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Research and Practice

What is meaningful intellectual work? To 
define it more specifically, we analyzed 
the kinds of mastery demonstrated by 
successful adults who continually work 
with knowledge—for example, scientists, 
musicians, childcare workers, construc-
tion contractors, healthcare providers, 
business entrepreneurs, repair techni-
cians, teachers, lobbyists, and citizen 
activists. Adults in these diverse endeav-
ors face common intellectual challenges 
that provide guidelines for an education 
that extends beyond basic skills to more 
complex academic work.

Of course, we do not expect children to 
achieve the same level of mastery accom-
plished by skilled adults, but identifying 
the nature of intellectual work in these 
professions can help to define criteria 
for performance necessary for success 
in contemporary society. Consider, for 
example, an engineer designing a bridge. 
To complete the bridge design success-
fully, the engineer relies on extensive 
factual knowledge from engineering, 
architecture, science, and mathemat-

ics. But the particular context for the 
bridge, such as its length, height, peak 
points of stress and load, and the impact 
of local variation in weather conditions, 
require the engineer to organize, ana-
lyze, and interpret all this background 
information to make a unique product. 
Consider also a citizen trying to make 
an informed decision about whether an 
elected officeholder has done a good 
enough job to be reelected over the chal-
lengers, or trying to make a convincing 
public statement to increase local funding 
for school security. Finally, consider a 
single mother of pre-school children who 
calculates the costs and benefits of job 
opportunities, paying for childcare, and 
deciding how to choose among childcare 
providers. The examples illustrate how 
diverse endeavors of work, citizenship, 
and personal affairs present adults with 
intellectual challenges that differ from 
those commonly experienced by students 
in schools. Such challenges can serve as 
guidelines for curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment that extend beyond 

the basics, and beyond extensive lists 
of content standards, to more complex 
intellectual work.

Authentic Intellectual Work: 
Criteria and Rationale
As a short-hand phrase for the differ-
ence between the intellectual accom-
plishment of skilled adults and the usual 
work that students do in school, we refer 
to the more complex adult accomplish-
ments as authentic intellectual work. 

Authentic Intellectual Work: 
Common Standards for 
Teaching Social Studies
M. Bruce King, Fred M. Newmann, and Dana L. Carmichael

For most students in most schools, the usual work demanded of them is rarely 
meaningful, significant, or worthwhile. Learning tasks still tend to call for memorizing 
and reporting on specific information and content, rather than asking students for 
higher-level thinking, interpretation, or problem solving. Subject matter is covered, 
not examined in ways that produce in-depth conceptual understanding. Schoolwork is 
regarded largely as a series of contrived exercises necessary to earn credentials (grades, 
promotions, and diplomas) required for future success; but for many, especially poor 
students of color, this work leads to disengagement and dropping out. The challenge 
for students is to comply with teachers’ and tests’ requirements, rather than to use their 
minds to solve meaningful problems or answer interesting and challenging questions. 
This is no less true for social studies than it is for other subject areas.
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“Research and Practice,” established 
early in 2001, features educational 
research that is directly relevant to 
the work of classroom teachers. Here, 
I invited Bruce King, Fred Newmann, 
and Dana Carmichael to summarize 
important and promising research on 
what they call “authentic intellectual 
work.” It is important because so often 
schoolwork, not only in social studies 
but across the curriculum, requires 
little in the way of deep conceptual 
learning that also connects to life 
beyond school, and it is promising 
because the research shows that stu-
dents who experience higher levels of 
authentic instruction and assessment 
achieve more than students who don’t; 
and these results are consistent for stu-
dents regardless of race, gender, dis-
ability status, or socioeconomic status. 
Are we serious about addressing the 
achievement gap? Read on.

—Walter C. Parker, “Research and 
Practice” Editor, University of 

Washington, Seattle.
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Authentic is used here not to suggest 
that students are always unmotivated 
to succeed in conventional academic 
work, or that basic skills and factual 
knowledge should be devalued, but only 
to identify some kinds of intellectual 
work as more complex and socially 
or personally meaningful than others. 
Often times, authentic is used to mean 
only that the tasks students are assigned 
have meaning or connect to something 
in their lives now. We mean much more. 
Specifically, authentic intellectual work 
involves original application of knowl-
edge and skills, rather than just routine 
use of facts and procedures. It also 
entails careful study of the details of a 
particular topic or problem and results 
in a product or presentation that has 
meaning beyond success in school. We 
summarize these distinctive character-
istics of authentic intellectual work as 
construction of knowledge, through the 
use of disciplined inquiry, to produce 
discourse, products, or performances 
that have value beyond school. Figure 
1 presents these criteria and the differ-
ent standards for authentic instruction, 
assignments, and student work.

Construction of Knowledge
Skilled adults in diverse occupations 
and participating in civic life face the 
challenge of applying skills and knowl-
edge to complex problems that are often 
novel or unique. To reach an adequate 
solution to new problems, the compe-

tent adult has to “construct” knowl-
edge because these problems cannot 
be solved by routine use of informa-
tion or skills previously learned. Such 
construction of knowledge involves 
organizing, interpreting, evaluating, or 
synthesizing prior knowledge to solve 
new problems. Teachers often think of 
these operations as higher order think-
ing skills. We contend, however, that 
successful construction of knowledge is 
best learned through a variety of expe-
riences that call for this kind of cogni-
tive work with important content, not 
by explicitly teaching discrete “thinking 
skills.”

Disciplined Inquiry
Constructing knowledge alone is not 
enough. The mere fact that someone has 
constructed, rather than reproduced, a 
solution to a problem is no guarantee 
that the solution is adequate or valid. 
Authentic adult intellectual accom-
plishments require that construction 
of knowledge be guided by disciplined 
inquiry. By this we mean that learners

(1) use a prior knowledge base,
(2) strive for in-depth understand-

ing rather than superficial 
awareness, and

(3) develop and express their ideas 
and findings through elaborated 
communication.

Prior knowledge base. Significant 
intellectual accomplishments build on 

prior knowledge accumulated in an aca-
demic or applied discipline. Students 
must acquire a knowledge base of facts, 
vocabularies, concepts, theories, and 
other conventions necessary to con-
duct rigorous inquiry. Transmitting a 
knowledge base, along with basic skills, 
is usually the central focus of direct 
instruction in the content areas.

In-depth understanding. A knowledge 
base that is of value to students involves 
more than familiarity with a broad sur-
vey of topics. To be most powerful, stu-
dents must have a deeper understand-
ing of that knowledge that helps them 
grapple with the complexities of specific 
problems. Such understanding devel-
ops as one seeks, proposes, and tests 
relationships among key facts, events, 
concepts, and claims in order to clarify 
a specific problem or issue. Lessons and 
assignments that satisfy this criterion 
have students sustain a focus on a sig-
nificant topic or issue, and demonstrate 
their understanding by arriving at a rea-
soned, well-supported conclusion or 
explaining how they solved a relatively 
complex problem.

E l a b o r a t e d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 
Accomplished adults in a range of fields 
rely upon complex forms of communica-
tion both to conduct their work and to 
present its results. The tools they use—
verbal, symbolic, graphic, and visual—
provide qualifications, nuances, details, 

Figure 1. Criteria and Standards for Authentic Intellectual Work
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and analogies woven into extended 
narratives, explanations, justifications, 
and dialogue. Elaborated communi-
cation may be most often evident in 
essays or research papers, but debates, 
simulations, and facilitated public 
issues discussions could also involve 
elaborated communication.

Value Beyond School
Finally, meaningful intellectual 
accomplishments have utilitarian, 
aesthetic, or personal value. When 
adults write letters, news articles, 
organizational memos, or technical 
reports; when they speak a foreign 
language; when they design a house, 
negotiate an agreement, or devise a 
budget; when they create a painting or 
a piece of music—in all of these they 
try to communicate ideas that have 
an impact on others. In contrast, most 
school assignments, such as quizzes, 
questions on a reading, or typical final 
exams are designed only to docu-
ment the competence of the learner. 
They lack meaning or significance 
beyond the certification of success 
in school.

The call for “relevant” or “student-
centered” curriculum is, in many cases, 
a less precise expression of the view 
that student intellectual accomplish-
ments should have value beyond simply 
indicating school success. While some 
people may regard the term “authentic” 
as equivalent to education that is “rel-
evant,” “student-centered,” or “hands-
on,” we do not. Value beyond school 
is only one component of authentic 
intellectual work. Activity and topics 
should not just be interesting to stu-
dents, they should involve particular 
intellectual challenges that when suc-
cessfully met would have meaning 
to students beyond complying with 
teachers’ requirements. These tasks 
have students explore the connections 
between academic knowledge and situ-
ations outside the classroom in ways 
that create meaning and significance 
for that knowledge.

The three criteria—construction 
of knowledge, through disciplined 

inquiry, to produce discourse, prod-
ucts, and performances that have mean-
ing beyond success in school—provide 
a foundation for the more complex 
intellectual work necessary for suc-
cess in contemporary society. All three 
criteria are important. For example, 
students might be asked to write a letter 
to the editor about a proposed social 
welfare policy. One student might say 
she vigorously opposes the policy, but 
offer no arguments indicating that she 
understands relevant economic and 
moral issues. This activity may meet 
the criteria of constructing knowl-
edge to produce discourse with value 
beyond school, but it would fall short 
on the criterion of disciplined inquiry, 
and thereby represent only superficial 
awareness, not deep understanding, of 
the issue. Or students might be asked 
to interview family members about 
experiences during wartime or to con-
duct a survey of peer opinion on local 
economic or environmental conditions. 
These activities would connect school-
work to students’ lives beyond school, 
but if students only reported what the 
respondents said, without summary 
or analysis or drawing connections to 
disciplinary content, there would be 
virtually no construction of knowl-
edge or disciplined inquiry. Judgments 
about the extent to which schoolwork is 

“authentic” should be made on a contin-
uum, from less to more, depending on 
how fully all three criteria are met.

Examples
What does authentic intellectual 
work by students look like? The first 
example illustrates a high school social 
studies student constructing knowl-
edge through disciplined inquiry to 
produce intellectual work that has 
meaning and value beyond complet-
ing tasks in school. Students were 
instructed to develop a “position paper” 
on a controversial issue. The following 
excerpts are from one student’s longer 
paper justifying U.S. intervention in 
Kuwait in the Persian Gulf in 1991.
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for the Humanities to fund a project 
that will set up teacher workshops 
on using presidential libraries in the 
classroom. The project, titled “Using 
Primary Artifacts to Understand 
Presidential Decision Making,” will 
set up a website where teachers and 
K-12 students can view a timeline of 
digitally scanned historical docu-
ments. These include the document 
President Harry S. Truman signed 
to authorize the use of the atomic 
bomb and sound clips recording the 
phone call that President Lyndon B. 
Johnson received informing him of 
the attacks on U.S. naval vessels in 
the Gulf of Tonkin. Paul Resta, at the 
UT School of Education, will be the 
project director; it’s a joint project 
with the university, the presidential 
libraries, and NEH.

The following day, we went to the 
Johnson Presidential Library. I had 
visited Jimmy Carter’s presidential 
library before, coincidentally at 
another SSEC annual meeting. I 
have also visited the Gerald Ford 
Presidential Library in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan. I had always thought that 
there should be a way to discuss these 
in one of my columns. And now I 
knew it would be possible because 
of the soon-to-be special website 
where teachers throughout the nation 
(and world) can access digital cop-
ies of original sources. Last night, 
as I reviewed the sites, I listened to 
Eleanor Roosevelt give a wonderful 
speech on the evening of December 
7, 1941, when Pearl Harbor was 
attacked. I didn’t know it, but Mrs. 
Roosevelt gave a radio chat every 
Sunday night. 

I also didn’t know that there are 
12 presidential libraries. I reviewed 
all of them and found that some were 
much more “teacher-student friendly” 
than others. All of them had sections 
for educators, students, or research-
ers, but many include lesson plans, 
examples of National History Day 
projects, and artifacts that seem to 
humanize the president, and often 
the first lady. I looked at LBJ’s and 

FDR’s report cards and also read 
Fala’s biography (FDR’s dog).

W hat is great about the new 
University of Texas-based NEH proj-
ect is that they already have a website 
titled “Presidential Timeline” (See the 

“Teaching with Documents” column in 
Social Education, April 2007).1 The 
website has links to each of the 12 pres-
idential libraries. I’ll list these below 
with a sentence or two about each. I 
have listed the primary addresses, but 
each site has a “For Teachers” or “For 
Students” section. 

The Presidential Timeline of the 
Twentieth Century
www.presidentialtimeline.org/index.php

This website has photographs of all 
the presidents from Hoover through 
Clinton—so it’s not really all the presi-
dents of the twentieth century, but only 
those who have presidential libraries. 
It also has an “interactive timeline,” 
showing the major social, political, 
and economic events that occurred in 
each president’s tenure. Additionally, 
there is an “Educators” section helping 
teachers bring the resources of the pres-
idential libraries to their classrooms. 
Go to “About the Project” for a list of 
web links to all presidential libraries. 
I imagine that this section will expand 
dramatically once the newly-funded 
project gets up to speed.

Herbert Hoover Presidential 
Library and Museum
hoover.archives.gov/

Viewers can see replicas of Hoover’s 
birthplace and the Quaker meet-
ing house he attended as a boy. The 

“Teachers” page has several games such 
as “Hoover Wore Many Hats” and 

“Hoover’s Cross Country Adventure,” 
where students can “drive a car” by 
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Student Work Example, 12th Grade 
History

There have been numerous instances 
when the world has witnessed what 
happens when aggressors are not 
stopped. Let us look back to 1935 
when Mussolini decided to invade 
and annex Ethiopia. Ethiopia’s 
emperor appealed to the League of 
Nations, but nothing was done.

Soon afterwards, in 1936, Adolph 
[sic] Hitler reoccupied the Rhineland, 
thereby violating the Treaty of 
Versailles. Again, the world ignored 
these blatant displays of hostility 
and power. ...

When Emperor Hirohito of Japan 
attacked Manchuria in 1931, and 
then China in 1937, he was simply 
scolded by the League of Nations. ...

In 1938, Hitler united Austria and 
Germany. The world protested, but 
then gave in to Hitler who said he only 
wanted to unite the German people. 

Then, Hitler took the Sudentenland 
[sic] from Czechoslovakia. As before, 
concessions were made to appease 
the aggressor. ...

In all the examples of unchecked 
aggression, the moral is the same. 
The school bully who demands 
lunch money from other children 
will not stop until someone stands 
up to him. If the bully is allowed to 
harass, intimidate, and steal from 
other children, it is giving him silent 
permission to use power against the 
weak. ...

Those who complain about the 
United States acting as a “police 
nation” would do well to remem-
ber that Desert Storm has been a 
United Nations effort, not solely 
a U.S. effort. The UN Security 
Council condemned Iraq’s invasion 
and annexation of Kuwait, as did 
the Arab League. The UN imposed 
mandatory sanctions, forbidding all 
member states from doing business 

with Iraq. The European Community, 
the United States and Japan froze 
Kuwaiti assets. The United States, 
Britain, France, Canada, Australia, 
West Germany, the Netherlands, 
and Belgium; acted in accordance 
with the United Nations and with 
the support of its many members.

There is a time for peace and a time 
for war. War is a horrible situation, 
but it is imperative that countries 
learn to recognize when it is neces-
sary. Perhaps someday the world will 
be able to solve its problems without 
violence. In the meantime, we would 
endanger international security to 
allow people like Saddam Hussein 
and his terrorist goons to threaten 
and overpower independent coun-
tries such as Kuwait.

By organizing an argument for inter-
vention to stop international aggression, 
especially when international support 
for the action is evident, the student 
constructed knowledge. Elaboration 
was offered by citing historical instances 
where aggression, if not stopped, led to 
a chain of negative consequences. In 
addressing an important policy issue of 
the day, the student produced intellec-
tual work connected to issues beyond 
school.

For a second example, let us turn 
from student work to the assignments 
that prompt that work. The following 
example of an essay assignment, is from 
an inclusive classroom that is team-taught 
by a social studies and special educa-
tion teacher. This assignment scored high 
on two of the three criteria for authentic 
intellectual work. In this class, there were 
24 students, 4 of them special education 
students with mild to moderate learning 
disabilities.

Teacher Assignment Example, 
11th Grade U.S. History

Students worked for a week on an assign-
ment that required them to write an essay 
from the point of view of a specific indi-
vidual after the end of the Civil War. 
Roles were given that reflected perspec-

historicalthinkingmatters.org
WHY HISTORICAL THINKING MATTERS

STUDENT INVESTIGATIONS

TEACHER MATERIALS

A collaborative project of the History Education Group at Stanford School of Education and the Center for History and 
New Media (chnm.gmu.edu), with funding from the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation and the Carnegie Corp. of New York.

a multimedia introduction to historical thinking

classroom strategies, examples of student work, handouts and more

Student Investigations
• Spanish American War 
• The Scopes Trial and 
   American Culture 
• Social Security and the 
   New Deal 
• Rosa Parks and the Civil 
   Rights Movement    

• an introductory movie framing a 
   question of historical debate;
• a digital notebook containing ten 
   sources; 
• guided questions that promote 
   historical thinking;  
• video clips that show historians in 
   action; 
• a culminating assignment;
• directed webquests. 
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tives of both the North and the South. 
In their essays, students proposed a plan 
for the post-Civil War South from their 
individual’s point of view. Two of the stu-
dents with disabilities, for example, wrote 
from the perspective of a northern wife 
and mother and of a freed slave.

Based on the criteria for authentic intel-
lectual work, this assignment was rated 
as follows:

•	 High on construction of knowl-
edge. Students were asked to 
interpret and organize informa-
tion relevant to the Civil War 
from the perspective of their 
particular role and to consider 
how their character would feel 
after the war and what that person 
might recommend for reconstruc-
tion of the South.

•	 High on disciplined inquiry. 
Students were asked to write an 
essay in which they made gener-
alizations or drew conclusions 
from their role’s perspective, as 
well as to support these. Through 
elaborated writing, they could 
demonstrate in-depth under-
standing of important social 
studies content.

•	 Low on value beyond school. 
The assignment did not offer stu-
dents the opportunity to connect 
the topic to experiences or signifi-
cant contemporary issues, or to 
communicate ideas that have an 
impact on others.

One of the keys to successful team 
teaching in an inclusive classroom, 
according to these veteran teachers, is 
holding high expectations for all students 
while accommodating individual learn-
ing needs. For them, learning expecta-
tions included both mastery of impor-
tant social studies content and critical 
thinking. They stressed the importance 
of having students evaluate historical situ-
ations, synthesize information, speculate 
on events if the situation were different, 
and make connections between historical 
events and contemporary issues. While 
not using the language of the specific cri-
teria of authentic intellectual work, their 
lessons and assignments consistently met 
those criteria.

This U.S. history assignment high-
lights two further considerations. First, 
it scored high on two of the three criteria; 
not all criteria can or should be met in 
every task or assessment. Second, stu-
dents of varying backgrounds and learn-

ing strengths can successfully tackle intel-
lectually challenging assignments, as the 
research has shown.

Research, Obstacles, and Policy 
What are some of the important lessons 
regarding authentic intellectual work for 
the research and policy arenas? From 
1990 to 2004, researchers completed 
studies at the Wisconsin Center for 
Education Research at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison, the University 
of Minnesota, and the Consortium on 
Chicago School Research.1 These stud-
ies demonstrated that students who 
experienced higher levels of authentic 
instruction and assessment showed 
higher achievement than students who 
experienced lower levels of authentic 
instruction and assessment. The results 
were consistent for grades 3 through 12, 
across different subject areas, and for dif-
ferent students regardless of race, gender, 
disability status, or socioeconomic status. 
Current research in Australia is show-
ing similar results. Research focused on 
social studies has been consistent with 
the broader studies. Figure 2 presents one 
example; the difference between scores 
of 5.4 and 6.8 represents 30 percentile 
points in the full distribution of scores.

Actual reform of teaching and assess-
ment, however, has proceeded at a snail’s 

Figure 2. Mathematics and Social Studies Authentic Student Performance in Classes with Low, Average, and High 
Authentic Pedagogy in 24 Restructuring Elementary, Middle, & High Schools 
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Source: Newmann, Marks & Gamoran (1996)
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pace. Teachers and schools face persis-
tent obstacles that undermine emphasis 
on intellectual challenge: low expecta-
tions for academic excellence, especially 
for students from educationally disad-
vantaged backgrounds; lack of student 
engagement in their courses; profes-
sional isolation of teachers; prolifera-
tion of incoherent reform projects and 
professional development initiatives; 
and testing programs that emphasize 
only basic skills and recall of knowl-
edge. The recent standards movement 

has not significantly alleviated the main 
problems. Standards for curriculum 
and assessment commonly issued by 
districts, states, or professional organi-
zations tend to emphasize the specific 
subject matter (content and skills) to 
be mastered in each subject and grade 
level. Though the standards often call 
for “critical thinking,” “inquiry,” and 

“learning to learn,” in reality, the pres-
sure on teachers to cover voluminous 
amounts of subject matter and to pre-
pare students for high-stakes tests can 

prevent them from taking time to help 
students think carefully about, build 
in-depth understanding of, and commu-
nicate elaborately about the content and 
skills that the standards prescribe.

These problems leave teachers, admin-
istrators, parents, students, and the pub-
lic at large without a clear sense of the 
core intellectual mission of schooling. 
Whether policymakers and educational 
institutions will successfully tackle these 
systemic problems remains to be seen, 
but even with these issues unresolved, 
individual schools and social studies 
departments can, this research shows, 
increase student achievement for all stu-
dent groups with curriculum, classroom 
instruction, assignments, and assess-
ment of student work that are guided 
by the framework outlined here. 

Why Promote Authentic 
Intellectual Work?
With schools in general and social stud-
ies in particular being called upon to 
meet a myriad of purposes (e.g., prepare 
students for higher education and dem-
ocratic civic participation; encourage 
responsible social behavior; celebrate 
cultural diversity; provide a foundation 
in historical, geographic, and economic 
literacy; and develop personal, social, 
and workplace skills), why add another 
goal?

Promoting authentic intellectual 
work is not a project that adds a new 
or different educational goal. Instead, 
authentic intellectual work provides a 
framework for teaching and assessing 
any goal that relies on knowledge from 
an academic or applied discipline. The 
framework does not recommend how 
schools should arrive at priorities among 
the many tasks they are asked to perform. 
These issues must be resolved through 
democratic processes in local communi-
ties. The framework does insist, how-
ever, that whenever a school or teacher 
is involved in teaching content or skills 
from an academic or applied discipline, 
serious effort should be devoted to help-
ing students produce authentic intellec-
tual work. This position rests on three 
main points.
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Better Preparation for Demands of the 
Workplace, Citizenship, and Personal 
Affairs
Studies of cognitive demands in modern 
workplaces document the importance 
of workers’ problem-solving skills, in-
depth understanding of problems and 
specific vocational content on the job, 
and elaborated and nuanced forms of 
communication. While thousands of 
jobs continue to require only low-level 
skills, as a matter of fairness all students 
deserve the opportunity to be educated 
for the demands of more intellectually 
challenging workplaces.

Public investment in education is 
justified not only for its contribution to 
individual economic success, but also for 
building civic competence in a democ-
racy. From Aristotle to Jefferson, Dewey, 
and contemporary political scientists, the 
argument for democracy assumes that 
citizens are capable not only of basic lit-
eracy, but also of exercising principled 
and reasoned judgment about public 
affairs. Arriving at defensible positions 
on controversial public issues—from 
local disposal of environmental waste to 
national regulation of campaign financ-
ing or whether to vote for the candidate 
who most consistently agrees with your 
positions but is not likely to win—all 
require interpretation, evaluation, in-
depth understanding, and elaborated 
communication that extends well beyond 
traditional tests of knowledge.

Furthermore, education should rein-
force intellectual competence needed to 
maximize individual health, safety, and 
personal fulfillment. Consider the intel-
lectual competence required in contem-
porary society to care for one’s family and 
friends, to be safe and maintain health, 
to manage one’s time and resources, and 
to develop rewarding hobbies and rela-
tionships. Coping with escalating and 
often conflicting information in each 
of these areas presents daunting chal-
lenges of interpretation, analysis, syn-
thesis, in-depth understanding of specific 
problems, and working with elaborate 
forms of written, oral, and electronic 
communication.

Increased Student Engagement in 
Learning
Participation in authentic intellectual 
activity is more likely to motivate and sus-
tain students in the hard work that learning 
requires. Teachers report that authentic 
intellectual work is often more interesting 
and meaningful to students than repeated 
drills, lectures, and worksheets aimed at 
disconnected knowledge and skills. Our 
research indicates that students exposed 
to authentic intellectual challenges are 
more engaged in their schoolwork than 
students exposed to more conventional 
schoolwork.

When students have opportunities to 
construct knowledge rather than only 
reproduce what they have been given, 
to understand topics deeply instead of 
only superficially, to express themselves 
by explaining their ideas, and to study 
topics that have some significance beyond 
the classroom, they are more likely to 
care about learning and be willing to 
devote the serious effort that learning 
requires. Increased opportunities for 
student engagement offered through 
authentic intellectual work lead to more 
effort—which pays off in increased student 
achievement on both basic skills and more 
complex intellectual challenges. 

Intellectual Mission Strengthens 
Professional Community
The criteria for authentic intellectual work 
(along with more specific standards and 
rubrics for rating lessons, assignments, 
and student work) provide a common 
language for teachers and administrators 
to use in describing the intellectual mis-
sion of the school, department, or teaching 
team when selecting curricular content 
and instructional activities, and when 
evaluating their progress and their stu-
dents’ accomplishments.2 By defining the 
kinds of intellectual work to be nurtured 
in common across classes and grade levels, 
this framework transcends lists of content 
standards and skills, thereby strengthen-
ing unity on the academic purpose within 
the professional community.

The criteria and specific standards can 
stimulate teacher dialogue and coopera-
tive planning within and across courses, 

grade levels, and subjects. Because the dia-
logue is grounded in rigorous intellectual 
activities, the framework itself becomes 
more meaningful to professionals than 
vague school missions that provide little 
guidance to teachers for explicit, shared 
intellectual goals. Teachers can meaning-
fully collaborate to teach content and skills 
according to the criteria for authentic intel-
lectual work.

Research in schools across the United 
States and internationally has shown that 
when teachers’ lessons and assignments 
meet these criteria, students from diverse 
backgrounds score significantly higher 
on assessments of complex intellectual 
performance as well as on tests of basic 
knowledge and skills, compared to stu-
dents in classes where teaching falls short 
on the criteria. As research uncovered sub-
stantial positive achievement benefits for 
students in social studies and other subject 
areas, we concluded that teachers should 
have opportunities for professional devel-
opment to help them use the standards 
and rubrics to guide their teaching and 
assessment of student work. In working 
with several schools along these lines, we 
are encouraged by the results. Our goal 
is not to rule out traditional teaching but 
to strive for a more reasonable balance 
between traditional teaching and authen-
tic intellectual work to enhance student 
engagement and learning. 

Notes
1. This research was conducted at the Center on 

Organization and Restructuring of Schools, and the 
Research Institute on Secondary Reform for Youth 
with Disabilities.

2. Available from www.thedlcteam.com/DLC/AIW_Books.
html.
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