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What Is Rigor?

Compare the following two sets of history questions from standardized examinations. if 

you teach courses that prepare students for these tests, how might instruction be the same 

or different for the questions on the left? On the right? What texts might you need? Would 

there be differences in course scope and sequence? Which requires more rigorous instruction? 

Write an essay to answer one question from each 
grouping of questions.

answer two prompts, each chosen from a different 
topic (the test provides six topics with five prompts 
each for a total of thirty questions to choose 
from—see the following examples). the prompts 
must be answered with reference to events and 
developments in the twentieth century.

Group 1
1. analyze the impact of the rise of militarism and 

the second World War on the lives of european 
women. in your answer, consider the period 
1930–1950.

2. Considering the period 1953–1991, analyze 
the problems within the soviet union that 
contributed to the eventual collapse of the 
soviet system.

3. analyze the problems and opportunities 
associated with the rapid urbanization of 
western europe in the nineteenth century.

Group 2
1. analyze the factors that prevented the 

development of a unified German state in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

2. Britain and France were engaged in a 
geopolitical and economic rivalry during the 
eighteenth century. identify the factors that 
contributed to this rivalry and assess the results 
for both countries over the period 1689–1789.

3. identify the grievances of the groups that made 
up the third estate in France on the eve of the 
French Revolution and analyze the extent to 
which one of these groups was able to address 
its grievances in the period 1789–1799.

(a final section of this test asked students to analyze 
short quotes from a dozen primary sources to write 
an essay on a culture’s view of child raising.)

Source: The College Board (2007)

Topic 1: Causes, practices, and effects of war
1. account for either the defeat of the Central 

powers in the First World War or the axis 
powers in the second World War.

2. to what extent do you agree with the view that 
war accelerates social change?

3. evaluate the contribution made toward the war 
effort by civilians on both the home front and 
the battle front in two wars, each chosen from 
a different region.

4. Compare and contrast the reasons for, and 
impact of, foreign involvement in two of the 
following: Russian Civil War, spanish Civil War, 
or Chinese Civil War.

5. Peace settlements create conditions for new 
conflicts. With reference to at least two 
settlements, explain the extent to which you 
agree with this statement.

Topic 2: Nationalist and independence 
movements, decolonization, and challenges 
facing new states

Topic 3: The rise and rule of single-party states

Topic 4: Peace and cooperation: international 
organizations and multiparty states

Topic 5: The cold war

Topic 6: The state and its relationship with 
religion and with minorities 

Source: IB Diploma Programme (2005)
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is there a difference between the two tests? What is rigor?

in an Education Week article titled “Rigor on trial,” tony Wagner (2006) described his 

experiences with a group of school principals who met to develop a rubric for assessing academic 

rigor at all levels. together they visited classrooms, individually ranking them for rigor and then 

discussing their results. no one agreed. educators do not have a common understanding of what 

rigor means. the group Wagner worked with decided that rigor ties to the abilities students need 

after they graduate. how does our society define an educated adult? What education helps us 

become good citizens and successful workers? advanced math classes? advanced Placement 

classes? Wagner (2006) reports:

Here’s what we discovered: rigor has less to do with how demanding the material the teacher 

covers is than with what competencies students master as a result of the lesson  We agreed on 

this because in our journey, our “rigor rubric” changed from teacher-centered observations to 

a set of questions we asked students  in classrooms, we chose students at random and asked,

1. What is the purpose of this lesson?

2. Why is this important to learn?

3. in what ways are you challenged to think in this lesson?

4. How will you apply or communicate what you’ve learned?

5. How will you know how good your work is and how you can improve it?

6. Do you feel respected by other students in this class?

7. Do you feel respected by the teacher in this class?

Discussing these questions with students let us see all the courses we’d observed in a new light, 

especially the Advanced Placement classes  in virtually all the AP classes we visited, teachers were 

covering more academic content at a faster pace  But the primary competency students were being 

asked to master was memorizing copious amounts of information for the test  Teachers’ questions 

to students tended to be almost entirely related to factual recall  By our measures, not a single 

one of the AP classes we saw was sufficiently rigorous to prepare students for work, citizenship, 

and continuous learning in today’s world  (p  28)

look back at the test question examples (page 1). the ones on the left came from advanced 

Placement tests. What is the relationship between these questions and the teaching methods 

Wagner saw? What competencies will be mastered? Will students be prepared to do the work 

of historians, the work that college requires, and the work that employers will hire them to do?

Following up on his experiences in defining rigor, Wagner (2008) researched what corporate 

executives were really looking for in graduates. One told him, “We can teach the technical stuff. 

But for employees to solve problems or to learn new things, they have to know what questions 

to ask. and we can’t teach them how to ask good questions—how to think. the ability to ask 

page 2 of 4



192   | R E P R O D U C I B L E

Creating a Coaching Culture © 2010 Jane a. G. Kise and Beth Russell • solution-tree.com
Visit go solution-tree com/PLCbooks to download this page.

the right questions is the single most important skill” (p. 2). Other executives added the abilities 

to engage in good discussions and critical thinking.

Karen Bruett, a high-level executive at Dell Computer Corporation, paints a succinct picture 

of what is expected of graduates:

Work is no longer defined by your specialty; it’s defined by the task or problem you and your 

team are trying to solve or the end goal you want to accomplish  Teams have to figure out the best 

way to get there—the solution is not prescribed  And so the biggest challenge for our front-line 

employees is having the critical-thinking and problem-solving skills they need to be effective in 

their teams—because nobody is there telling them exactly what to do  They have to figure it out  

(as cited in Wagner, 2008, p  14)

in other words, our students need to be able to work in teams, gather information (which 

will not be handed to them), determine what is important, and choose among alternatives they 

themselves generate. students need to be able to think in order to face the rigorous demands 

of the workforce. they need to be lifelong learners.

Barth (2005) describes how he came upon a group of senior honors students who had finished 

all their final exams. they were dumping all of their notes and books into a flaming trash can, 

celebrating that they wouldn’t need them anymore. he pondered how these students were at 

risk of leaving school with little likelihood of lifelong learning:

i once saw an estimate that 50 years ago students graduated from high school knowing 75% of 

what they would need to know for the rest of their lives—in the workplace, in their families, and 

for life in general  The estimate today is that graduates of our schools leave knowing perhaps 3% 

of what they will need to know in the future  And yet they leave school today knowing far more 

than they did 50 years ago  (p  117)

in other words, the rigor needed in the real world is discovering what you need to know and 

then learning it. Barth (2005) concludes:

Clearly the most basic graduation requirement, then, is that our students leave each grade and each 

school imbued with the qualities, dispositions, and capacities of insatiable, lifelong learners  The 

students who do will acquire that 98% yet to come and will thrive  Those who burn their books 

will be relegated to the periphery of the 21st Century  (pp  117–118)

Plaut (2009) expands the usual notion of literacy associated with standardized tests to also 

include students’ abilities to analyze sources, examine issues from alternative perspectives, 

understand whose perspectives are missing, and take a stand. Plaut works with others who 

consider literacy a civil right, with students having a right to an education that provides the 

following:

 • Active engagement with content worthy of sustained attention

 • Thorough thinking about that content
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 • Deep understanding of key concepts in core content

 • increased independence through skills they can use to make meaning of current and future 

content and contexts

 • Access to relevant knowledge

 • Power to participate in a democracy—to interact with, influence, and transform their world 

(pp  2–3)

in science, this kind of literacy involves forming hypotheses and following through on inquiry. 

in mathematics, it involves complex, nonalgorithmic thinking with no predictable or rehearsed 

approach; students need to explore and understand mathematical concepts and the connections 

among them (stein, smith, henningsen, & silver, 2009).

What is rigor? Wagner (2006) asks if academic tasks ready students to sit on a jury. are you 

satisfied that your students could analyze arguments, sift through evidence, understand when 

witnesses provide facts or opinions, balance justice and mercy, and communicate clearly? take 

a look at curriculum with that goal in mind, or the needs expressed by corporate executives, as 

you work to define rigor in your content area.
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