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

5.3 Is It R.E.A.L. or Not?
By Thomas W . Many

Teams that prioritize the standards they teach learn the process is as important as the 
product. Carefully analyzing the standards, debating the merits of individual standards, and 
coming to a consensus on the most essential standards help everyone gain a more thorough 
understanding of what teachers should teach and what students should learn.

Identifying the essential standards for every subject and every course is at the heart of the 
work PLCs do when they answer the first critical question, “What knowledge, skills, and dis-
positions should every student acquire as a result of this unit, this course, or this grade level?” 
(DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, Many, & Mattos, 2016, p. 36).

Here’s one strategy teams can use to aid in this important work. Ted Horrell and his col-
leagues at Germantown High School in Germantown, Tennessee, created the R.E.A.L. criteria to 
determine if a standard is essential, drawing on the work of educational consultant and author 
Larry Ainsworth (2004) in Power Standards: Identifying the Standards That Matter the Most. 

The four R.E.A.L. criteria are:

1. Readiness: The standard may be essential if it provides students with essential knowl-
edge and skills necessary for success in the next class, course, or grade level.

An example of a standard meeting this criterion for algebra 1—Manipulate formulas
and solve literal equations. Students will need this skill for geometry or algebra 2.

2. Endurance: The standard may be essential if it provides students with knowledge and
skills useful beyond a single test or unit of study.

An example of a standard meeting this criterion for English 9–10—Determine a central
idea of a text and analyze its development over the course of the text, including how it
emerges and is shaped and refined by specific details; provide an objective summary of
the text. Knowing how to write an objective summary of written passages is necessary
for many high school and college courses, as well as many professions.

3. Assessed: The standard may be essential if upcoming state and national exams are
likely to assess it.

An example of a standard meeting this criterion for algebra 1—Order and classify ratio-
nal numbers. Questions on the ACT and PSAT require students to use this skill, which
might make this a priority standard.

4. Leverage: The standard may be essential if it provides students with knowledge and
skills of value in multiple disciplines.

An example of a standard meeting this criterion for physical science—Choose, con-
struct, and analyze appropriate graphical representations for a data set. Teachers
expect students to apply these skills in future science classes, as well as in other con-
tent areas such as social studies, career and technical education, and mathematics.

If a standard aligns with these criteria, teachers should consider it an essential stan-
dard and teach it to mastery.
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