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

Figure 3.4: Protocol for Prioritizing Standards

Step 1 Identify the area of focus and the related standards for review.

Step 2 Define the following decision-making criteria (which Reeves [2002] and Ainsworth 
[2013] identify) to ensure team clarity: endurance, leverage, readiness for the next level 
of learning, testing requirements, and student needs. Modify, add, and define additional 
criteria as needed. Agree to the final list before proceeding.

Step 3 Provide each team member with a list of the standards.

Establish a guideline for the maximum number of standards that individual members 
should select (generally in the ballpark of eight to ten standards per area of study) to 
determine the final list.

Have individual team members use highlighters to denote the standards they consider 
most important.

Step 4 Create a collective set of the resulting choices of standards for consideration and final 
selection.

Display a clean set of the standards to walk through as a team, and determine how decisions 
regarding which standards to select as priority standards will be made at this point.

Note: If the team is in agreement, and the number of selected standards falls within the 
team guideline, skip to step 6.

Step 5 Narrow or enhance the list in a team discussion.

Review the list standard by standard, discussing each decision-making criterion per 
standard and noting which criteria fit most with each standard. Code the standards to 
denote appropriate criteria by using terms, symbols, or colors. There are several options 
for coding.

• Discuss, come to agreements, and then code on a single list that is projected for all 
to see.  

• List the identified standards on poster paper, and have individual team members 
code each standard with designated colors or symbols to represent each of the five 
criteria. For example—
• Use yellow or a star to identify standards that address endurance.
• Use pink or a check mark to identify standards that address leverage.
• Use green or a circle to identify standards that address readiness for the next 

level of learning.
• Use blue or an underline to identify standards that address testing requirements.
• Use orange or a box to identify standards that address identified student areas of 

need.
• Have team members code standards on their own (see the reproducible “Template 

for Prioritizing Standards,” page 68) and then aggregate those results by listing the 
codes each standard was awarded and the number of times that same code was 
offered to that standard (for example, three team members thought this standard 
had endurance, two coded it for leverage).

As a team, select the standards that meet the greatest number of the most significant 
criteria. 

Note: During the discussion, review test specifications and student achievement data as 
necessary to resolve questions regarding the testing requirements and student needs 
criteria.
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Step 6 Identify the priority standards.

Review the resulting list.

Seek team approval of and commitment to the resulting list.

Step 7 Document final decisions so you can share them with other teams for future discussions 
on vertical alignment.

Alternate option: Create a graphic organizer or visual map of the prioritized list as a way 
to demonstrate relationships between and among the prioritized standards. It sometimes 
helps to see the big picture of the individual standards in relation to the overarching 
category. Create a graphic organizer or visual map of the prioritized list as a way to 
demonstrate relationships between and among the prioritized standards. It sometimes 
helps to see the big picture of the individual standards in relation to an overarching 
category (for example, the reading standards for comprehension, fluency, vocabulary, 
text features, and other similar reading expectations might fit in the broad areas of fiction 
and nonfiction text, or they might fit within the single skill of reading comprehension). 
Drawing a graphic organizer helps teams discuss and agree upon hierarchy and priority 
when linking ideas. When teams put standards into the categories they deem most 
significant, they have a clearer picture of how many standards fit within a single category. 
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