Organizing Instruction Around Big Ideas

Martin A. Kozloff

Let's say you are driving at night.  Wouldn't it be nice to have reflective strips along the road to guide you through the twists and turns?  Or let's say you spill a thousand nuts and bolts on the floor.  Wouldn't it be nice to have a set of small compartments, each with a picture of a different nut and bolt, so you can organize the old ones and any new ones?  Let's say you are hiking through dense forest.  Wouldn't it be nice if there was a mountain in the distance that could orient you---tell you where you are and where you are going?  The important words are: guide, organize, orient. 
                     "All this stuff I'm reading!  What does it mean?!"

             ________________________________________________
               Don't worry.  Here's a big idea that tells you what's important. 
Guide    ________________________________________________
                   Earlier and New Materials in History.  "Where does it all fit?!"
                   ____________________________________________
Organize    |Persons|Places|Events|Technology|Culture| Groups |                           
                  |______|_____|_____|_________|______|_______|
                  
                    Use these big ideas to create a story of historical periods.
                  "Where AM I?  What have I learned?  What do I need to learn?"
Orient.                        (>>>>>>>>>>>X>>>>>>>(                     Objective
                         We are here.  X.  We're going to the objective, there.
It's easy for students to veer off the learning path, to be confused about what new material means, to get lost in all the examples.  Big Ideas help guide, organize, and orient your students' learning.
What are Big Ideas?
Here is what Kame’enui and Simmons say about big ideas.  They
Focus [learners' attention] on essential learning outcomes. 

Capture rich relationships among concepts.  [rule-relationships]
Enable learners to apply what they learn in various situations. 

Involve ideas, concepts, principles, and rules central to higher-order learning.  
Form the basis for generalization and expansion.  (Kame'enui & Simmons, 1999, p. 9)

For example, in a literature class a big idea introduces a new unit (a series of lessons) on Romantic poetry.  [Please go to this link and learn what Romantic poetry is.]  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romantic_poetry 
"Boys and girls, our next set of poems reveals the Romantic poets' big idea that social progress has a price.  I’ll say that rule again.  Social progress has a price."
As the class analyzes Romantic poems, remind students of the big idea. 
“Today’s poem is Blake’s The Chimney Sweeper.  Pay attention to symbolism, imagery, and rhyme.  Also, listen for lines that express the big idea.  Everyone, what is the big idea?....” 

             The Chimney Sweeper
When my mother died I was very young,
And my father sold me while yet my tongue
Could scarcely cry 'weep! 'weep! 'weep! 'weep!
So your chimneys I sweep, and in soot I sleep.   
[Here's the big idea.  Using coal to heat

 homes makes some persons cozy and warm. 

 It also means that little children clean chimneys.]
There's little Tom Dacre, who cried when his head,
That curled like a lamb's back, was shaved: so I said,
"Hush, Tom! never mind it, for when your head's bare,
You know that the soot cannot spoil your white hair."

And so he was quiet; and that very night,
As Tom was a-sleeping, he had such a sight, - 
That thousands of sweepers, Dick, Joe, Ned, and Jack,
Were all of them locked up in coffins of black.

And by came an angel who had a bright key,
And he opened the coffins and set them all free;
Then down a green plain leaping, laughing, they run,
And wash in a river, and shine in the sun.

Then naked and white, all their bags left behind,
They rise upon clouds and sport in the wind;
And the angel told Tom, if he'd be a good boy,
He'd have God for his father, and never want joy.

And so Tom awoke; and we rose in the dark,
     [Another example of
And got with our bags and our brushes to work.     The big idea.]
Though the morning was cold, Tom was happy and warm;
So if all do their duty they need not fear harm.

[1789]

At the end of the lesson, remind students of the big idea that guided their analysis of the poems.  In summary, a big idea helps students to see the relevance of what they are learning and applying, to focus on important features of what they read and hear, and to organize what they are learning.  [Please read that sentence again.]  The words change, the poets change, the symbols change, the rhymes change---but the big idea is the same.

How to Find and Select Big Ideas

There are least three sources of big ideas:  

1.
Standards and objectives in your state or district course of study.

2.
Research showing the importance of certain big themes and skills; e.g., research shows that using knowledge of letter-sound correspondence to decode words is the most general and reliable strategy for early reading.

3.
Your own knowledge of the subject—for example, themes in Greek tragedy.  


There are at least three kinds of big ideas:  (1) core concepts; (2) rule relationships (propositions, principles); and (3) theories or models (diagrams showing how things are connected).  
Core Concepts  

Addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division are different, right?  When you move from teaching addition and subtraction to teaching multiplication and division, it's going to be a big step for students, right?  Right.  But what if students know the big idea that adding, subtracting, multiplying, and dividing—are just different versions of the same thing—namely counting.  Addition is counting forward by ones; subtraction is counting backwards by ones; multiplication is counting forward (adding) by groups; and division is counting backward (subtracting) by groups (Stein et al., 2006).  The number line is

                   |_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|
                -10 -9 -8 -7 -6 -5 -4 -3-2 -1 0 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8 9 10
a graphic organizer that shows the big idea and helps students to apply the big idea—that is, to count forward and backward, by ones and by groups.  Do you see that the big idea (it's all counting) connects the four arithmetic routines?  So, when you introduce subtraction (after having taught counting forward and backward, and then addition), you would say, 



"Boys and girls.  Now you will learn to subtract numbers.  Listen, 
addition is counting forward.  Remember?  Five plus three is start with 
five and count forward three more.  Five….six, seven, eight.  Five plus 
three more equals eight.  Subtraction is also counting.  It is counting 
backwards.  For example, five minus or take away three is start with 
five and count backwards three.  Five.…four, three, two.  Five minus 
three 
equals two."
The big idea will make it easier for students to handle the new routine (subtraction) because the big idea enables them to use what they already know (counting).

Here's another example of a core concept used as a big idea.  The ancient Greeks believed that crime (especially murder) will be avenged, and that this vengeance is justice.  So, when you teach Greek tragedy, or ancient Greek culture in general, you first teach the big idea that is revealed again and again in Greek plays.  For instance, in the Orestia plays by Aeschylus, Clytemnestra conspires with her lover Aegisthus to kill her husband, Agamemnon, who sacrificed their daughter Iphigenia to the gods before the Greeks set sail to war with Troy.  http://www.theatrehistory.com/ancient/bates021.html
In the first play—Agamemnon—the Chorus warns

Among the wicked of mankind

An old crime breeds a younger crime.

Sooner or later, when the appointed day

Comes for the new crime to be born—

A Wrath, a Demon for the house,

Unfightable, unwarrable on, unholy,

A bold, black Ruin for the household—

Truebred to its ancestral type.

[In other words, murdering Agamemnon set in motion the wheels of Justice.]

The next play--The Libation Bearers--continues the big idea.  Orestes, the son of Agamemnon, is now old enough to avenge his father’s murder.  He kills his mother, Clytemnestra.  The Chorus says,

The anvil of Justice stands firm-based;


Swordsmith Destiny whets the blade;

And the glorious Avenger, profound in mind, the Fury,

Brings in for retribution a child,

To expiate the old pollution

Of the house at long last.

[When Orestes avenged his father's murder, he murdered his own mother.  This, too, must be and will be avenged.]

The big idea is continued in the final play—The Eumenides—where Orestes faces the same principle of justice.  The Chorus says to Orestes,

It is your turn for giving—let me gulp up

The scarlet broth from your living limbs.  Let me get

Nourishment out of you, drinking an ill drink.

I will suck your life’s blood dry, then hale you below

To pay the painful penalty for mother murder…

For mighty Hades is strict

In calling men to account under the earth.

His mind keeps records,  Nothing escapes his control.

[Well, that pretty much takes care of the House of Agamemnon!]

By stating this big idea before reading the plays, during difficult passages in the plays, and at the end, the big idea assists students learning and generalizing the big idea from one play to the next, and later using the big idea to compare and contrast different plays.
Propositions, Principles, or Rule-Relationships

Propositions, principles, or rule-relationships are another kind of big idea.  Imagine how students understand Shakespeare's play, King Lear, if they have no big ideas to make sense of it.  

Teacher.  
"So, what was King Lear about?"

Class.           "It was about this nutty old guy. He had three daughters.  Two 


were mean.  One was good looking.  And there was this big 



thunder storm.  One guy got his eyeballs squooshed."

Or Macbeth.   
Teacher.
"What was Macbeth about?"

Class.

"It was about three creepy witches and a ghost who comes to 


dinner.  And some guy gets his head cut off.  Yuck! And there's 


this guy, Macbeth.  He seemed okay, but his wife!! She was really 


cold.  And Macbeth couldn't say No to her."

In other words, wrong!   Shakespeare was trying to get across big ideas about what happens when kingship or rulership is weakened.  King Lear is old and gives his power away to his two (power-hungry) daughters.  King Macbeth misuses  power.  He kills everyone who stands in his way.  The result?  Their kingdoms fall apart.  So, here is the big idea, stated as a rule. 

 

When the kingship or rulership is weakened, the moral force of the king 
(as a restraint against greed, treason, violence) is weakened.  When the 
moral force of the king is weakened, the evil side of human nature is 
released.  Social relationships (between children and parents, rulers and 
subjects) break down.  Even nature goes mad.  Finally, society (the 
realm) disintegrates.

You could diagram it this way.
Kingship weakens  ------>  Moral force of the king weakens.  

Moral force of the king weakens  ------> Evil side of human beings comes out.
Evil side of human beings comes out  ------> Social relationships break down.

Social relationships break down  ------>  Society (the realm) disintegrates. 





          Nature goes mad.

One of the main characters in King Lear, the good and honest Gloucester, reveals the big idea early in the play.  He says,


These late eclipses in the sun and moon portend 


no good to us: though the wisdom of nature can 


reason it thus and thus, yet nature finds itself 


scourged by the sequent effects: love cools, 


friendship falls off, brothers divide: in 


cities, mutinies; in countries, discord; in 


palaces, treason; and the bond cracked 'twixt son 


and father. This villain of mine comes under the 


prediction; there's son against father: the king 


falls from bias of nature; there's father against 


child. We have seen the best of our time: 


machinations, hollowness, treachery, and all 


ruinous disorders, follow us disquietly to our 


graves. [Act 1 scene 2.]


http://larryavisbrown.homestead.com/files/Lear/lear_Ib.htm 

Prepared with the big idea, above, students will see how different events in the plays all focus on the path to destruction.  Everything will fit and make sense.

The same big idea runs through modern writing.  For example, Yeats’s poem, The Second Coming, reveals the big idea that things (social order) fall apart, and when they do primitive behavior emerges and destroys.
           The Second Coming

Turning and turning in the widening gyre  [circle]
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.
       [A terrific line!]
Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.  [Something is coming, but is 
                                                         it the Messiah?]

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi    [The world spirit]
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert

A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,   [Not Christ.]
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

(W.B. Yeats. Dial, November 1920)    
http://www.cs.rice.edu/~ssiyer/minstrels/poems/289.html 

[Read the comments at the above link to see how the big idea in this poem affects readers.]

Teaching students this big idea will help them see how the parts of the poem fit together.  The big idea will also help students see that poets across literature types and centuries have been sending the same message.
Theories and Models


 Theories and models (e.g., diagrams showing how things are connected) are a third kind of big idea.  They are a kind of cognitive routine consisting of steps for making sense of complex material.  Here are examples of theories and models to assist students to acquire and apply knowledge.
1.
Life cycles.  




Birth ( Growth and    ( Reproduction (  Decline  ( Death

                                Development

2.
Cycles in civilizations.  

               Emergence ( Growth and    (  Exhaustion  (  Transformation

                                          Differentiation 
                                          (e.g., division of labor, 
                                          social classes) 


In fact, the above is the theory that runs through Arnold Toynbee’s massive work, A study of history.

3.
Cycles in societies.  
                     Challenge (  Response  (  Consequence.  

This model runs through the curriculum called Understanding U.S. History (Carnine, Crawford, Harniss, & Hollenbeck, 1994).  The big ideas are presented early in the curriculum; are used to introduce and later to summarize events and periods; and are used by students to organize answers to questions.

4.
Convection cells.  Systems (fluid, gas) in which hotter matter rises, cools, and then falls; e.g., water in a pot on the stove, air over a sun-baked field.

Here's an example of a big idea (a model of escalating conflict between two groups) that Mr. Lee used to scaffold instruction in a unit on the American Revolution. [Please review Mr. Lee’s procedure beginning on page 36 of “Delivering Instruction:  Procedures for Teaching.”  The objective of the unit is that students reconstruct the sequence of events leading to the separation from Britain.  However, there are so many events, persons, dates, and places that students may forget facts and may be confused about the roles played by events, persons, and groups.  [Recall that Mr. Lee taught many facts in his course.] The model of conflict will help students to focus (because the model tells them what is relevant), and to organize and retrieve what they learn.


Mr. Lee frames instruction (begins the unit) like this.
"Boys and girls.  The Colonies had a close relationship with Britain for over a century.  But by the 1750's conflicts developed between the Colonies and the government of Britain. These conflicts went to the heart of the relationship.  The conflicts had to do with control by Britain vs. independence from Britain.  How can we understand the conflicts?  How did the conflicts result in war and independence?  Here's a big idea.  It's a model of conflict that escalates, or gets worse.  From words, to public protests in the streets, to destruction of property, to isolated shooting, and finally to battles." 
       A Model of Escalating Conflict as Each Group

Reacts to the Actions of the Other Group
Action of one group

Reaction of the           
 Counter-reaction


in an antagonistic      
other group in                   of the first group; 

relationship; for

an antagonistic                  e.g., British 

        example, British

relationship; e.g.,             soldiers shoot
        require Colonists

Colonists taunt                  Colonists (Boston
        to house British                 British soldiers;                 Massacre).
        soldiers (The


merchants boycott

        Quartering Act).                British goods.








   

   Increasing Violence



Mr. Lee explains the model.  One group (Britain) does something that provokes a reaction from the other group (the Colonies).  The first group considers this reaction to be a provocation, and reacts by doing something that is even more provocative.  The cycle goes round and round until it reaches the point of violence.  It's hard to reverse the cycle once violence begins.  

Next, the class reads materials relevant to the objective [See the entries below.]—students describe the sequence of events leading to separation from Britain.  As the class reads about each event, Mr. Lee helps students understand the event in terms of the model of conflict. For example,

[Students read pages 15 and 16, below.]

Britain passes the Sugar Act (1764)  (  Colonial reaction is the idea "No
which imposes a tax on Colonial           taxation without representation,"

merchants.                                          meaning "You can't pass laws that
                                                           affect us if we are not represented
                                                           in Parliament."  [This idea attacks

                                                           British rule over the Colonies.]

                                                           

[Students read page 17, below.]

Britain passes the Stamp Act         (    Colonial merchants organize and

(1765), which imposes a tax on            decide not to import British goods.

basically all publications, licenses,       The idea of "No taxation without

and legal documents in the                  representation" spreads.

Colonies.                                             A group, the Sons of Liberty, is formed.

                                                           Mobs attack British custom houses and
                                                           destroy the stamps.


[Students read page 18, below.]
Under pressure, Britain repeals the       

Stamp Act (1766) but passes the

Declaratory Act, which asserts that

Parliament has the authority to

make laws that are in all cases binding 

on the Colonies.  In other words,

Britain is communicating that it can 

impose on the Colonies any laws that it

wishes to.

[Students see page 19, below.]
Britain then passes the Townshend    (  Colonists "rough up" customs officials

Act (1767) which taxes goods                 trying to collect duties.

imported by the Colonies.

Britain sends two regiments to
 (    Colonists become even more angry

Protect customs commissioners.          about the presence of British 

                                                          soldiers.  Colonists taunt British
                                                          soldiers.
[Please read page 20, below.]
British soldiers fire on Colonists.  (    Samuel Adams and other "radicals"

The Boston Massacre (1770).               form Committees of Correspondence,
                                                         which keep alive the desire for 

                                                         independence and also create a base

                                                         of revolutionary organizations. 


[Students read page 21, below.]
Britain gives the British East India   (  Colonists board British ships and
Company a monopoly on tea                throw the tea into the harbor.

exported to the colonies (1773).          [Boston Tea Party]
This is very bad for the business 

of Colonial merchants.  
[Students read page 22, below.]
Britain cannot let this act go.  It   (   Colonists create an even more radical

Passes the Coercive or Intolerable       organization than the Committees of

Acts, which close the port of Boston,   of Correspondence—The Continental

ban town meetings, and require the    Association.  The association begins

colonists to house British soldiers.       to form militias.


[Students read pages 23-25, below.]
The British march on Lexington    (   Thomas Paine publishes political
(April 19, 1775).  There is a battle      tracts that call for revolution.
between British soldiers and the

Minutemen in Lexington.  The             Separation is formally
British march to Concord.                   declared in the Declaration of 
Another battle.  The British                Independence (July, 1776)
march back to Boston and are

shot at by militiamen along the

way.

Can you see that the big idea—the cycle of escalating conflict—is like the plot of a mystery.  Once students see the plot, each next event in the story is added to the plot, leading to the conclusion.
An Outline of American History (1994)

Chapter Three

A New Colonial System 

"The Revolution was effected before 
the war commenced. The Revolution was 
in the hearts and minds of the people." 
-- Former President John Adams, 1818 

Although some believe that the history of the American Revolution began long before the first shots were fired in 1775, England and America did not begin an overt parting of the ways until 1763, more than a century and a half after the founding of the first permanent settlement at Jamestown, Virginia. The colonies had grown vastly in economic strength and cultural attainment, and virtually all had long years of self-government behind them. In the 1760s their combined population exceeded 1,500,000 -- a sixfold increase since 1700. 

In the aftermath of the French and Indian War, Britain needed a new imperial design, but the situation in America was anything but favorable to change. Long accustomed to a large measure of independence, the colonies were demanding more, not less, freedom, particularly now that the French menace had been eliminated. To put a new system into effect, and to tighten control, Parliament had to contend with colonists trained in self-government and impatient with interference. 

http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/H/1994/ch3_p1.htm
Sugar Act

More serious in its repercussions was the new financial policy of the British government, which needed more money to support its growing empire. Unless the taxpayer in England was to supply all money for the colonies' defense, revenues would have to be extracted from the colonists through a stronger central administration, which would come at the expense of colonial self-government. 

The first step in inaugurating the new system was the replacement of the Molasses Act of 1733, which placed a prohibitive duty, or tax, on the import of rum and molasses from non-English areas, with the Sugar Act of 1764. This act forbade the importation of foreign rum; put a modest duty on molasses from all sources and levied duties on wines, silks, coffee and a number of other luxury items. The hope was that lowering the duty on molasses would reduce the temptation to smuggle it from the Dutch and French West Indies for processing in the rum distilleries of New England. To enforce the Sugar Act, customs officials were ordered to show more energy and effectiveness. British warships in American waters were instructed to seize smugglers, and "writs of assistance," or warrants, authorized the king's officers to search suspected premises. 

Both the duty imposed by the Sugar Act and the measures to enforce it caused consternation among New England merchants. They contended that payment of even the small duty imposed would be ruinous to their businesses. Merchants, legislatures and town meetings protested the law, and colonial lawyers found in the preamble of the Sugar Act the first intimation of "taxation without representation," the slogan that was to draw many to the American cause against the mother country. 

http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/H/1994/ch3_p1.htm
Stamp Act

The last of the measures inaugurating the new colonial system sparked the greatest organized resistance. Known as the "Stamp Act," it provided that revenue stamps be affixed to all newspapers, broadsides, pamphlets, licenses, leases or other legal documents, the revenue (collected by American customs agents) to be used for "defending, protecting and securing" the colonies. 

The Stamp Act bore equally on people who did any kind of business. Thus it aroused the hostility of the most powerful and articulate groups in the American population: journalists, lawyers, clergymen, merchants and businessmen, North and South, East and West. Soon leading merchants organized for resistance and formed non-importation associations. 

Trade with the mother country fell off sharply in the summer of 1765, as prominent men organized themselves into the "Sons of Liberty" -- secret organizations formed to protest the Stamp Act, often through violent means. From Massachusetts to South Carolina, the act was nullified, and mobs, forcing luckless customs agents to resign their offices, destroyed the hated stamps. 

Spurred by delegate Patrick Henry, the Virginia House of Burgesses passed a set of resolutions in May denouncing taxation without representation as a threat to colonial liberties. The House of Burgesses declared that Virginians had the rights of Englishmen, and hence could be taxed only by their own representatives. On June 8, the Massachusetts Assembly invited all the colonies to appoint delegates to the so-called Stamp Act Congress in New York, held in October 1765, to consider appeals for relief from the king and Parliament. Twenty-seven representatives from nine colonies seized the opportunity to mobilize colonial opinion against parliamentary interference in American affairs. After much debate, the congress adopted a set of resolutions asserting that "no taxes ever have been or can be constitutionally imposed on them, but by their respective legislatures," and that the Stamp Act had a "manifest tendency to subvert the rights and liberties of the colonists." 

http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/H/1994/ch3_p2.htm
Declaratory Act

Most British officials held that Parliament was an imperial body representing and exercising the same authority over the colonies as over the homeland. The American leaders argued that no "imperial" Parliament existed; their only legal relations were with the Crown. It was the king who had agreed to establish colonies beyond the sea and the king who provided them with governments. They argued that the king was equally a king of England and a king of the colonies, but they insisted that the English Parliament had no more right to pass laws for the colonies than any colonial legislature had the right to pass laws for England. 

The British Parliament was unwilling to accept the colonial contentions. British merchants, however, feeling the effects of the American boycott, threw their weight behind a repeal movement, and in 1766 Parliament yielded, repealing the Stamp Act and modifying the Sugar Act. However, to mollify the supporters of central control over the colonies, Parliament followed these actions with passage of the Declaratory Act. This act asserted the authority of Parliament to make laws binding the colonies "in all cases whatsoever." 
http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/H/1994/ch3_p3.htm 

Townshend Acts

The year 1767 brought another series of measures that stirred anew all the elements of discord. Charles Townshend, British chancellor of the exchequer, was called upon to draft a new fiscal program. Intent upon reducing British taxes by making more efficient the collection of duties levied on American trade, he tightened customs administration, at the same time sponsoring duties on colonial imports of paper, glass, lead and tea exported from Britain to the colonies. The so-called Townshend Acts were based on the premise that taxes imposed on goods imported by the colonies were legal while internal taxes (like the Stamp Act) were not. 

The Townshend Acts were designed to raise revenue to be used in part to support colonial governors, judges, customs officers and the British army in America. In response, Philadelphia lawyer John Dickinson, in Letters of a Pennsylvania Farmer, argued that Parliament had the right to control imperial commerce but did not have the right to tax the colonies, whether the duties were external or internal. 

The agitation following enactment of the Townshend duties was less violent than that stirred by the Stamp Act, but it was nevertheless strong, particularly in the cities of the Eastern seaboard. Merchants once again resorted to non-importation agreements, and people made do with local products. Colonists, for example, dressed in homespun clothing and found substitutes for tea. They used homemade paper and their houses went unpainted. In Boston, enforcement of the new regulations provoked violence. When customs officials sought to collect duties, they were set upon by the populace and roughly handled. For this infraction, two British regiments were dispatched to protect the customs commissioners. 

http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/H/1994/ch3_p4.htm
Boston Massacre

The presence of British troops in Boston was a standing invitation to disorder. On March 5, 1770, antagonism between citizens and British soldiers again flared into violence. What began as a harmless snowballing of British soldiers degenerated into a mob attack. Someone gave the order to fire. When the smoke had cleared, three Bostonians lay dead in the snow. Dubbed the "Boston Massacre," the incident was dramatically pictured as proof of British heartlessness and tyranny.

http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/H/1994/ch3_p4.htm
The radicals' most effective leader was Samuel Adams of Massachusetts, who toiled tirelessly for a single end: independence. From the time he graduated from Harvard College in 1740, Adams was a public servant in some capacity -- inspector of chimneys, tax-collector and moderator of town meetings. A consistent failure in business, he was shrewd and able in politics, with the New England town meeting his theater of action. 

Adams's goals were to free people from their awe of social and political superiors, make them aware of their own power and importance and thus arouse them to action. Toward these objectives, he published articles in newspapers and made speeches in town meetings, instigating resolutions that appealed to the colonists' democratic impulses. 

In 1772 he induced the Boston town meeting to select a "Committee of Correspondence" to state the rights and grievances of the colonists. The committee opposed a British decision to pay the salaries of judges from customs revenues; it feared that the judges would no longer be dependent on the legislature for their incomes and thus no longer accountable to it -- thereby leading to the emergence of "a despotic form of government." The committee communicated with other towns on this matter and requested them to draft replies. Committees were set up in virtually all the colonies, and out of them grew a base of effective revolutionary organizations. Still, Adams did not have enough fuel to set a fire. 

http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/H/1994/ch3_p5.htm
Boston Tea Party

In 1773, however, Britain furnished Adams and his allies with an incendiary issue. The powerful East India Company, finding itself in critical financial straits, appealed to the British government, which granted it a monopoly on all tea exported to the colonies. The government also permitted the East India Company to supply retailers directly, bypassing colonial wholesalers who had previously sold it. After 1770, such a flourishing illegal trade existed that most of the tea consumed in America was of foreign origin and imported, illegally, duty- free. By selling its tea through its own agents at a price well under the customary one, the East India Company made smuggling unprofitable and threatened to eliminate the independent colonial merchants at the same time. Aroused not only by the loss of the tea trade but also by the monopolistic practice involved, colonial traders joined the radicals agitating for independence. 

In ports up and down the Atlantic coast, agents of the East India Company were forced to resign, and new shipments of tea were either returned to England or warehoused. In Boston, however, the agents defied the colonists and, with the support of the royal governor, made preparations to land incoming cargoes regardless of opposition. On the night of December 16, 1773, a band of men disguised as Mohawk Indians and led by Samuel Adams boarded three British ships lying at anchor and dumped their tea cargo into Boston harbor. They took this step because they feared that if the tea were landed, colonists would actually comply with the tax and purchase the tea. Adams and his band of radicals doubted their countrymen's commitment to principle. 

A crisis now confronted Britain. The East India Company had carried out a parliamentary statute, and if the destruction of the tea went unpunished, Parliament would admit to the world that it had no control over the colonies. Official opinion in Britain almost unanimously condemned the Boston Tea Party as an act of vandalism and advocated legal measures to bring the insurgent colonists into line. 
http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/H/1994/ch3_p6.htm 

Coercive of Intolerable Acts

Parliament responded with new laws that the colonists called the "Coercive or Intolerable Acts." The first, the Boston Port Bill, closed the port of Boston until the tea was paid for -- an action that threatened the very life of the city, for to prevent Boston from having access to the sea meant economic disaster. Other enactments restricted local authority and banned most town meetings held without the governor's consent. A Quartering Act required local authorities to find suitable quarters for British troops, in private homes if necessary. Instead of subduing and isolating Massachusetts as Parliament intended, these acts rallied its sister colonies to its aid….
The most important action taken by the Congress, however, was the formation of a "Continental Association," which provided for the renewal of the trade boycott and for a system of committees to inspect customs entries, publish the names of merchants who violated the agreements, confiscate their imports, and encourage frugality, economy and industry. 

The Association immediately assumed the leadership in the colonies, spurring new local organizations to end what remained of royal authority. Led by the pro-independence leaders, they drew their support not only from the less well-to-do, but from many members of the professional class, especially lawyers, most of the planters of the Southern colonies and a number of merchants. They intimidated the hesitant into joining the popular movement and punished the hostile. They began the collection of military supplies and the mobilization of troops. And they fanned public opinion into revolutionary ardor. 
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Battles at Lexington and Concord

General Thomas Gage, an amiable English gentleman with an American-born wife, commanded the garrison at Boston, where political activity had almost wholly replaced trade. Gage's main duty in the colonies had been to enforce the Coercive Acts. When news reached him that the Massachusetts colonists were collecting powder and military stores at the town of Concord, 32 kilometers away, Gage sent a strong detail from the garrison to confiscate these munitions. 

After a night of marching, the British troops reached the village of Lexington on April 19, 1775, and saw a grim band of 70 Minutemen -- so named because they were said to be ready to fight in a minute -- through the early morning mist. The Minutemen intended only a silent protest, but Major John Pitcairn, the leader of the British troops, yelled, "Disperse, you damned rebels! You dogs, run!" The leader of the Minutemen, Captain John Parker, told his troops not to fire unless fired at first. The Americans were withdrawing when someone fired a shot, which led the British troops to fire at the Minutemen. The British then charged with bayonets, leaving eight dead and 10 wounded. It was, in the often quoted phrase of Ralph Waldo Emerson, "the shot heard 'round the world." 

Then the British pushed on to Concord. The Americans had taken away most of the munitions, but the British destroyed whatever was left. In the meantime, American forces in the countryside mobilized, moved toward Concord and inflicted casualties on the British, who began the long return to Boston. All along the road, however, behind stone walls, hillocks and houses, militiamen from "every Middlesex village and farm" made targets of the bright red coats of the British soldiers. By the time the weary soldiers stumbled into Boston, they suffered more than 250 killed and wounded. The Americans lost 93 men. 

While the alarms of Lexington and Concord were still resounding, the Second Continental Congress met in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on May 10, 1775. By May 15, the Congress voted to go to war, inducting the colonial militias into continental service and appointing Colonel George Washington of Virginia as commander-in-chief of the American forces. 
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In January 1776, Thomas Paine, a political theorist and writer who had come to America from England in 1774, published a 50-page pamphlet, Common Sense. Within three months, 100,000 copies of the pamphlet were sold. Paine attacked the idea of hereditary monarchy, declaring that one honest man was worth more to society than "all the crowned ruffians that ever lived." He presented the alternatives -- continued submission to a tyrannical king and an outworn government, or liberty and happiness as a self-sufficient, independent republic. Circulated throughout the colonies, Common Sense helped to crystallize the desire for separation. 

There still remained the task, however, of gaining each colony's approval of a formal declaration. On May 10, 1776 -- one year to the day since the Second Continental Congress had first met -- a resolution was adopted calling for separation. Now only a formal declaration was needed. On June 7, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia introduced a resolution declaring "That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent states...." Immediately, a committee of five, headed by Thomas Jefferson of Virginia, was appointed to prepare a formal declaration. 

Largely Jefferson's work, the Declaration of Independence, adopted July 4, 1776, not only announced the birth of a new nation, but also set forth a philosophy of human freedom that would become a dynamic force throughout the entire world. The Declaration draws upon French and English Enlightenment political philosophy, but one influence in particular stands out: John Locke's Second Treatise on Government. Locke took conceptions of the traditional rights of Englishmen and universalized them into the natural rights of all humankind. The Declaration's familiar opening passage echoes Locke's social-contract theory of government: 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, that whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute a new Government, laying its foundation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. 
In the Declaration, Jefferson linked Locke's principles directly to the situation in the colonies. To fight for American independence was to fight for a government based on popular consent in place of a government by a king who had "combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitution, and unacknowledged by our laws...." Only a government based on popular consent could secure natural rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Thus, to fight for American independence was to fight on behalf of one's own natural rights. 
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Summary
This document explained why it is important to teach big ideas to help students to organize, retain, retrieve, and apply information---new examples, additional reading, more facts and concepts.   Big ideas are especially important for diverse learners for whom organization, retention, retrieval, and application are difficult.  Big ideas should be used to introduce new material; when new information is added; and to summarize and review what was covered and what major ideas were learned.  Three kinds of big ideas are core concepts, propositions or rule-relationships, and theories and models (a kind of cognitive routine).  When possible, portray big ideas in the form of graphic organizers, such as diagrams.


The next part of the course builds on this one.  It shows how to evaluate and improve curriculum materials---part of which may be big ideas.
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