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In the evolving landscape of K-12 education, the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) represent a rigorous 

framework designed to ensure students are college- and career-ready by the end of high school. However, for 

many students and even educators, the dense, technical language of these standards can be opaque. This is 

where "I Can" statementsserve as a vital pedagogical bridge. By translating complex academic expectations into

student-friendly, actionable goals, these statements empower learners to take ownership of their progress. This

article provides an in-depth technical analysis of 7th-grade "I Can" statements, focusing on the critical domains of

Mathematics and English Language Arts (ELA), and offers a strategic blueprint for classroom implementation.

Understanding the Pedagogical Framework of 'I Can' Statements

At their core, "I Can" statements are a form of learning targets. Unlike broad standards that describe what a 

student should know by the end of a year, learning targets are specific, measurable, and attainable objectives for a 

single lesson or unit. The technical foundation of this approach is rooted in Hattie’s Visible Learningresearch,

which suggests that students perform better when they understand the specific goals of their learning and the

criteria for success.

The Theory of Backwards Design

The development of "I Can" statements often follows the Understanding by Design (UbD) framework, also known 

as Backwards Design. Educators start with the final standard (the result), determine the evidence of mastery 

(assessment), and then work backward to create the instructional steps. "I Can" statements represent the 

breakdown of these steps into granular, digestible pieces of information that align with Bloom’s Taxonomy , moving

from basic recall to complex evaluation and creation.

Technical Analysis of 7th Grade Mathematics Standards

In 7th grade, the CCSS Mathematics curriculum shifts significantly toward abstract reasoning. The instructional 

time is divided into four critical areas. To implement "I Can" statements effectively, one must understand the

underlying mathematical models within these domains.

1. Ratios and Proportional Relationships (7.RP)

This domain requires students to extend their understanding of ratios to develop an understanding of

proportionality. The transition from arithmetic to algebraic thinking is centered here.

•  Technical Standard: CCSS.MATH.CONTENT.7.RP.A.2 - Recognize and represent proportional relationships 

between quantities.

•  "I Can" Translation: "I can identify the constant of proportionality (unit rate) in tables, graphs, and equations."

•  Mathematical Model: The relationship is expressed as y = kx, where k is the constant of proportionality. 

Students must determine if the graph of a relationship is a straight line through the origin (0,0).

2. The Number System (7.NS)

The focus here is on applying and extending previous understandings of operations with fractions to add, subtract,



multiply, and divide rational numbers.

•  Technical Standard: CCSS.MATH.CONTENT.7.NS.A.1 - Apply and extend previous understandings of 

addition and subtraction to add and subtract rational numbers.

•  "I Can" Translation: "I can represent addition and subtraction of rational numbers on a horizontal or vertical 

number line diagram."

•  Procedural Execution: Students must master the concept of absolute value as distance from zero and 

understand that p + q is the number located a distance |q| from p.

3. Expressions and Equations (7.EE)

This area involves using properties of operations to generate equivalent expressions and solving real-life problems

using numerical and algebraic expressions.

•  Technical Standard: CCSS.MATH.CONTENT.7.EE.A.1 - Apply properties of operations as strategies to add, 

subtract, factor, and expand linear expressions with rational coefficients.

•  "I Can" Translation: "I can use the distributive property to expand and factor linear expressions."

•  Example: Factoring 12x + 18 into 6(2x + 3) using the Greatest Common Factor (GCF).

4. Geometry and Statistics (7.G & 7.SP)

Geometry focuses on scale drawings and informal geometric constructions, while Statistics moves into drawing

inferences about populations based on samples.

•  "I Can" for Geometry: "I can solve problems involving scale drawings of geometric figures, including 

computing actual lengths and areas from a scale drawing."

•  "I Can" for Statistics: "I can use measures of center (mean, median) and measures of variability (mean 

absolute deviation) from random samples to draw informal comparative inferences about two populations."

Comparative Analysis: Standard vs. 'I Can' Statement

To demonstrate the utility of these statements, the following table compares the technical CCSS language with

student-facing "I Can" language across various 7th-grade disciplines.



CCSS Code Technical Standard 
Language

Student-Friendly "I Can" 
Statement

Cognitive Level (Bloom’s)

7.RP.A.3 Use proportional 
relationships to solve 
multistep ratio and percent 
problems.

I can use proportions to 
solve real-world problems 
like tax, tips, and discounts.

Application

7.EE.B.4 Use variables to represent 
quantities in a real-world or 
mathematical problem.

I can write and solve 
equations to find the value 
of an unknown number.

Analysis

7.NS.A.2d Convert a rational number 
to a decimal using long 
division.

I can use division to turn 
any fraction into a decimal.

Understanding

7.RL.3 (ELA) Analyze how particular 
elements of a story or 
drama interact.

I can explain how the 
setting of a story influences 
the character’s choices.

Analysis

7.W.1 Write arguments to support 
claims with clear reasons 
and relevant evidence.

I can write an 
argumentative essay using 
evidence to support my 
claim.

Evaluation / Creation

Step-by-Step Implementation Guide for Educators

Implementing a set of 74+ "I Can" statements (as typically found in comprehensive 7th-grade math curricula) 

requires a systematic approach. Simply posting them on a wall is insufficient; they must be integrated into the 

instructional cycle.

Step 1: Standard Deconstruction

Before introducing a statement to students, teachers must deconstruct the standard. Identify the verbs (the skills) 

and the nouns(the concepts). For example, in 7.EE.A.1, the verbs are "add, subtract, factor, expand" and the

nouns are "linear expressions, rational coefficients."

Step 2: Numerical Labeling and Categorization

Organize statements numerically to match the CCSS hierarchy. This allows for easier tracking in grade books and 

digital learning management systems (LMS). As noted in technical study data, providing numerical labelshelps

students navigate their own learning maps.

Step 3: Daily Display and Engagement

The "I Can" statement should be the focal point of the daily lesson. Begin the class by having students read the 

statement. Use it as a reference point during the "Guided Practice" phase of the lesson. For example: "Remember 

our goal today—I can identify the constant of proportionality. Look at this table; what is our 'k' value?"

Step 4: Formative Assessment Alignment

Every exit ticket or quick-check assessment should be directly mapped to an "I Can" statement. If a student fails to

meet the criteria for a specific statement, the teacher can provide targeted intervention for that specific skill rather

than re-teaching an entire unit.



Troubleshooting and Strategic Solutions

While "I Can" statements are powerful, several operational challenges can arise during implementation. Below are

common failure modes and their technical solutions.

Challenge: Over-Simplification

Problem:Translating a standard into "kid-friendly" language sometimes strips away the necessary technical rigor. If

a student only knows they can "solve math problems," they aren't prepared for the specific requirements of 7th-

grade algebra.

Solution: Use a Tiered Language Approach. Maintain the technical term (e.g., "Rational Coefficients") but

provide a parenthetical explanation or a visual anchor chart that defines the term. Ensure the "I Can" statement still

requires the same depth of knowledge (DOK) as the original standard.

Challenge: Cognitive Overload

Problem:Presenting too many learning targets at once can overwhelm 7th-grade students, who are still

developing executive function skills.

Solution: Focus on Micro-Goals. Break down a single CCSS standard into three or four sub-statements. Instead

of tackling all of 7.NS.A.1 at once, focus Monday on "I Can add integers with the same sign" and Tuesday on "I Can

add integers with different signs."

Challenge: Tracking and Documentation

Problem: Teachers struggle to track which of the 74+ statements each student has mastered.

Solution: Implement Student Mastery Folders or digital "I Can" trackers. Students can use "I Can" Bookmarks

to check off skills as they demonstrate mastery through assessments. This promotes metacognition and self-

regulation.

The Role of Literacy in 7th Grade Mathematics

A unique aspect of the 7th-grade CCSS is the increased emphasis on Mathematical Literacy. Students are not

just performing calculations; they are "objectively summarizing" their processes (cross-referencing 7.RL.3 logic in a

math context). For instance, an "I Can" statement like "I can explain the steps I took to solve a multi-step equation"

requires students to use precise academic vocabulary.

Interdisciplinary Application: Math meets ELA

The ability to analyze how particular elements interact (7.RL.3) in a story is technically similar to analyzing how 

variables interact in an equation (7.EE.B.4). Both require the student to understand systemic relationships.

Educators can leverage this by using similar "I Can" structures across subjects to build cognitive consistency.

Data-Driven Decision Making and Mastery Scales

To move beyond a binary "Pass/Fail" for an "I Can" statement, many high-performing schools use Proficiency 

Scales. A scale of 1-4 allows for a more nuanced technical evaluation of student performance.



Score Performance Level Description

4.0 Advanced Mastery The student can apply the "I Can" 
statement to complex, unfamiliar 
problems and mentor others.

3.0 Proficient The student meets the target "I Can" 
statement as defined by the CCSS.

2.0 Developing The student understands the basic 
concepts but makes errors in 
procedural execution.

1.0 Emerging With help, the student can perform 
some parts of the "I Can" statement.

Synthesizing the Impact of Clarity in Instruction

The transition into 7th grade marks a critical juncture in a student's academic journey. The complexity of the

curriculum increases, and the expectations for independent thought expand. By utilizing a robust system of "I Can"

statements, educators provide a roadmap that transforms a daunting list of standards into a manageable series of

achievements. This clarity reduces student anxiety and provides a common language for teachers, students, and

parents to discuss academic progress.

Ultimately, the success of "I Can" statements lies in their daily application. When a student can look at a learning

objective and say with confidence, "I can apply properties of operations to factor linear expressions," they are not

just repeating a phrase; they are demonstrating a technical competency that forms the foundation for high school

algebra and beyond. The strategic alignment of these statements with the Common Core State Standards ensures

that no student is left guessing what success looks like, creating a more equitable and transparent educational

environment.

Through the integration of technical breakdowns, numerical labeling, and proficiency scales, the 7th-grade 

classroom becomes a center of goal-oriented learning. This approach not only meets the requirements of the

CCSS but also fosters a growth mindset, where students see learning as a sequence of attainable milestones

rather than an insurmountable hurdle.
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