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Understanding 
by Design  •Work with a partner or team.

•Develop or refine a unit of 
study for an identified topic.
•Record your ideas on the unit 

template in your packet.

Performance Goal 

Something to consider…

“Do not confine your children  
to your own learning, since they 
were born in another time.”

- Chinese proverb

Agenda – Day 1

❏ Unit Reviews 
❏ The BIG IDEAS of UbD
❏ Stage 1 – Understandings & EQs
❏ -- Design Time –
❏ Stage 2 – Assessment Evidence 
❏ -- Design Time –

√

√
√

√

√
√

Three-Minute Pause

Meet in groups of 3 - 5 to...
summarize key points.
add your own thoughts. 
pose clarifying questions.

√
√
√

An Understanding-based Curriculum

Plan Curriculum “backward”
3 Stages of Design 

Teach & Assess for
Understanding & Transfer



Understanding By Design     UBD Slides

© 2016 Jay McTighe 2

Research Finding…

A “guaranteed and viable 
curriculum is the #1 school-
level factor impacting on     
student achievement.”

-- Marzano, What Works in Schools

3 Stages of Backward Design

1. Identify desired results.

2. Determine acceptable evidence.

3. Plan learning experiences 
& instruction.

Design Curriculum
“Backward”

1. What do you want students to 
learn?

2. How will you know they have 
learned it?

3. How will you teach to help 
them learn it?

-- Dr. Ralph Tyler, 1949

The UbD Template…

üreflects a way of 
thinking and 
planning 

üfosters a “mental 
template” for 
effective design

Assessment Evidence

Learning Activities

Understandings                    Essential Questions
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Performance Task(s): Other Evidence:
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Teaching and Learning for 
Understanding

Acquire
important 

knowledge  
and skills

Make 
Meaning
of “big ideas”

Transfer 
learning to 

new situations

3 Stages of Backward Design

1. Identify desired results.

2. Determine acceptable evidence.

3. Plan learning experiences 
& instruction.
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An Understanding …

§ an abstraction (e.g., a 
concept, theme, principle)
§ a transferrable idea

§ has explanatory power

Identify transferrable “big ideas”

concept theme

principleprocess

Understandings in UbD

Framed as:
Ø full-sentence statements
Ø specify the desired 

understandings
Ø Follow the stem –
Students will understand that…

From concept to understanding…

Adaptation

Understanding:
Living organisms adapt to survive 
harsh and changing environments.

Students will understand that…

From theme to understanding…

Friendship

Understanding:
True friendship is often revealed 
during challenging times rather 
than during happy times.

Students will understand that…
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From a process to understanding…

Writing

Understanding:
Writers don’t always produce a 
perfect product on their first try. 
They draft, proofread, and revise.

Students will understand that…

An Understanding often unites 
two or more ideas into a 

generalization

Students will understand that…
Living organisms adapt to survive
harsh and changing environments.

Full Sentence Generalization

BIG IDEAS (Concepts) UNDERSTANDING

adaptation

survival

environment

Living organisms 
adapt to survive 

harsh or changing 
environments. 

Students will understand that:

● Authors do not always say 
exactly what they mean (literally).
● Satire attempts to expose & 
ridicule public or political 
immorality and stupidity through 
irony, sarcasm or exaggeration.

satire

Students will understand that:
§ We can describe and measure 
the same thing in different ways.
§ There are margins of error 
inherent in every form of 
measurement.
§ Correlation does not insure 
causality.

measurement
Consider EQs in Two Strands 
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“Unpack” Standards

Consider: What “big ideas” are 
embedded within the standards?

content 
standards

verbs

The “Inside Out” Method

nouns

standards

adjectives

Understandings & 
Essential Questions AssessmentsRubrics

Write arguments to support
claims in an analysis of 
substantive topics or texts, 
using valid reasoning and 
relevant and sufficient
evidence.

English - writing Types of Questions
Leading 

What are the names of the four food groups?

Guiding 
What do we mean by a “balanced” diet?

Hook 
Can what you eat help prevent zits?

Essential
What should we eat?

open-ended: no 
“single” answer;
arguable; require

reasoning

doorway: lead        
to ‘big ideas’ and   

core processes

generative: spark 
inquiry and raise  
other questions

recur: can 
(and should)
be revisited

Essential Questions

adaptation
‘Big Idea’ Understanding:
Living organisms have developed 
adaptive  mechanisms to enable them 
to survive harsh and changing 
environments.
Essential Question:
In what ways do living things adapt 
in order to survive?
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‘Big Idea’ Understanding:
Statistical analysis and display often 
reveal patterns in data, enabling us to 
make predictions with degrees of 
confidence. 

predictive statistics

Essential Question:
Can you predict the future?  What 
will happen next?  How sure are you?

‘Big Idea’ Understanding:
Great literature from various cultures 
explores enduring themes and reveals 
recurrent aspects of the human 
condition.

world literature

Essential Question:
How can stories from other places 
and times be about us?

‘Big Idea’ Understanding:
True friendship is revealed during  hard 
times, not happy times.

friendship

Essential Question:
Who is a ‘true friend’ and how will you 
know?

EQs in Two Tracks – Social Studies 

Content EQs Process EQs

• How should we  
balance individual 
rights with the 
common good?

•Does capitalism   
insure economic 
inequality?

• How do we know 
what to believe 
about historical 
claims? 

• Whose “story” is  
this?

Content EQs Process EQs

• What “truths”
can we learn from 
fiction?

• Can anyone be a 
hero?

• How does what I 
read influence how
I should read it? 

• How do you read 
“between the 
lines”?

EQs in Two Tracks – E/LA

Content EQs Process EQs

•What do      
numbers show?

•What are the 
limits of this 
mathematical 
model (e.g., a  
linear equation)?

• What do good 
problem solvers 
do? 

• What makes an   
answer reasonable?

EQs in Two Tracks – Math
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Content EQs Process EQs

• How do the arts  
reflect and shape 
culture?

•How and why do 
artists break with 
tradition?

• How do tools and   
materials influence 
artistic expression? 

• How can/should 
we “read” a work of 
art?

EQs in Two Tracks – Arts

Content EQs Process EQs

• When and why 
should we change 
the rules?

•Why and how do 
we “create space”
when on offense?

• No pain, no gain –
agree? 

• If practice makes 
perfect, what makes  
“perfect” practice?

EQs in Two Tracks – P.E./Sports

3 Stages of Backward Design

1. Identify desired results.

2. Determine acceptable evidence.

3. Plan learning experiences 
& instruction.

Think like an assessor,     
not an activity designer!

Design assessments before
you design lessons and 
activities.                                 
Be clear about what evidence 
of learning you seek.

Gather evidence from
a Range of Assessments

✔ authentic tasks and projects
✔ academic exam questions,   

prompts, and problems
✔ quizzes and test items
✔ informal checks for understanding 
✔ student self-assessments

Think “Photo Album” 
versus “Snapshot” 

Sound assessment requires multiple 
sources of evidence, collected over time.
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Match the Assessment Evidence
with the Learning Goals

=

Teaching and Learning for 
Understanding

Acquire
important 

knowledge  
and skills

Make 
Meaning
of “big ideas”

Transfer 
learning to 

new situations

An Alignment Check
Directions:
Form triads – 3 unit designs meet together.
• One group starts by covering up Stage 1 and only 
showing Stage 2 to their groupmates.

• Ask them to tell you what they think you have listed 
in Stage 1.

• Listen carefully. Then, show them what you 
intended. 

• Discuss ways of sharpening the alignment between 
Stages 1 and 2 (if needed).

• Repeat the process for groups 2, then 3.

Stage 3 
Assessment 

Practices 
FOR Learning

Stage 2 
Assessments 
OF Learning

Distinguishing 
Assessment 

Purposes

Check for Alignment

Understandings                    Essential QuestionsCover Stage 1
Can people infer your goals by 
only seeing your assessments?

You	Are	What	You	Eat:
Create	a	picture	book	to		teach	1st	graders	
about	“healthful”	eating	and	health	problems	
that	may	result	from	poor	nutrition.

Camp	Menu:	
Design	a	“balanced”	3-day	menu	for	meals	and	
snacks	for	a	weekend	camping	trip.	Explain	why	
your	menu	plan	is	both	healthy	and	tasty.

• Quiz	on	the	food	groups	and	their	nutritional	benefits.
• Skill	check	on	interpreting	nutrition	information	on	food	
labels.
• Test	on	health	problems	caused	by	poor	eating.
• Daily	eating	journal	with	reflections	on	choices	made.

- accurate	
illustration	
of	balanced	

diet
- accurate	
depiction	of	

health	
problems
-clear	and	
complete	

explanation

- neat	and	
well	crafted

- accurate

- reflections
reveal	
healthy	
choices
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Students	will	
use	a	know-
ledge	of	
nutrition	
to	plan	
appropriate	
diets	for	
themselves	
and	others.

Standard	6-c

• A	balanced	diet	contributes	
to	mental	and	physical	health.
• Healthy	eating	requires	
people	to	make	conscious	
choices	that	may	challenge	
comfortable	habits.

• What	should	we	eat?
• Why	are	there	so	many	
nutritionally-related	health	
problems	despite	all	we	
know?

• nutrition	vocabulary
• food	groups
• nutrition-related	health										
problems	

• interpret	nutrition	info.
on	food	labels

• analyze	&	evaluate	diets
• plan	a	balanced	diet	

consistently	make	healthful	and	
appropriate	dietary	choices.

What is Understanding?

■ How do you define it?

■ What are indicators of  
understanding?

■ What are indicators that someone 
might “know” something without 
really understanding it?

T-Chart Process

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

How many buses does
the army need to
transport 1,128 soldiers 
if each bus holds 36 
soldiers?

ü Apply
ü Connect
ü Create
ü Critique
ü Explain
ü Interpret
ü Justify
ü Predict
ü Question
ü Solve
ü Teach

ª Recall

ª Identify
ª Retell
ª State
ª Regurgitate

ª Plug in

Application Explanation

ü Apply
ü Connect
ü Create
ü Critique
ü Predict
ü Question
ü Solve

ü Explain
ü Interpret
ü Justify
ü Teach


