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Figure 4.6: Protocol for Unwrapping a Standard

Facilitator Notes

Remind members of the team about the goal of the session and the purpose and importance of unwrapping the standards.

• The purpose is to get team clarity of the essential standards through an examination of the skills and concepts, the big ideas, and 
potential essential or guiding questions that they address.

• Why is this important? The highest levels of learning occur when all teachers have agreement on the prioritized curriculum,  
and when students are clear about what they’re trying to learn. By unwrapping the standards, we can all make sure we’re 
focusing on the same learning targets that are contained within the standard. This will help us create aligned instruction and 
common assessments.

Materials and Equipment Needed

• Copies of the essential standards for the selected content area

• An unwrapping template or graphic organizer (copies for everyone or access to a shared electronic document)

• Reference materials (standards frameworks, DOK charts, curriculum guides, or released items from high-stakes assessments)

• Equipment or materials for the group process (Facilitator note: You can complete this process using a document camera, a shared 
electronic document, chart paper, or a whiteboard.)

Unwrapping Process

Step 1: Annotate the standard to illuminate key words.

• Make sure everyone has a copy of the selected standard from the essential standards.

• Ask team members to annotate the standard. (Circle the key verbs [skills] and underline the important nouns and noun phrases 
[concepts] contained within the standard. Put brackets around any information that describes the context in which a student must 
perform the skills [what types of problems or texts].)

Step 2: Use the annotations to identify and organize the learning targets embedded in the standard.

Using the graphic organizer or template, collectively identify and organize the concepts (the need-to-know nouns) and the skills (the 
need-to-do verbs). Team members continuously reference their annotated standard as well as other support materials to ensure that 
they are considering all the skills and concepts needed.

(Facilitator note: Unwrapping a standard does not mean one needs to include every prerequisite that a student must bring to the table. 
There is an assumption that students enter with knowledge and skills from the previous grade. Identify the academic language that 
teachers must reinforce or establish.)

Step 3: Check and clarify alignment of content and rigor.

Examine the list of identified skills and discuss the level of thinking associated with each (using DOK or other shared language to 
describe the level of thinking).

Optional Steps (suggested for once the standard is unwrapped)

Step 4: Identify the big idea behind the standard.

Step 5: Identify essential questions that will lead to the big idea and serve as a focus for instruction.
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