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a bilingual student or a student of color is not used as an excuse for exclusion from 
a gifted program. “Black students are three times more likely to be referred for 
a gifted education program if they have a black teacher.”15 As well, examine the 
school’s discipline policy and actions for fairness to all. High-poverty schools with 
large populations of blacks and Hispanics are “more likely to use expulsion and 
suspension as disciplinary tools . . . .”16

Implement a Challenging and Viable Curriculum
Students’ understanding of any content and curriculum we teach depends in large 
part on our expectations of what we believe they can achieve. One of the biggest 
advantages of the residency model and my on-site work in classrooms over time is that 
teachers who are observing see what their students are capable of, which causes the 
“yes buts” to disappear.17 With higher expectations and excellent, targeted teaching, 
we can raise achievement and change the trajectory of students’ lives. However, 
we have to first believe in our hearts and minds—and then get students themselves 
to believe—that low expectations can be supplanted with high expectations that 
are accompanied by appropriately challenging learning experiences. Often it’s 
the students themselves who are our catalyst for change; they achieve something 
that was not thought possible, and that can cause us to alter our thinking and view 
“curriculum” more broadly—as the sum of all we do, promote, say, and believe.

Our main job is not to teach skills or how to pass tests but to instruct, guide, 
support, and inspire students to become passionate learners who read, write, 
think, and compose their lives in and out of school in ways that bring meaning and 
satisfaction to them and to others. Curriculum is more than content. Curriculum 
includes all we do to create and sustain an intellectual classroom and school culture 
that fosters inquiry and invites all students on an intellectual adventure. Rethinking 
curriculum is a necessity. As innovative thinker Terry Heick notes, “If our job is 
to teach critical thinking, design, and problem-solving—fluid intelligence—then 
thinking is our collective circumstance, and our curriculum becomes thought” 
(boldface in original).18 Curriculum as thinking about real-world issues must apply 
to all students, not just our high-performing ones. Our low-performing students 
benefit mightily. “Across the grades, when instruction was challenging, relevant, 
and academically demanding, then all students had higher engagement and teachers 
talked less—and the greatest beneficiaries were at-risk students.”19

If we teach thought, then we are teaching students to inquire—for example, to 
examine real-world problems, analyze and synthesize what they read, consider 
and communicate multiple perspectives on issues, raise deep questions, and apply 
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their learning to new contexts. To do this, our students need multifaceted skills and 
strategies—not taught in isolation but applied to the context of meaningful work. 
To teach thought means to nurture curiosity and to give students time and space to 
inquire on topics they care about, to collaborate with peers, and to take action on 
important issues beyond the classroom and themselves. All of this requires that we 
develop collaborative expertise to ensure our instructional practices are excellent. 
Here is where expert professional learning across a whole school is required. Heed 
the words of William Parrett and Kathleen Budge, highly respected educators who 
work to turn high-poverty schools into high-performing ones: “Professional learning 
and student learning are two sides of the same coin—they cannot be separated” 
(emphasis added).20

My experience has been that deep thought and having students do most of the 
intellectual work are rarely at the heart of our curriculum. We do value deep thinking 
and problem solving, but the bits and pieces of daily requirements and mandates 
often overrun us. It is only when we relentlessly prioritize and focus on a few 
important goals and outcomes and maintain that effort over a sustained period of 
time—even years—that we see deep learning results.

Implement an instructional framework and curriculum that are consistent with 
your beliefs, vision, research-based practices, and the needs and interests of your 
student body. Curriculum and standards ought to be a guide, not a straightjacket, 
and be meaningfully connected to students’ lives. In my ongoing, collaborative work 
in Winnipeg, Canada, with my esteemed colleagues Nancy McLean and Sandra 
Figueroa, we worked with teachers and leaders to promote inquiry and capitalize on 
students’ interests while teaching them to be discerning readers, complex thinkers, 
effective communicators, and citizens dedicated to improving their world. Deep 
learning occurred because the work was interesting, important, and purposeful to 
the students, and the teachers had become expert at their craft through ongoing 
professional learning. (See more on authentic teaching on pages 84–90.)

When a group of those fourth graders took on the work of highlighting the plight 
of their local endangered lake, the initial and ongoing frontloading (see page 88) gave 
students the information, vocabulary, techniques, and choices to inquire and write 
with passion and great skill. Under the expert guidance of their teacher, Daria Orloff, 
students wrote to their families and government officials to inform them about toxic 
algae and other substances endangering their freshwater lake and to urge them to 
take specific actions to save the lake. They wrote editorials that got published in the 
local newspaper, conducted interviews, created a persuasive rap video, conducted 
fundraisers to help clean up the lake, and more. Students became prodigious 
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readers and writers; literacy—accompanied by advocacy—became for them not just 
something that happens in school but also something that informed citizens do to 
live a full and meaningful life. Daria notes,

The students were so engaged in their learning that our time together 
studying about the lake became our favorite part of the day. Needless to 
say, the writing pieces that came out of this were outstanding.21

Jal Mehta, one of the researchers on a “deeper learning” study in thirty high schools 
and a few elementary schools seeking to offer rigorous, challenging, and engaging 
instruction, found that identity, mastery, and creativity have to coalesce for students 
to learn deeply—very much what happens when students become self-determining 
learners (see pages 335–337). In classrooms that achieve deeper learning, teachers 
ask appropriate questions, do not readily give the answers, and encourage and expect 
students to wrestle with uncertainly. Because students do most of the mental work, 
they “create knowledge, rather than receive knowledge.”22 As such, deep learners are 
able to transfer what they learn from one context to another.

   Take Action

 ® Give students the message that they can achieve at high levels. Research has 
shown that when we let students know we hold high expectations for them—and 
that if they are willing to put in the effort, they will be able to meet our high 
standards—most students will redo an assignment and put greater effort into 
their work.23 Remarkably, even a single display of respect from a teacher can have 
profound effects on student achievement. When African American seventh-grade 
social studies students received a handwritten message from their teacher (who 
was white) “encouraging them to meet a higher standard and implying that the 
teacher believed in them as they tried to do so,” these students “. . . had fewer 
disciplinary incidents over the entire next year and were more likely to be enrolled 
in college six years later.”24

 ® Seek to spark imagination, curiosity, and desire to learn in all students, and 
see those qualities as a basic human right for every child, regardless of the child’s 
background or present achievement level. Let’s start with those qualities in mind 
and share with students our own passions for learning; talk about and show what 
we are most curious about and how that affects our lives.
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 ® Connect science and social studies and STEM with real-world issues, high 
expectations, and authentic problem solving. Organize curriculum around 
important themes or issues, big questions, and investigations connected to 
students’ lives. For example, engage and challenge students with local, national, 
and international issues such as human rights (for example, the right to clean 
water, the right to a living wage), environmental concerns and rights (such as 
polluted local lakes, endangered species, climate change), social justice (such 
as racism, criminal justice, segregated schools, housing discrimination), and 

Self-Check Our Curriculum Expectations—Ask questions like the following:

 ◉ Will students be expected to do some deep thinking—
meaningful problem solving and communication with and for 
a real-world audience and purpose?

 ◉ Are we providing the foundational knowledge that makes it 
possible for students to grasp complex ideas?

 ◉ Are we asking important questions and encouraging students 
to do the same—that is, do the questions raised lead to deeper 
understanding on topics worth knowing about? (See pages 70, 
84, and 162 on questioning.)

 ◉ Will the lesson, task, project, and goals engage students in a 
manner that will make them want to go on learning?

 ◉ Is there enough choice within structure (see pages 90–93) so 
students will want to engage in the lesson or task?

 ◉ Are there ample opportunities for productive dialogue and 
collaboration with others?

 ◉ Are the literature and resources that our students and we 
employ first-class—that is, accurate, unbiased, written by 
reputable authors, and easily accessible and comprehensible?

 ◉ Are we providing clear and worthwhile goals and success 
criteria along with sufficient frontloading (see pages 88 and 
129–131), collaborative experiences, and deliberate practice 
so students have the necessary support, competence, and will 
to “do the work”?
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immigration (such as undocumented workers and their families, the international 
refugee crisis). Some topics, such as climate change and the rights of the child, can 
become a yearlong school focus across all grades.

 ◉ Connect reading, writing, and research with required standards across the 
curriculum—as much as possible, which allows for large time blocks for deep 
learning. See lesson plan online at sten.pub/literacyessentials for one such 
example.

 ◉ Consult excellent websites—for example, those of the US Environmental 
Protection Agency, the American Society for Engineering Education, NASA, 
the Library of Congress, the Smithsonian Institution, iCivics, Edutopia, and 
Exploratorium, for lessons, ideas, and much more.

 ◉ Teach specific, adaptable skills along with wide-ranging understanding.
 ◉ Present findings and learning. Connected to curriculum and learning must be 

evidence that the process and results inform and benefit students and the wider 
community, which can be demonstrated by presenting important information 
or urging advocacy—through a book, a performance, research, a video, an op-ed 
piece, a podcast, a multimedia creation, and so on.

 ® Integrate civic engagement into disciplinary literacy and school life. Make 
voting rights, fairness, and treating all people with dignity core equity issues across 
the curriculum and across the school. Give the message that good government 
is everyone’s responsibility. Model how responsible citizens behave and act in 
ways that go beyond their own self-interest. Start with our youngest students and 
provide experiences in student council, collaborative group work, role playing, 
helping peers, preventing bullying, and much more.

 ® Bring current events into the classroom and help students understand 
various points of view on significant, present-day topics, such as immigration, 
homelessness, climate change, social media, racism, criminal justice, and more; 
such understanding contributes to becoming an informed and responsible citizen. 
Sustaining our fragile democracy demands that citizens, starting in elementary 
school, become committed to knowing and understanding history in the making, 
our system of government, and the forces that shape it.

News-rich classrooms also expose kids to the diversity of the world and help 
cultivate their development as responsible, global citizens. Also of importance, 
“Current events discussions offer ample opportunity for skill building (e.g., 
vocabulary development, reading and writing informational and analytical text, 
oral expression, critical analysis—all part of the ELA Common Core Learning 
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Standards.”25 For reputable news sites to use with your students, check out sites 
such as TweenTribune at http://microsite.smithsonianmag.com/tweentribune/, 
Newsela at https://newsela.com/, and Listen Current at http://www.simplek12.
com/podcast/listen-current-podcasting/. (For more on current events, see pages 
69 and 387–390.)

 ® Strive for coherence and clarity—that is, consistency and alignment in beliefs, 
practices, and learning goals across the grades and across the curriculum. A 
series of case studies found that “. . . schools that failed to improve were not able 
to achieve instructional coherence, despite being in systems with strong external 
accountability.”26 Coherence and clarity do not happen without strong teacher and 
principal leadership and a highly functioning Professional Literacy Community 
(see page 107).

 ® Examine curriculum documents for relevance and usability. Ensure that such 
documents are readable, focus on the big ideas, and are not broken up into myriad 
isolated skills. Also work to ensure any written document for a curriculum area 
is no longer than twenty to thirty pages. Unwieldy documents eventually become 
shelf documents that gather dust.

 ® Implement worthwhile common assessments. Ensure that these actually help 
us learn more about our students and teach better. Often, common assessments 
exhaust us and do little to improve teaching and learning. 

 ® Raise expectations for writing. Very few writing assignments push students to 
think at higher levels.27 As a staff and a district, evaluate what students and teachers 
are asked to do, and how. What does having students write a well-crafted essay, 
book review, or report entail? It goes way beyond correct grammar, punctuation, 
and a beginning, middle, and end; it includes an enticing lead, important and 
well-stated content backed up by evidence, a logical and organized sequence of 
ideas, interesting vocabulary, and a persuasive conclusion—all of which need to be 
modeled by the teacher. (See Optimal Learning Model on page 139 and Appendix 
G, 12 Writing Essentials for All Grade Levels.)

 ® Recognize that reading instruction and “reading programs” are often 
inadequate for many students. For example, workbooks and worksheets demean 
the intelligence of low-performing students, yet they remain common fare. Ensure 
the reading materials connected to curriculum study are first-rate and connected 
to high-level thinking—for all students.


