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A guaranteed, viable curriculum for all: What
would it look like if we worked on “for all”?

Tara Gibbs

There are many resources focused on creating a “guaranteed, viable curriculum.” This table
lays out steps to use in co-teaching discussions or formal curriculum making processes in order
to be intentional and pre-plan to make curriculum accessible “for all.” It includes three focuses:
English language (EL), literacy levels, and special education (SPED).

Keywords: K-12, EL, SPED, accessible learning, accessible assessment, show what you know,
access learning, access core instruction

For the last two decades many public schools in Minnesota and around the country have been
transformed by Richard DuFour and Robert Marzano’s leadership in developing Professional
Learning Communities (PLCs) and in creating “guaranteed, viable curriculum for all.” The
elementary school I have taught at for the last ten years undertook such an endeavor, as had the
junior high in our district where I taught the nine years prior to that. However, in both cases
systematic work stopped while we were still working on a “guaranteed, viable curriculum.” Our
teams never tackled “for all” as part of our school’s intentional planning. Individual players and
pockets tried to do some of this work, but the corpus of materials my school saved to support
ongoing standards-based learning does not include artifacts to intentionally support
differentiation. This year, the phrase “for all” was notably removed from all publications and
discussions, including our district data dig. Only the words “guaranteed, viable curriculum”
remained. As I wondered why there was a lack of will behind intentional planning for
differentiation, I learned that people supporting collaboration time with dollars were expressing
frustration at a lack of tangible benefits, and I began looking at the road maps we were using.

The road maps we had for the work we did on our language arts standards provided a lot of
direction for “curriculum” and “guaranteed” and “viable,” but when it came to “for all,” at least
at the teacher level where I was, there was nothing—no direction, no template, no steps. All the
other parts had come with directions, steps, questions, and templates that our grade level team
worked on together. As an English Language (EL) teacher, I started pushing for the pieces of the
map we had not seen, and I was met with a lot of blank stares and comments that I would
categorize as either “what you are asking for does not exist” to “we are educational leaders with
limited and mostly theoretical knowledge of EL or Special Education (SPED) and have no idea
what you are talking about.” As I explained what I was looking for, one leader said, “You should
write that down and share it with me, because I have never seen anything like that.” While I
expected to write it down and have her say, “Oh, here is what you are looking for,” that is not
what happened. I was told instead, “You should publish that.” While I find it hard to believe that
there isn’t a better resource out there, dozens of people in my district have failed to come up with
one to guide our work. This may not be the final product we are looking for, but I think it does
provide a place to start a conversation about how we intentionally plan for access to core
curriculum learning “for all,” what steps we need to engage in, and what ground our
collaborative conversations need to cover. The sections on “Guaranteed, Viable Curriculum” are
based on the templates and framing provided by Julie Novak at the Minnesota Department of
Education (MDE) to our school leaders, and the examples are work produced by the team I was
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on. The section on “for all” is based on the conversations and work I did with collaborating
teachers and with the SPED team at my school.

Download a PDF of the following table with example links.
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Guaranteed Step 1 1. Download the state academic standards.
meaning: Step 2 1. Vertically align them.  Examples: Reading Writing Listening, Speaking, and Exchanging Ideas
A common Example: DIY Science 2019 Vertical Alignment
understanding Step 2 1. Look at the previous grade to see what students have already learned.
of the essential continued (In Step 7, we will ask: If students don’t know a previous benchmark, how can their grade level
content that all activities help them learn these skills also? What other enrichment activities exist to learn it?)
students need to 2. Identify what is in your grade’s benchmark that is different from the previous grade.
o know, and be These are the new skills (the grade level skills) that students need to master.
g able to do 3. Look at the next grade to see what they are working towards next. This is something you might be
o introducing, or might give formative feedback on, but will not expect them to have mastered on a
?D» summative assessment.
& 2nd Grade Example Language Arts 2nd Grade Example Science
Example of a filled in template Example 1 of finding overlap between the MN
standards and the curriculum, and filling in template
Example 2 of finding overlap
Examples adapted from templates provided to our Building Leadership Team by Julie Novak, MDE
Step 2 1. Identify a time your team will meet to score or compare scoring of common formative
Continued assessments and common summative assessments in order to clarify and create a common
Loop with understanding of the standard and how students show development and mastery of the standard
Step 3 on the common formative assessment.
Viable meaning: Step 3 L Discuss to what extent your team will do horizontal alignment of lessons, activities and pacing.
Adequate time to Loop with For each standard:
teach and learn Step 4 1. Identify an appropriate number of activities across the year or a unit where students will practice
the content and the skills in the benchmark. As a team, clarify your understanding of the activity goals and how
to master the activity teaches the standard.
benchmark skills 2. ldentify an appropriate number of spots to use for formal formative assessments (for example,
at this grade observation checklists, projects, writing, oral recordings, tests, etc.)
< level 3. Create common formative assessments. These assessments will let you know where students are
N in terms of being able to do this skill independently, and they will provide data you can bring to
=R your team for discussion if needed.
@ 4. Identify a final spot to do a summative assessment.
Here is an example of a template which was adapted from templates provided by Julie Novak, MDE
Here are examples of a template completed for a second grade language arts benchmark:
Vertical Alignment form (Step 2) Activities and Pacing form (Step 3/4)
II.  Determine:
What are your options if students need more practice than you planned for?
What are your options if formative assessments suggest a revision in approach?
What are your options if a student hasn t mastered a standard at the time of the summative assessment?
Curriculum Step 4 1. Create a pacing guide/calendar of what will be taught when, including specific lessons.
A meaning: What This can be done by individual teachers or across the team.
= | will be taught o The closer teams align timing formative assessments, the more effective conversations around
% and in what understanding of the essential content can be.
£ | on der . The closer teams align pacing of lessons, the more effective discussions around adequate time
§ and effective approaches to teaching the standard can be.
e [fthere is pull-out ELD to support language development for these activities, the closer teams
align their pacing and activities, the more effective the language development support can be.
For all m | Step Sa-EL 1. Look at the activities.
meaning: How | T a.  Review the learning target. This example scaffold of thinking maps includes explanation
the material will EL: b. Describe the activity. of what students “can-do” for each level
be scaffolded or Access 2. Prepare to view the activity through the lens of each EL level.
adapted to meet learning a. Level 6: Is the grade level, mainstream activity
the needs of EL, b. Level5
low literacy, i. Lookatthe WIDA Can Do statements: Level 5
SPED, or other ii. Look atthe WIDA Performance Definitions Expressive Receptive: L5
f;’:ﬁ;ﬁ’yft;’{ o that jii. Look at the WIDA Proficiency Definitions (pp 58-59, 80-81, 102-103, 136-137, 172-173,
Athey ca;q Aaccess 210-211, Edition 2020)
grade level iv. Isthere anything about the activity that the language level would interfere with
511 learnin I accessing? If so, what scaffolds can be intentionally prepared in case they are needed?
= g goals,
& | and show what c. Repeati, ii, iii and iv for Level 4, then 3, then 2, then 1
~ | they know while Step 6a-EL 1. Look at the assessments: Review the target benchmark and the activity . _
also developing EL: Show 2. Look at the assessn}c?nt using the WIDA an Do Descr}ptors and WIDA Expressive and Receptive
skills in which what you Performance Definitions and WIDA Proficiency Definitions (pp 58-59, 80-81, 102-103, 136-137, 172-
they have gaps know 173, 210-211, Edition 2020) for each EL level as in Step 5Sa, part 2 above
in background Here is an example of Show what you know formative assessment scaffolds: CFA1, CFA2, CFA3
knowledge or Step 7a-EL 1. If students don’t know prior benchmarks, how can their grade level activities help them learn these
prerequisite Prior skills also? What questions or materials will support this?
knowledge benchmarks 2. What other activities or opportunities exist to help them learn it?
Step 8a-EL: 1. Look at the activities in Steps 5 and 6. Select the WIDA Key Language Use (Edition 2020, p 26) that
Language is being used in these activities.
expectations 2. Review the language expectations for the topic area and WIDA Key Language Use (These are laid out
and by grade level and content area between pages 42 and 202.)
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https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/MinneTESOL-Step-2-Example-2-filled-in-11-2E.4.2.1.1-Benchmark-Unpacking-and-Repacking.docx
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/MinneTESOLExampleWhoWhatWhereWhenCFA1.xlsx
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/MinneTESOL-Step-3-Example-2-filled-in-11-2E.4.2.1.1-Benchmark-Unpacking-and-Repacking.docx
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/MinneTESOL-2nd-Grade-Benchmark-RL-1.3.3-Text-Development.docx
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/MinneTESOL-RL-2.1.3.3-Planning-Process-w_Learning-Targets.docx
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Benchmark-Assessment-By-level-with-sentence-frames-and-thinking-map.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Benchmark-Assessment-By-level-with-sentence-frames-and-thinking-map.pdf
https://wida.wisc.edu/teach/can-do/descriptors
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Performance-Definitions-Expressive-Domains.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Performance-Definitions-Receptive-Domains.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/WIDA-ELD-Standards-Framework-2020.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/WIDA-ELD-Standards-Framework-2020.pdf
https://wida.wisc.edu/teach/can-do/descriptors
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Performance-Definitions-Expressive-Domains.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Performance-Definitions-Receptive-Domains.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/WIDA-ELD-Standards-Framework-2020.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/WIDA-ELD-Standards-Framework-2020.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Oral-response-Snowy-Day-Thinking-Map-Benchmark-Assessment-By-level-with-sentence-stems-RL-2-1-3-3.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Oral-response-Snowy-Day-Thinking-Map-Benchmark-Assessment-By-level-with-sentence-stems-RL-2-1-3-3.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Oral-response-Snowy-Day-Thinking-Map-Benchmark-Assessment-By-level-with-sentence-stems-RL-2-1-3-3.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/WIDA-ELD-Standards-Framework-2020.pdf
https://minnetesoljournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/WIDA-ELD-Standards-Framework-2020.pdf
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language 3. Which language expectations best reflect the language focus of the unit?
development | 4. What language functions and features are essential for meeting content and language goals and for the
assessment?
5. Identify which forms and functions need to be taught. This example scaffold includes language forms
6. How can we teach these forms and functions?
7. How can we hold students accountable for using these forms and functions in the general education
classroom?
8. What scaffolds/activities will help students learn, practice, and remember these forms and functions?
9. How will teachers assess if students have learned these forms and functions or if students are using and
applying these forms and functions in the unit tasks?
Step 9a 1.  How are we activating and leveraging background knowledge learned in the first language or learned
EL- outside school?
Background 2. What are essential understandings or background knowledge that students need in order to access
knowledge learning or to be successful in the activities?
3. Does the student have this background knowledge? If so, how are we activating it? If not, how are we
building it?
— | Step Sb- 1. Repeat Step 5 above, but instead of using language levels, look at reading and writing levels.
& | Literacy 2. Are there literacy levels at which content isn’t accessible?
?—3 levels: 3. If so, what scaffolds/other materials can be intentionally prepared in case they are needed?
< | Access
% | learning
é Step 6b- Repeat Step 6 above, but instead of using language levels, look at reading and writing levels. Are there
Literacy literacy levels at which a student could not show what they know using the planned assessment? If so, what
levels: scaffolds or other formats can be intentionally prepared in case they are needed?
Show what
you know
Step 7b- Repeat Step 7 above, but instead of using language levels, look at reading and writing levels.
Literacy 1. If students don’t know prior benchmarks, how can their grade level activities help them learn these prior
levels: Prior benchmarks also? Is there anything about their literacy level that interferes with accessing this learning?
benchmarks | 2.  What other activities exist to help them learn prior benchmarks?
v | Step 5c- 1. Look at the activities.
= | SPED: A. Review the learning target.
O | Access B. Describe the activity.
learning 2. Review the learning target through the lens of their disability. Look at the student’s IEP.
A.  What are the goals and objectives on their Individual Education Plan (IEP)?
B. What s their present level?
C. How does this learning target fit with their IEP goals and present level?
3. Review the activity through the lens of their disability
A.  Review the accommodations and modifications on their IEP.

a. Is there assistive technology that should be used for this activity?

a. Are there accommodations that should be utilized?

b.  Are there modifications that should be in place?

c. Isthere anything about the activity that the student’s disability interferes with?

d. What can be intentionally prepared to support accessing learning during this activity (for
example, visual supports, word banks, direct modeling, completed work example,
multiple/alternative ways to show work)?

Step 6¢ 1. Look at the assessments: Review the benchmark and the activity
SPED: Show | 2. Look at the assessment using the student’s IEP
what you A. Look at the goals and present level.
know a. How does the assessment fit with their goals?
B. Look at their accommodations and modifications.

a. Is there assistive technology that should be used for this activity?

b. Are there accommodations that should be utilized?

c. Are there modifications that should be in place?

d. Is there anything about the assessment that the student’s disability interferes with?

e. What can be intentionally prepared to support accessing learning during this activity (for
example, visual supports, word banks, direct modeling, completed work example,
multiple/alternative ways to show work)?

Step 7¢ 1. If students don’t know prior benchmarks, what does their IEP say about these prior benchmarks?
Prior A. Does their IEP mention a goal or learning target which is a prior benchmark which they should be
benchmarks working towards? How can their grade level activities help them learn this prior benchmark?
B. Does the IEP not mention goals or targets related to this standard, and thus the expectation is grade
level competency of this benchmark, in which case:
a. How can the grade level activities support learning prior benchmarks? And
b.  What other activities exist to help them learn it?
— | Step 9bc 1. How are we activating background knowledge/leveraging background learned outside school?
i Background 2. What are essential understandings/ background students need in order to access learning or be
= | knowledge successful in the activities?
= 3. Does the student have this background knowledge? If so, how are we activating it?
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