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Simple as 1, 2, 3: The Prioritizing Process

The Simple as 1, 2, 3 process provides teams with a step-by-step plan for developing priority standards. 

To prioritize step 1, individuals make initial choices based on criteria. Each team member makes an initial assessment of 

what standards should be prioritized by studying the three criteria Douglas Reeves (2002) outlines: (1) endurance, (2) 

leverage, and (3) readiness for the next level of learning.

The standard must meet one or more of these criteria:

1. Endurance means that the standard reflects learning that will be important now and for a long 
time to come. For example, in mathematics, a deep understanding of place value is important 
for students beyond grade school. It isn’t something that they will need to know only for a 
grade level or for a summative assessment.

2. Leverage refers to learning that has cross-curricular implications; something that is taught in 
one subject but used in another subject. For example, we teach students about unit rate in 
mathematics but use that concept to solve problems in physical science classes.

3. Readiness for the next level of learning identifies prerequisite skills. For example, students 
are taught letter and sound recognition in early literacy, which are important skills when learn-
ing to read. Students who don’t learn letter and sound recognition have a difficult time with 
future reading skills. (as cited in Bailey, Jakicic, & Spiller, 2014, p. 49)

After analyzing and discussing these three criteria, each team member reviews the full list of unit standards created in 

action step 1 and is given no more than ten minutes to make her or his initial individual choices regarding what standards 

should be prioritized. The team member will be applying professional knowledge and judgment to mark or highlight 

the standards she or he believes meet one or more of the criteria. It is important that this silent time to think is provided 

to foster individual accountability and avoid group think. Special educators should be full participants in this process if 

they teach the content and should approach this process with typical grade-level expectations in mind. While they will 

naturally consider their students’ current gaps, the process of determining priority should not be based on individual 

student considerations. Priority should be based on high expectations for all grade-level students.

Prioritizing step 2 means developing an initial list of priority standards. Teams come to initial conclusions regarding 

the priority standards list. Teachers share their individual choices using a round-robin structure. One person begins 

by identifying a standard he or she chose as priority, giving an explanation for his or her choice. Explanations should 

include how the person’s choice reflects the three criteria of endurance, leverage, and readiness for the next level of 

learning. What teams do not want to hear is, “I chose this standard because it is something we already do and it will 

be easy for students to learn.” As each team member shares, others reveal if they also marked that standard and give 

their explanation and thinking. It is unlikely that there will be full agreement on a particular standard, but if there is, 

celebrate! If not, the discussion that ensues is often very robust and enlightening. Teachers discover understandings and 

misunderstandings about the standards that they may not have thought about before. In order for this conversation to be 

productive and include all voices, determine ahead of time how the team will handle a lack of consensus. The team may 

decide to develop or use a previously developed list of behavioral norms to guide these professional debates. This process 

continues until all team members are satisfied with their initial list of priority standards.

Prioritizing step 3 entails reviewing other sources of information to make final decisions. In this step, team members 

gather information that will be helpful in making a final decision regarding what students need to know and be able to 

do. A review of the previous and subsequent grade-level, subject-area, and course standards is critical in determining 

appropriate vertical alignment. For instance, in reviewing the subsequent grade-level standards for mathematics, the team 

may find that demonstrating a strong understanding of the division of fractions will be necessary for students to be able 
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to master the next learning level. If the team members prioritized division of fractions, they have taken a positive step 

toward aligning standards vertically. If not, the team will need to consider whether to add the standard to its prioritized 

list. Whenever possible, consider sharing your initial set of priority standards with the grade levels or courses prior to 

and after your grade level or course (for example, third grade shares with second grade and fourth grade) to properly 

ensure strong vertical alignment. Teams can facilitate this process by sharing the list of priority standards electronically and 

asking the team members to provide feedback, or by having at least one team member from each grade level or course 

come together to discuss the vertical progression. If the entire school or district is participating in this process, the vertical 

alignment component becomes its own step, and teams analyze full priority lists from grade to grade. When engaging in 

smaller-scale work, this is not always feasible.

Team members will also want to pay attention to information they have from accountability assessments, such as state end-

of-year tests. This information may include test blueprints, released assessment items and practice tests, or other documents 

indicating the amount of emphasis placed on certain standards for state assessment purposes. Team members may decide to 

add other documents to consider, depending on which documents guide teaching and learning in their setting.

Sources: Bailey, K., Jakicic, C., & Spiller, J. (2014). Collaborating for success with the Common Core: A toolkit for Professional 
Learning Communities at Work. Bloomington, IN: Solution Tree Press; Reeves, D. (2002). The leader’s guide to standards: A blueprint 
for educational equity and excellence. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
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