
 

Vinal Vernacular  Term of the Week 
BIG IDEA  

Nobody can be a good reasoner unless by constant practice he has realized the importance of getting hold 
of the big ideas and of hanging onto them like grim death. 

–    A. N. Whitehead, 1929 

When we, as educators, go to plan a unit of study, we begin with the big idea. Based on the content and 
practice standards, we develop the big idea and then plan backwards.  

What is a “big idea”?  

An idea is “big” if it helps us make sense of lots of confusing experiences and seemingly isolated facts. 
It’s like the picture that connects the dots or a simple rule of thumb in a complex field. For example: “the 
water cycle” is a big idea for connecting seemingly discrete and one-way events (the water seems to just 
disappear as it evaporates). “The heroic cycle” enables us to comprehend literature from many places, 
cultures, and times. “Measure twice, cut once” is a profound reminder about how to avoid heartache and 
inefficiency in building anything.  

A big idea is thus a way of seeing better and working smarter, not just a vague notion or another piece of 
knowledge. It is more like a lens for looking than another object seen; more like a theme than the details of 
a narrative; more like an active strategy in your favorite sport or reading than a specific skill. It is a theory, 
not a detail. 

If an idea is “big” it helps us make sense of things. So, an idea is not “big” merely because it categorizes a 
lot of content. “Change,” “relationships,” and “number system” certainly encompass an enormous amount 
of knowledge and understanding, but these concepts don’t contain much insight or direction beyond their 
definition. They aren’t particularly powerful or illuminating on their own as concepts.  On the other hand, 
“For every action there is an equal reaction” is a powerful idea about change: we can use it to study, 
organize, make sense of phenomena, and predict changes in motion. So, too, is the idea that “blood is 
thicker than water” powerful for understanding many relationships in societies and throughout history – 
and, perhaps for understanding a few puzzling decisions made by our family members!  

 


