
We all…

Have a connection  
to nature

Experience life cycles

Have an  
aesthetic  
response

Work Use symbols

Know time and place

Search for a  
larger purpose

Seek social  
bonding

All people produce 
and consume. 

All people use 
symbols to express 
feelings and  
ideas. 

All people share the universal 
experience of birth, growth, 
and death. 

All people have the capacity 
to recall the past and  
anticipate the future. 

All people are connected  
to the natural world.

All people attempt to give 
meaning and spiritual  
direction to their lives. 

All people are members 
of groups and institutions 

that shape their lives. 
All people respond 
to beauty. 
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While the human commonalities provide a  
rich topic for inquiry, learning and creating, 
other suggestions for Big Ideas include:

•	 Identity
•	Survival
•	Conflict 
•	Ritual

•	Heroes
•	Fantasy
•	Power
•	Change

•	Spirituality
•	Rites of Passage
•	Celebration
•	 Ancestry

If you’ve explored theme-based teaching, 
you’ve likely encountered Big Ideas—also 
called themes, key ideas, or essential 
questions. These umbrella concepts invite 
students to explore what it means to 
be human and understand the world 
around them. Rooted in shared hu-
man experiences, Big Ideas build on 
Dr. Ernest Boyer’s concept of com-
monalities like identity, storytelling, 
community, and our relationship with 
the world—forming a foundation for 
meaningful, connected learning. Use 
this graphic as a quick reference for 
these concepts.

What’s the

Big Idea?


