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Figure 3.2: Protocol for Identifying Essential Standards

Step Description Expected Product

1 The team discusses the four criteria it will use to choose 
its essential standards: (1) readiness for the next level 
of learning, (2) endurance, (3) alignment to high-stakes 
assessments, and (4) leverage.

Team members have a common understanding of how to 
determine which standards will be on their list and which 
ones will not be on their list.

2 The team considers how to chunk the standards if 
necessary. For example, in ELA, the first chunk can be the 
reading and reading foundations standards, the second 
chunk the writing standards, and the third chunk the 
language and speaking and listening standards.

The team members have a plan for the work ahead—which 
standards they will work through first, second, and so on.

3 All team members independently work through a chunk 
of standards and choose those that they believe fit one or 
more criteria.

Team members each mark their copy of the standards  
with those they believe are essential. Team members 
should complete this step while they are together so none 
of them spends a long time on this step. The more time a 
teacher takes, the harder it is to narrow the standards to 
the essentials.

4 The team builds consensus on its draft list of essential 
standards, making sure all team members participate in  
the process. Some standards will start with total 
agreement (everyone believes they are or are not essential), 
but the majority of standards will require discussion to 
reach consensus.

The team develops a rough-draft list of essential  
standards that represents the collective thinking  
after discussion.

5 The team members examine data of student performance 
in their content area or grade level. Are there areas of 
particular strength or weakness? If so, the team ensures its 
essential standards list reflects this by including additional 
standards to shore up the weaknesses.

Team members make changes to the draft list that reflect 
strengths and weaknesses.

6 The team uses documents released by the district or state 
to ensure that the drafted expectations align with the 
expectations for students. These documents might include 
test specifications, blueprints, or documents developed by 
the authors of the standards. For example, if assessment 
blueprints show an emphasis on text-dependent questions, 
it’s important that the team reflects this emphasis in the 
draft list.

The team can change or add to the rough-draft list it puts 
together in order to effectively reflect what students must 
be able to do on high-stakes tests.

7 Team members work with the other teams in their school to 
vertically align their essential standards.

A final-draft list of essential standards for each team in 
the building is created, and it reflects the outcomes of the 
preceding steps.
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