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Introduction

This flipbook of classroom tips and techniques for the Essentials for Achieving Rigor 
Instructional Model has been designed to provide classroom teachers with an over-
view of the key criteria, plus multiple sample techniques, for each of the elements 
in the Essentials model. To use this book effectively, you should have at least an 
introductory understanding of the Essentials model’s planning and teaching strate-
gies, and have already begun to use the model in your standards-based classroom 
to increase rigor in student learning.

In a standards-based classroom, students are expected to meet a defined standard 
for proficiency. The primary purpose of the Essentials model is to help teachers 
develop the expertise to teach rigorous lessons with both the creativity (the art) 
and the research-based knowledge (the science) needed to ensure success for all 
students. The key criteria and sample techniques in this book will help you inten-
tionally plan to implement research-based classroom strategies to take your rigorous 
instruction to the next level.

we have organized this book according to the components on the teaching map 
illustrated on the next page to include the three elements in Criteria for Success, 
the 13 Instructional elements, and the five Conditions for Learning. 

As you plan to use each technique in your lessons, first review the key criteria to 
understand the big picture of the element. For example, if you are planning to use 
the strategy “Helping Students Process Content” in a lesson, you’ll note that one of 
the key criteria includes grouping students to encourage discussion and interaction. 
When you turn to the techniques page, you will find four sample strategies to use 
with students working in groups to process content: jigsaw, reciprocal teaching, 
concept attainment, and paraphrasing. You are encouraged to use these sample 
techniques as a jumping off point to research or design your own techniques for 
each element.

For a deeper dive into each of the components and elements in the  Essentials 
Model, see the Essentials for Achieving Rigor Series of books published by Learning 
Sciences International. 
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4 | Celebrating Student Progress  

Providing Rigorous Learning Goals 
and Performance Scales

For students to reach mastery of rigorous standards, 
learning goals and targets must be established and com-
municated. Learning goals are created from the essential 
skills and knowledge embedded in state approved aca-
demic standards and express what the student will know 
and be able to do. Depending on the type of knowledge 
required by the standard, the learning goal might be 
formatted using declarative knowledge (information and 
concepts), procedural knowledge (strategies, skills, or 
processes) or a combination of both. Rigorous learning 
goals include high levels of both cognitive complexity and 
student autonomy. 

A distinction should be made between learning goals and 
learning activities or assignments. Activities and assign-
ments are the means by which learning goals are accom-
plished; they should never be considered the learning 
goal themselves. 

While goals focus on developing competence, perfor-
mance scales explain the trajectory and learning progres-
sion the student needs to master to demonstrate profi-
ciency or surpass the goal. The levels of the performance 
scale scaffold in cognitive complexity. The learning goal, 
gleaned from and aligned with the cognitive complexity 
of the state or district standards, is placed at Level 3.0 
on the performance scale. The learning goal is usually 
broken into instructional learning targets that address 
specific knowledge and skills students must understand 
to demonstrate the standard. The Level 2.0 on the per-
formance scale consists of learning targets that include 
the foundational concepts required to build to the Level 
3.0 learning goal. Level 2.0 targets are therefore at the 

KEY CRITERIA
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level of cognitive complexity below the learning goal or 
standard. On the other hand, Level 4.0 targets are more 
complex than the learning goal at the Level 3.0 requiring 
the students reach above the level of complexity of the 
standard and what was taught.

Learning goals and performance scales provide direc-
tion and structure for classroom learning and should be 
referenced numerous times during a lesson. Both goals 
and scales require intentional planning. Monitoring tech-
niques should be determined and intentionally planned to 
verify students understand the learning goal and what the 
scale means.
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Providing Rigorous Learning Goals 
and Performance Scales
TECHNIQUES

A technique to communicate rigorous learning goals 
and/or targets embedded in a performance scale must 
be utilized. 

There are many different techniques that can be used for 
this purpose. Techniques provided are a sample and 
should not be considered a comprehensive list.

Technique Description

Post It Display the learning goals and performance scale in the 
classroom for the students to see.

Student- Friendly 
Language

Students work independently or in groups to create their own 
wording for each scale level and related learning targets after 
the teacher thoroughly explains the progression of learning from 
simple to complex.

Refer to It Make reference to the learning targets, goal, and scale often 
during the lesson.

Share It Distribute a written or electronic version of the learning targets, 
goal and performance scale to students and guardians.

Relate It Relate classroom activities and assignments to the learning targets, 
goal, and scale throughout the lesson.

These and more techniques can be found in Becoming a Reflective 
Teacher by Robert J. Marzano (2012).
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Using Formative Assessment 
to Track Student Progress
KEY CRITERIA

Both teachers and students should track progress toward 
the learning targets and goals. Teachers should track 
progress to inform and adjust instruction to meet the 
needs of the students. Students should track their own 
progress to verify the status of their learning in relation to 
the learning target and determine how to close the gap to 
reach the learning goal.

Students should be allowed some latitude in how 
they express what they understand and are able to 
do. Assessment formats and conditions can vary as 
long as all forms of the assessment measure the same 
learning targets. 

Once students understand the learning goal, targets, 
and performance scale, they can be used to formatively 
access student academic progress. Anything that students 
do autonomously that is aligned to a learning target can 
be used as an assessment to track student progress.  

Formative assessments are used during instruction to 
determine what the students did or did not learn and what 
they can or cannot do.

Formative assessments to track student progress require 
intentional planning. Monitoring techniques should be 
determined and intentionally planned to verify students 
understand their current status on the scale and can artic-
ulate their progress toward the learning goal.
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Using Formative Assessment to 
Track Student Progress
TECHNIQUES

A technique to formatively assess and track student 
progress must be utilized to determine whether students 
understand their current status on the scale and can artic-
ulate their progress toward the learning goal. 

There are many different techniques that can be used for 
this purpose. Techniques provided are a sample and 
should not be considered a comprehensive list.

Technique Description

Proof of 
Achievement 
(POA)

A short focus problem or exercise provided to students to 
demonstrate progress and verify achievement of 2.0, 3.0, or 4.0 
level targets on the scale.

How Did It Help?
Students self-assess their status and progress toward the learning 
goal by explaining how what they did in class helped them 
achieve the learning target.

Rate Yourself 
Exit Card

Students write on an index card the level of performance they 
achieved providing justification for their rating.

Level Up Students identify learning targets achieved and determine what 
they need to do to move to the next level on the scale.

Student- 
Generated 
Assessments

Student-created tasks that demonstrate knowledge of the learning 
target(s) and their current status toward the goal. Students use this 
demonstration of knowledge to move from one level on the scale 
to the next.

Chart Progress Students record their progress toward the learning goal over time 
using a chart or some other tracking method.

These and more techniques can be found in Becoming a Reflective 
Teacher by Robert J. Marzano (2012).
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Celebrating Student Progress
KEY CRITERIA

One of the most powerful aspects of formative assessment 
is that it allows students to see their progress over time. 
Knowledge gain should be recognized and celebrated to 
motivate students to continue progress toward the goal. 

Both students’ individual knowledge gain and cur-
rent or final score on the scale should be celebrated. 
Acknowledgement can be made collectively or discretely. 
It is important to remember that the recognition and 
celebration must always be tied to the learning that takes 
place related to the Criteria for Success (learning goal, 
targets, and performance scale). 

Celebrating student progress requires intentional plan-
ning. Monitoring techniques should be determined and 
intentionally planned to ensure students feel pride in their 
knowledge gain and accomplishments and are motivated 
to continue progress toward the goal.
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Celebrating Student Progress
TECHNIQUES

A technique to celebrate student progress must be 
utilized to ensure students feel pride in their knowledge 
gain and accomplishments and are motivated to continue 
progress toward the goal. 

There are many different techniques that can be used for 
this purpose. Techniques provided are a sample and 
should not be considered a comprehensive list.

Public

Technique Description

Knowledge Gain 
Celebration

The growth or difference between the initial and current score 
for a learning goal or target is determined, and students 
are recognized by the amount of growth or knowledge gain 
achieved over a period of time. Gains of any amount should be 
acknowledged and celebrated.

Final Status 
Celebration

At the end of the unit or completion of the learning goal students 
are recognized by the scale level achieved. For example, all 
students who reached the 3.0 level are asked to stand for a round 
of applause or their names are displayed on a poster in the room. 
Students that reached the 3.5 and 4.0 levels are recognized in a 
similar manner.

Celebratory 
Messages Home

Individual student progress is shared with parents or 
guardians through text messages, phone calls, or notes home 
acknowledging knowledge gain or final status.
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