


Curriculum Matters for Students

The DCPS curriculum is built around four core principles.  
It is consistent across all grades and schools.

 Rigor. When we hold students to high standards, 
students rise to meet our expectations. The DCPS 
curriculum is designed and improved each year by 
DCPS teachers and is aligned to the Common Core 
State Standards and to all district assessments.

 Joy. Students should love learning. Teachers designed 
the DCPS curriculum with rich content that connects 
to students’ lives and communities. Lessons have 
built-in flexibility for students to explore their 
passions, whatever they may be.

 Equity. Every student should receive high-quality 
instruction, no matter where in the city they live or 
attend school. A consistent curriculum—along with 
consistent structures, supports, and resources—
ensures that all students have access to outstanding 
learning opportunities. 

 Access. All students deserve access to challenging, 
grade-level work. The DCPS curriculum gives teachers 
the tools they need to clear the many types of barriers 
students experience, including special learning 
needs, still-developing English language proficiency, 
background knowledge, cultural differences, and 
gaps in prior learning. These tools are designed using 
a neuroscience-based framework called Universal 
Designs for Learning so that students with diverse 
strengths and challenges can all learn the same 
rigorous content together. In addition, DCPS partners 
with Teaching Tolerance and DC-based Teaching for 
Change to ensure that the curriculum is bias-free and 
culturally relevant.

Curriculum Matters

Curriculum Matters for Teachers

Teachers are behind every aspect of the DCPS 
curriculum, from developing each course’s scope and 
sequence to writing the DCPS Cornerstones, which are 
anchor assignments for each grade and subject. 

A strong curriculum also helps teachers improve. 
Eighty-three percent of DCPS teachers reported that 
teaching Cornerstones improved their practice. 

In school year 2016–17, DCPS redesigned its professional 
learning program, LEAP (LEarning together to Advance our 
Practice). With LEAP, professional learning is embedded 
in the school and aligned with what is happening in 
the curriculum. Teams of same-grade or same-subject 
teachers—such as 2nd grade teachers or chemistry 
teachers—spend at least 90 minutes each week planning 
and reflecting on how and what they teach.

Curriculum Matters for Families

DCPS’ curriculum and the rich experiences within it 
ensure that students are prepared for college, career, 
and life. DCPS provides a Parent Curriculum Guide 
for each grade level to help parents better understand 
what their children are learning. Each curriculum guide 
outlines the year’s academic content with a month-by-
month summary of what will happen in each subject as 
well as detailed descriptions of the year’s Cornerstones. 
The guides also include tips to support learning at home 
and month-by-month family activities that are aligned to 
the year’s curriculum. 

The DCPS curriculum is focused on providing a world-class  
educational experience for every DCPS student. 
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DCPS adopted the Common Core State Standards in July 2010, and at that time, 
there was no off-the-shelf curriculum for the Common Core. DCPS leadership 
partnered with DCPS teachers to design a high-quality, Common Core-aligned 
curriculum. 

Undertaking this effort was an unusual step in 2010, and it remains so today. A 
2016 RAND Corporation study found that nearly all teachers in Common Core 
states are using materials they developed or selected themselves through, for 
example, Google or Pinterest.*

Today, DCPS has a robust curriculum with content that inspires deep learning. 
It is aligned across subjects and grades so what students learn in one class is 
connected to what they learn in other classes, and each year’s work builds on 
the previous year’s learning. The curriculum includes high-quality materials that 
teachers can use as they see fit. Many teachers adapt lessons for their students or 
bring in supplemental resources that connect lessons to their students’ daily lives 
or neighborhoods. 

Each year, teams of staff and teachers review and improve the curriculum so that 
it continues to be a powerful tool and the backbone of an excellent educational 
experience. This ongoing improvement led to the introduction of Cornerstones in  
school year 2015–16 and of LEAP—professional learning that is directly tied to the 
curriculum—in school year 2016–17.

*http://bit.ly/2006Rand

Curriculum Designed by 
Teachers, for Teachers

KEY TERMS
 CURRICULUM   
Everything a teacher uses 
to teach, including tools, 
resources, materials, and 
guidance about what to 
teach as well as when and 
how to teach it.

 SCOPE AND SEQUENCE   
A guide to the content that is 
covered in an academic year. 
DCPS has a comprehensive 
scope and sequence for each 
grade and subject. 

 BENCHMARK AND  
 GROWTH  ASSESSMENTS   
An assessment that 
measures whether a student 
has mastered a specific 
set of content (benchmark 
assessment) or the student’s 
growth during a course 
(growth assessment). 

 UNIT OF STUDY    
The organizing principle 
of the curriculum. Units 
of study are  thoughtfully 
organized collections of 
topics to be studied in each 
course. Depending on the 
subject and grade level, a 
course typically includes 
between four and 10 units. 

 DCPS CORNERSTONES  
Rigorous, in-depth activities 
that are tied to DCPS units 
of study. They are the anchor 
assignments for each grade 
and subject, and they are 
required for all students in 
every school. Cornerstones 
were developed by top 
DCPS teachers, and they 
provide continuity and 
consistency throughout the 
district.
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The DCPS curriculum has a detailed structure that 
explains what students should know and be able to do, 
accompanied by a broad range of tools and resources 
that teachers can use and adapt for their students.

The scope and sequence is the curriculum’s overarching 
framework. DCPS has a comprehensive scope and 
sequence for each grade and subject.

Within each scope and sequence, content is organized 
into units of study, each of which is designed to help 
students master specific Common Core standards. 

The unit may be further explained through big ideas 
students will learn or essential questions they will explore.

Each unit of study also has:

 A DCPS Cornerstone, which is an in-depth activity 
designed to help students master the Common Core 
standards associated with the unit.

 Guidance on what skills teachers should assess 
(student performance expectations).

 A collection of teacher tools and resources.

DCPS CURRICULUM:
A Closer Look

CURRICULUM
S P OT L I G H T

ELEMENTARY ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS 
2016–17 SCOPE AND SEQUENCE

KINDERGARTEN THROUGH 2ND GRADE

UNIT KINDERGARTEN 1ST GRADE 2ND GRADE

1 Being a Good Friend and Citizen Inspiring People: Spotlight on People Who 



DCPS CORNERSTONES are designed by DCPS 

teachers and aligned to the Common Core State Standards,  

Next Generation Science Standards, and DC Educational 

Standards. DCPS gives classroom teachers everything they need 

to teach the lessons effectively, including lessons plans, graphic 

organizers, and lab materials. See page 8 for examples  

of Cornerstones for each grade.

“ My daughter and I had a great experience visiting the monuments, and it never 
would have happened without Cornerstones. It was so much fun to engage with 
her, to go to these new places, and to have conversations that wouldn’t have 
come up if it hadn’t been for that activity.”

— Tara Brown, Parent, Leckie Education Campus

SCOPE AND SEQUENCE: The physics curriculum has four units of study.

UNIT 1: Forces and 
Momentum UNIT 2: Energy UNIT 3: Waves UNIT 4: Electrostatics  

and Fields

FALL SEMESTER SPRING SEMESTER

CURRICULUM
S P OT L I G H T HIGH SCHOOL PHYSICS

EXAMPLE OF A 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITY
Experiments performed 
with a pendulum to gain an 
understanding of energy 
conservation

EXAMPLES OF ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
 Why are some physical systems more stable 

than others?
 How is energy transferred and conserved?
 How are forces related to energy?

STANDARDS
The energy unit of study helps students master a number of standards, including 



A Day in the Life of DCPS Students
DCPS has a curriculum like no other district. It offers 
teachers a broad range of high-quality resources that 
they can adapt to meet their students’ particular needs.

The DCPS curriculum is developed by, for, and with 
DCPS teachers. In every subject and every grade, DCPS 
lessons are creative and interactive so students are 
engaged with learning and discovery. 

As a result, every day in DCPS classrooms, student are 
thinking critically about real-world topics, solving worthy 
problems, and engaging in hands-on projects.

Throughout DCPS schools, students are reading, 
debating, discussing, reasoning, and exploring. They are 
writing, editing, fine-tuning, and publishing. They are 
moving. They are trying something new. 





7TH GRADE | Why-Fi?
Students use the mathematics of scale and area to make 
recommendations about the placement of Wi-Fi hotspots in a city. In 
a role play, students act as consultants to create a presentation for 
a client. The presentation includes a 3-D model of key buildings in 


