Using
Understanding by Design
as a
Curriculum Framework

How does a unit fit into an entire course or K-12 program?

While backward design certainly applies to the design of individual units, the
process is also an effective way of mapping a coherent curriculum. When apply-
ing backward design to curriculum mapping, we consider our “desired results”
including content standards and other exit outcomes,

then map backward (e.g., 12 to K) to insure that all of the important results are
explicitly addressed through the courses and units. Backward mapping in this
way helps to identify any gaps and/or redundancies in the curriculum, and target
needed curriculum revisions/additions.

Understanding by Design suggests a particular “spin” on the mapping process:
Instead of simply listing the topics taught, a UbD map specifies the “big ideas”
and essential questions that are addressed at various points in the curriculum.
This approach helps to identify the overarching ideas and essential questions
that provide important “throughlines” in the curriculum. For example, in social
studies, an overarching EQ might Méhy do people movePhis same question
would then be examined in 3rd grade when we study the explorers, 5th grade for
the westward movement, and 10th grade with immigration.

Additionally, we propose that a UbD map should include “core” assessment
tasks that all students would perform to demonstrate their understanding of key
ideas and processes. (Of course, these tasks would be accompanied by agreed-
upon scoring rubrics.) We believe that such curriculum mapping brings concep-
tual clarity and coherence to the curriculum.

The following pages contain samples of district curriculum maps based on the
Understanding by Desiginamework.
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