science study)
Gr. 6 – Editorial = choice of specific topic (within a general study social studies area)
Gr. 7 – Myth, Fable, Fairy Tale, Folktale, Legend = choice among genres as well as characters and “moral”
Gr. 8 – Research Paper = choice of specific topic (within a general social studies study)
Gr. 9 – Problem–Solution Essay = choice of specific topic based on a current event/issue
Gr. 10 – Argumentation Essay = choice of specific topic based on a current event/issue

A K-12 Writing Map
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Figure	  5.x	  –	  A	  Sample	  Map	  of	  Cornerstone	  Tasks	  Tied	  to	  Long-‐term	  Transfer	  
Goals	  and	  the	  4Cs’	  (Critical	  Thinking,	  Creativity,	  Collaboration,	  Communication)	  

 

 ELA Mathematics Science Social Studies 
     
 
12 

Independent Study 
Project 

ELA and Science and/or 
Social Studies 

[Critical Thinking, 
Communication]  

Mathematical Modeling 
Project (e.g., lifetime 

savings & investments) 
[Critical Thinking, 
Communication] 

Independent Study 
Project 

ELA and Science and/or 
Social Studies 

[Critical Thinking, 
Communication]  

Independent Study 
Project 

ELA and Science and/or 
Social Studies 

[Critical Thinking, 
Communication]  

 
11 

Parody/Satire Skit 
ELA and Science and/or 

Social Studies 
[Creativity, 

Collaboration 
Communication]  

Amusement Park 
Physics 

Linked to Science 
[Critical Thinking,  

Collaboration 
Communication]  

Chemistry Crime 
Scene 

[Critical Thinking,  
Collaboration 

Communication]  

Problem–Solution 
Campaign 

[Critical Thinking,  
Collaboration 

Communication]  

 
10 

Original Short Story, 
Song or Poem 

[Creativity, 
Communication] 

How to Lie with 
Statistics Project 
[Critical Thinking,  

Collaboration 
Communication]  

Genetics Project 
Science and Social 

Studies 
[Critical Thinking,  
Communication]  

Constitutional 
Checks & Balances 

[Critical Thinking, 
Communication] 

 
 
9 

Research Project 
with A-V Presentation 

[Critical Thinking 
Communication] 

Mathematical Modeling 
with Linear Equations 

[Critical Thinking, 
Communication] 

Earthquake Science 
[Critical Thinking, 

Collaboration, 
Communication]  

Contemporary Issues 
Debate 

[Critical Thinking, 
[Communication] 

 
8 

Causes of Conflict 
Research Project 

ELA and Social Studies 
[Critical Thinking 
Communication] 

Design Your Dream 
Bedroom 

[Critical Thinking, 
Communication] 

 

Consumer Scientist 
[Critical Thinking,  

Collaboration, 
Communication]  

Causes of Conflict 
Research Project 

ELA and Social Studies 
[Critical Thinking 
Communication] 

 
7 

Autobiography 
[Communication] 

Evaluate a Contractor’s 
Proposal 

[Critical Thinking, 
Communication]  

Water Quality Testing 
[Critical Thinking, 
[Communication] 

History: Whose 
Story? Examining 

Perspectives 
[Critical Thinking] 

 
6 

Personal Narrative 
[Communication] 

Exercise Studies 
Science and Health/PE 

[Critical Thinking, 
Creativity, Collaboration]  

Prove It! 
[Critical Thinking, 
[Communication] 

Humans and the 
Environment 

[Critical Thinking, 
Communication]  

 
5 

People on the Move 
Research Project 

ELA and Social Studies 
[Critical Thinking, 
[Communication] 

Fund Raiser Project 
[Critical Thinking, 

Creativity, Collaboration, 
Communication] 

Conduct Your Own 
Experiment     

[Problem Solving, 
Communication] 

People on the Move 
Research Project 

ELA and Social Studies 
[Critical Thinking, 
[Communication] 

 
4 

Authors' Party 
Presentations 
[Collaboration, 

Communication] 

Geometry Town 
 [Critical Thinking, 

Creativity, Collaboration] 

Seed to Plant Project 
[Critical Thinking, 

Collaboration 
Communication] 

Where We Live and 
How We Live 

[Critical Thinking, 
[Communication] 

 
3 

Personal Narrative 
[Creativity, 

Communication]  

Measure This! 
[Critical Thinking 

Creativity, Collaboration] 
 

Prove It! 
[Critical Thinking, 
Communication] 

Alike and Different: 
Community & Culture 

[Critical Thinking, 
Collaboration] 

 Show and Tell Animal Zoo (Habitats) Animal Zoo (Habitats)  Wants and Needs 

Sample K-12 Cornerstone Task Map
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Analytic Rubric for Mathematical Problem Solving 
 

 Reasoning Computation Representation Communications 
 

 
 

4 

An efficient and effective 
strategy is used and 
progress towards a 
solution is evaluated. 
Adjustments in strategy, 
if needed, are made, 
and/or alternative 
strategies are 
considered. There is 
sound mathematical 
reasoning throughout. 

All computations are 
performed 
accurately and 
completely. There is 
evidence that 
computations are 
checked. A correct 
answer is obtained. 

Abstract or 
symbolic 
mathematical 
representations 
are constructed 
and refined to 
analyze 
relationships, 
clarify or interpret 
the problem 
elements, and 
guide solutions. 
 

Communication is 
clear, complete and 
appropriate to the 
audience and 
purpose. Precise 
mathematical 
terminology and 
symbolic notation 
are used to 
communicate ideas 
and mathematical 
reasoning. 

 
 

3 

An effective strategy is 
used and mathematical 
reasoning is sound.  
 

Computations are 
generally accurate. 
Minor errors do not  
detract from the 
overall approach. A 
correct answer is 
obtained once minor 
errors are corrected. 

Appropriate and 
accurate 
mathematical 
representations 
are used to 
interpret and 
solve problems. 
 

Communication is 
generally clear. A 
sense of audience 
and purpose is 
evident. Some 
mathematical 
terminology is used 
to communicate 
ideas and 
mathematical 
reasoning. 

 
 

2 

A partially correct 
strategy is used, or a 
correct strategy for only 
solving part of the task is 
applied. There is some 
attempt at mathematical 
reasoning, but flaws in 
reasoning are evident.  

Some errors in 
computation prevent 
a correct answer 
from being obtained. 

An attempt is 
made to 
construct 
mathematical 
representations, 
but some are 
incomplete or 
inappropriate. 
 

Communication is 
uneven. There is 
only a vague sense 
of audience or 
purpose. Everyday 
language is used or 
mathematical 
terminology is not 
always used 
correctly. 

 
1 

No strategy is used, or a 
flawed strategy is tried 
that will not lead to a 
correct solution. There is 
little or no evidence of 
sound mathematical 
reasoning. 
 

Multiple errors in 
computation are 
evident. A correct 
solution is not 
obtained. 

No attempt is 
made to 
construct 
mathematical 
representations 
or  the 
representations 
are seriously 
flawed. 
 

Communication is 
unclear and 
incomplete. There 
is no awareness of 
audience or 
purpose. The 
language is 
imprecise and does 
not make use 
mathematical 
terminology. 

 
Source:	  	  Jay	  McTighe,	  adapted	  from	  Exexmplars.com	  

Analytic Rubric for Problem Solving
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Effectively uses a variety of information-gathering techniques and information resources.
4  Uses the important information-gathering techniques and information resources necessary to  
	 complete	the	task.	Identifies	little-known	information	resources	or	uses	unique	information-	
 gathering techniques.
3  Uses the important information-gathering techniques and information resources necessary to  
 complete the task.
2		 Fails	to	use	some	significant	information-gathering	techniques	and	information	resources			
 necessary to complete the task.
1		 Fails	to	use	the	most	important	information-gathering	techniques	or	the	major	information		
 resources necessary to complete the task.

Effectively interprets and synthesizes information.
4  Interprets the information gathered for a task in accurate and highly insightful ways. 
 Provides a highly creative and unique synthesis of the information.
3  Accurately interprets information gathered for a task and concisely synthesizes it.
2		 Makes	significant	errors	in	interpreting	the	information	gathered	for	a	task	or	synthesizes			
 the information imprecisely or awkwardly.
1  Grossly misinterprets the information gathered for the task or fails to synthesize it.

Accurately assesses the value of information.
4  Analyzes information in detail, accurately and insightfully determining whether it is credible  
	 and	relevant	to	a	specific	task.
3		 Accurately	determines	whether	information	is	credible	and	relevant	to	a	specific	task.
2		 Makes	some	significant	errors	in	determining	whether	information	is	credible	and	relevant	
	 to	a	specific	task.
1  Makes little or no attempt to determine whether information is credible and relevant to a 
	 specific	task	or	totally	misjudges	the	relevance	and	credibility	of	information.

Recognizes where and how projects would benefit from additional information.
4		 Insightfully	determines	the	types	of	information	that	will	benefit	a	task	and	effectively	seeks		
 out that information.
3		 Accurately	assesses	a	task	to	identify	areas	requiring	additional	information	for	clarification		
 or support and seeks out the needed information.
2  Does not accurately assess the information needs of the task or fails to seek out needed 
 information.
1		 Makes	little	or	no	attempt	to	assess	whether	a	task	would	benefit	from	additional	information.

Rubric for Research Skills
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Performance List for Narrative Writing
Primary Level

1. I have an interesting setting 
and characters for my story.  

     
Terrific      O.K.     Needs 

Work 
 

What will you try to do better the next time you write a story?

2. The problem in my story will
be clear to my readers.   

3. My story events are in order.  

4. The solution will be clear to 
my readers. 

5. I used many describing words 
to tell what is happening.   
 
6. My words “paint a picture.” 

7. I have a title that goes with 
my story. 
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Rubric for Collaboration and Teamwork

Contributes to        
Group Goals

Adheres to Agreements
and Norms

Demonstrates 
Productive

Interpersonal Skills 
4 Actively helps identify group 

goals and works hard to meet 
them. Takes initiative to     
address group’s needs and 
shifts roles when necessary 
to support the group.

Always adheres to group
agreements and norms.
Takes the lead in modeling
and reinforcing group norms.
Reminds others of the
importance of following
agreements and norms.

Actively and consistently
demonstrates productive
interpersonal skills. Models
effective and supportive
interactions for others. 
Provides respectful feedback 
to help others improve their 
interactions within the group.

3 Displays a commitment to
group goals and works to 
meet them. Carries out 
assigned role indepedently.

Consistently acts in ways 
that follow established 
agreements and norms, but 
may have occasional lapses.

Generally demonstrates
productive interpersonal 
skills. Interacts with others 
without prompting. Expresses 
ideas and opinions in a way 
that is sensitive to the knowl-
edge base and feelings of 
others.

2 Puts forth some effort, but
sometimes lets others 
shoulder the work. Needs 
reminders to stay on task 
or perform assigned role.

Inconsistently follows
established agreements and
norms. Needs behavioral
reminders to follow the
norms.

Use of productive 
interpersonal skills is 
inconsistent. Sometimes
interactions with others are 
less than positive. May need
reminders; e.g., to listen ac-
tively, wait one’s turn, avoid 
put	downs,	be	flexible.

1 Does not actively work 
toward group goals. OR
Is passive and does not
contribute to the group. OR
Acts in ways that undermine
the ability of the group to
achieve its goal.

Regularly violates the
established agreements and
norms. Behaves in ways that
disrupt the effective
functioning of the group.

Poor interpersonal skills in-
terfere with effective group
performance; e.g., does not
listen, dominates, interrupts,
insensitive,	inflexible,	puts	
down others.
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Performance List for Collaboration 

1.	Did	I	do	my	job	in	my	
group?	  
   
2.	Did	I	follow	directions?	
  
3.	Did	I	finish	my	part		on	
time?	  
   
4. Did I help others in my 
group?	  
   
5. Did I listen to others in 
my	group?	
 
6. Did I get along with 
others	in	my	group?	  
  
7. Did I help my group 
clean	up?

     
Terrific      O.K.     Needs 

Work 
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Professional and Collaboration Time (PACT)

Charge:
 We will use PACT to collaborate within various “Learning Communities” to 
grow professionally, and to collaborate together to enhance our planning, teaching and 
assessment with a focus on student learning. PACT is not intended for departmental or 
team “housekeeping” or for individual teacher planning.

Goals:
 To improve curriculum quality and alignment

To analyze “results” and student work
 To enhance instructional and assessment practices
 To increase professional conversations between ASD faculty members

To better implement school improvement initiatives through collaboration

Schedule:
•	 Tuesday 1:10 – 3:10 (1:10 – 2:10 = horizontal teams, 2:10 – 3:10 = vertical teams if needed)

Suggestions of collaborative tasks:
– looking at student work
– analyzing data to improve student learning (e.g., NWEA scores, AP results, etc)
–	evaluating	and	refining	the	quality	of	assessment	tasks	&	rubrics
– planning among teachers who teach common courses

 – coordinating among grade level teams (e.g., vertical alignment of curriculum)
 – developing common assessments/rubrics (including moderation of assessments)
 – planning for integration of units
 – reviewing UbD Units and Atlas Rubicon Curriculum Maps 
 – discussing professional readings

– planning for implementation of new school/team programs 
– participating in professional development 
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 Questions To Ask When Examining 
Student Work in Teams

Use the following questions to guide the examination of student work. 

Describe
• What knowledge and skills are assessed?
• What kinds of thinking are required (e.g., recall, interpretation, evaluation)?   
• Are these the results I (we) expected?  Why or why not?
• In what areas did the student(s) perform best?  
• What weaknesses are evident?      • What misconceptions are revealed?
• Are there any surprises?     • What anomalies exist?
• Is there evidence of improvement or decline?  If so, what caused the changes?

Evaluate
• By what criteria am I (are we) evaluating student work?    
• Are these the most important  criteria? 
• How good is “good enough” (i.e., the performance standard)?  

Interpret
• What does this work reveal about student learning and performance? 
• What patterns (e.g., strengths, weaknesses, misconceptions) are evident? 
• What questions does this work raise? 
• Is this work consistent with other achievement data?
• Are there different possible explanations for these results?

Identify Improvement Actions
• What teacher action(s) are needed to improve learning and performance?
• What student action(s) are needed to improve learning and performance?
• What systemic action(s) at the school/district level are needed to improve learning 
and performance (e.g., changes in curriculum, schedule, grouping)?

•	Other:		_________________________________________________________?	
 
•	Other:		_________________________________________________________?	
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Key “Moves” in the Change Cycle

Note:  While there is a general logic to the change process, it is not rigidly 
sequential. Educational change is typically recursive, similar to the writing 
process. For example, educators will frequently return to modify their actions 
as they begin to collect data on results. 

2. Establish credible     
evidence/indicators        

of success.

3. Assess the 
(inevitable) gap. 

4. Plan actions to 
narrow/close the gap 
and act on the plan.

5. Analyze results 
and act on feedback.

1. Articulate the vision  
and guiding principles. 
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Eight Strategic Principles for Leading Change 

1. Frame educational change as an “answer” to a need.
					•	Any	major	educational	change—a	new	initiative,	policy,	structure,	and/or	program—is	best	seen		
       as a natural and appropriate response to a recognized need or an aspirational vision. 
     • If  [ any new initiative ]	is	an	answer,	what	are	the	questions?
					•	Be	careful	not	to	jump	to	“solutions”	(e.g.,	Maker	Space,	Personalized	Learning)		
        before the vision is well understood and “owned” by staff and community.

2. Articulate the shared vision and guiding principles.
					•	What	is	our	mission?		What	do	we	seek	to	accomplish	in	the	long	run	in	terms	of	student	learning?	
					•	What	principles,	values,	and	beliefs	underlie	our	vision	and	mission?

3. Establish credible evidence/indicators of success.
					•	What	would	we	see	if	we	achieved	our	mission?		What	specific	indicators	will	
							show	that	our	vision	is	becoming	realized?		
					•	What	evidence	will	we	need	to	collect?		How	will	we	judge	our	progress	along	the	way?

4. Assess the (inevitable) gap. 
					•	Where	are	we	now	(our	current	reality)	compared	to	where	we	want	to	be	(our	vision)?
					•	What	gaps	should	have	priority,	given	the	vision	and	the	reality?

5. Plan actions to narrow and close the gaps.
					•	What	specific	actions	(and	their	sequence)	will	be	required	to	launch	this	initiative?
  
6. Think BIG, start small, worksmart, and go for early wins?     
     • Avoid overwhelming everyone with overly-ambitious actions (too much, too fast).
					•	Begin	with	prototypes	(small	hacks),	assess	results	and	quickly	adjust.
					•	Go	for	“early	wins”	to	build	confidence	and	gain	momentum.	
     • No need to reinvent wheels; access already well-developed resources.   
     • Celebrate short-term successes.

7. At the start, work with people who are willing and able. 
     • Identify and work with people and groups that are most enthusiastic about the initiative.
     • Seek to win over the skeptics, while marginalizing the resistors and saboteurs.  

8.  Communicate early and often.
     • Do not assume that others can “get inside your head.” Develop a plan to regularly communicate 
       the goals, processes, schedules, and accomplishments.   
     • Have a system (e.g., website, FAQ set) by which people can raise questions and provide feedback.
					•	Anticipate	concerns	and	objections.	Prepare	for	the	predictable,	“Yes,	buts…?
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Directions: Place estimates of percentage of staff who fall into the 9 categories below. 
Then, consider the different actions/strategies that may be needed for each group.

Are they willing?Do they get it?

 What patterns are evident? 

Assessing Staff:  Ready?  Willing?  Able?

Yes

Not
Likely

Are they able?

Not
Yet

 What are the implications?

Possible Actions:
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“Yes, but...” – Responding to Predictable Concerns

Yes, but...

     1. We are expected to teach to state standards and we already have too much content 
          to cover to add any more.
 
     2. We are being held accountable for student performance on standardized tests
          that use multiple-choice items, not performance assessments.
     
     3. Our students are not capable of acomplishing many of these performance tasks.

     4. We don’t have the time to develop this kind of curriculum.
 
     5. This approach will take away a teacher’s freedom/creativity.
 
     6. This too shall pass!

     7. Other:  ___________________________________________________________________

      Advocates for developing an Understanding by Design-based Curriculum and 
Assessment system often encounter predictable concerns (“yes, buts...”) from staff and 
colleagues. The following exercise is designed to help you prepare thoughtful responses 
to	possible	objections.	
 
 Part 1 - Select one of the following concerns (or add one of your own) and generate 
ideas for responding to that concern. Record your ideas in the box below. 
 
 Part 2 - Meet with others who have selected the same concern and share responses.  

Your response: 
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Directions:

INDIVIDUALLY... Review your handouts and notes. Identify 2-3 useful 
and/or interesting ideas gained as a result of attending this session.

WITH YOUR GROUP... Share your interesting/useful 
ideas with group members and listen to theirs. Add to 
your list in the space below.

Synthesizing Activity


