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The Rigor/Relevance Framework is a tool developed by staff of the International Center for LEadership in
Education to examine curriculum, instruction, and assessment. The Rigor/Relevance Framework is based
on two dimensions of higher standards and student achievement.

First, there is a continuum of knowledge that describes the increasingly
complex ways in which we think. The Knowledge Taxonomy is based
on the six levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy:
(1) knowledge/awareness
(2) comprehension
(3) application
(4) analysis
(5) synthesis
(6) evaluation.

The low end of this continuum involves acquiring knowledge and being able to recall or locate that knowl-
edge in a simple manner. Just as a computer completes a word search in a word processing program, a
competent person at this level can scan through thousands of bits of information in the brain to locate that
desired knowledge.

The high end of the Knowledge Taxonomy labels more complex ways in which individuals use knowledge.
At this level, knowledge is fully integrated into one’s mind, and individuals can do much more than locate
information. They can take several pieces of knowledge and combine
them in both logical and creative ways. Assimilation of knowledge is a
good way to describe this high level of the thinking continuum. Assimi-
lation is often referred to as a higher-order thinking skill: at this level,
the student can solve multistep problems and create unique work and
solutions.

The second continuum is known as the Application Model. The five
levels of this action continuum are:
(1) knowledge in one discipline
(2) apply in discipline
(3) apply across disciplines
(4) apply to real-world predictable situations
(5) apply to real-world unpredictable situations

The Application Model describes putting knowledge to use. While the low end is knowledge acquired for its
own sake, the high end signifies action — use of that knowledge to solve complex real-world problems and
to create projects, designs, and other works for use in real-world situations.

Overview of the
Rigor/Relevance Framework
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The Rigor/Relevance Framework has four quadrants.

Quadrant A represents simple recall and basic understanding of knowledge for its own sake. Quadrant C
represents more complex thinking but still knowledge for its own sake. Examples of Quadrant A knowl-
edge are knowing that the world is round and that Shakespeare wrote Hamlet.

Quadrant C embraces higher levels of knowledge, such as knowing how the U.S. political system works
and analyzing the benefits and challenges of the cultural diversity of this nation versus other nations.

Quadrants B and D represent action or high degrees of application. Quadrant B would include knowing
how to use math skills to make purchases and count change. The ability to access information in wide-
area network systems and the ability to gather knowledge from a variety of sources to solve a complex
problem in the workplace are types of Quadrant D knowledge.

Each of these four quadrants can also be labeled with a term that characterizes the learning or student
performance.

RIGOR/RELEVANCE FRAMEWORK
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The Rigor/Relevance Framework is a unique approach to look-
ing at curriculum standards and assessment. It is based on
traditional elements of education yet encourages movement to
application of knowledge instead of maintaining an exclusive
focus on acquisition of knowledge.

The Framework is easy to understand. With its simple, straight-
forward structure, it can serve as a bridge between school
and the community. It offers a common language with which
to express the notion of a more rigorous and relevant curricu-
lum and encompasses much of what parents, business lead-
ers, and community members want students to learn. The
Framework is versatile; it can be used in the development of
instruction and assessment. Likewise, teachers can use it to
measure their progress in adding rigor and relevance to in-
struction and to select appropriate instructional strategies to
meet learner needs and higher achievement goals.

Quadrant A ⎯ Acquisition

Students gather and store bits of knowledge and information.  Students are primarily expected to remember
or understand this acquired knowledge.

Quadrant B ⎯ Application

Students use acquired knowledge to solve problems, design solutions, and complete work.  The highest level
of application is to apply appropriate knowledge to new and unpredictable situations.

Quadrant C ⎯ Assimilation

Students extend and refine their acquired knowledge to be able to use that knowledge automatically and
routinely to analyze and solve problems and create unique solutions.

Quadrant D ⎯ Adaptation

Students have the competence to think in complex ways and also apply knowledge and skills they have
acquired. Even when confronted with perplexing unknowns, students are able to use extensive knowledge
and skill to create solutions and take action that further develops their skills and knowledge.

Here is an example involving
technical reading and writing.

Quadrant A
Recall definitions of various techni-
cal terms.

Quadrant B
Follow written directions to install
new software on a computer.

Quadrant C
Compare and contrast several
technical documents to evaluate
purpose, audience, and clarity.

Quadrant D
Write procedures for installing and
troubleshooting new software.
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Defining Rigor

A versatile way to define the level of rigor of curriculum objectives, instructional activities, or assessments is the
Knowledge Taxonomy Verb List. The Verb List can be used either to create a desired level of expected student
performance or to evaluate the level of existing curriculum, instruction or assessment.

An example of student performance at various levels follows. Notice each statement starts with a verb that
comes from the appropriate section of the Knowledge Taxonomy Verb List. The expected achievement
level for teaching about nutrition can vary depending on the purpose of the instruction. If a teacher only
wants students to acquire basic nutritional knowledge, a student performance set at level one of two is
adequate. If the instruction is intended to have a more significant impact on nutritional habits then some of
the objectives need to be similar to levels four through six.

Note that each of the levels requires students to think differently. Levels four through six require more
complex thinking than levels one through three.

When creating lesson plans and student objectives, selecting the proper word from the Knowledge Tax-
onomy Verb List can help to describe the appropriate performance. Simply start with a verb from the
desired level and finish the statement with a specific description of that skill or knowledge area.

The Verb List can also be used to evaluate existing lesson plans, assessments, and instructional experi-
ences. Looking for verbs and identifying their level will give a good indication of the level of student
performance in that instruction.

Level 1 – Knowledge
Level 2 – Comprehension
Level 3 – Application
Level 4 – Analysis
Level 5 – Synthesis
Level 6 – Evaluation

BASIC NUTRITION

Label foods by nutritional groups
Explain nutritional value of individual foods
Make use of nutrition guidelines in planning meals
Examine success in achieving nutrition goals
Develop personal nutrition goals
Appraise results of personal eating habits over time

Level Performance
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Defining Relevance

Defining the level of relevance of curriculum objectives and instructional activities is a little more difficult
than determining the Knowledge Taxonomy level because there is no verb list. However, just as the Knowl-
edge Taxonomy categorizes increasing levels of thinking, the Application Model described increasingly com-
plex applications of knowledge. Any student performance can be expressed as one of five levels of the
Application Model. The Application Model Decision Tree can assist in setting the desired level of expected
student performance in application (see pages 7-8) by asking the questions: Is it application? Is it real world?
Is it unpredictable?

The Basic Nutrition example below is similar to the one in the Defining Rigor section in that it uses nutrition
to describe student performance at various levels. Each level requires students to apply knowledge differ-
ently.

Similarly, the expected achievement level for teaching about nutrition can vary depending on the purpose of
the instruction. If a teacher wants students only to acquire basic nutritional knowledge, a student perfor-
mance set at level one is adequate. If the instruction is intended to have a significant impact on nutritional
habits, then some of the objectives need to be at levels four and five.

Use of the Application Model Decision Tree can help to describe desired performance. Start by writing draft
statements of student objectives and then use the Decision Tree to reflect on and revise these statements.
The Decision Tree focuses on the three key characteristics that distinguish levels of the Application Model:
application, real world, and unpredictability. The second page of the Decision Tree offers additional criteria to
determine whether an objective meets the test of application, real world, and unpredictability.

The Application Model Decision Tree can also be used to evaluate existing lesson plans, assessments, and
instructional experiences. Answer the questions to identify at which level of student performance that in-
struction or assessment is.

Label foods by nutritional groups

Rank foods by nutritional value

Make cost comparisons of different foods
considering nutritional value

Develop a nutritional plan for a person with
a health problem affected by food intake

Devise a sound nutritional plan for a group
of 3-year-olds who are picky eaters

Level 1 – Knowledge in One Discipline

Level 2 – Application in One Discipline

Level 3 – Interdisciplinary Application

Level 4 – Real-world Predictable Situations

Level 5 – Real-world Unpredictable Situations

BASIC NUTRITION
Level   Performance
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Rigor/Relevance Framework
Worksheet
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A - Acquisition

C - Assimilation D - Adaptation

B - Application
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Planning Rigorous and Relevant Instruction

Test Question Development

Directions:  In the first box, develop a test question. Use the second box to revise the
       question at a higher level of knowledge and/or application.

Test Question

Revised Question

8



9



Ways to Increase Rigor and Relevance

 Rubrics
 Reading
 Reflective Thought
 Revision
 Research
 Resilience
 Relationships
 Resechedule
 Rejuvenation
 Rewards
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Chapter 8   Professional Development Activities

1. How Does It Feel To Be Learning?
2. How Do You Learn?
3. Discovering Levels of Learning
4. Setting the Level of Knowledge
5. Setting the Level of Application
6. Determining Levels of Rigor and Relevance
7. Identifying Rigor and Relevance
8. Rigor/Relevance Challenge
9. Defining Real World
10. Identifying Community Resources
11. Setting Levels of Rigor and Relevance
12. Mapping Across Disciplines
13. Linking Standards and Student Work
14. Setting Clear Expectations: What Do You Want?
15. Determining Levels of Test Questions
16. Assessment Challenge
17. Developing Analytic Scoring Guides
18. Developing Instructional Plans
19. Data-driven Curriculum
20. Rigorous Relevant Lesson Reflection
21. Lesson Review
22. Brainstorming Student Performance
23. Brainstorming Student Work in Multiple Disciplines
24. Peer Review of Lessons
25. Standards Alignment
26. Put It In Writing!
27. Individual Professional Development

Activities

24
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A performance task is a description of  how a student is expected to
demonstrate understanding, knowledge and skills. The task may be a
product, performance or extended writing that requires rigorous thinking and
relevant application.  It is usually written in the third person describing the
learning to other educators.

Performance tasks include;

♦ student work that will be produced or performed
♦ whether group or individual
♦ Specific learning context
♦ resources students will be provided or have to acquire
♦ setting where students will complete the work
♦ conditions (often real world) under which the work will be done

Performance tasks usually do not include;

♦ assessment. A performance-based implies but does not specify how
the performance will be assessed.

♦ specific direction to the student
♦ specific equipment list
♦ homework or reading assignments

12



Title

Focus

Student Learning

Performance Task

Standards

Scoring Guide

Source

Subject(s)

Standards

Identify subject, course, unit and students to be served

Identify concepts, knowledge, skills and behaviors

RIGOROUS AND RELEVANT STUDENT PERFORMANCES

Describe the student work used to demonstrate learning

Link this lesson to state or national standards or International Center Essential Skills

Attach copies of scoring guide or rubric to assess performance task

Lesson Plan (optional) Attach copies of teacher procedures and student activities

Exemplars (optional) Attach copies, descriptions or images of exemplary student work

Lesson Plan (optional) Attach copies of teacher procedures and student activities
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Earth Day Letter

Title

Focus

Student Learning

Performance Task

Sixth Grade  Interdisciplinary
English Language Arts - Unit on Writing Conventions
Science – Unit on Environment

Standards

Scoring Guide

Students will write a letter to the editor of the local newspaper, on the topic of the
environment with a specific reference to a local issue or problem. It will take a
point of view, include summaries of research, cite sources and recommend
action.

Source Essential Skills

Subject English Language Arts and Science

Standards (e1)      Apply in writing the rules and conventions of grammar, usage,
punctuation, paragraphing and spelling.

(e3)      Gather information from a variety of sources, including electronic
sources, and summarize, analyze, and evaluate its use for a
report.

(s6)       Understand how humans, through technology, cause
environmental change by disrupting the equilibrium or balance of
nature by introducing pollutants into the environment.

(s10)     Understand the human impact on the environment through
pollution (air, water, and soil), and ways to improve it through
education, research, laws, and conservation.

Identify subject, course, unit and students to be served

Identify concepts, knowledge, skills and behaviors

RIGOROUS AND RELEVANT LESSONS

Describe the student work used to demonstrate learning

Link this lesson to state or national standards or Essential Skills

Attach copies of scoring guide to assess student performance

Lesson Plan Attach copies of teacher procedures and student activities -Optional

X

Concepts Skills Knowledge Behaviors

 Point of View
 Research
 Endangered
species
 Pollution
 Individual
responsibility

 Writing w/ correct
grammar
 Writing with Point of
View
 Citing authentic
sources

 Environmental
Advocacy Groups
 Major
Environmental
Issues
 Local Environmental
Issues

 Recycling
 Protecting the
Environment
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Sample Analytic Scoring Guide 3

Letter to the Editor

Criteria 1 2 3 4 Your 
Score 

Ideas 

The letter seemed 
to be a collection 
of unrelated 
sentences. It was 
very difficult to 
figure out what the 
letter was about. 

Ideas were 
somewhat 
organized, but 
were not very 
clear. It took more 
than one reading to 
figure out what the 
letter was about. 

Ideas were 
expressed in a 
pretty clear 
manner, but the 
organization could 
have been better. 

Ideas were 
expressed in a 
clear and organized 
fashion. It was 
easy to figure out 
what the letter was 
about. 

1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 

Letter 

Letter is 
inappropriately 
informal and 
confusing to read. 
No attempt has 
been made to 
engage the reader 
with a logical 
presentation of 
facts. 

Letters is clear 
presentation of 
facts, and/or an 
appropriately 
formal writing 
style. 
 

Letter is logical 
and clear 
presentation of 
facts, and formal 
writing style. 
 

Letters is logical 
and clear 
presentation of 
facts, and an 
appropriately 
formal writing 
style. Letter is 
interesting to read 
and hold the 
reader's attention. 

1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 

Layout 

Design is messy 
and unattractive. 
Does not make 
good use of 
available space. 
Poor balance of 
text and graphics. 

Design is 
inconsistent. Some 
parts are attractive 
and space efficient, 
but other parts are 
not. Inconsistent or 
poor balance 
between text and 
graphics. 

Design is mostly 
attractive and 
space efficient. 
Good balance of 
text and graphics, 
for the most part. 
 

Design is attractive 
and space efficient. 
Excellent balance 
of text and 
graphics 
throughout. 
 

1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 

Mechanics 

Text contains 
many 
spelling/grammar 
errors. Sentences 
seem disconnected, 
and there is 
carelessness 
throughout. 

Text contains some 
spelling/grammar 
errors. Little 
logical structure or 
flow to sentences. 
Evidence of 
carelessness in 
writing. 

Grammar and 
spelling are nearly 
flawless. Logical 
sequence apparent. 
Some wording is 
careless. 
Inconsistent in 
style. 

Grammar and 
spelling are 
flawless and the 
flow provides a 
logical pathway of 
ideas. Consistent 
and engaging style 
throughout. 

1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
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PRE-PLANNING WEB: CONVINCE ME!  Grades 9-12
Steps: 

1. Review your Grade Level Expectations that fit unit theme. 
2. Write the Title of the Unit in the center circle. 
3. On the end of the lines write the four to six big ideas for this unit.  These may be the four 

to six most important vocabulary words or concepts. Note: the younger the students the 
fewer the “big ideas” 

4. Write one to three ways that students could show you they “get” this big idea. 

Kuzmich, 2004 

Unit Theme: 
 

CONVINCE 
ME! 

Big Idea/Concept: 
Sentence Variety 
Conventions and Editing
Students “get it” by: 
 Use of types of 

sentences and 
questions 
 Error Free Work 

 

Big Idea/Concept: 
Word Choice 
 
Students “get it” by: 
 Conviction carried 

 
 Emotions evident 

 
 Theme congruency 

Big Idea/Concept: 
Organization 
Students “get it” by: 
 Parts to Whole 

 
 Compelling 

 
 Evidence Flow 

 

Big Idea/Concept: 
Research use and Source 
Authenticity 
Students “get it” by: 
 Primary and 

secondary source use 
 
 Sources make point of 

view clearer, more 

16
Big Idea/Concept: 
Voice 
 
Students “get it” by: 
 Influential 

 
 Addresses intended 

audience 
 
 

Big Idea/Concept: 
Claims 
 
Students “get it” by: 
 Recognize point of 

view 
 
 Reasons for and 

against 
    convincing 



PRE-PLANNING WEB 
Steps: 

1. Review your Grade Level Expectations that fit unit theme. 
2. Write the Title of the Unit in the center circle. 
3. On the end of the lines write the four to six big ideas for this unit.  These may be the four 

to six most important vocabulary words or concepts. Note: the younger the students the 
fewer the “big ideas” 

4. Write one to three ways that students could show you they “get” this big idea. 
 
 
 
 

Kuzmich, 2004     

Unit Theme:
Big Idea/Concept: 
 
 
Students “get it” by: 
  

 
  

 
  

Big Idea/Concept: 
 
 
Students “get it” by: 
  

 
  

 
  

Big Idea/Concept: 
 
 
Students “get it” by: 
  

 
  

 
  

Big Idea/Concept: 
 
 
Students “get it” by: 
  

 
  

 
  

Big Idea/Concept: 
 
 
Students “get it” by: 
  

 
  

 
  

Big Idea/Concept: 
 
 
Students “get it” by: 
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Appendix – Tools

INTERNATIONAL CENTER FOR LEADERSHIP IN EDUCATION 307

        Summary of Student Performance

Unit Focus: _________________________________________________

Behaviors (Work Habits)Skills (Thinking and Performing)

Declarative Knowledge

Students Will
     Be LikeStudents Will

        Do

Students Will
      KnowStudents Will

Understand

Concepts (Big Ideas)

18



International Center for Leadership in Education 

 

 
Interdisciplinary Worksheet 2 

Defining Student Work 
 

Examples of Student Work for Real World Instruction 
 

Directions: After brainstorming student characteristics, check any of the following 
examples of student work that potentially could be student work related to the intended 
learning. 
 

 Advertisement 
 Audiotape 
 Brochure 
 Business 
 Chart 
 Community 

service 
 Construction 
 Contract 
 Correspondence 
 Debate 
 Demonstration 
 Design 
 Diagram 
 Discussion 
 Display 

 Dramatization 
 Drawing 
 Editorial 
 Exhibit 
 Experiment 
 Field guide 
 Graph 
 Interview 
 Invention 
 Journal 
 Letter 
 Log 
 Machine 
 Magazine 
 Manufactur-

ing process 

 Map 
 Memo 
 Mnemonic 
 Model 
 Mural 
 News report 
 Newspaper 
 Oral history 
 Oral report 
 Painting 
 Petition 
 Photo album 
 Play 
 Poster 
 Production 

process 

 Proposal 
 Question-

naire 
 Questions 
 Rap 
 Relief map 
 Research 

report 
 Resume 
 Rules 
 Scale 

model 
 Scrapbook 
 Script 
 Sculpture 
 Sketch 

 Skit 
 Slide show 
 Software 

application 
 Solution 
 Song 
 Speech 
 Story 
 Survey 
 Taxonomy 
 Teach a lesson 
 Test 
 Videotape 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Rigor/Relevant Framework: Indicate which quadrant of the Rigor/Relevance 
Framework this performance will be in; A – Low Rigor/Low Relevance, B --  
High Relevance, C -- High Rigor, D -- High Rigor/High Relevance. 

 

Directions: Now write a description of the student work that will become the performance 
task for this lesson. 
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1

America’s Most Successful High Schools —
What Do They Look Like

International Center for Leadership in Education

The high schools included in the Bringing Successful Practices to Scale initiative,
co-sponsored by the International Center for Leadership in Education and the
Council of Chief State Schools Officers with financial support from the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation, have provided great insight into how American high
schools can help all students complete an academically rigorous and relevant
curriculum. Especially insightful is the comparison of findings from these high
schools to the many good high schools that will need to make some further
changes before they can be classified as great in terms of all students’ academic
success.

While there is no one formula for a successful high school, certain characteristics
appear to be consistent across the 30 high schools. They are:

1. Personalized Learning - Focusing instruction around students’ interests,
learning styles, and aptitudes through a variety of small learning
community approaches, most commonly academies

2. High Expectations - An unrelenting commitment by administrators and
teachers to excellence for all students with a particular emphasis on
literacy across the curriculum

3. Data-driven Decisions - A laser-like focus on data at the classroom level
to make daily instructional decisions for individual students.

4. 9th Grade Transition - An extraordinary commitment of resources and
attention to 9th grade students

5. Challenging 12th Grade - A rigorous and relevant 12th grade year
including advanced courses, dual credit and transition to continued
learning.

6. Rigorous and Relevance Curriculum - High-quality curriculum and
instruction that focuses on rigor, relevance,and reflective thought.

7. Effective Leadership - Solid and dedicated leadership starting with the
principal but including leadership teams.

8. Relationships  - Relationships driven by guiding principles

9. Professional Learning - Sustained and supported professional
development in a professional learning community.
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 Identifying Unique Talents and Strengths
 Celebrating Accomplishments
 Serving as a Role Model
 Using One-on-One Communication
 Encouraging Students to Express Opinions Ideas
 Creating Inviting Classroom Climate
 Exhibiting Enthusiasm
 Using Positive Humor
 Students Praising Peers

Following are specific supportive activities that influence learning relationships in a
positive way.

 Character Education
 Beginning of the Year Student Social Activities
 Team Building
 Mentoring
 Rewards, Recognition, Incentives
 Student Advocacy
 Advisement Program
 Peer Mediation
 Students as Teachers
 Family, Community, Business Partnerships
 Service Learning
 Extra and Co-curricular Activities
 Sports Programs

School also can implement major changes to the school structure that can make it easier
to develop positive learning relationships

 Small Learning Communities
 Alternative Scheduling
 Team Teaching
 Teacher Continuity (multi-age, looping)
 School-based Enterprises
 Professional Learning Communities
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