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Unpacking the Common Core State Standards 
Foreword (of the CA Common Core State Standards – CCSS) 

 
Two very important recommenda:ons must be taken into account on implemen:ng these standards:  
 

1. The abilities listed here are not developed independently of each other, but rather sequentially and 
concurrently. It would be a serious mistake to try to teach skills in isolation, making difficult to 
understand, and in many cases, students would not be able to apply the skills with rigor.  
 

2. Once the abilities have been presented within a meaningful context that will make them 
understandable, it will be important to recognize that these skills are not an end in themselves, but 
rather an instrument to reach an end. The desired goal is to develop the expressive, interpretive, and 
critical abilities of all students, in order that they may reach a level of mastery. 

 
Ada, A. F., & Campoy, F. I., (2012). Common core state standards: English/Spanish language version. Retrieved 
from: hQps://commoncore-espanol.sdcoe.net 
 

(CCSS) Key Shi8s in English Language Arts: IntroducAon 

The Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts and Literacy build on the best of exis:ng 
standards and reflect the skills and knowledge students will need to succeed in college, career, and life. 
Understanding how the standards differ from previous standards—and the necessary shiXs they call for—is 
essen:al to implemen:ng the standards well. 

The following are key shiXs called for by the Common Core: 

1. Regular pracAce with complex texts and their academic language 

Rather than focusing solely on the skills of reading and wri:ng, the ELA/literacy standards highlight the 
growing complexity of the texts students must read to be ready for the demands of college, career, and life. 
The standards call for a staircase of increasing complexity so that all students are ready for the demands of 
college- and career-level reading no later than the end of high school. The standards also outline a 
progressive development of reading comprehension so that students advancing through the grades are able 
to gain more from what they read. 

Closely related to text complexity and inextricably connected to reading comprehension is a focus on 
academic vocabulary: words that appear in a variety of content areas (such as ignite and commit). The 
standards call for students to grow their vocabularies through a mix of conversa:on, direct instruc:on, and 
reading. They ask students to determine word meanings, appreciate the nuances of words, and steadily 
expand their range of words and phrases. Vocabulary and conven:ons are treated in their own strand not 
because skills in these areas should be handled in isola:on, but because their use extends across reading, 
wri:ng, speaking, and listening. 

Because the standards are the roadmap for successful classrooms, and recognizing that teachers, school 
districts, and states need to decide on the journey to the des:na:on, they inten:onally do not include a 
required reading list. Instead, they include numerous sample texts to help teachers prepare for the school 
year and allow parents and students to know what to expect during the year. 

https://commoncore-espanol.sdcoe.net/
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The standards include certain cri:cal types of content for all students, including classic myths and stories 
from around the world, founda:onal U.S. documents, seminal works of American literature, and the wri:ngs 
of Shakespeare. The standards appropriately defer the majority of decisions about what and how to teach to 
states, districts, schools, and teachers. 

2. Reading, wriAng, and speaking grounded in evidence from texts, both literary and informaAonal 

The Common Core emphasizes using evidence from texts to present careful analyses, well-defended claims, 
and clear informa:on. Rather than asking students ques:ons they can answer solely from their prior 
knowledge and experience, the standards call for students to answer ques:ons that depend on their having 
read the texts with care. 

The reading standards focus on students’ ability to read carefully and grasp informa:on, arguments, ideas, 
and details based on evidence in the text. Students should be able to answer a range of text-
dependent ques:ons, whose answers require inferences based on careful aQen:on to the text. 

Frequently, forms of wri:ng in K–12 have drawn heavily from student experience and opinion, which alone 
will not prepare students for the demands of college, career, and life. Though the standards s:ll expect 
narra:ve wri:ng throughout the grades, they also expect a command of sequence and detail that are 
essen:al for effec:ve argumenta:ve and informa:ve wri:ng. The standards’ focus on evidence-based 
wri:ng along with the ability to inform and persuade is a significant shiX from current prac:ce. 

3. Building knowledge through content-rich nonficAon 

Students must be immersed in informa:on about the world around them if they are to develop the strong 
general knowledge and vocabulary they need to become successful readers and be prepared for college, 
career, and life. Informa:onal texts play an important part in building students’ content knowledge. Further, 
it is vital for students to have extensive opportuni:es to build knowledge through texts so they can learn 
independently. 

In K-5, fulfilling the standards requires a 50-50 balance between informa:onal and literary reading. 
Informa:onal reading includes content-rich nonfic:on in history/social studies, sciences, technical studies, 
and the arts. The K-5 standards strongly recommend that texts—both within and across grades—be selected 
to support students in systema:cally developing knowledge about the world. 

In grades 6-12, there is much greater aQen:on on the specific category of literary nonfic:on, which is a shiX 
from tradi:onal standards. To be clear, the standards pay substan:al aQen:on to literature throughout K-12, 
as it cons:tutes half of the reading in K-5 and is the core of the work of 6-12 ELA teachers. Also in grades 6-
12, the standards for literacy in history/social studies, science, and technical subjects ensure that students 
can independently build knowledge in these disciplines through reading and wri:ng. Reading, wri:ng, 
speaking, and listening should span the school day from K-12 as integral parts of every subject. 

Key Shifts in English Language Arts. (2019). Retrieved from 
hQp://www.corestandards.org/other-resources/key-shiXs-in-english-language-arts/ 

 
 

http://www.corestandards.org/other-resources/key-shifts-in-english-language-arts/
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Wri%ng genres within each bucket 
(Source:  Pathways to the Common Core) 
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The Reading Ladder 

   
 

1.
	C
lo
se
	R
ea
di
ng
	

2.	Determine	central	ideas	or	themes	of	a	text	and	analyze	their	development;	
summarize	the	key	supporting	details	and	ideas.	

3.	Analyze	how	and	why	individuals,	events,	and	ideas	develop	and	interact	over	
the	course	of	a	text.	

4.	Interpret	words	and	phrases	as	they	are	used	in	a	text,	including	determining	
technical,	connotative,	and	figurative	meanings,	and	analyze	how	specific	word	
choices	shape	meaning	or	tone.	

5.	Analyze	the	structure	of	texts,	including	how	specific	sentences,	paragraphs,	
and	larger	portions	of	the	text	(e.g.,	a	section,	chapter,	scene,	or	stanza)	relate	
to	each	other	and	the	whole.	

6.	Assess	how	point	of	view	or	purpose	shapes	the	content	and	style	of	a	text.	

7.	Integrate	and	evaluate	content	presented	in	diverse	media	and	formats,	
including	visually	and	quantitatively,	as	well	as	in	words.	

8.	Delineate	and	evaluate	the	argument	and	specific	claims	in	a	text,	including	
the	relevance	and	sufficiency	of	the	evidence.	(Not	applicable	to	literature)	
 

9.	Analyze	how	two	or	more	texts	address	similar	themes	or	topics	in	order	to	
build	knowledge	or	to	compare	the	approaches	the	authors	take.	

Key	Ideas	and	Details	(also	includes	#1)	

Integrate	Knowledge	and	Details	

Craft	and	Structure		

Ladder	of	Common	Core	Anchor	Standards	for	Reading	

10
.	T
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t	C

om
pl
ex
ity
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The Biliteracy Unit Framework, 2nd ed. 
 

K-5 BUF Templates 
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PreK/TK BUF Templates 

 

 
 



©Center for Teaching for Biliteracy 8 

Content Rubrics 
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Yearlong Storylines 
 
The yearlong and unit storylines are cri2cal elements for implemen2ng the standards-based maps and 
units. They are crucial for the curriculum wri2ng team to document their work, and they are a lifeline 
for teachers who may not have been involved in crea2ng the map and units. At the yearlong level, 
storylines give a broad picture of the themes and topics that will be taught in each language and 
within each content area across the year, explaining connec2ons between units and how rigor grows 
throughout the school year.  
 

● Purpose of a Yearlong Storyline: The yearlong storylines explain the connec2ons of the units 
within a par2cular content area, including the strategic placement and order of standard 
bundles across the year and how rigor increases. Yearlong storylines provide a descrip2on of 
how literacy (both reading and wri2ng) is integrated within the content areas as well as 
connec2ons across the content areas. They are a narra2ve of the scope and sequence provided 
by the biliteracy map that focuses on a specific content area (science or social studies) while 
also making connec2ons across languages.  

 
Recommenda7ons: 

● Ensure that there is a yearlong storyline for Spanish instruc2on and a yearlong 
storyline for English instruc2on that matches the biliteracy map.  

● It can be helpful to describe the yearlong plan via the content areas including 
content (science, social studies, or a universal theme) AND language arts,  and 
include  

o unit themes  
o essen2al ques2ons  
o connec2ons between and across units  

● The storyline should follow the order of the map, beginning with the start of the 
school year.  

● Ensure that the yearlong storyline for each content area (science/social studies) 
includes how literacy is integrated within and across languages. 

 
● The Yearlong Storyline Process: The yearlong storyline process begins as the map is built. 

Teams note how the standards (or standard bundles) fall on the map and document their 
jus2fica2ons.  As the team’s understanding of the standards deepens, it is important to go back 
and revise the storylines. Typically, storylines have at least three sec2ons: 

o Sec2on 1: 
▪ Briefly explains the connec2on of past learning in that content area (for grades 

one and up) and the yearlong theme of the new grade level.  
▪ It may describe par2cular behaviors expected of students in that grade for the 

content area, or it may begin to describe the units and themes across the year.  
▪ Some grade levels choose to explain each unit in its own paragraph, including the 

theme, essen2al ques2on, how each subsequent unit builds on the previous.  
▪ It also includes a brief descrip2on of how literacy (reading and wri2ng) will be 

integrated within the unit. 
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o Sec2on 2: 

▪ Summarizes how reading is balanced across the content areas over the course of 
the year and across languages.  

▪ It may men2on literacy rou2nes that would be expected within the units. 
 

o Sec2on 3: 
▪ Summarizes how wri2ng is balanced across the content areas over the course of 

the year and across languages.  
 

These final two sec7ons will help to jus7fy how the yearlong map meets the 
instruc7onal shi>s recommended by the CCSS for language arts. 

 
As the map is reviewed and revised, updates are also made to the yearlong storyline.   

 
● Consistency Across Yearlong Storylines: Across curriculum developers, it is important for there 

to be consistency in structure and formats. Yearlong storylines should offer a clear explana2on 
of how content instruc2on progresses across the school year as well as how reading and wri2ng 
are integrated and exposure is addressed across the year. Therefore, it is important to read all 
the storylines to edit them to ensure consistency and alignment. 

 
Collabora2ve crea2on of the yearlong storylines creates opportuni2es for groups of teachers to both 
deepen their understanding of the map itself and to deepen their understanding of how the standards 
have been bundled and can be taught in an integrated fashion.  Before beginning to write your own 
storylines, take some 2me to read the sample yearlong storylines provided in the resources, and 
reflect on how the yearlong storylines serve to provide a robust introduc2on and understanding of the 
biliteracy map.  
 
An in-depth explana2on of unit storylines is provided during Step 2 of the Curriculum Development 
Process.  
 

Sample maps and yearlong storylines in google: 
 

h+ps://bit.ly/4cNopmP 

 
 
 

https://bit.ly/4cNopmP
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Record, Reflect, Revise - Guidance Document 
 

The first draI of your map is completed!  CongratulaNons!  It has taken Nme, work, collaboraNon, 
and a lot of reading of the standards to get here.  At this point in the process, it is criNcal to take 
the opportunity to review the document you have created and make the revisions, adjustments, 
edits, and tweaks that are a natural part of the biliteracy mapping process.   This step in the 
process is called:  AudiNng:  Record, Reflect, and Revise.  As the name implies, this step involves 
looking closely at your map, engaging in criNcal discussion about the map, rereading the 
standards, consulNng district and other resources, and finally going back to the map to make 
revisions and adjustments to ensure that the map does what it is designed to do:  provide a 
comprehensive guide that organizes and orders the content, wriNng, and reading standards in a 
way that facilitates unit wriNng and robust instrucNon.  
 
The outline below will guide you through the Audit process - Record, Reflect, and Revise. 
 

1. Gather the materials needed: 
 

• The biliteracy map – on butcher block paper.  It’s important to engage in this process with 
a physical map, rather than a digital one.  It’s critical that everyone in the group can see 
and touch the map. 
 

• Four separate tally sheets, digital version (make sure to copy and download these 
documents that can be found in this folder:  2. Digital Tally Sheets for Recording, 
Reflecting, and Revising the Biliteracy Map: 

o Informational Texts Reading Standards tally sheet 
o Literary Texts Reading Standards tally sheet 
o Writing Standards tally sheet 
o Genre tally sheet 

 
• Three separate tally sheets, on chart paper (you will need to make these):   

o Informational Texts and Literary Text Reading Standards tally sheet (you may 
choose to put this on two different charts) 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/hvvmichbw84m34s/AAADLzmMaUOPWdOI1knfO36aa?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/hvvmichbw84m34s/AAADLzmMaUOPWdOI1knfO36aa?dl=0
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o Writing Standards tally sheet 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

o Genre tally sheet 
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• Markers, one of each 
o Green 
o Blue 
o Red 
o Black 

• The grade level content, writing and reading standards, in hard copy (not digital) 
 
2.  Assign roles to mapping parRcipants: 

• One person to tally on the chart paper 
• One person to tally digitally 
• One person to read the map to the people that are tallying 
• One person to have a copy of the standards in hand to check the standards   
• One person to take notes on the process 

 
AudiRng process – begin Record, Reflect, Revise 

 
3.  Record:  Tally the standards on the chart paper and electronically 
 
Begin with the WriRng Standards 

• The assigned person reads out the Spanish writing standards by unit.  For example, “Unit 
1 – Standard 1- opinion, and standards 5 & 8.”   

• This is noted on the chart paper in green marker (to indicate Spanish) like this: 
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• It is also noted digitally. 
• The process continues until all the Spanish writing standards have been recorded.  Then 

the English writing standards are recorded on the chart paper (in blue marker) and 
digitally. 

• Record the sub-genres of writing by unit – making sure to use green and blue- like this: 

 
 
Then record the reading standards 

• The assigned person reads out the Spanish reading standards by unit and type of reading 
(informational or literary).  For example, “Unit 1 – Literary – standards 1, 3, 6, 7, & 10.” 

•  This is noted on the chart paper in green marker (to indicate Spanish) like this  
o Note:  Tally the units in columns – for example, unit 1 to the left, unit 2 just the right of unit 1, 

etc.  (See below) 
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• This information is also noted digitally 
• The process continues until all the Spanish reading standards have been recorded.  Then 

the English reading standards are recorded on the chart paper (in blue marker) and 
digitally. 

• You have now finished the Record part of this step and are ready to move on to Reflect. 
 
4. Reflect:  This is the opportunity to look criNcally at the data in the tally sheets. 
 
Reflect on WriRng 

• Open reflection:  Look at the writing charts.  What do you notice? Make sure to digitally 
record what you notice for later discussion.  This is the opportunity to take a critical look 
at how the standards have been mapped.  Note all reflections for further discussion. 

• Focused reflection:  After the initial open reflection, take some time to make sure to 
reflect on the following, and take notes on the reflections (at this point – you are noting 
the reflections, and not yet making any changes to the map): 

o Are any buckets missing?  How many times is each bucket taught in each language?  
There should be a balance of the three buckets within each language.  In other 
words, the goal should be to have the same number of opinion, narrative, and 
informational units in Spanish, and the same number of opinion, narrative, and 
informational units in English.   

o Is one bucket taught in one language, but absent from the other language?  There 
should be a balance of buckets across the languages.  In other words, you should 
not see all the opinion units in Spanish, and all the narrative units in English.   

o In what order are the buckets taught?  Does it make sense to teach opinion in the 
beginning of the grade level you are mapping?  Should there be four narrative units 
in a row?  
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o How are the buckets distributed within the content areas?  For example, is 
narrative always taught with Social Studies, and informative with Science? 

o Is the same writing bucket taught in both Spanish and English simultaneously?  How 
does that reflect the biliteracy guideline that indicates that the same standard 
should not be taught in both Spanish and English at the same time?  (See Part 1A, 
Step 2 of the google doc.) 

o In what language is the writing bucket introduced?  Should students first engage in 
opinion writing in Spanish or English?   

o Are there a variety of sub-genres taught?  In what language is the sub-genre 
introduced?   
 

Now that you have taken all this Rme to reflect on the wriRng standards, it is Rme to go back 
and look at the standards! 

• Before making any changes to the map, take the time to review all of your noted 
reflections. 

• Then, return to the primary source – the standards.  What do the standards actually say?  
What do the standards say, for example, the expectation is for an opinion piece at the 
grade level you are mapping. 

• Set goals for revising the writing, but don’t make any changes to the map yet.  For 
example, goals might be: 

o We need to add more informative writing in Spanish social studies. 
o We need to alternate the writing buckets in our units. 
o We need to move opinion to later in the year, given the demands of the standards. 

 
Reflect on Reading 
• Open reflection:  Look at the reading charts.  What do you notice? Make sure to digitally 

record what you notice for later discussion.  This is the opportunity to take a critical look 
at how the standards have been mapped.  Note all reflections for further discussion. 

• Focused reflection:  After the initial open reflection, take some time to make sure to 
reflect on the following, and take notes on the reflections (at this point – you are noting 
the reflections, and not yet making any changes to the map): 

o Where are the holes?  Which standards are missing?  Indicate missing standards 
with a red dot on the physical chart and in the digital chart.  If the standard is 
missing in BOTH languages, indicate that with a red dot with a circle around it.  See 
below: 
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o Which standards are repeated the most?  In which language(s) are these standards 
repeated? 

o In what order are the standards taught?  Does the order in which the standards are 
taught reflect the development of reading skills for the grade level you are 
mapping?  Do certain standards need to be taught before other standards?   

o How are informational text units and literary text units balanced?  Should there be 
multiple fiction units in a row in one language?  Should Spanish and English focus 
on literary or informational text at the same time?   

o How many standards are taught in each unit?  Can students in the grade level you 
are mapping focus on 5 standards (half the total standards) in the beginning of the 
year?  What about at the end of the year? 

o Are all the standards taught in both languages?  Is that possible in a grade level that 
is 80/20, and where there is significantly more time in Spanish than in English?  
What about if you are mapping 70/30?  60/40? 50/50? 

 
Now that you have taken all this Rme to reflect on the reading standards, it is Rme to go back 
and look at the standards! 
 

• Before making any changes to the map, take the time to review all of your noted 
reflections. 

• Then, return to the primary source – the standards.  What do the standards actually say?  
What do the standards say, for example, the expectation is for determining the central 
message of a story at the grade level you are mapping. 

• Before setting goals for the reading standards, make a decision on how to prioritize 
reading standards.  By this point in the reflection, you have most likely seen some holes 
(some standards that may have been missing from one language or both) and some 
standards that have been prioritized over others (standards that are repeated the most 
in one language or the other).  Therefore, it is time to engage in making explicit decisions 
about which standards should be the priority standards. 
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5. Revise:  Begin the second draI of your map. 
 
Mapping is a recursive process, and revision at this point is criNcal to creaNng a robust map that 
that organizes and orders the content, wriNng, and reading standards in a way that facilitates 
unit wriNng and robust instrucNon. 
 
Go back to the goals you have created and reorganize the standards.  This will also require 
revising some of the storylines.  Make sure to re-tally and re-reflect on the standards before 
moving on. 
 
 
6.  Record, Reflect, and Revise Across Grade Levels 
 

• As you create multiple maps for multiple grade levels, you will want to engage in this 
process vertically, to reflect on how standards are being addressed and prioritized across 
the grade levels.  You can find a cross-grade level tally sheet in:  2. Digital Tally Sheets for 
Recording, Reflecting, and Revising the Biliteracy Map: 

 

Step 1B Audit: Record, Reflect and 
Revise  

h6ps://bit.ly/42vp0or 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/hvvmichbw84m34s/AAADLzmMaUOPWdOI1knfO36aa?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/hvvmichbw84m34s/AAADLzmMaUOPWdOI1knfO36aa?dl=0
https://bit.ly/42vp0or
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 WRITING BILITERACY UNITS: BACKWARDS PLANNING 
 

Unpacking Standards into Outcomes: 
 
The purpose of creating outcomes is to use the standards to identify the focus of instruction and formative 
assessments (created from the outcomes) that build in increments to get to the deeper understandings set by 
the standards.  In other words, the outcomes establish the path that students follow to show evidence that 
they have met the standards by the end of the unit. 
 
When we create outcomes, we are creating lists of lesson foci that will allow us to: 

• Differentiate 
• Scaffold 
• Increase rigor slowly and deliberately throughout the unit 
• Develop mini-lessons and teaching points 
• Develop formative assessments 

 
Process: 
 

1.  Select a template in the Google folder based on the language of your unit: 
a. Plantilla:  Cómo convertir los estándares en resultados 
b. Template in English:  Unpacking Standards into Outcomes 

 
 

2. Complete the “What does it mean”, and “What it is not” portions of the table. 
o When working on Reading or Writing standards: read the same standard for the grade above 

and below to be sure you reflect your grade-level standard and not those above or below you. 
o When working on  SS or NGSS standards, look at the grade-level maps of grades below and 

above you, as well as the table describing the progression of the NGSS standards, to determine 
where this standard fits vertically. 
 

For “What does it mean”? 
 

• First, focus on the verbs and make sure you know what they mean in this context.   
• Look up keywords of the standard to make sure your definition reflects that of the field (for example in 

reading, the meaning of “theme”; the difference between “retell”, “recount”, and “summarize”). 
o Read the standard objectively and check to make sure you are not assuming you know what the 

standard means.  
1. For example, in kindergarten there are 2 standards related to the needs of plants and 

animals (see below).  Yet teachers can misinterpret these standards in 2 ways: 1) not 
including humans as animals; 2) assuming these standards are about living and nonliving 
things when they are not.  
 

• Example:  K-ESS2-2: Construct an argument supported by evidence for how plants and 
animals  (including humans) can change the environment to meet their needs 
 

• K-LS1-1: Use observations to describe patterns of what plants and animals (including humans) need to 
survive. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wbWQJgrwOKl_IPf2kNJ0u-FcsSSCcD8n5DDq7zkGaf4/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1kFmDvPeq8--8oM7yAHdN_-Z7qr9RSHUFu9th4zXMzSA/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hg9Df1-mBiugc_DH_KoNw5r75oseSR8P0K_qD96P-JA/edit#bookmark=id.phen5a1kmnew
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iv. Read the specific words in the standard carefully.  For example, if the standard uses the 
word “including” (as in the example in the table below), it does not mean you only do 
what is included, you should go beyond what is stated. 
 

iv. Describe how students will be engaging with the standard (as opposed to how you will 
teach it). 

 
For “What it is not”?: 

• Interpret carefully what the standard is saying, and state clearly what it is NOT saying.   
• Research will help.  For example, with the example below in the table, since the standard says students 

will “recount” versus “retell”, use the meaning of each (see this website for more information) 
to  write, “not retelling the story again out of order”.  You could also write, “not summarizing” 

o Address the instructional shifts of the standards (integration and inquiry) by stating what the 
teacher should not do, such as lecture, use 1:1 question and answer, etc. 

 
Template for Unpacking Content Standards 

 

Standard:  
-  
(1) On Hess’s Cogni:ve Rigor Matrix, this standard:  

What this standard means What this standard does NOT mean 

- (2) In other words, this standard is about: 
- (4) This standard expects students to: 

 

- (3) In other words, this standard is not about: 
- (5) It does not require/expect students to: 
- (6) Instruc:on should NOT include: 
- (7) Comparison to the previous and subsequent 

grade level (in this strand): For science, use the 
NGSS Standard Progression 

(10) Language students will need (and thus, language to build oracy on): 

Content-obligatory language 
(domain specific, :er 3) 

Content-compaAble language 
(:er 2 language used to connect :er 3 words) 

  

 

(11) Outcomes (in order from most concrete to most abstract):  
 
Students will be able to… 

●  

 
 
 
 

https://learningfocused.com/retell-recount-summarize-reading-comprehension-skills/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tYgYRv01HfMIg8lbx_H8pCXccWKnsqlMWxlYi3ulTd8/edit?usp=sharing
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Example:  
 

RL.1.2 Retell stories, including key details, and demonstrate understanding of their central message or 
lesson. 

RL.2.2  Recount stories, including fables and folktales from diverse cultures, and determine their 
central message, lesson or moral.  (Add the standard for 1st grade above and the standard for 3rd 
grade below.  Use this vertical progression chart to help you). 

RL.3.2 Recount stories, including fables, folktales, and myths from diverse cultures; determine the central 
message, lesson, or moral and explain how it is conveyed through key details in the text. 

What does it mean? What is it not? 

• Students will use a more formal approach in recounting 
than they did with retelling. 

• Students will sequence events in order. (new to 2nd). 
• Students will use precise language, concise word choice, 

and transition words  
• Students will determine the central message (big idea of 

the story), lesson, or moral.   
o The expectation that they determine the moral of 

a lesson is new in 2nd grade. A moral is a type of 
message that teaches a reader a life lesson - how 
to treat people, right or wrong…. 

• Students will read stories in which there is a central 
message. 

• Students will read stories in which there is a lesson and a 
moral 

• Students will read and explore fables and folktales from 
diverse culture 

• Students will identify and determine a central message or 
moral with any literary text.  

• Not retelling the story out 
of order  

• Not using oral language 
only to recount 

• Not summarizing 
• Not explaining the central 

message or moral of a 
story.  (3.2) 

• Not using key details to 
determine the central 
message or moral. (3.2) 

• Not reading only fables and 
folktales 

• The teacher telling the 
students the central 
message, moral or lesson of 
a story. 

Notes on the process: 
 
What does it mean? 

1. I first read the 2nd grade standard.  Then, I read FL.K.2, RL.1.2 and RL.3.2 and added them to 
the table. 

2. I did some research on the difference between “retell, recount and summarize” and I found the 
following: (this website was helpful) 

a. Recount is in the K and 1 standards 
b. Retell is in the 2 and 3 standards 
c. Summarize is in the 4 and 5 standards 

3. I focused my first 3 bullets on what recount means 
4. Then I focused my next 3 bullets on “determine the central message, lesson, or moral”.  I 

researched the difference between the 3 and found that the main differences are between 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1gZNwv6ftO9jqToVvG9e3cA-xNdwdVgSXQsrXr-NY_Pw/edit
https://www.vocabulary.com/dictionary/moral#:~:text=%2F%CB%88m%C9%92r%C9%99l%2F&text=The%20moral%20of%20a%20story,to%20be%20a%20better%20person.
https://learningfocused.com/retell-recount-summarize-reading-comprehension-skills/
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central message (big idea of the story) versus lesson or moral (lesson the story teaches,  like 
right and wrong, honesty, etc.). 

5. In reading the standard, I realized that “including fables and folktales” does NOT mean that is 
the only thing they read to learn to recount and determine the central message and moral of a 
story.  And so I added that to both “what it is” and “what it is not”. 

 
What it is not: 

1. I documented a lot of what I learned about the difference between “retell”, “recount”, and 
“summarize”. 

2. I also referenced what is done in K and 1 with this standard, and what is done in 3rd grade with 
this standard.  

 
 
3.  Complete the portion of the graph where you brainstorm content-compatible language associated 
with this standard.  See the example below: 
 

Content-obligatory language students need  in  English: 
• Sequence 
• Order 
• Transition words (first, second, third, fourth, finally) 
• Recount 
• Central Message 
• Lesson 
• Moral 

 
 
4.  Create a list of outcomes students will meet as they work on this standard.   
 

• Start by determining the depth of knowledge of the key verbs in the standard.  While the verb is 
important, it’s not just about the verb (as described here), but also the context of the verb in action.  In 
the example we are using, there are 2 key verbs:  recount and determine. (Use these DOK resources, 
especially the Hess Matrix of Rigor, Bloom’s Taxonomy; and Bloom’s to write learning objectives). 	
 

i.Recount:  Finding the DOK level for “recount” was hard because it is open to 
interpretation.  But this resource helped and suggests that  “recall” is a level 2 in DOK 
because of knowledge needed to be able to recount.   

 
ii. Determine:  This document lists “determine” as a level 2 DOK.   

 
• Consider the skills inherent in this standard.  In this example some of the skills include: 

 
o Using oral language to sequence events in a story 
o Using transition words to narrate sequential events in a story 
o Identifying a central message, or moral 

 

https://carla.umn.edu/cobaltt/modules/curriculum/features.pdf
https://keepindianalearning.org/dok-not-just-about-the-verb/
https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/13d2vCfizxU0CNAPOdh0T-gHrogCEN9kx
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Wk9XpPRof6XaAiZQ-JOQT5whHCMRCwQ6/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Wk9XpPRof6XaAiZQ-JOQT5whHCMRCwQ6/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oWkAklMpwloS7bDvP1rB5vnluaJolPz5/view?usp=drive_link
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/retell-summary-recount/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oWkAklMpwloS7bDvP1rB5vnluaJolPz5/view?usp=drive_link
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• Using the DOK level of the verbs, create a list that starts with the lowest level of rigor (consult your 
resources), building up to the actual standard.   

 
o In this case, because both verbs are a DOK  of 2, I will start listing outcomes with verbs from 

level 1 such as identify 
 

o I  added “with familiar stories”  as  a scaffold to the first few outcomes, knowing that their 
success with the first outcomes will lead them to success with the following outcomes. 

 
o Each of the key parts of the standard has at least one outcome (e.g., using transition words) 

 
• The first 4 outcomes lead up to “recount”, and the  remaining outcomes lead to “determine central 

message, lesson or moral”. 
 

• All the verbs are listed in terms of how they grow in rigor. 
 

Standard Outcomes 

RL.2.2  Recount 
stories, including 
fables and folktales 
from diverse 
cultures, and 
determine their 
central message, 
lesson or moral.  

• Identify examples (from familiar stories) of a central message, lesson or moral 
• Identify examples of recountings of familiar stories 
• Recount a familiar story using language to indicate the sequence of events 

chronologically (e.g., at the beginning, the next thing that happened, the story 
ends when…) 

• Recount a story, fable and/or folktale with a clearly sequenced ordering of 
events  

• Use transition words to indicate the sequence of events in a recounting of a 
story, fable and/or folktale 

• Reference key details of the story, fable and/or folktale explicitly in the 
recount (preparing students for 3rd grade) 

• Identify the central message, lesson or moral of a story, fable and/or folktale 
read aloud from given options 

• Describe how key details of the story, fable and/or folktale relate 
to/contribute to the central message, lesson, or moral of the story (preparing 
students for 3rd grade) 

• Determine the central message, lesson or moral of a story, fable and/or 
folktale 

 
Resources: 

• Vertical Progressions of the Reading and Writing Standards 
• Deconstructed Language Arts Standards 
• Depth of Knowledge - Rigor Resources 

 
Bloom’s Taxonmy 

https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1vLzQHOBQ3MbI9vCxSAF96C019J9ksHWt
https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1AIFcxCV9IfCCdMg2hFJKb1YaVyz_VtHw
https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/13d2vCfizxU0CNAPOdh0T-gHrogCEN9kx
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Guidance Document for Wri<ng Big Ideas:  Unit Backwards Design 
 
This guidance document will focus on how to write big ideas for each unit.  Before we begin…. a word about 
language.  We highly recommend that you write the unit in the language of instruc:on.   In your resources 
here, you will find Spanish and English versions of all the Big Idea templates.  Match the language of 
instruc:on to the language of the templates so that your unit wri:ng is authen:c to the language in which you 
will teach.  
 
What are big ideas and why do we need them? 
The biliteracy mapping process we have undertaken is standards based.  Standards can be interpreted in 
different ways, and depending on how they are interpreted, they can be rigorous.  In wri:ng big ideas, we will 
interpret the standards, build a meaningful frame, or context for learning, and succinctly state what students 
will learn in the unit.  While big ideas come from standards, they are different from standards and have a 
different purpose.  Let’s explore what they are, why we use them and how to write them. 
 
What are big ideas? 
Big ideas are understandings that students develop throughout a unit.  These understandings reflect 
connec:ons made over :me that help students organize their thinking.  Big ideas are “the important 
understandings that we want students to ‘get inside of’ and retain aXer they’ve forgoQen many of the details.”  
(Wiggins and McTighe, 1998, p. 10).  The current standards-based era we are in priori:zes cri:cal thinking and 
problem solving over learning facts and details.  Big ideas help us organize and focus our teaching so that 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lXTUYMfl8tmnFgCW5BE-3Cg1u0cSAeQO?usp=drive_link
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students experience meaningful learning that will endure.   Big ideas move us away from ac:vity-based 
planning to understanding based planning. 
 
In his book :tled Unwrapping the Common Core (2014), Larry Ainsworth describes the role of big ideas this 
way (p.55): 
 

Big ideas originate with the educator who thinks deeply, in advance of any instruc:onal planning, about 
what the end learning goals for students should be for a par:cular unit of study. The educator then 
guides students during the unit to discover these Big Ideas for themselves by the end of the unit.  This 
backwards-planning approach to standards-based unit design is an inten:onal way of aligning 
standards, assessment, curriculum and instruc:on. 
 
Although extremely beneficial to educators, ul:mately Big Ideas provide the greatest benefit to 
students because: 

 
● Big Ideas represent those “aha” realiza:ons, discoveries, or conclusions students reach on their 

own either during or aXer instruc:on. 
 

● Big ideas are key generaliza:ons students can ar:culate in their own words aXer their “I get it” 
moment 

 
● Big ideas bring relevancy to students by answering their unspoken mental ques:on: “Why do I have 

to learn this anyway?”  Or “When will I ever use this in real life?” 
 

● Big ideas endure in students’ minds and help them apply those insights to future learning.  That is 
why they are oXen referred to as enduring understandings”. (Wiggins and McTighe, 2005) 

 
Big ideas, or essen:al understandings, are statements that describe what students will learn.  They are not 
details, but rather, they are understandings that endure and travel with students into their future learning.    
Wiggins and McTighe developed the idea of the big idea in their work on Understanding by Design (1998), and 
we are using their work on big ideas to shape this part of unit wri:ng. 
 
Big ideas can be characterized by the following: 
 

● They are enduring understandings (not details) 
● They are answers to essen:al ques:ons 
● They establish a ra:onale for why the learning is important 
● They include academic language and are rigorous and worthwhile 
● They need at least 2 examples to be big ideas 
● They must complete the prompt; I want my students to learn that…. 

 
Let’s examine some examples and non-examples of big ideas: 
 

Examples Non-examples 
Plants and animals are interdependent. 
 

Birds spread seeds through their beaks. 
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When reading literary texts, it is important to 
describe how a narrator’s point of view influences 
how events are described. 
 

One type of first-person narra:ves is biographies. 

Frac:ons, decimals and percentages are all ways of 
expressing the rela:onship of a part to the whole. 
 

Frac:ons, decimals and percentages. 

Geography, climate and the topography of a region 
influence the life of a community. 
 

The Pueblo Indians constructed homes made of 
adobe. 

 
Why do we need two types of big ideas? 
In our integrated biliteracy units that plan for language, literacy and content, we will write 2 types of big ideas:  
1) content (social studies, science or universal theme) and 2) language arts (reading and wri:ng).   
 
Content based big ideas: 
The meaningful context that frames the en:re unit hinges on the content area standards such as the Next 
Genera:on Science Standards or your state’s Science standards, the C3 Social Studies Framework and your 
state’s Social Studies standards, or universal themes (rela:onships, right and wrong, survival, prejudice, 
courage and heroism, individual vs. society, etc.).  This meaningful frame is a hallmark of best prac:ces for 
second language acquisi:on and literacy instruc:on, and it reflects the instruc:onal shiXs of the common core 
language arts standards.  In addi:on to providing the meaningful frame, through iden:fying big ideas, we also 
iden:fy the linguis:c complexity, language forms and conven:ons, and vocabulary (WIDA 2012 Resource 
Guide) required for the en:re unit, and as such, the big ideas drive the planning for oracy and building 
background knowledge at the beginning of the unit and the transfer part of the Bridge at the conclusion of the 
unit.   
 
Let’s analyze the characteris:cs of content big ideas by reading through the following three examples.  As you 
read through the statement and its examples, think about how they establish a meaningful context for learning 
as well as how they iden:fy the academic language required for the unit: 
 
I want my students to understand that all living things have a life cycle that includes birth, growth, 
reproduc:on and death.  (NGSS 3-LS1-1) 
 

1. For example, plants start as seeds which grow into mature plants that produce flowers.  Flowers are 
fer:lized by animals like honeybees or by the wind.  Once they are fer:lized, plants make seeds in the 
form of fruit.  The seed inside the fruit or flower can be planted and grows into a new plant, and so the 
cycle starts over again. 
 

2. Animals begin life either from an egg or as a baby.  Baby animals grow and change and become adults.  
Adult animals look for a mate to begin the life cycle all over again with new babies.  Each type of animal 
has their own unique life cycle. 

 
 
I want my students to understand that when a person uses money for a purchase, they either purchase a good 
(a thing) or a service (what a person does for you). (CA SS 1.6 1) 
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1. When a person purchases a good, they purchase a material thing such as food, clothing, entertainment, 
furniture, cars. 

 
2. When a person purchases a service, they pay for something someone does for them such as a wellness 

check with the doctor, a dental appointment, a haircut, a meal.   
 
I want my students to understand that prejudice is an idea or opinion that disregards basic facts.  OXen, 
prejudice ends in discrimina:on, or biased treatment based on someone’s race, gender, religion, sexual 
iden:ty, socio-economic background, or other characteris:cs.  (Universal theme in Literature) 
 

1. AXer the bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941, any person of Japanese descent living in the United States 
was considered suspect.  As prejudices against them grew, simply because they had a gene:c link to an 
enemy country, the government rounded them up and held them in internment camps.   
 

2. Bullying is oXen caused by a prejudice against people who are different.  Students who pick on a 
classmate wearing clothing made by her mother and not a certain brand of clothing would be engaged 
in bullying.   

 
 
Language Arts Big Ideas 
The second set of big ideas we write for each unit come from the language arts standards that are listed on 
your grade-level standards-based map.   As opposed to the content area big idea which you will research and 
write from scratch, the language arts big idea is easier to write because its purpose is to illustrate the 
connec:ons that exist between all three sets of standards.  Let’s look at some examples, and as we do, look for 
the connec:ons between the content standards, the wri:ng and the reading standards: 
 
I want my students to understand that when reading informaAonal texts, it is important to: (RI.1) 

● ask and answer ques:ons about key details (RI.1.1) 
● describe the connec:on between two individuals, ideas, events or pieces of informa:on in a text  

(RI1.3) 
● use the illustra:ons and details in a text to describe its key ideas (RI.1.7) 
● iden:fy basic similari:es in and differences between two texts on the same topic (RI.1.9) 

... in order to write an informa:ve news arAcle describing the goods and services available in their community 
(W.1.2) 
 
I want my students to understand that when reading an informaAonal text, it is important to be able to (RI.3): 

● Ask and answer ques:ons about to demonstrate understanding of a text, referring explicitly to the text 
as the basis for the answers (RI.3.1) 

● Determine the main idea of a text; recount the key details and explain how they support the main idea 
(RI.3.2) 

● Dis:nguish their own point of view from that of the author of a text (RI.3.6) 
● Use informa:on gained from illustra:ons (e.g. maps, photographs) and the words in a text to 

demonstrate understanding of the text (e.g. where, when why, and how key events occur) RI.3.7) 
…in order to write a fact sheet about the life cycle of living things (W. 3.2).  
 
I want my students to understand that when reading literary texts, it is important to be able to (RL.5) 

● Quote accurately from a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text (RL.5.1) 
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● Determine a theme of a story, drama, or poem from details in the text, including how characters in a 
story or drama respond to challenges or how the speaker in a poem reflects upon a topic; summarize 
the text (RL.5.2) 

● Describe how a narrator’s or a speaker’s point of view influences how events are described (RL. 5.6) 
● Compare and contrast stories in the dame genre (e.g., mysteries and adventure stories) on their 

approaches to similar themes and topics. (RL.5.9) 
…in order to write a narraAve memoir about people who have been the target of prejudice (W.5.3). 
 

How do we write big ideas? 
 
Content Area Big Ideas (Social studies or Science) 
To craX rich, rigorous big ideas, we need to research and learn more about the topic so that we can write a 
good big idea that reflects the standards and matches the developmental stages of the grade level we are 
wri:ng for.  Simply rewording the standards into a big idea, or copying and pas:ng from other sources, is not 
going to work.  Instead, we need to research to understand what the standard is focusing on, and then we 
need to write a statement and at least two examples that support it.   
 
 
 
 
Wri7ng Social Studies Big Ideas: 
Let’s look at a sample instruc:onal focus and think about it in rela:on to state standards:  
Fall holidays.  (Kindergarten) 

The first quesRon you want to ask is,  
“Do my state standards menRon  

learning about fall holidays in Kindergarten?” 
 

State academic standards are not usually so specific.  They usually point to more general knowledge, like:   
 

The student understands that holidays are celebraAons of special events. The student is expected to: 
(A) explain the reasons for naAonal patrioAc holidays such as Presidents' Day, Veterans Day, and 
Independence Day; and (B) idenAfy customs associated with naAonal patrioAc holidays such as parades 
and fireworks on Independence Day.    

This example was taken from the Texas State Standards, available:  
hQp://riQer.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter113/ch113a.html 

OR 
Explain why individuals, groups, issues and events are celebrated with local, state or naAonal holidays or 
days of recogniAon (e.g., Lincoln’s Birthday, MarAn Luther King’s Birthday, Pulaski Day, Fourth of July, 
Memorial Day, Labor Day, Veterans’ Day, Thanksgiving). 

This example was taken from the Illinois State Standards, available:  
hQp://www.isbe.state.il.us/ils/social_science/standards.htm 

 
It is important to note that while both standards men:on specific holidays, those holidays are men:oned as 
examples, rather than as the unique focus of the instruc:on. 
 
So, in looking at our state standards, the focus must be reworked to: 

http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter113/ch113a.html
http://www.isbe.state.il.us/ils/social_science/standards.htm
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Holidays 

 
Once you have made sure you are focusing on your state standards, you need to think about crea:ng a big 
idea.  Big ideas, or essen:al understandings, outline what you want all students to know and understand when 
they reach the summa:ve assessment in the biliteracy unit framework (BUF).   
 
Big ideas must be able to complete the sentence, “I want my students to understand that…” 

 
As you can see, “I want my student to understand that holidays” is not a complete sentence.  As teachers we 
need to ask ourselves, “Well, what do we want our students to understand about holidays?”  At this point, it is 
important to go back to the standard, and iden:fy what the standard expects.  So, in looking at the standards, 
the big idea becomes 
 

I want my students to understand that… 
We celebrate holidays to remember or honor historical events or people, and there are 

certain customs associated with celebra7ng some of these holidays. 
 

The next quesRon we ask is, “Is this a big idea or a detail?” 
 

To check if it is a big idea or detail, we see if we can give an example.  
I want my students to understand that we celebrate holidays to remember or honor historical events or 
people, and there are certain customs associated with celebra@ng some of these holidays.   
 
 For example, on Independence Day, we are celebra@ng the independence of the United States from 
 England.  It is typical to celebrate this holiday with a parade and fireworks.   
 
If you can give two or more examples of the big idea, it is indeed a big idea and not a detail. 
 
When we teach big ideas, we want to make sure to have students study several examples of the big idea.  For 
the big idea above, to truly teach to the standard (which men:ons holidays in the plural), it would be essen:al 
to study several holidays in order for students to understand that other holidays, not just Independence Day, 
are in celebra:on of an event or a person. 
 
When children are taught a big idea through one example only (only studying Independence Day) they only 
understand the big idea through that example, thereby limi:ng their ability to generalize and think cri:cally.  
So, in this example, students may learn that Independence Day is in celebra:on of a historical event but not 
understand that Veteran’s Day is also in celebra:on of a historical event. To really make sure children have 
understood the big idea, children need to study several examples. 
 
While we started with Fall Holidays, we went through the thinking and refining process to come up with the 
big idea: 
 
I want my students to understand that we celebrate holidays in order to remember or honor historical events 
or people, and there are certain customs associated with celebra@ng some of these holidays.   
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Wri7ng Science Big Ideas: 
If you teach in a state that has adopted the Next Genera:on Science Standards, the work in crea:ng big ideas 
has already been done for you.  The Disciplinary Core Ideas (the orange box) and the Crosscu\ng Concepts 
(green box) are already wriQen as big ideas and can be used with the BUF.  The Next Genera:on Science 
Standards (NGSS) are available here:  hQp://standards.nsta.org/AccessStandardsByTopic.aspx 
 
Let’s go through the thinking and refining process that we used for the social studies’ big idea above, with 
another big idea: 
 
I want my students to understand that there are different types of weather in different places.   
 
Climate, rather than weather, is oXen part of state academic standards.  When you are wri:ng big ideas, it is 
very important to think through the vocabulary and language structures you use, because the big idea helps to 
determine the vocabulary and sentence structures that are the focus of instruc:on during the oracy building 
por:on of the BUF.  (For this reason, it is important to write the big ideas in the language of instruc:on.  For 
example, if science is taught in Spanish, it would be important to write the science big ideas in Spanish.) 
 
If we want our students to use academic language in both English and Spanish correctly, we need to use it 
correctly.  Although weather (Aempo, in Spanish) and climate (in Spanish, clima) may be used interchangeably 
in informal, everyday speech, in the academic context they refer to two different things.  Weather is what is 
going on today, and can change by the hour:  It’s raining; it’s cold; it’s sunny, etc.  Climate refers to an overall 
meteorological descrip:on, and is associated with place:  arc:c, temperate, tropical, etc.  So, in looking at state 
standards, the big idea would become: 
 

I want my students to understand that there are different types of climates in different 
places. 

 
It fits into the sentence frame (I want my students to understand that…”).  Is it a detail or a big idea?  Can we 
give an example? 
 

For example, it is cold year-round near the poles and warm year-round near the equator.   
 
We can give an example, so it is a big idea. 
 
I always need 2 examples to  big idea so that students can generalize and think cri:cally.  A second big idea 
could be: 
 

For example, states in the north have 4 seasons, in which the climate changes: fall is cool, winter is 
cold, spring is cool and summer is hot. 
 
For example, states like California, the climate depends on the region.  In kindergarten, it would be 
appropriate to only focus on the region in which the students live: 
• Coast: Mediterranean, mild winters, warm summers, summer fog  
• Central Valley: Hot-summer Mediterranean, dry summers, wet winters  
• Deserts: Hot, arid, minimal rainfall, extreme summer heat  

http://standards.nsta.org/AccessStandardsByTopic.aspx
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• Mountains: Alpine/highland, cold winters, mild summers, significant snowfall 
California’s climate is highly variable due to latitude, elevation, and proximity to the ocean, offering 
a wide range of weather conditions from sunny beaches to snowy peaks and scorching deserts.  

 
If the unit is for early elementary (K-2), it is probably important to teach about weather as well.  Therefore, a 
second, related big idea could be: 
 
I want my students to understand that each climate zone includes a variety of weather paNerns. 
 
And here are the “For examples,” of this big idea: 
 

For example, while it is always warm near the equator, it may be sunny and warm or rainy and 
warm, depending on the season. 
 
For example, on the coast of CA the winter is mild, the summer is warm and has fog. 

 
So, this unit would have two, related big ideas: 

 
I want my students to understand that there are different types of climates in different 

places.    
I want my students to understand that each climate zone includes a variety of weather 

paFerns. 
 
The teacher would teach to these big ideas by looking at a variety of climate zones and studying the weather in 
at least two of them. 
 
Some other big ideas related to climate and weather: 
 
I want my students to understand that human life is affected by climate and weather. 
 
Example number 3 
 
I want my students to understand that the earth rotates on an axis and circles the sun. 
 
While this can be found in many state standards and can complete the sentence prompt, it is difficult to come 
up with a, “For example…”  So, this is a detail.  Now, this is a very important detail, and one that can be hard 
for young students to grasp, so we must ask the next ques:on,  
 

“So what?” 
 
We haven’t really discussed the “So what?” ques:on yet, so let’s look at it.  Yes, students need to know this 
detail, but why?  And if you, and more importantly the students, don’t know why they are learning it, it 
probably won’t be fully comprehended.  There could be two different big ideas, depending on the state 
standards:   
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/...
https://en.wikipedia.org/...
https://en.wikipedia.org/...
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I want my students to understand that in our solar system, planets and moons move in two 
ways:  rota7on and revolu7on. 

 
This would be the big idea if the unit were focused on how things in space move.  By studying all planets and 
moons in our solar system (or at least several, not just earth), students are brought to the deeper 
understanding that this is how many things in our solar system move.  It is not a detail, but a big idea that is 
more widely applicable.  

OR 
I want my students to understand that the rota7on, revolu7on, and 7lt of the earth affect 

the earth in specific ways. 
 
This would be the big idea to use if the standards were more focused on how life on earth is affected by the 
rota:on and revolu:on of the earth.  And, if you are going to discuss how the earth’s revolu:on causes 
seasons, you need to teach students about the earth’s :lt. 
 
 
 
 
 
Wri7ng Language Arts Big Ideas 
The prompt you will use to write your language arts big idea is this one: 
 

I want my students to understand that, when reading _________ texts (Literature or Informa:onal) it is 
important to_________(reading standards – rungs on the ladder), to write _______ (wri:ng genre) 
about _________ (content or universal theme). 

 
Simply add the standards from your map to the prompt above, and your language arts big idea will be wriQen. 
 
Why are examples important? 
 
Examples force us to truly ar:culate the big idea we are describing, and they ensure that all teachers who 
teach that big idea have interpreted it in a similar fashion.  Consider this big idea: 
 

I want my students to understand that symbols, icons, and tradi:ons of the United States provide a 
sense of community across :me. 
• For example, the eagle on our flag is a symbol that represents freedom and __________. 

 
This big idea comes directly from the California Social Studies Framework.  When we went to write examples of 
a symbol, icon or tradi:on we realized that each member of the team wri:ng this big idea had a different idea 
of what “sense of community across :me” meant, and we struggled with how to complete the statement for 
the first detail.  So, we decided to research the symbols, icons and tradi:ons of the US and then went back to 
the big idea and rewrote it to include why this statement is important: 
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I want my students to understand that across :me the U.S. has built an iden:ty that represents all 
people who live in the country.  This iden:ty is exemplified through symbols, icons and tradi:ons that 
illustrate the values of the country (liberty, jus:ce, respect equality) and how the country has evolved 
over :me (CA SS 1.3) 
 

Once we had rewriQen the big idea, it was much easier to write the examples, which are below: 
 

1. I want my students to understand that the Statue of Liberty was a giX from France and is an icon of 
freedom welcoming and embracing immigrants seeking freedom to the United States.   Unveiled in 
1886, many immigrant groups have faced prejudice in adjus:ng to life in the United States,  and yet the 
values of acceptance and welcoming immigrants that are represented by the Statue of Liberty have 
endured  (CA SS 1.3.3). 
 

2. I want my students to understand that since its adop:on in 1777, the American flag has represented 
the values of purity and innocence (white color), hardiness and valor (red), vigilance, perseverance, and 
jus:ce (blue).  Today, Americans use the flag in all 50 states and territories, and it is used at all spor:ng 
events and government and public places. Regardless of where Americans are, they use the same flag, 
and this contributes to a common sense of iden:ty. (CA SS 1.3.3) 

 
As you write your big ideas, be sure that your examples represent an accurate interpreta:on of the big idea 
and that they are wriQen using the same characteris:cs of a big idea (a statement that can fit the prompt, I 
want my students to understand that….).  Examples are not ac:vi:es, but rather, are ways of unpacking the big 
ideas to make sure the big idea is understood well by all.  The examples maQer! 
 
How many big ideas for a unit? 
All content standards are represented in the big ideas.  The ladder and three buckets are represented in the 
language arts big idea.   You may need three to four big ideas to cover all the content standards, whereas the 
one big idea for the language arts standards (our sentence prompt) suffices.  You can also chunk several 
standards into one big idea.  To make sure you are addressing all the standards, cite the standard in 
parenthesis at the end of each big idea. 
 
Conclusion: 
When you write big ideas, you are synthesizing, evalua:ng, and analyzing.  It is hard work that requires you to 
think cri:cally.   Take your :me, write a first draX, and then come back to it and revise.  Write big ideas with 
someone else.  It is hard to do alone.    
 
Checklist: 

Criteria Notes 
Each big idea lists the standards it is addressing in parenthesis.   
 

 

All content standards are represented in the big ideas.  The ladder 
and three buckets are represented in the language arts big idea.   
 

 

Big ideas are enduring understandings that include why their study is 
important. 
 

 

Each big idea has at least 2 examples.  
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The big ideas and examples are wriQen as statements and not 
instruc:onal ac:vi:es. 
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