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"Essential learning ...
the critical skills,
knowledge, and
dispositions each
student must
acquire as a result
of each course,
grade level, and
unit of
instruction."

I. Introduction
With this paper, MASS is interested in playing a significant role in advancing the
conversation around essential learning. Educators leading learners into the future
understand that learning is not about the minutia of curriculum but rather about
learning those enduring, foundational and transferable ideas that students must
know and the skills and attitudes that help students utilize those ideas over time.
Ultimately, when children and youth are engaged in learning experiences that are
meaningful, relevant (enduring) with depth and complexity, students become curious,
and see the relevance and usefulness of what they’re learning. They understand
what matters; what’s worth learning (Reeves, 2006).
The intention of this paper is to:

Dufour/Dufour/Eaker/Thomas

•
•
		
		
•
		
•
		
		
•
		

Bring clarity to what is meant by ‘essential learning’.
Establish some philosophical underpinnings as well as possible
protocols and/or practices that school divisions may want to consider
in their implementation process.
Provide questions that may be used to help guide professional
discussions within school divisions.
Provide recommendations to Manitoba Education in the area
of curriculum development which supports and promotes the
philosophical underpinnings of essential learning.
Provide examples and/or other resources that could be utilized by
school divisions to help bring clarity to this topic.

The identification of essential learning is not intended to prescribe the learning
focus for students but rather to provide a pathway through the curriculum, while
still allowing teachers to “innovate their practice and inspire their students”
(Hargreaves, conference quote).

Preamble
The Province of Manitoba is on a continued journey to improve learning and
teaching in classrooms. In response, Manitoba Education has gathered together
several of the most current ideas in educational research to promote its educational
initiatives:
•
•
•
•
		
		

Rethinking Classroom Assessment with Purpose in Mind
Communicating Student Learning
Provincial Assessment Policy Kindergarten to Grade 12
The Provincial Report Card (the new report card
has become a catalyst, offering a framework to advance the
discussion and any actions related to essential learning)
Continued inside ►

An important next step in this journey is to ensure educators
have a common language and understanding of the learning and teaching cycle (Appendix 2) to ensure clarity
throughout the province.

Essential learning has three components: enduring
understandings (should know), key performance
skills (should be able to do), and values (should believe
about a given discipline).

School divisions have made considerable effort and
growth in the journey to improve teaching and learning.
In the myriad of curricula with which teachers are expected to work and to engage students, the current challenges
revolve around:

Enduring Understandings (know)

• What constitutes ‘essential learning’,
		‘enduring understanding’ or ‘big idea’?
• What are the essential learnings?
• How to align terms used in Manitoba curriculum
		 documents with essential learning vocabulary
		(Appendix 1 highlights some of the ambiguity of
		 terms used)?
In identifying essential learning in any curricula, three
approaches that consistently emerge in the educational
research literature:
1. A minimalist approach attempts to cut back
curricula to a minimal size.
2. A futurist approach remodels the curricula to
reflect 21st century learning.
3. A realistic approach takes curricula, in all its
complexity and richness and looks for a common
filter through which learning can be viewed
(Erickson, 2002).
Since the realistic approach honours the provincially
mandated curriculum and enables educators to extend
learning to reflect 21st century knowledge, skills, and
values, MASS proposes adopting the third approach in
Manitoba.

Bringing Clarity to Essential Learning
According to Nickerson (2010),
The term essential learning consists of the knowledge,
skills and values/dispositions students ‘must have’ in
order to participate fully in society. Essential learning
is not learning that students engage in once and move
on, but rather curriculum in which students explore,
revisit and deepen as they move through school. To
be considered essential understanding, skills and
values must meet several criteria:
•
•
•
•
		

They take time to develop
They are foundational/support further learning
They are durable
They are transferable across curriculum and
beyond the classroom walls

Nickerson states that,
Enduring understandings are statements summarizing
important ideas and core processes that are central
to a discipline and have lasting value beyond the
classroom. They synthesize what students should
understand ... as a result of studying a particular
content area. Moreover, they articulate what students
should “revisit” over the course of their lifetimes in
relationship to the content area.
Enduring understandings are statements that capture
the essence; the important ideas and processes, of a
particular subject area and those understandings have
a lasting value beyond school life. They are a synthesis
of what students should know and understand.

Key Performance Skills (do)
Key performance skills draw on a variety of skills.
Performance skills develop within the individual and
grow in sophistication over time. Some examples of these
skills are problem solving, critical thinking, inquiry, and
design process.

Values (believe)
Students need to develop the values and attitudes that
assist them in understanding the discipline in depth,
communicating that understanding and seeing the
relationship with other disciplines.

Why Essential Learning?
1. Essential learning helps teachers manage curricular
outcomes. Given the scope and depth of the provincial
curricula, along with the fact that all curriculum outcomes must be taught, educators are challenged to make
decisions about what is essential.
2. Essential learning supports educators to move to best
practice of planning with the end in mind. Planning shifts
from a primary focus on good strategies to a focus on
the “why” and the “what” of instruction. Identifying the
learning expectations for all students using this planning
model is at the heart of developing specific essential
learnings.
3. Essential learning supports a learning environment
dedicated to promoting the highest levels of thinking in
order to deepen student learning. In essence, the focus

of essential learning places clear emphasis on the “what”
and the “how” of learning. It improves the quality of
discourse of students by changing the dialogue in the
classroom, leading to a deeper understanding of the
curriculum. In order to deepen learning, teachers
provide opportunities for critical thinking, problem
solving, creative thinking and effective communication.
4. Essential learning has the power to reform classroombased assessment. An essential learning framework
facilitates assessment for learning, performance assessment
and student involved assessment. The process of
articulating the essential learning assists teachers’ in
clearly determining the evidence students must
demonstrate in order to show their learning. When teachers
know why they are teaching what they are teaching, they
can better explain to their students what is expected of
them as learners. This requires a shift in practice from
grading and reporting student achievement according
to tasks, to essential learning based on enduring
understandings and essential questions as they relate to
outcomes.
5. By determining what is essential, we are able to make
communication about learning clearer. Clarity ensures
teachers can effectively communicate students’ learning to
students, parents and other educational partners (Manitoba
Education, Report Card Support Document Partners in
Learning, 2012).
Essential learning ultimately supports teachers’ work to
improve student learning.

Supporting Professional Learning
Conversations
When undergoing the process of identifying the essential
learning, school divisions must articulate the standards
they are striving towards and the indicators that help
students and teachers understand the path towards
achievement. Examples and/or descriptions of this work
could be shared across the province and be used as a guide
to support learning. Creating and implementing common
assessments within Divisions could further assist in
measuring student success as could designing and
implementing plans for ongoing growth.
Appendix 2 mRLC (Manitoba Rural Learning Consortium)
Framework for Learning and Teaching outlines an example
of the process as well as teacher skill sets and mind sets
required for quality classroom instruction.
MASS believes that although significant work has
been done in this regard, there is still room for deeper
conversations to ensure all educators clearly understand
the meaning of essential learning and its implication on
teaching within the disciplines. In support of colleagues

across the province, sample questions are provided to
facilitate and support professional learning conversations.
Questions:
Creating the Culture
• Does the culture of the division encourage
		 exploring enduring understandings and
		 considering essential questions?
• How do we engage teachers in the conversation
		 around teaching and learning?
			 				
			 			 			 -

Who in the division should be engaged
in the conversation?
Who is already moving in this direction?
How do we make this sustainable?
How do we embed it?

• How are students engaged in this process?
•
		
		
		

How do we involve educational partners
including parents and board members in the
process and convince them of the importance
of this work?

• What formalized structures exist for teachers
		 to collaborate?
Planning for Student Learning
• What do we want all students to know, be able
		 to do and to value as they leave our system?
• How do the teachers make decisions about what
		 to teach? What thinking allows us to teach for
		 transfer and to teach strategically?
• How does essential learning fit within the context
		 of a teaching and learning cycle?
• How can the knowledge of essential learning help
		 guide educators’ professional discourse?
• What are the enduring understandings, thinking
		 and performance skills in each curriculum?
• What are the essential learnings that are common
		 to all curricula?
• How do essential learnings bring clarity and help
		 make teaching and learning manageable?
• How do essential learnings bring a greater
		 purpose to what is happening in the classroom?
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Assessing and Communicating
Student Learning
•
		
		
		

How do teachers assess for report card categories
(blending ideas to reach broader categories) and
how do they assign a mark to a student (learning
indicator) based on their assessments?

• How do teachers assess essential learnings?
• What pillar assessments could be developed
		 at different grade levels?
• How do we want students to communicate
		learning?
• How do they use enduring understandings and
		 performance skills to report student achievement
		 using the report card categories?

Recommendations
Essential learning is the critical next step in articulating the “Big Ideas” that must be fostered in classrooms
in all Manitoba schools, while focusing on provincial
curricula. In Manitoba, we as educators need to move beyond
thinking of the curriculum as a series of general learning
outcomes, supported by specific learning outcomes.
Wiggen’s and McTighe’s (2009) states:
Any education, regardless of content or philosophy,
should help learners, right from the start, to “come to
understanding” in two senses (1) to enable them to
constantly make meaning from their school work
and (2) to equip them to apply their learning to new
situations not only in school but also beyond it - that
is, to transfer.
As such, the following recommendations are respectively
put forth.
1. MASS provide leadership around essential learning.
A. MASS hosts professional learning opportunities to
guide divisions through the process of developing and/or
using a framework for essential learning.
B. MASS promotes the common vocabulary defined in
this paper throughout the province in discussions about
essential learning. This is critical to ensuring essential
learning and must be interpreted in such a way that it can
be implemented to its highest standard.
C. MASS takes a proactive approach by ensuring clear,
consistent communication with all relevant partners in
regards to essential learning and in particular with school
boards.
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D. MASS promotes the sharing of essential learning
samples developed by educators across the province
(see Appendix 3 for an example).
2. MASS strongly encourages Manitoba Education
to work with educators across the province to redesign the
K - 12 curriculum, considering:
A. A compelling vision for education that prepares all
students to be confident individuals, responsible citizens
and effective contributors in their world.
B. The development and implementation of a dynamic,
developmental, integrated, interdisciplinary curriculum .
C. Meaningful and relevant curricula for all students
through the infusion of Aboriginal perspectives, Education
for Sustainable Development and Learning with ICT
(Information Communication Technology).
D. A common language through all disciplines (See
appendix 1: Table of Words currently used in curriculum).
E. A synthesis of learning outcomes to reflect essential
learning; enduring understandings, key skills and values,
F. Research-supported practice in assessment/reporting.
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Appendix 1: Current Manitoba Curriculum Document Terminology

mRLC Learning and Teaching

"Learning is not attained
by chance, it must be
sought for with ardor
and attended to with
diligence."
Abigail Adams
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Appendix 3: Grade Seven - Statistics and Probability
Enduring Understanding:
Students will understand that data can be collected and communicated in a variety of ways which help make
inferences, predictions and/or conclusions about the data. Students will understand that probability is a measure to
describe the likelihood that an event will occur.

Grade Two Science (sample grade book) - Cluster Three: Position and Motion
Enduring Understanding:
Students will understand spatial relationships between stationary and moving objects, including themselves.

4 Thorough understanding
3 Very good understanding
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2 Basic understanding
1 Limited understanding

ND Not yet demonstrated

Stage 1: Planning with the End in Mind

Stage 2: Determine Acceptable Evidence
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Sample Grade Book

Stage 3: Plan Learning Experiences
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