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Preface

To first-time readers of Understanding by Design (UbD), we welcome you to a
set of ideas and practices that may confirm much of what you believe and do
as an educator. In one sense, all we have tried to do is pull together what best
practice in the design of learning has always looked like. However, we predict
that at least a few of our ideas may cause you to reflect on and perhaps rethink
your own habits (or those of colleagues) related to planning, teaching, and
assessing. For some readers, the material on the following pages may well
“rock your world” and demand a vigorous rethinking of comfortable habits.
Regardless of your entry point or degree of comfort as you read, we trust that
the ideas of Understanding by Design will enhance your capacities in creating
more engaging and effective learning, whether the student is a 3rd grader, a
college freshman, or a faculty member.

Readers familiar with the first edition of Understanding by Design are for-
given for any puzzlement or angst they may feel upon looking over the Table
of Contents of this second edition. We have overhauled the text from top to
bottom, based on six years of constant research and development by the
authors, our staffs, a dozen members of the ASCD-supported Training Cadre,
and countless educators around the world. The resulting refinements will
come as no surprise to those practitioners who have worked with us closely
over the past six years. They always ask (with a mixture of laughter and
dread): So, what changes have you made this time? The answer, in brief: We
have revised the UbD Template, the key terms of UbD, dozens of worksheets,
and some of the big ideas—a number of times—based on feedback from users,
our own observations, and the deep desire to continuously improve.

We have worked with thousands of K-16 educators in all 50 states and 8
foreign countries since the first edition was written, and each time we work we
get a new idea—a peril of the profession, alas, for those readers who crave a
little more stability. Indeed, this is who we are. And, more important, this is
what the work of teaching for understanding is all about: digging deeper, con-
tinually asking the essential questions, rethinking. So, although we apologize

Vi



Preface

for sometimes making it difficult to follow our path, we make no apologies for
practicing what we preach: We keep trying to better understand design and
understanding.

As for a concrete list and explanation of the key changes in this second edi-
tion, here are the highlights:

e The UbD Template for unit design now provides a structural foundation
for the revised book. This prominence reflects not only the fact that the tem-
plate has proven its practical benefit as a tool in design for understanding, but
also our belief in its overarching value for cultivating better habits of planning.

e The UbD Template has been revised to be clearer and more user-friendly,
we think, in its overall look and feel as well as its integration of form and con-
tent. The refinements occurred as a result of continuously reasking the follow-
ing essential question: Does this proposed element involve what the final
product should contain or is it only a process move leading to a better design?
All the changes and refinements in the template stem from an affirmative
answer to the first part of that question; the template represents a form for the
final design, with elements aligned. (All of the key process moves, whereby
designers are helped to think through the elements of design more clearly and
carefully, are found as worksheets and design tools in the Understanding by
Design Professional Development Workbook [McTighe & Wiggins, 2004]).

* We have greatly sharpened the meaning of understanding in conceptual,
as well as practical, terms—an irony that nicely illustrates just what working
for understanding is all about; that is, constantly rethinking the big ideas. We
offer more specific guidelines on how to frame desired understandings (i.e., as
full-sentence generalizations) and put much greater emphasis on the goal of
transfer (because an essential indicator of understanding is the ability to
transfer learning to new settings and challenges, as opposed to mere recall).

e We have laid out a much more careful argument about what essential
questions are and are not. This turned out to involve more painstaking back-
and-forths of drafts of Chapter 5 (Essential Questions: Doorways to Under-
standing) than were necessary for any other part of the revision. Why?
Because we saw an inconsistency between the original account and wide-
spread practice. The argument can be framed by a set of essential questions:
Must an essential question be timeless and overarching? Or can there be
more specific essential questions for use in achieving unit goals? Does an
essential question have to be philosophical and open-ended? Or can it—
should it—point toward specific understandings? In short, what do (and what
should) we mean by essential? Does it mean essential for living and thinking
our whole lives, essential to the expert’s view of things, or essential to suc-
cessful teaching? People in the humanities tend to favor the first view; people
in the sciences tend to favor the second view; people in elementary schools
or teaching basic skill courses tend to favor the third view. Our ultimate
answer: yes—all three! So the new chapter tries to bring more tidiness to an
inherently untidy matter.

vii
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e We created the acronym WHERETO by adding TO to the original acronym
WHERE in Stage 3 of the UbD Template. We did this to honor two ideas we
knew to be important in instructional planning: differentiation (“Tailor” the
work, as needed) and sequence (“Organization” of the activities for maximal
impact). The addition of the T reflects not only common sense about a key
challenge of instructional planning—personalizing the work for maximal effec-
tiveness—but also an adjustment that grew out of a two-year research project
whereby we asked thousands of educators to identify specific exemplary
designs and the characteristics these exemplars all had in common. (The
exercises and results are described in Chapter 9.)

We added the O for two reasons. This edition introduces a discussion of
the big picture of design—curriculum frameworks—expressed in Understand-
ing by Design terms. In the first edition, we discussed organization in a general
way in terms of the history of the idea of a “spiral curriculum.” We also dis-
cussed it in terms of units as stories. But with greater clarity on our part about
unit design and how units frame and are framed by courses and programs, it
seemed necessary to distinguish unit flow from course and program flow. So
the O enables us to usefully discuss sequence within units while considering
separately sequence across units. And, if truth be told, the second reason is
that we wanted the acronym to end in a letter that made it easier to remember,
and O seemed just right—the design signifies “Whereto?” in our planning.

e We deleted or minimized sections on teaching for understanding (and
the habits of mind required), having decided this topic was outside the scope
of the book. Our purpose has always been to discuss the key elements of
the goal of understanding and how to design for it. Teaching for understand-
ing (including preparing students, parents, and staff for a shift in emphasis)
requires its own separate and thorough treatment. In our view, some of the
later chapters in the first edition no longer seemed to fit with that sharpened
sense of purpose.

¢ We have included more examples, across grade levels and subject, to
reflect the happy fact that the book has become widely used by elementary
school staff and college professors, two groups that were not initially included
in the target audience. The original book was written primarily for an audience
working from the upper elementary grades through high school (grades 4-12),
as the examples and text suggested. (In retrospect, our caution in limiting the
audience seems silly. We thought that a focus on “design for understanding”
would have great resonance only in the upper grades of the K-12 system, and
we had not yet worked enough with college faculty to generate good exam-
ples.) Yet, despite the limitations of the original examples, to our delight the
arguments seem to have spoken to educators at all levels.

Readers at both ends of the K-16 spectrum will now find that their con-
cerns are better reflected in the materials, with illustrations drawn from many
workshops with faculty at all levels of schooling. Alas, it was simply impossible
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to include grade-specific and subject-specific examples for each idea; the text
would be unreadable. So, although we have greatly expanded the examples, we
ask readers to be open-minded and imaginative in their reading when the
examples seem a bit far afield. Additional grade-specific or subject-specific
examples appear on the subscription Web site that supports the work:
http://ubdexchange.org.
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Introduction

To begin with the end in mind means to start with a clear understanding
of your destination. It means to know where you’re going so that you
better understand where you are now so that the steps you take are

always in the right direction.
—Stephen R. Covey, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, 1989, p. 98

That’s what I find so exciting about this process: it is so much better
for me and the students to be in the middle of a UbD. Everything seems
so relaxed, 'm more confident, and the students are very excited. They

seem to sense something more at the core of what we’re doing. | suppose
they sense the goal: the goal is usually not revealed as completely
and clearly. I know what my students know, I know what they don’t
know, and [ know what I need to do. How liberating.
—A teacher reflecting on using UbD

Consider the following four vignettes and what they suggest about under-
standing and the design of curriculum and assessments. Two are true. Two are
fictionalized accounts of familiar practice.

1. As part of a workshop on “understanding,” a veteran high school English
teacher entered the following reflection in a learning log about her own expe-
rience as a high school student:

I felt then that my brain was a way station for material going in one ear and

(after the test) out the other. I could memorize very easily and so became

valedictorian, but I was embarrassed even then that I understood much less

than some other students who cared less about grades.

2. For two weeks every fall, all the 3rd grade classes participate in a unit on
apples. The 3rd graders engage in a variety of activities related to the topic. In
language arts, they read about Johnny Appleseed and view an illustrated film-
strip of the story. They each write a creative story involving an apple and then
illustrate their stories using tempera paints. In art, students collect leaves
from nearby crab apple trees and make a giant leaf-print collage that hangs on
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the hallway bulletin board adjacent to the 3rd grade classrooms. The music
teacher teaches the children songs about apples. In science, they use their
senses to carefully observe and describe the characteristics of different types
of apples. During mathematics, the teacher demonstrates how to scale up an
applesauce recipe to make enough for all the 3rd graders.

A highlight of the unit is the field trip to a local apple orchard, where stu-
dents watch cider being made and go on a hayride. The culminating unit activ-
ity is the 3rd grade apple fest, a celebration in which parents dress in apple
costumes and the children rotate through various activities at stations—
making applesauce, competing in an apple word-search contest, bobbing for
apples, and completing a math skill sheet containing word problems involving
apples. The fest concludes with selected students reading their apple stories
while the entire group enjoys candy apples prepared by the cafeteria staff.

3. A test item on a National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
mathematics assessment presented the following question to 8th grade stu-
dents, as an open-ended prompt demanding a written answer: “How many
buses does the army need to transport 1,128 soldiers if each bus holds 36 sol-
diers?” Almost one-third of the 8th graders gave the following answer: “31
remainder 12”7 (Schoenfeld, 1988, p. 84).

4. It’s late April and the panic is beginning to set in. A quick calculation
reveals to the world history teacher that he will not finish the textbook unless
he covers an average of 40 pages per day until the end of school. He decides,
with some regret, to eliminate a short unit on Latin America and several time-
consuming activities, such as a mock UN debate and vote and discussions of
current international events in relation to the world history topics they've
studied. To prepare his students for the departmental final exam, it will be nec-
essary to switch into a fast-forward lecture mode.

Each of these vignettes reveals some troubling aspect of understanding and
design. (By the way, the odd-numbered vignettes are true; the others might as
well be, given common practice.)

The reflection of the high school English teacher reveals a familiar truth—
even “good” students don’t always have deep understanding of what’s been
taught despite the fact that conventional measures (course grades and cumu-
lative GPA) certify success. In her case, testing focused predominantly on the
recall of information from textbooks and class presentations. She reported that
she was rarely given assessments that called for her to demonstrate deeper
understanding.

The fictitious unit on apples presents a familiar scene—the activity-oriented
curriculum—in which students participate in a variety of hands-on activities.
Such units are often engaging for students. They may be organized, as in this
case, around a theme and provide interdisciplinary connections. But ques-
tions about the value of the work remain. To what ends is the teaching
directed? What are the big ideas and important skills to be developed during
the unit? Do the students understand what the learning targets are? To what
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extent does the evidence of learning from the unit (e.g., the leaf-print collage,
the creative-writing stories, the completed word searches) reflect worthwhile
content standards? What understandings will emerge from all this and endure?

The NAEP mathematics test item reveals another aspect of understanding,
or lack thereof. Although the students computed accurately, they had not
grasped the meaning of the question, nor had they apparently understood how
to use what they knew to reach an answer of 32 buses. Could it be that these
students had mastered the out-of-context drill problems in the math book and
on worksheets, but had been given little opportunity to apply mathematics in
the context of real-world applications? Should we conclude that the students
who answered “remainder 12” really understand division and its use?

Nearly every teacher can empathize with the world history teacher’s strug-
gle, given the pressures to “cover” material. The challenge is exacerbated by
the natural increase of knowledge in fields such as science and history, not to
mention external testing obligations and additions to the curriculum in recent
years (e.g., computer studies and drug education). But at its worst, a coverage
orientation—marching through the textbook irrespective of priorities, desired
results, learner needs and interests, or apt assessment evidence—may defeat
its own aims. For what do students remember, much less understand, when
there is only feaching with no opportunity to really learn—to work with, play
with, investigate, use—the key ideas and points of connection? Such an
approach might correctly be labeled, “Teach, test, and hope for the best.”

The twin sins of design

Interestingly enough, we think, both the apples unit and the world history
class suffer from the same general problem, though what is taking place in
both classrooms clearly looks very different. Though in the elementary class-
room the students are doing loads of hands-on activity and in the history class-
room a teacher is lecturing to students, both cases reveal no clear intellectual
goals. We call the two versions of the problem the “twin sins” of typical instruc-
tional design in schools: activity-focused teaching and coverage-focused
teaching. Neither case provides an adequate answer to the key questions at
the heart of effective learning: What is important here? What is the point? How
will this experience enable me as a learner to meet my obligations? Put simply,
in a phrase to be considered throughout this book, the problem in both cases
is that there are no explicit big ideas guiding the teaching and no plan for
ensuring the learning.

What this book is about

As the title suggests, this book is about good design—of curriculum, assess-
ment, and instruction—focused on developing and deepening understanding
of important ideas. Posed as a question, considered throughout the book and
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from many perspectives, the essence of this book is this: How do we make it
more likely—by our design—that more students really understand what they are
asked to learn? So often, by contrast, those who “get it” are learners who come
to us already able and articulate—understanding by good fortune. What must
our planning entail to have an intellectual impact on everyone: the less expe-
rienced; the highly able, but unmotivated; the less able; those with varied
interests and styles?

To explore such questions we must surely investigate the purpose of the
designs—in our case, understanding. So what do we mean when we say that
we want students to understand as opposed to merely take in and recall? How
is it possible for a student to know lots of important things but not understand
what they mean—something we have all seen as teachers? And vice versa:
How can another student make lots of mistakes about the facts—and not even
do all the assigned work—but nonetheless penetrate to the key ideas? Thus,
although the book is about the design of curriculum to engage students in
exploring big ideas, it is also an attempt to better understand understanding,
especially for purposes of assessment.

As you shall see, we propose that a helpful way to think about what under-
standing is, how to design for it, and how to find evidence of it in student work
is to realize that understanding has various facets. Everyday language reveals
the variety of connotations, hence the need to clarify them. Think about the
difference, for example, between saying, “He didn’t understand the French
speaker” and “She didn’t understand what the primary source documents
meant.” There are different kinds of understanding; we need to be clear about
which ones we are after. Understanding, we argue, is not a single goal but a fam-
ily of interrelated abilities—six different facets of transfer—and an education
for understanding would more deliberately develop them all.

This dual purpose—clarifying the goal called “student understanding”
while exploring the means called “good design”—raises a host of vital ques-
tions in the real world of teaching, of course. What is the best way to design
for both content mastery and understanding? How can we accomplish the goal
of understanding if the textbooks we use dispense volumes of out-of-context
knowledge? How realistic is teaching for understanding in a world of content
standards and high-stakes tests? Thus, in the book, we do the following in an
attempt to answer these and other questions:

e Propose an approach to curriculum and instruction designed to engage
students in inquiry, promote transfer of learning, provide a conceptual frame-
work for helping students make sense of discrete facts and skills, and uncover
the big ideas of content.

e Examine an array of methods for appropriately assessing the degree of
student understanding, knowledge, and skill.

e Consider the role that predictable student misunderstandings should
play in the design of curricula, assessments, and instruction.

e Explore common curriculum, assessment, and instruction practices that
may interfere with the cultivation of student understanding, and propose a
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backward design approach to planning that helps us meet standards without
sacrificing goals related to understanding.

® Present a theory of six facets of understanding and explore its theoretical
and practical implications for curriculum, assessment, and teaching.

® Present a unit template to assist in the design of curricula and assess-
ments that focus on student understanding.

e Show how such individual units should be nested in a larger, more coher-
ent framework of courses and programs also framed around big ideas, essen-
tial questions, and core assessment tasks.

¢ Propose a set of design standards for achieving quality control in cur-
riculum and assessment designs.

¢ Argue that designers need to work smarter, not harder, by sharing cur-
riculum designs worldwide via a searchable Internet database.

The book’s audience

This book is intended for educators, new or veteran, interested in enhancing
student understanding and in designing more effective curricula and assess-
ments to achieve that end. The audience includes teachers at all levels (ele-
mentary through university), subject matter and assessment specialists,
curriculum directors, preservice and inservice trainers, school-based and
central office administrators and supervisors. We provide numerous exam-
ples, from all levels of schooling, throughout the book, but never enough to
suit any one audience at any one time, alas. Further examples from all subjects
and levels can be found in the Understanding by Design Professional Develop-
ment Workbook (McTighe & Wiggins, 2004) and on the UbD Web site (http://
ubdexchange.org).

Key terms

A few words about terminology are in order. We talk a good deal in the book
about big ideas that should be the focus of education for understanding. A big
idea is a concept, theme, or issue that gives meaning and connection to dis-
crete facts and skills. Here are some examples: adaptation; how form and func-
tion are related in systems; the distributive property in mathematics (whereby
we can use any number of groupings and subgroupings to yield the “same”
numbers); problem solving as the finding of useful models; the challenge of
defining justice; and the need to focus on audience and purpose as a writer or
speaker. In an education for understanding, a vital challenge is to highlight the
big ideas, show how they prioritize the learning, and help students understand
their value for making sense of all the “stuff” of content.

Educators involved in reform know that the words curriculum and assess-
ment have almost as many meanings as there are people using the terms. In
this book, curriculum refers to the specific blueprint for learning that is derived
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from desired results—that is, content and performance standards (be they
state-determined or locally developed). Curriculum takes content (from exter-
nal standards and local goals) and shapes it into a plan for how to conduct
effective and engaging teaching and learning. It is thus more than a list of top-
ics and lists of key facts and skills (the “inputs”). It is a map for how to achieve
the “outputs” of desired student performance, in which appropriate learning
activities and assessments are suggested to make it more likely that students
achieve the desired results.

The etymology of the word suggests this: Curriculum is the particular
“course to be run,” given a desired end point. A curriculum is more than a tra-
ditional program guide, therefore; beyond mapping out the topics and materi-
als, it specifies the most appropriate experiences, assignments, and
assessments that might be used for achieving goals. The best curricula (and syl-
labi), in other words, are written from the point of view of the desired learnings,
not merely what will be covered. They specify what the learner should have
achieved upon leaving, what the learner needs to do to achieve, and what the
teacher needs to do to achieve the results sought. In sum, they specify the
desired output and means of achieving it, not just a list of content and activities.

By assessment we mean the act of determining the extent to which the
desired results are on the way to being achieved and to what extent they have
been achieved. Assessment is the umbrella term for the deliberate use of many
methods of gathering evidence of meeting desired results, whether those
results are state content standards or local curricular objectives. The col-
lected evidence we seek may well include observations and dialogues, tradi-
tional quizzes and tests, performance tasks and projects, as well as students’
self-assessments gathered over time. Assessment is thus a more learning-
focused term than evaluation, and the two should not be viewed as synony-
mous. Assessment is the giving and using of feedback against standards to
enable improvement and the meeting of goals. Evaluation, by contrast, is more
summative and credential-related. In other words, we need not give a grade—
an evaluation—to everything we give feedback to. In fact, a central premise of
our argument is that understanding can be developed and evoked only
through multiple methods of ongoing assessment, with far greater attention
paid to formative (and performance) assessment than is typical.

By desired results we mean what has often been termed intended outcomes,
achievement targets, or performance standards. All four terms are meant to shift
our focus away from the inputs to the output: what the student should be able
to know, do, and understand upon leaving, expressed in performance and
product terms. Desired result reminds us also that, as “coaches,” we will likely
have to adjust our design and performance en route, if feedback shows that we
are in danger of not achieving the successes sought.

The word understanding turns out to be a complex and confusing target
despite the fact that we aim for it all the time. The word naturally deserves
clarification and elaboration, which is the challenge for the rest of the book.
For now, though, consider our initial working definition of the term: To
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understand is to make connections and bind together our knowledge into
something that makes sense of things (whereas without understanding we
might see only unclear, isolated, or unhelpful facts). But the word also implies
doing, not just a mental act: A performance ability lies at the heart of under-
standing, as Bloom (1956) noted in his Taxonomy in discussing application and
synthesis. To understand is to be able to wisely and effectively use—transfer—
what we know, in context; to apply knowledge and skill effectively, in realistic
tasks and settings. To have understood means that we show evidence of being
able to transfer what we know. When we understand, we have a fluent and fluid
grasp, not a rigid, formulaic grasp based only on recall and “plugging in.”

When we speak of the product of this achievement—an understanding, as
a noun—we are describing particular (often hard-won) insights. For example,
we talk about scientists’ current understanding that the universe is expanding
or the postmodern understanding of authors as not being privileged commen-
tators on the meaning of their books. The great challenge in teaching is to
enable such subtle adult understandings to become student understandings—
without reducing the understanding to a mere simplistic statement for recall.
If the student gains a genuine understanding, we typically say they “really get
it.” With our help as designers and coaches, they “come to an understanding.”

Yet, for years, curriculum guides have argued against framing objectives
in terms of understandings. Bloom (1956) argued that the word is too ambigu-
ous to use as a foundation for teaching goals and their assessments; hence,
the writing of the Taxonomy. But an important conceptual distinction remains
and needs pondering: the difference between knowing and understanding. Pin-
ning this distinction down in theory and in practice has not been easy. We
propose in the book that insufficient attention has been paid to the fact that
there are different kinds of understandings, that knowledge and skill do not
automatically lead to understanding, that student misunderstanding is a far
bigger problem than we may realize, and that assessment of understanding
therefore requires evidence that cannot be gained from traditional fact-
focused testing alone.

What this book isn‘t about

1. Understanding by Design is not a prescriptive program. It is a way of
thinking more purposefully and carefully about the nature of any design that
has understanding as the goal. Rather than offering a step-by-step guide to fol-
low—something that is antithetical to good design, whether in education or
architecture—the book provides a conceptual framework, many entry points,

a design template, various tools and methods, and an accompanying set of
design standards. We offer no specific guidance about what the content of cur-
riculum should be—except that its priorities should center on the big ideas
and important performance tasks of the chosen topic. What we provide,
rather, is a way to design or redesign any curriculum to make student under-
standing (and desired results generally) more likely.
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2. Understanding by Design is not a philosophy of education, nor does it
require a belief in any single pedagogical system or approach. We offer guid-
ance on how to tackle any educational design problem related to the goal of
student understanding. Nowhere do we specify which “big ideas” you should
embrace. Instead, we help you better focus your design work on how to achieve
understanding of the important ideas that you (or established standards) tar-
get. (We do offer many examples of big ideas in various disciplines.) The book
should not be seen as competing with other programs or approaches, there-
fore. In fact, the proposed view of understanding and the backward design
process are compatible with a full range of prominent educational initiatives,
including Problem-Based Learning Across the Curriculum (Stepien & Gallagher,
1997), Socratic seminar, 4MAT (McCarthy, 1981), Dimensions of Learning
(Marzano & Pickering, 1997), teaching to state content standards, Core Knowl-
edge, the Skillful Teacher (Saphier & Gower, 1997), and the materials from the
Project Zero team at the Harvard Graduate School of Education entitled Teach-
ing for Understanding (Wiske, 1998; Blythe & Associates, 1998). In fact, over the
past five years, college professors using the lecture format, Montessori teach-
ers, and educators working in schools using the International Baccalaureate,
Success for All, the advanced placement program, and the Coalition of Essential
Schools philosophy have all used our work to improve their designs.

3. The book presents a robust approach to planning. We say little about
teaching strategies per se, even though we believe that a variety of instruc-
tional approaches can develop and deepen student understanding. Regardless
of particular techniques, we assume that all purposeful and effective teachers
follow a cycle of plan-revise-teach-assess-reflect-adjust many times. This is a
noteworthy caution because crucial redesign information will necessarily be
derived from an analysis of student work and from preassessment. (See Chap-
ter 11 on the design process.)

4. This book is primarily focused on the design of curricular units (as
opposed to individual lessons or broader programs). Although we strongly
recommend that individual units be grounded in the broader context of pro-
grams and courses (as discussed in Chapter 12), we deliberately restrict our
attention in this book to the more nitty-gritty and teacher-friendly work of unit
design. In working with thousands of teachers over the years, we have found
that the unit provides a comfortable and practical entry point for this design
process. Although it may seem natural to apply the UbD approach to a system
of daily lesson planning, we discourage it. Individual lessons are simply too
short to allow for in-depth development of big ideas, exploration of essential
questions, and authentic applications. In other words, a single lesson provides
too short a time frame for meeting complex goals. Of course, lesson plans
should logically flow from unit plans: Lessons are typically more purposeful
and connected when informed by larger unit and course designs.

5. Although teaching for in-depth understanding is a vital aim of schooling,
it is, of course, only one of many. We are thus not suggesting that all teaching
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and assessment be geared at all times toward deep and sophisticated under-
standing. There are clearly circumstances when this is neither feasible nor
desirable: Learning the alphabet; acquiring certain technical skills, such as key-
boarding; or developing the basics in foreign language do not call for in-depth
understanding. In some cases, the developmental level of students will deter-
mine the extent to which conceptualization is appropriate; at other times the
goals of a course or program will make in-depth understanding a lesser or tan-
gential goal. Sometimes “familiarity” is an appropriate and sufficient goal for
certain topics at certain points in time. There is neither the time nor the need
to go into depth on everything, and it would be counterproductive when the
goal is to convey a sense of the larger whole. The book is thus built upon a con-
ditional premise: If you wish to develop greater in-depth understanding in your
students, then the ideas and processes of Understanding by Design apply.

A few helpful cautions and comments

We offer three warnings, though, for readers willing and ready to plan and
teach for understanding. First, although educators often talk about wanting to
get beyond mere coverage to ensure that students really understand what they
learn, you may find that what you previously thought was effective teaching
for understanding really wasn’t. You may also discover that you aren’t quite as
clear as you might be about what, specifically, your students should leave
understanding. In fact, we predict that you will be somewhat disturbed by how
hard it is to specify the understandings and what they look like in assessment,
and how easy it is to lose sight of goals related to understanding in the midst
of planning, teaching, and evaluating student work.

Second, though many courses of study appropriately focus on skills (such
as reading, algebra, physical education, and introductory Spanish), teacher-
designers may well find after reading this book that there are, indeed, big ideas
essential for learning key skills with fluency—namely, understanding how to
use skills wisely—that need greater attention in their plans. For example, a big
idea in literacy development is that the meaning of the text is not in the text
but between the lines, in the interaction between the active reader and the text.
Getting students to understand this is not only difficult but requires a very dif-
ferent design and presents a very different teaching problem than that of focus-
ing only on discrete reading strategies. The challenge is, at its core, to help
students overcome the misunderstanding that reading is only decoding, and to
help them know what to do when decoding alone does not yield meaning.

Third, though many teachers believe that to design for understanding is
incompatible with established content standards and state testing, we think
that by the time you have read the entire book, you will consider this to be
false. Most state standards identify or at least imply big ideas that are meant
to be understood, not merely covered. Consider these examples from Ohio’s
standards for 11th grade social studies and California’s standards for physics:
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separation of church and state).

concept:

between systems. . . .

MISCONCEPTION ALERT!

1. Only alternative or progressive methods of teaching and assessing can
yield understanding. This is all about process as opposed to content. Nothing
could be further from the truth. You cannot understand without subject
matter knowledge. All so-called traditional approaches to learning at the
college level, for example, aim at and often succeed in yielding in-depth
understanding. The challenge is not to choose this or that tactic to the
exclusion of others, but to expand and better target our teaching reper-
toire, based on a more careful consideration of what our learning goals
imply. In practice, we find that all teachers, regardless of educational phi-
losophy, are typically hemmed in by a too-limited set of design options. A
challenge is to make sure that teachers use a greater diversity of appro-
priate methods of instruction than they typically do now, regardless of
their philosophy. (See Chapters 9 and 10.)

2. We are against traditional testing. Not so. Here, too, we seek to expand
the normal repertoire to make sure that more appropriate diversity and
validity is found in classroom assessment, based on the diversity of goals
typically found in most programs. The challenge is to know which method
to use when and why, and to better understand the strengths and weak-
nesses of each form of assessment. (See Chapters 7 and 8.)

3. We are against letter grades. Why would we be, if the grades correspond
to a valid assessment of understanding? Letter grades are here to stay, by
and large, and nothing in this book is incompatible with grades, tran-
scripts, report cards, and college admission standards. On the contrary,
the book should help teachers (especially those at the secondary and col-
legiate levels) better articulate and justify their grading system, providing
students with more fair assessments, improved feedback, and greater clar-
ity about what the grades stand for.

such sidebar appears on this page.

Trace key Supreme Court decisions related to a provision of the Const