Rigor/Relevance Framework®
Dr. Bill Daggett, International Center for Leadership in Education

Knowledge Taxonomy

There is a continuum of knowledge that describes the increasingly complex ways in which we think. In defining rigor in this framework, we use the Knowledge Taxonomy, which is based on the six levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy: 
1. Awareness

2. Comprehension

3. Application

4. Analysis

5. Synthesis

6. Evaluation
The low end of this continuum—levels one and two and, to a degree, level three—involves acquiring knowledge and being able to recall or locate such knowledge in a simple manner. Just as a computer completes a word search in a word processing program, a competent person at this end of the continuum can scan through thousands of bits of information in the brain to locate desired knowledge.
The high end of the Knowledge Taxonomy—which includes high-level activity at level three as well as at levels four through six—labels more complex ways in which individuals use knowledge. At this end of the continuum, knowledge is fully integrated into one’s mind, and individuals can do much more than locate information. They can take several pieces of knowledge and combine them in both logical and creative ways. Assimilation of knowledge is a good way to describe this high level of the thinking continuum. Assimilation is often referred to as a higher order thinking skill: at this level, the student can solve multi-step problems and create unique work and solutions.
Application Model
The second continuum, created by the International Center, is known as the Application Model. The five levels of this action continuum are:
1. Knowledge in one discipline

2. Apply knowledge in discipline

3. Apply knowledge across disciplines

4. Apply  knowledge to real-world predictable situations

5. Apply  knowledge to real-world unpredictable situations
The Application Model describes how knowledge is put to use based on the levels of relevance. While the low end is knowledge acquired for its own sake, the high end signifies action: using the knowledge to solve complex real-world problems and to create projects, designs, and other works for use in real-world situations.
When instruction moves to high relevance, it is generally defined as “real-world,” meaning the students’ work is similar to that done by adults outside of school. The advantage of this is that students are more likely to be motivated to engage in learning since it is easier the see the purpose for learning. High-relevance learning also helps students retain their learning beyond the end of a chapter or completion of a test. Moving to higher relevance begins with an integrative approach including two or more disciplines, such as math and science, or history and language arts.
Using the Rigor/Relevance Framework
The Rigor/Relevance Framework, illustrated below, uses four quadrants that represent levels of learning. On the Knowledge axis, the framework defines low rigor as Quadrants A and B and high rigor as Quadrants C and D.

On the Knowledge axis, Quadrant A represents simple recall and basic understanding of knowledge for its own sake. Quadrant A is labeled “Acquisition” because students gather and store bits of knowledge and information. 

Quadrant C, “Assimilation,” represents more complex thinking, but still knowledge for its own sake. In Quadrant C, students extend and refine their acquired knowledge to be able to use it automatically and routinely to analyze and solve problems and to create unique solutions.

Quadrants B and D represent actions or high degrees of application. In Quadrant B. “Application,” students use acquired knowledge to solve problems, design solutions, and complete work. 

In Quadrant D, “Adaptation,” students have the competence to think in complex ways as they apply knowledge and skills they have acquired to new and unpredictable situations. Students create solutions and take actions that further develop their skills and knowledge.

For students to become lifelong learners, problem-solvers, and decision-makers, Quadrant B and D skills are required. In effect, our students need to know what to do when they do not know what to do. The Rigor/Relevance Framework provides a structure to enable schools to move all students toward that level.
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