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planning, 1 thus the essence of understanding by design, What is difficult for
many teachers to see (but ensler for students Lo feell) is that, without such
explicit and transparent priorities, many students find day-to-day work con-
tusing and frusirating.

The twin sins of traditional design

More generally, weak educational design involves two kinds of purposeless-
ness, vislble throughout the educational world from kindergarten through
griluate school, as noted in the Introduction, We call these the “twin sing™
of traditlonal destgn. The error of activity-oriented design might be called
“hands-on without heing minds-on"—engaging experlences that lead only
accidentally, if at all, to insight or achievement, The activitles, though fun and
interesting, do not lead anywhere Intollactually: As typified by the apples
vignette In the Introduction, such activity-erlented corricula lack an explicit
focus on tmportant ideas and appropriate avidence of learning, cspeclally in
the minds of the learners. They think their job Is merely to engage; they are led
to think the learning /s the activity Instead of seelng that the learning comes
from being asked to consider the meaning of the activity.

A second form of almlessness goes by the name of “coverage,” an
gpproach in which students march thvongh a testhook, page by page (or
teachers through lecture notes) in a vallant attempt to traverse all the faclual
mterial within a preseribed thne (as in the world listory vignette In the Iniro-
duction). Caverage Is thus like a whirlwind teur of Burcpe, perfectly summa-
rizec by the old movie title IFI's Tuesday, This Must Be Belgtum, which properly
suggoests that no overarching goals inform the tour

As a broad genoralization, the activity focus is more typleal at the elemen-
tary and lower mwiddle school levels, whercas coverage is a prevalent second-
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does not provide them with clear purposes and explicit performance goals
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gtucfents will be unable io give salisfactory responses when the design

111g11]lghted theoughout their worl. Similarly, teachers with an aclivity or cov
erage ofientation are lest lkely to have acceptable answers to the key design
questions: What shouldl students understand as a result of the activities or
tent covered? What should the experiences or lectures

equip them tor do? How, then, should the activitios or class dis-
cussions be shaped and processed to achieve the desired
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yes! ]
the desited abillties and Inslghts? Mow, then, should all activi-

ties and resources be chosen and used to ensure that the learn-
ing goals are met and the most appropriste evidence produced?
How, In other words, will students be helped Lo see by design
the purpose of the activity or resource and its helpfulness in
meeting spacile performance goals?

es? What would be evidence that learners are en route to”

To test the marlta of aur clalms abeut pur-
poeelobRnens, we ¢noorage you to sidie
up 1o @ student In the middie of any class
and mek 1ha following gquestions:

What are yeu dolng?
Why oro you belng esked to do It?
What will it help you do?

Wa are advocating thé reverse of common practics, then. How doas [t 1it with what you have provi-

Wo asl designers to start with a much more careful statement | ously dona?

& the desired resulls—the prlority fearnings—mnd to derlve | How will you show that you have learned

ir?

the curflenlum from the performances called for or implied in

the goals. Then, contrary to much commen practlce, we wsk
désigners to consider the following questions alter framing the gonls; What
would commt as evidence of sich achlevemeni? What does it Jook like to meet
{hese goals? What, then, are the lmplied performonces that should make up the
assessment, toward wlich all teaching and learning should point? Only atter
answering these questions can we logleally derive the appropriate teaching
and learning experlences so that students might petform successitilly to meet
\be standarel, The shift, thercfore, 15 away from starting with such questions as
“What hool will we read?” or “What activities will we do?” or “What will we dis-
cuss?" to "What should they walk out the doar able to understand, regardless

ary school and college problem,
Yet, though the apples and worlel
history classrooms look quile
tHiferent with lots of physical
actlvity and chatter in the formey
versua'lecturlng and ¢ulet note
taking In the latter, the design
result iy the same n both cases:

ol what activities or texts we use?” and “What is evidence of such abiliey? and,
therefore, "What texts, activities, and methods will best enabte such o resuli?”
In teaching students for anderstanding, we must grasp the kay ldea vhat we are
corches of their abilily to play the “game” of pexforming with understanding, not
tellers of aur understanding to them on the sidelines.

I | NMISCONCEPTION ALERT!

Coveruge 18 nok the same os purposeful survey. Praviding students with an
averview of a discipline or a fleld of study Is not Inherently wrong, The
questlon has to do with the transparency of purpose. Covenage 18 a nega-
tive term (wherens inivodiction or stirpey is not) becanse when content iy
“eavered” the student s led through unending facts, 1deas, and readings
with litile or no sense of the overarching Ldeas, issues, and learning goals

Ahat might nform study, (Ses Chapler 10 for 1nore on coveraga versus

No guiding Intellectual purpose

The three stages of hacloward design

We call this threestage approach Lo planning “hackward tlesign,” Figure 1.1

l nncoverage or clear priorlties frame the learn-
Ing experlence. In neither cose depicis the thres stages in the simplest terms.
can students see and answer such
¢uestions as these: What's the poini? What's the big idea here? What does this Stage 1: Identify desired resulis
imlp us understand or be able to .dn? To what does Uhls relate? Why should we What should students fmow, understand, and be alilo to do? What content
earn this? Hence, the students try to engage and {ollow as st they can, hop- ) o Tort Jevstandings are ceslred?
Ing that meaning will smerge, s worthy of understanding? Wllmt endaring vnd 4
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Figure 1.1
UbD: Stages of Backward Design

In Stage 1 we consider onr goals, examing established contlent standards
(national, state, district), and review curriculum expectations, Becaunse typl-
cally we have more content than we can reasonably address within the avail-
able Lime, we most make choices, Thls first stage In the design process calls
{or clarity about priorlties,

Stage 2: Determine acceptable evidence

How will we knew if students have achieved the desired resulis? Whak wil!
we accept as svidence of student undorstanding and proficlency? 'The backs
ward design orlentation suggests that we think about & untt or cotirse In terims
of the collected assessment evidence needed to document and validate that
the desired learuing has beon achleved, not simply as content to be covered
ot as a gerles of tearning actlvitles. This approach encourages teachers and
curriculum planners to frst "think like an assessor” helore dasigning specifle
units and lessons, and thus ko consider up front how they will determine if stu-
dents have attalned the desirod understandings.

Stage 3: Plan learning experiences and instrustion

With clearly identified results and appropriate evidence of understanding
in mind, it is now the time to fully think through the most appropriate instrie-
tional activitdes, Several key uestlons must be consldered at this stage of
bacleward design: What cnabling knowledge (facts, coneepts, princlplas) and

8

" destred results and assessments
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akllls (provesses, precedures, strategles) will students need in ?rder te per-
{orm effectively and achleve deslred regults? What activities will equip Si_}li-.
dents with the needed knowledge and skills? What will need to be talght and
conched, and how should it best be faught, in light of performance goals? What
materials and resources are best suited to accomplish these goals?

Note that the specifics of Instructional planning—chaices about teaching
methods, sequence of lessons, and resource materlals—can be successinlly
completed unly after we Identify

‘ 2 MISCONCEPTION ALERT!

and consider what Lhoy mpty.

—~

Teaching is & means to an end. Wien we speal of evidenco of desired results, wa are referring to evidence i
Having a clear goal helps to focus wathered througlh « varlety of formal and informal asseysnients durlng a

our planning and guide purpose-
ful action toward the intended

unit of study or a conrse, We ure not alluding only to end-of-teaching testa
or culminating tasks, Rather, the collected evidence wo seek may well
elude traditional ¢iizzes and tests, performance lagks and projects,

resudls. . observallons and dinlogues, as well as students’ scli-asaessments gathered
Backward deslgn may be over Hme, J
theught of, in other words, as pur- |

poseful fask analysis: Given a

worthy task to be accomplished, how do we hest gel everyone equipped? Or
we might think of it as building a wise itinerary, using a map: Given a destina-
tion, what's the most effective and efficient. route? Or we might think of 1l as
planning for coacling, as suggested earller; What must learners master If they
are to effectively perform? What will count as evidence on the fleld, not merely
in-delils, that they really get it and are ready Lo perform with understunding,
Enowledse, and skilf on their own? How will the fearning be deslgned so that
lemners’ capacities are developed through use and feedback?

"his i6 all quite logical when you come to understand it, bt “backward"
from the perspectlve of inuch habit and tradidon in our field. A major change
from commen practice occurs as designers must beglo to think about assess~
ment before dectding what and how they will teach. Rather than creating
assessments near the conelusion of a unlt of stucty (or relying on the tests pro-
vided ly texthook publishers, which may nct completely or appropriately
nagess our standards and goals), backward deslgn calls for us to make our
goals or standards specific and conerete, in terms of assesswent evidence, as
we begin ta plan aunit or course.

The logie of backward deslgn applles regardiess of the learning goals. For
example, when starting from a state content standard, currleulum designers
need to determine the appropriate assessment evidence stated or {mplied in
the standard. Likewlse, a stafi developer should determine what evidence will
Indlcate that tha adults have leamned the intended knowledge or skill befare
planning the various workshop acllvities,

The rubber meets the roud with assessment, Three different teachers may
all be working toward the same content standards, but f their assessgents vary
consicderably, how arc we to know which students have achieved what? Agree-
ment cn needed evidence of learnlng leads Lo greater currieular coheronce and
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more reliable evaluation by teachers. Equally important is the long-fevm galn in -

teachey, student, and parent insight about what does and does nol. count as evi-
dence of neeling comples stanclards.

This view of focusing intently on the desired learning ls hardly radical or
new. Tyler (1949) described the logic of backward design clearly and suc-
cinetly more than b0 years ago:

Edneational -objectives become the eriterla by which materials are selected,

content Is outlined, instrictionel procedures are developed, and fests and

examinations are prepared. | . .

The purpose of o stafement of oljectives s to indivate the kinds of changes
n tha student to Da brought ehout so thot instractional octlvities can be
planad and developed in a way Bkely fo altedn these objectives. (pp. 1, 45)

And i hiz fmnons book, How to Solve B, orlginally published 1n 1945, Polya

specifically discusses “thinking barkward” as a slrategy In problem solving

golng back 1o the Greels:
There Is a certain psychological difficulty In loning around, In golng way
from the goal, in worling backwards. ., . Yei, if does not fake a genius fo solve
« concrete problem working bachwards, anyone can do it with o e com-
mon sense. We concentrate on the desired end, we visualize the final position
in which wa wounld ke fo be. From what foregeing position could we get
there? (p. 230)

These remarks are old. What 1s perhaps new is thal we offer hereln a help-
ful process, a template, a set of tools, and design standards Lo make the plan and
reanltant student performance more Weely to be successtul by deslgn than by
good fortune. Adg a 4th grade teacher from Alberta, Canaca, put i, "Once Thad a
way of clesndy defining the end In mind, the rost of the unit ‘lell into place.'”

The twin slns of activity-hased and coveragelascd design reflact a failurs
to think through purpese In this backward-design way. With this In mind, let's
revisit the two fictitious vigneties from the Introduction, In the apples vignelie,
the unit seems to focus on a partlcular theme (harvest timg), through a spe-
cifi¢ and famiilar object (apples). But-as the depictlon reveals, the unit has no
real depth Becauso there Is no enduring learning for the students to derlve.
The work is fiands-on without belng rifnds-orn, because students do not necd to
{and are not roally challenged to) extract sophisticated Ideas or connections.
They den't have to work at understanding; they need only cngage in the activ-
ity. (Afas, it Is common to reward students for incre engagement as opposed
to understending; engagement ls necessary, but not sufficient, as an end
vesult,)

Moreover, when you examilne the apples unit it hecomes clear that Lt has no
overt priorifies—the actlvitles appear to be of equal value. The students’ role
15 merely 1o participate in mostly enjoyable activities, without having to demon-
strate that they understand any Blg {deas al the core of the subject (excuse
the pun), All activity-bascd-—as opposed to results-based—teaching shares
the weakness of the apples unit: Little in the deslgn asks students Lo derlve
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fnteflectual frult from the unit (sorrd), One might characterize this activity-
grjented approach as “faith in learning by osmos!s.” Is it likely that Incividual
stcents will loorn u few interesting things about apples? Of course, But, o thé
ahsence of a learning plan with clear goals, how Mkely is it that students will

" develop shared understandings on which future lessons might buitd? Not very,

- In the world nistory vignette, the teacher covers vast amounts ¢f content
;lurlng the last quarier ol the year, However, In hls harvied march to get
nrough a Lextbook, he apparently does not consider what the students will

" mderstand and apply from the material, What kind of intellsctual scaffolding

Is provided to gulde students through the Important Ideas? How are students
expected to use those ldeas to make meaning of the many facts? What per-
formanice goals would lielp students know how to take notes for maximal effec-
iive use by the course’s end? Coverage-based Instruction amounts to the
teacher merely talking, checking off topics, and moving on, terespective of
whether students understand or are confused. This approach right be termed
steaching by mentioning [L." Coverage-oriented teaching typically relles on a
texthool, allowing it to define the content and sequence of instruction. In con-
trast, we propose thal results-orlented teaching employ the texthook as o
ragource hut not the syllabus,

A bacloward design template

Huving descrlbed the haclward design process, we now put it together in a
usefut format—a template for teachers to use In the design of units that focus
oi understanding. .

Many educators have observed that backward design 15 commnon sense.
Yet when tl-iey firs| start to apply i, they discover that It feels unnatuyal, Werle
Ing this way may seem a bit awkward and time-consuining until you get the
hang cf 1t. But the effort 18 worth l—jusi as the Jearning curve on geod soft-
ware s worth it, We think of Understanding by Design as soflwere, in fact: a set
of tools for tnaking you ultimataly more procluctive. Thus, a practleal corner-
stone of Understanding by Deslgn s a design template that is meant to rein-
force the appropriate habits of mind needed to complete deslgs for student
understanding and to avoid the habits that are at the heart oi the twin slns of
actlvity-based and coverage-based design,

Flgure 1.2 provides a preliminary Jook at the UbD Template In the form of
a one-page verslon with key planning questlons ncluded in the vartous fields.
This formal guldes the teacher to the various UbD elements while visually con-
veymy the Idea of hackward deslygn. Later chapters prescnt a moye colnplete
account of the template and each of its flelds.

Altliough this onepage version of the template does not allow for great
detall, it has severat virtues. First, It provides a gestalt, an overall view of hack-
ward deslgn, without appearing overwhelming. Second, enables a quick
check of alignment—the extent te which the assessments (Stage 2) and learn-
Ing activities (Stage 3) align with identified goals (Stage 1). Third, ll.1e template
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