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  and growth

Research has identified the following variables that impact a learner’s willingness to put forth 
effort. Both Understanding by Design and Differentiated Instruction address these variables 
in ways that support students and their learning.

A Research-Based UbD and DI Connection
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-- Understanding by Design --

1. A primary goal of education is the development and deepening of student understanding to 
enable transfer of knowledge and skills. 
2. Effective curriculum development reflects a three-stage design process called “backward 
design.” This process helps to avoid the twin problems of “textbook coverage” and “activity-
oriented” teaching. 
3. Content needs to be “unpacked” to identify the big ideas worth understanding and the    
essential questions worth uncovering.
4. Evidence of student understanding is revealed when students apply (transfer) knowledge 
and skills within authentic contexts.
5. Six facets of understanding – the capacity to explain, interpret, apply, shift perspective, 
empathize, and self-assess – serve as indicators that students understand. 
6. Understanding cannot be simply transmitted by “telling”. It must be actively “constructed” 
in the mind of the learner. 
7. Regular reviews of curriculum and assessment designs, based on design standards, provide 
feedback for improving curricular effectiveness.

-- Differentiated Instruction --

1. Learners differ in terms of their readiness (background knowledge, skills and experiences), 
learning profile (culture, gender, and preferred style) and interests. Learning is enhanced 
when these differences are acknowledged and addressed.
2. Effective differentiation is rooted in a solid curriculum. 
3. The classroom environment builds a context for learning and influences the results. When 
students feel affirmation, affiliation, a sense of contribution, growing autonomy, and a sense 
of accomplishment, their learning potential is enhanced.
4. To learn well, each student needs success at increasing levels of challenge, and scaffolded 
learning experiences to ensure consistent growth. 
5. Diagnostic (pre-) assessments are essential to reveal differences in students’ readiness, 
learning profiles, and interests. Pre-assessment information guides differentiation. 
6. Respectful tasks engage learners in working with essential content in ways that stimulate 
and challenge them.
7. Responsive teaching addresses learners’ differences through effective classroom routines, 
and use of varied and appropriate teaching/learning strategies.

Key Understandings about... 

and Carol Tomlinson
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A Summary of Key Research Findings Supporting       
Understanding by Design

 • Views of how effective learning proceeds have shifted from the benefits of diligent drill 
and practice to focus on students’ understanding and application of knowledge.

 • Experts’ knowledge is organized... Their knowledge is not simply a list of facts and 
formulas that are relevant to the domain; instead, their knowledge is organized around core 
concepts or ‘big ideas’ that guide their thinking about the domain (e.g., Newton’s second law 
of motion); it is “conditionalized” to specify the contexts in which it is applicable; it supports 
understanding and transfer (to other contexts) rather than only the ability to remember. Novices’ 
knowledge is much less likely to be organized around big ideas; they are more likely to approach 
problems by searching for correct formulas and pat answers that fit their everyday intuitions.

  
  • Learning must be guided by generalized principles in order to be widely applicable. 
Knowledge learned at the level of rote memory rarely transfers; transfer most likely occurs when 
the learner knows and understands underlying principles that can be applied to problems in new 
contexts. Learning with understanding is more likely to promote transfer than simply memoriz-
ing information from a text or a lecture.

  • Skills and knowledge must be extended beyond the narrow contexts in which they are 
initially learned. For example, knowing how to solve a math problem in school may not trans-
fer to solving math problems in other contexts. It is essential for a learner to develop a sense of 
when what has been learned can be used -- the conditions of application. Failure to transfer is 
often due to learners’ lack of this type of conditional knowledge. 

 •  Curricula that are a “mile wide and an inch deep” run the risk of developing 
disconnected rather than connected knowledge.  Research on expertise suggest that a superficial 
coverage of many topics in the domain may be a poor way to help students develop the 
competencies that will prepare them for future learning and work.”                
 
 • Feedback is fundamental to learning, but feedback opportunities are often scarce in 
classrooms. Students may receive grades on tests and essays, but these are summative assess-
ments that occur at the end of projects. What are needed are formative assessments, which pro-
vide students with opportunities to revise and improve the quality of their thinking and 
understanding. 

 • Assessments must reflect the learning goals that define various environments. If the goal 
is to enhance understanding and applicability of knowledge, it is not sufficient to provide assess-
ments that focus primarily on memory for facts and formulas.  Many assessments measure only 
propositional (factual) knowledge and never ask whether students know when, where, and why 
to use that knowledge. Given the goal of learning with understanding, assessments and feedback 
must focus on understanding, and not only on memory for procedures or facts.
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A Summary of Key Research Findings Supporting       
Differentiated Instruction

      

 • Learning profile refers to preferred modes of learning or ways in which a student 
will best process what he/she needs to learn. Learning profile is shaped by a person’s gender, 
culture, learning style, and intelligence preference. It is important for classrooms to provide 
a range of materials, processes, and procedures for learning so that students with different 
learning profiles find them comfortable and effective places to learn. 

 •  Intelligence manifests itself in a variety of spheres.  While these manifestations are 
fluid rather than fixed, there is benefit to addressing a learner’s intelligence preferences in 
instruction. 

 • A person’s culture shapes his/her perspectives, points of view, frames of reference, 
modes of communication, sense of identity, and cognitive style.  While there is great variance 
within any culture and it is not appropriate to generalize to a culture, classrooms that favor 
cultural patterns of one group and are inhospitable to those of other groups are likely to have 
negative impacts on the learning of students from the non-favored groups. 

 • A person’s gender can influence the way that person sees and interacts with the 
world around them—including the classroom.  While it is not appropriate to generalize to a 
particular gender, there are likely some female-preferred learning patterns and some male-
preferred learning patterns 
    
 • Learners must work at an appropriate degree of challenge or degree of difficulty 
with what they seek to learn. When tasks are too difficult for students, they become frustrated 
and do not learn effectively or efficiently. When tasks are too easy for students, they become 
bored and do not learn,  in spite of the fact that they might earn high grades.  Learning occurs 
through a progression of appropriately scaffolded tasks at degrees of difficulty just beyond 
the reach of a particular student.
  
  • Students learn more effectively when teachers diagnose a student’s skill level and 
prescribe appropriate tasks. 

  • When an individual’s interest is tapped, learning is more likely to be rewarding and 
the student more likely to become an autonomous learner.  Student interest is key to on-going 
student motivation to pursue tasks at increasing levels of complexity.

and Carol Tomlinson
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Integrating UbD and DI when Planning a Unit
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C
ontinue actively learning about the strengths and needs of each learner.

Early in the year, pre-assess for learner proficiency with precursor knowledge and skills     
(e.g. reading, writing, computation, spelling, vocabulary) as well as for interest and learning 
preferences.

Determine desired results of a unit (established goals, essential understandings, what students 
will know and be able to do, essential questions).

Determine acceptable evidence that students are proficient with desired results (including 
performance tasks and other evidence in varied formats and modes).

Develop a learning plan, including direct instruction and learning activities to ensure that 
students develop proficiency with content goals.

Pre-assess to determine existing, student knowledge, understanding, and skill with unit goals 
and precursor knowledge, understanding, and skill

Differentiate and implement initial learning plans in response to pre-assessment evidence 
to address readiness, interest, and learning preference needs, including attention to student 
groupings, use of time and materials, variance in whole class and small group instruction, 
varied task complexity, etc.

Use formative or on-going assessment, including performance tasks and student reflection,    
to gather evidence about student progress and needs.

Continue to differentiate initial learning plan as needed based on formative assessment data.

Implement summative assessment plans with appropriate options to determine student 
knowledge, understanding, and skill based on unit goals.

Report to students and parents regarding product, process, and progress.

The following chart depicts a step-by-step sequence for designing a UbDI unit. 
The actual design process is more iterative (i.e., back and forth) in nature.

and Carol Tomlinson
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Getting to Know Your Students

Consider the following methods for gathering information early in the school year to help you learn 
about your   students’ experiences, learning profiles, strengths, needs, and interests. 

o  Have students write a letter* to you (and their other teachers) describing themselves as learners. 
Sample prompts:
 • What subjects (or aspects of a particular subject) do you enjoy most?  Why? 
  • What subjects (or aspects of a particular subject) do you enjoy least?  Why?
 • In what areas of school do you excel?  .... find most difficult? 
 • How do you learn best?
 • What do you want your teacher(s) to know that will help them help you learn best?

o  Have students write a brief biography* of their life and times. Ask them to tell their most vivid 
memory and include information relevant to their history as a student. 
Alternative:  Have students make a “life map” timeline of key events in their past and a future map; 
i.e., where they plan or hope to be in 5 and 10 years.

o  Ask parents write a letter to you describing their child?  Sample prompts:
 • What are your child’s interests and hobbies?
 • In what areas of school does your child excel?  .... find most difficult? 
 • How does your child learn best (e.g., listening, observing, doing, etc.)?
 • What do you want me to know that will help me help your child learn best?

o  Ask students to conduct a Peer Interview using questions such as those listed above. Then, have 
each student introduce their partner to the class.  

o  Ask students to complete a Peer Nomination form.  Sample prompts:
 • Who would you ask to help you if you get stuck on class work or homework?   
 • With whom would you prefer to work with in a group?  
 • Who would not wish to have in your group?
 • Who are the most serious students in this class? 
 • Who are the most creative students in this class? 
 • Who could best take charge of the class if the teacher had to leave the room?
 
o  Review students’ cumulative records. Look for patterns of academic achievement, areas of particu-
lar strengths and weakness, work habits, behavior, etc. Also, note relevant 
transcript details (e.g., frequent transfers) and comments by former teachers.

o  Use pre-assessments to check for proficiency levels in relevant skills. Make sure that students 
understand the purpose of this assessment and that the results will not be graded or used in calculating 
a summative mark.

*Note: Students incapable of extended writing may be allowed to use a tape recorder or MP3 device. 
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Interest Inventory for Primary Students
sample

Dear Families,
In anticipation of the new school year, we would like to welcome you to our classroom.  We are 
looking forward to getting to know your child and working with you to make this a wonderful kin-
dergarten year.  Our classroom is sensitive to the strengths and needs of each child.  Because you are 
the person who knows your child the best, we would like to invite you to share your thoughts about 
your child.  Anything you can think of will be helpful.  Please read and discuss the questions with 
your child, he or she may answer the questions if you will write in the answers.  This reflection will 
help us to better match our teaching styles and the curriculum to your child and his or her individual 
needs.  Thank you!  

Student’s Name:  __________________________________________Date of Birth:    ___________

1. What do you enjoy most about your child?

2. When your child is upset, what are some strategies that you find helpful?

3. Has your child experienced any traumatic events in his or her lifetime?  

4. Did your child attend a 4 year old program of any kind?  How many hours per week?  What was 
the focus of the program?

5. Does your child nap?  If so, for about how long?

All About Me        

   Do you have any brothers or sisters?  
      Names and ages: _____________________

      Who else lives at home with you? 

      Do you have any pets?  What kind and name? 

      What is your favorite animal and why? 

      What is your favorite food? 

      What is your favorite TV show?

      What do you usually do after school? 

      Do you like to play sports? 

      What sports do you play? 
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   Do you like to play board or video games?  Which games?  

      Do you like to listen to music?   

      Do you like to sing?

      What are your favorite foods? 

      What do you like to do with your family? 

 Reading Inventory
      Do you like to look at books? 

      Do you read books by yourself or with someone?    

      How often do you read at home?

      In general, how do you feel about reading?

      How do you decide what books to read?

      What kinds of books do you like to read?

      Do you check out books from the library?

      What is/are your favorite book(s)?

      Do you have a favorite author?  Who? 

Additional Sources for Student Interest Surveys

 <www.saskschools.ca/~ischool/adapthandbook/learner/interest.html>

<http://printables.scholastic.com/printables/detail/?id=35571>
 
Interest inventories geared to Career and School-to-Work

<www.aea10.k12.ia.us/curr/stw/DirIntInv.html>
 

<www.careercc.com/career_assessment.shtml>

Interest Inventory for Primary Students
continued
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UbD: Stages of “Backward” Design

The backward design approach consists of three general stages:

 Stage 1.  Identify Desired Results – In stage one we consider the goals. What should 
students know, understand, and be able to do?  What big ideas are worthy of understanding 
and implied in the established goals (e.g., content standards, curriculum objectives, etc.)?  
What “enduring” understandings are desired?  What provocative questions are worth 
pursuing to guide student inquiry into these big ideas? What specific knowledge and skills 
are targeted in the goals and needed for effective performance? 

 Stage 2.  Determine Acceptable Evidence – In the second stage we consider evidence of 
learning. How will we know if students have achieved the desired results and met the content 
standards?  How will we know that students really understand the identified big ideas?  What 
will we accept as evidence of proficiency?  The backward design orientation suggests that we 
think about our design in terms of the collected assessment evidence needed to document and 
validate that the desired results of Stage 1 have been achieved. 

 Stage 3.  Plan Learning Experiences and Instruction – With identified results and 
appropriate evidence of understanding in mind, it is now time to finalize a plan for the 
learning activities.  What will need to be taught and coached, and how should it best be 
taught, in light of the performance goals? What sequence of activity best suits the desired 
results?  In planning the learning activities, we consider the WHERETO elements (described 
later) as guidelines.  Those guidelines can be summed up in a question: how will we make 
learning both engaging and effective, given the goals and needed evidence?
 
.  

3. Plan learning
     experiences
     and instruction. 

2. Determine
     acceptable
     evidence. 

1. Identify
    desired
    results.



Established Goal(s):

   Understanding(s): 
   Students will understand that...                     

Students will know...                 Students will be able to...

Performance Task(s): Other Evidence: 

Stage 2 – Assessment Evidence

Stage 1 – Desired Results

Essential Question(s):      

                         

Stage 3 – Learning Plan 
Learning Activities: 

©2017  Jay McTighe and Carol Tomlinson page 13
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•What are the “big ideas”? 

• What learning experiences and instruction will enable students to achieve 
the desired results? How will the unit design:
 – help students acquire new information and basic skills?
 – actively engage students in making meaning of the content?
 – prepare student to be able to transfer their learning?
 – help students reflect upon and self-assess their learning?

• What relevant goals (e.g., Content Standards, Course or Program Objectives, Learning 
    Outcomes etc.) will this design address?

• What key knowledge and skills will students acquire as a result of this unit? 
• What should they eventually be able to do as a result of such knowledge and skill?

• What provocative questions will 
foster inquiry, understanding, and 
transfer of learning?

   Understanding(s): 

Students will know...                 Students will be able to...

Performance Task(s): Other Evidence: 

Stage 2 – Assessment Evidence

Essential Question(s):

Learning Experiences: 

•What specific understandings about 
them are desired? 
•What misunderstandings are 
predictable? 

• Through what other evidence (e.g. 
quizzes, tests, academic prompts,   
observations, homework, journals, 
etc.) will students demonstrate 
achievement of the desired results?

• Through what authentic performance 
task(s) will students demonstrate the 
desired understandings?

• By what criteria will “performances  
of understanding” be judged?

Stage 3 – Learning Plan 

Established Goal(s):

Stage 1 – Desired Results
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Arithmetic  (numeration)
• Numbers are concepts that enable people to represent quantities, sequences, and 

rates.
• Different number systems can represent the same quantities (e.g., bases).

Art
• Innovative artists break with established traditions and techniques to 
 better express what they see and feel.
•  Available tools, techniques and resources influence artistic expression.
•  Great art addresses universal themes of human existence.

Business/Marketing
• No business can successfully satisfy all consumers with the same product, so it 
 must identify its target market. 
• Patterns of consumption inform production and marketing decisions.

Dance
• Dance is a language of shape, space, timing and energy.
• Movement can communicate ideas and feelings.

Economics
• In a free-market economy, price is a function of supply and demand.
• Relative scarcity may lead to trade and economic interdependence or to conflict.

Foreign Language
• Studying other languages and cultures offers insights into our own.
• Meaning is conveyed through phrasing, intonation, and syntax. (Just because you 

can translate all the words doesn’t mean you’ll understand the speaker.)

Geography
• The topography, climate, and natural resources of a region influence the culture, 

economy, and life-style of its inhabitants.
• All maps distort the earth’s representation of area, shape, distance, and/or direc-

tion.

Government
• Democratic governments must balance the rights of individuals with the common 

good. 
• A  written constitution sets forth the terms and limits of a government’s power.
• Different political systems vary in their tolerance & encouragement of innovation.

Understandings 
(examples)



Understanding by Design and Differentiation

©2023  Jay McTighe page 23

History
• History involves interpretation; historians can and do disagree.
• Historical interpretation is influenced by one’s perspective (e.g., freedom 
  fighters vs. terrorists).

Media/Technology
• Technological progress presents new possibilities and problems.
• Just because it is on the Internet or in a book, doesn’t make it true.

Literature
• Novelists often provide insights about human experience through fiction.
• An effective story engages the reader by setting up questions – tensions, 
 mystery, dilemmas, or uncertainty - about what will happen next.
• Everybody is entitled to an opinion about what a text means, but some 
 interpretations are more supportable by the text than others.

Mathematics
• Sometimes the “correct” mathematical answer is not the best solution to “real-
 world” problems.
• Heuristics are strategies that can aid problem solving (e.g., breaking a complex 
 problem into chunks, creating a visual representation, working backward from 

the desired result, guess and check)
• Statistical analysis and data display often reveal patterns that enable us to make 

predictions.
Music
• The silence is as important as the notes.
• Popular music has shifted from emphasizing melody and lyrics to emphasizing 

multi-layered rhythms.

Physical Education/Athletics
• Creating “space” away from the ball/puck spreads the defense and increases 
 scoring opportunities (e.g., in basketball, soccer, football, hockey, lacrosse). 
• Proper follow through increases accuracy when throwing (e.g., baseball, foul shot) 
 and swinging (e.g., golf, tennis).

Reading/Language Arts
• Effective readers use specific strategies to help them better understand the text 
 (e.g., using context clues, questioning the author, predicting, summarizing, etc.) 
• Different types of texts (e.g., narrative, mystery, biography, persuasive, etc.) 

have different structures.

Understandings 
(more examples)
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Arithmetic  (numeration)
•  What is a number?  Why do we have numbers?  What if we didn’t have 
 numbers?
•  Can everything be quantified?

Arts  (visual and performing)
•  Where do artists get their ideas?
•  How does art reflect, as well as shape, culture?

Culinary Arts
•  When is it o.k. to deviate from the recipe?
•  What makes a “safe” kitchen?

Dance
•  How and what can we communicate through the “language” of dance?
•  In what ways can motion evoke emotion?

Economics
•  What determines value?
•  Can macro-economics inform micro-economics (and vice-versa)?

Foreign Language
•  What distinguishes a fluent foreigner from a native speaker?
•  What can we learn about our own language and culture from studying another?

Geography
•  What makes places unique and different? 
•  How does where we live influence how we live?

Government
•  Who should decide?
•  How should we balance the rights of individuals with the common good?

Health
•  What is “healthful” living?
•  How can a diet be healthy for one person and not another? 

 

Essential Questions 
(examples)
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History
•  Whose “story” is it?  Is history the story told by the “winners?”
•  What can we learn from the past?

Literature
•  What makes a “great” book?
•  Can fiction reveal “truth”?  Should a story teach you something?

Mathematics
•  When is the “correct” answer not the best solution?
•  What are the limits of mathematical representation/modeling?

Music
•  How are sounds and silence organized in various musical forms?
•  If practice makes perfect, what makes “perfect” practice?

Physical Education/Athletics
•  Who is a “winner?”
•  Is pain necessary for progress in athletics?  (“No pain, no gain” –  agree?)

Reading/Language Arts
•  What makes a great story? 
•  How do you read “between the lines?”
•  Why do we punctuate?  What if we didn’t have punctuation marks?

Science 
•  To what extent are  science and common sense related?
•  How are “form” and “function” related in biology? 

Technology
•  In what ways can technology enhance expression/communication?   
 In what ways might technology hinder it? 
•  What are the pros and cons of technological progress? 

Writing
• Why write?
• How do effective writers hook and hold their readers?
• What is a “complete” thought?

Essential Questions 
(more examples)
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7.  How many legs does a spider have? 
How does an elephant use its trunk?

8.  What is “foreshadowing”?  Can you 
find an example of “foreshadowing’”  
in the story?

9.  What is the original meaning of the 
term, technology (from its Greek 
root, “techne”)? 

10. By what axioms are we able to prove 
the Pythagorean theorem?

11.  What are some French colloquialisms?

12. How many minutes are in an hour?  
How many hours are in a day?  

13. What is the relationship between popularity and greatness in literature? 

14. When was the Magna Carta signed?

15. Crustaceans – what’s up with that?

16. Which modern national leader will have the most disappointing legacy?

17. What’s the pattern?

18. To what extent are common sense and science related?

Part 2 - Use your list of characteristics as criteria to determine which of  the following are Essential 
Questions. Check “yes” or “no” after each example. 

  Refine your list of key characteristics of Essential Questions:

Concept Attainment – Essential Questions
Part 1 - Examine the following examples and non-examples to determine the common characteristics 
of Essential Questions. List these in the box below. 

List common characteristics of the Essential Questions:

Not Essential QuestionsEssential Questions

   YES    NO
   ___  ___

   ___  ___

    ___  ___ 
   ___  ___  
   ___  ___

    ___  ___ 

1.  How are “form” and “function”       
related in biology?

2.  How do effective writers hook and 
hold their readers?

3.  Who “wins” and who “loses” when                
technologies change?

4.  Should it be an axiom if it is not   
obvious?

5.  What distinguishes fluent language 
learners from native speakers?

6.  How would life be different if we 
couldn’t measure time? 
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   Understanding(s): 
   Students will understand that...                     

Essential Question(s)::                        

“Unpacking” Content Standards

Established Goals: G

Stated or implied “big ideas” in 
the NOUNS and ADJECTIVES:

Stated or implied “real-world 
performances” in the VERBS:

Performance Task Ideas: 

New Jersey LANGUAGE ARTS Standard 3.3 – 

All students will write in clear, concise, organized language that varies in content 

and form for different audiences and purposes. 

• content and form + 
• audience and purpose +
• organized =  
  “form follows function”

writing...
- different content and form
- for different audiences 
 and purposes

• Have students write for the same purpose (e.g., to inform or 
  persuade) to different audiences, and explain the influence
 of audience on their style, word choice, etc.
• Have students write on the same content for two different genre      
 (e.g., essay, poem, letter to the editor, etc.), and explain each
  genre’s influence on organization, style, word choice, etc.   

• Audience and purpose (e.g., inform, 
entertain, persuade, provoke) 
influence literary techniques  (e.g., 
organization, style, and word choice).
• Different genres have unique orga-
nizational patterns.

• What am I trying to achieve 
through my writing? 
• For whom am I writing?  
• How do great writers hook and 
hold their readers in different 
genres (e.g., mystery, essay, poem, 
historical fiction, etc.)?
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Tips for Using Essential Questions
1.  Organize programs, courses, units of study, and lessons around the questions. Make the “content” 

answers to questions.  

2.  Select or design assessment tasks (up front) that are explicitly linked to the questions. The task(s) 
and performance standards should clarify what acceptable pursuit of, and answers to, the ques-
tions actually look like.

3.  Use a reasonable number of questions per unit  (2-5). Make less be more. Prioritize ‘content’ for 
students to make the work clearly focus on a few key questions.

4.  Frame the questions in “kid language” as needed to make them more accessible. Edit the ques-
tions to make them as engaging and provocative as possible for the age-group.  

5.  Ensure that every child understands the questions and sees their value. Conduct  a survey or in-
formal check, as necessary, to ensure this. 

6.  Derive and design specific concrete exploratory activities and inquiries for each question. 

7.  Sequence the questions so they “naturally” lead from one to another.

8.  Post the essential questions in classroom(s), and encourage students to organize notebooks 
around them to make clear their importance for study and note-taking.

9.  Help students to personalize the questions.  Have them share examples, personal stories, and 
hunches. Encourage them to bring in clippings and artifacts to help make the questions come 
alive.

10. Allot sufficient time for “unpacking” the questions — examining sub-questions and probing 
implications — mindful of student  age, experience, and other instructional obligations.  Use 
question/concept maps to show relatedness of questions.

11. Share your questions with other faculty to make planning and teaching for cross-subject matter 
coherence more likely. Ideas to promote overarching questions school-wide — ask teachers to 
post their questions in the faculty room and/or in department meeting/planning areas. Type and 
circulate questions in the faculty bulletin. Present and discuss at faculty and P.T.S.A. meetings.

Other tips:  _______________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Q
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Directions: Use the following scale to rate your “level of use” of each of the following assessment 
tools (at the classroom, school or district level). What do the survey results suggest?  What patterns 
do you notice?  Are you collecting appropriate evidence for all the desired results, or only those that 
are easiest to test and grade?  Is an important learning goal “falling through the cracks” because it is 
not being assessed?  

     4 = Frequent Use 

     3 = Use Sometimes

     2 = Occasional Use

     1 = Do Not Use 

      

______ 1. selected-response format (e.g., multiple-choice, true-false) quizzes and tests

______ 2. written/oral responses to academic prompts (short-answer format)

______ 3. performance assessment tasks, yielding:

  ____ extended written products (e.g., essays, lab reports)

  ____ visual products (e.g., Power Point show, mural)

  ____ oral performances (e.g., oral report, foreign language dialogues)

  ____ demonstrations (e.g., skill performance in physical education) 

______ 4. long-term, “authentic” projects (e.g., senior exhibition)

______ 5. portfolios - collections of student work over time 

______ 6. reflective journals or learning logs

______ 7. informal, on-going observations of students

______ 8. formal observations of students using observable indicators or criterion list

______ 9. interviews with students

______10. student self-assessments 

______11. peer reviews and peer response groups

______ Other: _____________________________________________________
 

Sources of Assessment Evidence:  Self Assessment 
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Performance Task Examples
Hall of Recognition – (Social Studies, Language Arts, grade 4-5)
  The state has announced the establishment of a Hall of Recognition to honor the contributions 
of local citizens to their community, the state or the nation. Since you are learning about famous 
individuals from _____, you have been asked to nominate a candidate who you believe would be 
worthy of admission to the Hall. 
  Your task is to select and research the life of your chosen individual. Submit a nomination let-
ter to the Hall’s selection committee explaining the reasons why your candidate should be includ-
ed Hall of Recognition. Be sure to describe his/her accomplishments and the contributions they 
he/she has made.

Painting a Schoolroom - (Mathematics, grades 7-9) 
  When contractors give us an estimate on repairs, how can we know if the cost is reasonable?  
You have been asked by the Principal to review a painting contractor’s proposal to determine 
whether s/he is being overcharged.  (Students are given room dimensions and cost figures for 
materials, labor, and a 20% profit. )          
      Examine the proposal and write a letter to the Principal providing your evaluation of the 
proposal.  Be sure to show your calculations so that s/he will understand how you arrived at your 
conclusion.  

Mail-Order Friend – (Language Arts, grades K-2)                                                                                      
       Imagine that you have an opportunity to “order” a friend by telephone from a mail-order   
catalog. Think about the qualities that you want in a friend. Before you “order” your friend over 
the telephone, practice asking for three characteristics that you want in a friend and give an ex-
ample of each characteristic. Remember to speak clearly and loud enough so that the sales person 
will know exactly what to send.

Tour Director – (World Languages - Level 2)                                                                                          
  You serve on a Welcome Committee to provide tours for new students. Plan a trip to three 
places (e.g., school, town, mall) in the new student’s target language. Incorporate the following 
vocabulary: directions (left, right, near, far, next to, etc.), places (e.g., classrooms, cafeteria, gym, 
library, labs, churches, police and fire stations, schools, restaurants, stores) and transportation 
(e.g., bus, bike, stairs, escalators, taxi, train, car, elevators). 

        Remember to include a variety of locations, directions, and forms of transportation on your 
“trips.”  Keep sentences simple and narrate in the target language. 

Spot Remover – (Science, middle school)                                                                                                
  Chris wants to decide which of two spot removers is best. First, he tried Spot Remover A on 
a T-shirt that had fruit stains and chocolate stains. Next, he he tried Spot Remover B on jeans that 
had grass stains and rust stains. Then he compared the results.  

      Explain what did Chris do wrong that will make it hard for him to know which spot remover is 
best. Redesign the experiment to help him determine the best spot remover.
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames in Social Studies

Task Frames Task Ideas

Gather information from 
primary and secondary sources 
to evaluate historical claims or 
interpretations.

Research various historical claims/interpretations 
regarding the rationale for the United States enter-
ing into the Vietnam war or the 2nd Iraq war. Use 
at least two primary source materials and include 
at least two interviews with veterans or citizens. 
Prepare to communicate your findings and your 
evaluation of the various claims/interpretations.

Critically analyze current  
events/ issues to reach a 
decision or pose a solution to   
a problem.

Analyze current debates over national immigra-
tion policy. Compare the different points of view 
on the issue. Analyze various factors including 
“push-pull” and cause-effect. Propose a policy 
that you favor and provide reasons and evidence 
for your position.

Make predictions for 
___________  (current or 
future events or issues) based 
on understanding of historical 
patterns.

Compare the Arab Spring with previous cases of 
popular uprising, revolution, insurrection and civil 
conflict. Make a prediction: Will governments 
in middle eastern countries become more or less 
democratic in the Middle east within the next five 
years?

Act as a responsible citizen by 
_____________ (e.g., staying 
informed, studying issues, 
participating in community 
events, expressing opinions 
respectfully, voting).

Develop a position [for or against] a proposal af-
fecting students (e.g., mandatory school uniforms, 
allowing cell phones to be kept on during class). 
Select information from articles and interviews 
with teachers, parents and students to prepare 
your argument. Be sure to consider and address 
predictable objections to your position. Prepare 
to present your argument and support to the PTO 
Council or School Board via a 90 second oral 
presentation.

• Whose story is this?  Identify 
and explain differing points of 
view about  ______________.

Identify and explain differing points of view about  
the display of the Confederate flag on government 
buildings and in public places.
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames in Mathematics

Task Frames Task Ideas

Create a mathematical model/ 
representation of  _________
 (e.g., quantity, size, rate, mo-
tion, change).

Create a mathematical model to use in evaluating 
International stock funds using data from the past 
5 years. Which funds would you recommend to an 
investor? 

Make and justify predictions 
or decisions based on pattern 
analysis.

Predict the winning time of the women’s marathon 
event in the next two Olympic games based on the 
pattern of the winning times in previous games. Ex-
plain your reasoning. Compared the women’s mara-
thon times to the men’s times since 1984. Given the 
results, will the women ever run faster?  If so, in what 
year?  Explain your answer.

Design a physical structure.
Design a 3-dimensional shipping container to maxi-
mize volume and safety for shipping glass marbles. 
What shape and size container do you propose? 
Explain your reasoning.

Collect, organize, record, 
analyze and display data.

Collect data about student “favorites” such as music, 
movies, video games, actors, school subjects, hob-
bies, foods, beverages, etc.  Organize and analyze the 
results. Decide on an effective method to present your 
findings (e.g., a blog, poster, article, podcast).

Evaluate a mathematical or 
statistical claim.
 

Claim:  50% of all Americans eat at least one meal at 
a fast food restaurant every week. How would you go 
about evaluating this claim?

Correct flawed mathematical 
reasoning.

Ricardo said, “Four plus three times two is 14.” 
Angela replied, “No, it’s 10.”  Did someone make a 
mistake? Explain the reasons that they came up with 
the different solutions. Then, tell which one is correct 
and explain why.
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames in Science

Task Frames Task Ideas

Design and conduct an 
investigation/experiment to: 
• answer (a question) 
• explain (a phenomena)

Design and conduct an investigation to determine 
which of three different brands of paper towels 
are most absorbent.  Create a data table to record 
your observations and document your procedure 
so that others can follow it to replicate your inves-
tigation. 

Effectively use scientific tools to
o Observe ______________
o Collect data on ________
o Measure ________ 
o Record data about _____
o Classify __________
o Draw conclusions about      

Use pH strips to test water samples from three dif-
ferent sources (e.g., water fountain, local stream 
or pond, collected rainwater, bottled carbonated 
water). Conduct at least two tests for each sample. 
Record and analyze your data.  Draw a conclusion 
from the results and be prepared to explain it.

Evaluate a claim involving 
science.

Evaluate the claim:  Following a strict high pro-
tein diet is a safe way to lose weight. Do you be-
lieve this claim? What does the evidence suggest?

Analyze current issues 
involving science or technology 
to reach a decision or pose a 
solution to a problem. 

Explore the issue:  Is hydraulic fracturing (frack-
ing) an environmentally safe way to extract oil 
and natural gas from bedrock?  Research the ques-
tion using valid information sources. Consider the 
points of view of consumers, people residing near 
fracking sites, energy industry members, local 
businesses and environmentalists. Then, develop 
a position with reasons to convince voters to vote 
for your position. Be prepared to respond to pre-
dictable objections. (Can be presented in written 
form, orally, in a debate format.)

Critique experimental design 
or conclusions.

Carefully review students’ science fair projects 
involving experimental design. Was the investiga-
tion sound? For example, were:
• procedures consistently applied?   variables iso-
lated?  sufficient samples taken?  data accurately 
recorded?  logical conclusions drawn from data?
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The Literacy Design Collaborative Task Templates

Funded through the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Literacy Design Collaborative (LDC) 
has developed a set of Modules designed to support the integration of the Common Core Standards 
(6-12) in English/ Language Arts with core content in Science, Social Studies and Technical areas. 
Each Module consists of a task and associated instructional procedures intended to provide a rigor-
ous, authentic classroom experience for students at the secondary level. 

The Tasks require students to read, analyze, and comprehend written materials and then write cogent 
arguments, explanations, or narratives in the subjects they are studying. A key feature of the LDC’s 
work is a set of generic Task Templates -- fill-in-the-blank “shells” that allow teachers to design their 
own tasks. 

Here are several samples:

Argumentation Task Template
After researching ________ (informational texts) on ________ (content topic or issue), write a/an 
________ (essay or substitute) that argues your position on ________ (topic, issue, essential ques-
tion). Support your position with evidence from research. Be sure to acknowledge competing views. 
Give examples from from past or current events issues to illustrate and clarify your position. 

Social Studies Example: 
After researching academic articles on censorship, write a/an blog or editorial that argues your 
position on the use of Internet filters by schools. Support your position with evidence from 
research. Be sure to acknowledge competing views. 

ELA Example:   
What makes something something funny?  After reading selections from Mark Twain and Dave 
Barry, write a review that compares their their humor and argues which type of humor works 
for a contemporary audience and why. Be sure to support your position with evidence from the 
texts.. Be sure to support your position with evidence from the texts. 

Informational or Explanatory Task Template

[Insert question] After reading ________ (literature or informational texts), write a/an __________ 
(essay, report, article, or substitute) that defines and explains (term or concept). Support your discus-
sion with evidence from the text(s). What ________ (conclusions or implications) can you draw? 

Social Studies Example: 
What did the authors of the American Constitution mean by “rights”?  After reading the Bill 
of Rights, write an essay that defines “rights” and explains “rights” as the authors use it in this 
foundational document. Support your discussion with evidence from the text.  What implications 
can you draw? 
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The Literacy Design Collaborative Task Templates
Science Task Samples

Funded through the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Literacy Design Collaborative (LDC) 
has developed a set of Modules designed to support the integration of the Common Core Standards 
(6-12) in English/ Language Arts with core content in Science and Technical areas. Each Module 
consists of a task and associated instructional procedures. The Tasks require students to read, 
analyze, and comprehend written materials and then write cogent explanations or arguments related 
to topics they are studying. A key feature of the LDC’s work is a set of generic Task Templates -- fill-
in-the-blank “shells” that allow teachers to design their own tasks. Here are several samples:

Informational or Explanatory Task Template

[Insert question] After reading ________ (informational texts), write a/an __________ (essay, report, 
article, or substitute) that defines and explains (term or concept). Support your discussion with evi-
dence from the text(s). What ________ (conclusions or implications) can you draw? 

After reading various sources on the issue of water contamination, write a (report, article) that 
explains the causes and the effects of contamination. What conclusion or implications can you draw? 
Cite at least four sources, pointing out key elements from each source. Include a bibliography of 
your sources. Support your discussion with evidence from the text.  What implications implications 
can you draw?  (Informational or Explanatory/Synthesis)

How can energy be changed from one form into another? After reading scientific sources on 
energy transformation, write a report that examines the causes of energy transformation and 
explains the effects when energy is transformed. What conclusions or implications can you draw? 
Support yourdiscussion with evidence from the texts. (Informational or Explanatory/Cause-Effect)

Argumentation Task Template
After researching ________ (informational texts) on ________ (content topic or issue), write a/an 
________ (essay or substitute) that argues your position on ________ (topic, issue, essential ques-
tion). Support your position with evidence from research. Be sure to acknowledge competing views. 
Give examples from from past or current events issues to illustrate and clarify your position. 

After researching technical and academic articles on the use of pesticides in agriculture, write 
a (speech, blog, podcast, letter to editor) that argues your position, pro or con, on the use of pesti-
cides in managing crop production. Support your position with evidence from your research. L2 Be 
sure to examine competing views. (Argumentation/Analysis)
  
After researching scientific and technical sources on methods for preventing water shortages, 
write a proposal in which you identify a problem faced by communities in arid regions and 
argue for a solution to improve water availability. Support your position with evidence from your 
research. Be sure to examine a competing view challenging your solution. Give an example from 
past or current events to illustrate and clarify your position. (Argumentation/Problem-Solution) 
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Assessing Comprehension using Reading Stances

STANCES Fiction Non-Fiction

Literal

- What is this [novel, film, poem,] 
about?  
- What is the main topic or “gist”? 
- Where is the setting? … the time 
period? 
- When did this piece take place?
- Who are the major and minor 
characters?
- What is the situation or problem?
- What are the most important 
events? 

- What is the topic or the “gist” of the 
text this [book, article, essay, blog, 
etc. ]?
- What are the keys facts?
- What is the most important infor-
mation conveyed?
- What did you learn from this? 

Interpretive

- What is the meaning of _____?  
- What is the implicit theme or mes-
sage?
- What is the significance of the title? 
- How would you describe the mood?
- What traits do the character(s) 
exhibit?
- What does [figurative language] 
mean? 

- What is the meaning of _____?  
- What conclusions do you draw 
from this?
- What is the [attitude, philosophy, 
politics, etc.] of the author(s)? 
- How does this piece compare to 
[one or more related works]? 

Personal

- How is this like something from your 
life? 
- How do you relate to this theme? 
- What did this make you think or 
feel?
- What would you have done if you 
were the character?
- What questions would you like to 
ask the author/character(s)? 

- What did this make you think?
- Do you agree with the author?
- Are you convinced? …persuaded? 
- Did you change your mind?
- What additional information is 
needed?
- What questions would you like to 
ask the author(s)? 

Critical

- What are the greatest strengths of 
this piece? ...greatest weakness(es)? 
Imagine you are a literary critic. 
- How effectively did the author 
convey the theme? …describe the 
setting? …develop the characters? 
…establish the mood? …unfold the 
plot and …build to a climax? ... use 
imagery and figurative language?  
- Would you recommend this to 
others? 

- How clear was this piece? …accu-
rate?  …complete? …unbiased?
- How well does the organizational 
structure work?
- What are the greatest strengths 
of this piece? ... the greatest 
weakness(es)? 
- How effectively did the author 
achieve his or her purpose; e.g., to 
inform?... to persuade?  
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Read and respond to text in various genres 
(literature, non-fiction, technical) through: 
o Global understanding (the “gist”)
o Interpretation (between the lines)
o Critical Stance
o Personal Connections

Create oral or written pieces in various genre for 
various audiences in order to:
o Explain (narrative)
o Entertain (creative)
o Persuade (persuasive/argumentation)
o Help perform a task (technical)
o Challenge or change things (satirical)

Listen to various sources (e.g., lecture, radio com-
mercial) for various purposes, including for:
o Learning
o Enjoyment
o Performing a task
o Reaching a decision

Create multi-media pieces in various genre for vari-
ous audiences in order to:
o Explain (narrative)
o Entertain (creative)
o Persuade (persuasive)
o Help perform a task (technical)
o Challenge or change things (satirical) 

Other:  ___________________________________

Creating Cornerstone Assessments Tasks:
Idea Starters in English/Language Arts

Task Ideas
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames in Health/Physical Education

Task Frames Task Ideas

Engage in healthful activities 
and behaviors. Make healthful 
choices and decisions regarding 
diet, exercise, stress manage-
ment, alcohol & drug use, etc.

Write a story about a character who learns of the 
importance of following a healthy lifestyle and 
changes his/her behavior to do so. 

Be an advocate: Encourage 
others to engage in healthful 
activities and behaviors to 
promote wellness throughout 
one’s life..

Develop a comic book for younger students to 
illustrate:  1) to illustrate the importance of good 
nutrition;  2) examples of balanced meals that can 
tasks good;  and 4) potential health problems that 
can result poor nutrition.  
 

Develop and implement a plan 
to improve _______________. 
Track data and set new perfor-
mance goals.

Develop a personal fitness plan to improve your:
         • strength
         • endurance
         • flexibility
         • skills in a selected sport

Other:  

Other:
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames for CREATIVE THINKING

Task Frames Task Ideas

  Product
   Create a product that is original      
   and useful by meeting a need or     
   solving a problem.
   _________________________

   _________________________

   _________________________

   Process
   Invent or improve a process that     
   is unique and more effective and/
   or efficient than previous 
   processes.     
  _________________________

   _________________________

   _________________________

 
  
  Performance
  Develop a performance that is     
  innovative and accomplishes its 
  purpose for an intended audience.
   
   _________________________

   _________________________

   _________________________

Your design team has the goal of improving the 
utility, comfort and style of backpacks currently 
on the market. After collecting research, create 
a minimum of five sketches of your first sug-
gestions related to design improvements. Next, 
you should prioritize your designs by selecting 
one for the creation of advanced sketches and 
in three separate views to include dimensions, 
volume, zipper locations, logo design and place-
ment, as well as colors and material selections. 

Develop a process to improve your school’s 
reporting system. Consider what should be 
reported (e.g., achievement, work habits, 
participation, attendance, behavior), how it 
should be reported (e.g., letter grades, per-
centagers, rubric scores, narrative report) and 
the medium (e.g., a quarterly report card, on-
line, via parent conferences). Your goal is a 
process that is fair, consistent across teachers 
and understandable to students and parents. 

Your task is to work with your team to create, 
rehearse and deliver an original non-verbal 
performance (e.g., mime, dance, tableau) to 
express the theme of a selected story. Your 
goal is to entertain your viewers (e.g., par-
ents, younger students) while conveying the 
story line and the emotional responses of the 
main characters. 
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames for CRITICAL THINKING 

and PROBLEM SOLVING

Task Frames Task Ideas
   Critical Thinking Skills
   o analyze an issue or position
   o evaluate the effectiveness of     
       an argument 
   o evaluate quality of sources
   o evaluate quality of evidence
   o identify varied perspectives    
   o distinguish fact from opinion
   o distinguish relevant/ 
       irrelevant
   o challenge assumptions    
   o identify a conflict of interest
   o other:  __________________

   Problem Solving Skills  
   o determine the nature of the      
       need or problem
   o identify obstacles/barriers
   o distinguish symptoms from 
       root causes
   o represent the problem
   o generate possible solutions 
   o evaluate solution options
   o develop an implementation     
       plan
   o monitor results and adjust 
       actions as needed   
   o other:  __________________
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Creating Performance Tasks:
Task Frames for COMMUNICATION

Task Frames Task Ideas

  Purpose
   What is the purpose of this 
   communication?
   o inform
   o entertain 
   o persuade
   o evoke emotion
   o critique 
   o commemorate
   o challenge 
   o other:  __________________

   Audience(s)
   For whom is this communication    
   intended?

   __________________________

   __________________________

  Form/Media
  Through what form or media will 
  this communication be conveyed?
  ❍ written
  ❍ oral
  ❍ visual/graphic
  ❍ multi-media
  ❍ kinesthetic/movement (non     
       verbal)
  ❍ other:  __________________
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 Consider the following set of stem statements as you construct a scenario for a performance task.  
Refer to the previous idea sheets to help you brainstorm possible scenarios.  (Note: These are idea 
starters. Resist the urge to fill in all of the blanks.)

Goal :
 • Your task is  _______________________________________________________________________

 •  The goal is to  ______________________________________________________________________

 •  The problem/challenge is _____________________________________________________________

 •  The obstacle(s) to overcome is (are)  ____________________________________________________

Role:
 •  You are   __________________________________________________________________________

 •  You have been asked to  ______________________________________________________________

 •  Your job is   _______________________________________________________________________

Audience:
 •  Your client(s) is (are)   _______________________________________________________________

 •  The target audience is   ______________________________________________________________

 •  You need to convince  _______________________________________________________________

Situation:
 •  The context you find yourself in is  _____________________________________________________

 •  The challenge involves dealing with  ___________________________________________________

Product/Performance and Purpose:
 •  You will create a  ___________________________________________________________________

  in order to   ________________________________________________________________________  

 • You need to develop   ________________________________________________________________

  so that   ___________________________________________________________________________

Succcss Criteria:
 •  Your performance needs to  ___________________________________________________________

 •  Your work will be judged by __________________________________________________________

 •  Your product must meet the following standards  __________________________________________

 •  A successful result will  ______________________________________________________________  

Constructing a Performance Task Scenario   
using G.R.A.S.P.S.
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Goal:
•  Your goal is to help a group of visitors understand the key 
     historic, geographic and economic features of our region. 

Role:
•  You are an intern at the Regional Office of Tourism.

Audience:
•  The audience is a group of nine foreign visitors (who speak 

English). 

Situation:
•  You have been asked to develop a plan, including a budget, for 

a four-day tour of the region. Plan your tour so that the visitors 
are shown sites that best illustrate the key historical, geographic 
and economic features of our region. 

 
Product/Performance and Purpose:
•  You need to prepare a written tour itinerary and a budget for 

the trip. You should include an explanation of why each site was 
selected and how it will help the visitors understand the key 
historic, geographic and economic features of our region. Include 
a map tracing the route for the tour. 

 [Optional: Provide a budget for the trip.]* 

Success Criteria:
•  Your proposed tour plan  needs to include...
  - an itinerary and route map
  - the key historical, geographic and economic features 
  of the region
  - a clear rationale for the selected sites 
     *- accurate and complete budget figures
 

Constructing a Performance Task Scenario   
using G.R.A.S.P.S.



Understanding by Design and Differentiation

©2023  Jay McTighe page 44

 
___  actor  
___  advertiser
___  anthropologist   
___  artist/illustrator 
___  astronaut 
___  author   
___  biographer   
___  board member
___  boss
___  boy/girl scout  
___  businessperson
___  candidate
___  carpenter    
___  cartoon character 
___  cartoonist
___  caterer   
___  celebrity 
___  chairperson   
___  chef
___  choreographer   
___  CEO
___  coach   
___  community members
___  composer
___  clients/customer
___  construction worker
___  dancer
___  designer  
___  detective 
___  doctor  
___  editor   
___  elected official
___  embassy staff 
___  engineer
___  ethnographer

___  photographer
___  pilot
___  playwright
___  poet
___  policeman/   
  woman
___  pollster
___  radio listener
___  reader 
___  reporter
___  researcher
___  reviewer
___  sailor
___  school official
___  scientist
___  ship’s captain 
___  social scientist
___  social worker
___  statistician
___  storyteller
___  student  
___  taxi driver
___  teacher
___  t.v. viewer
___  tour guide 
___  trainer
___  travel agent
___  traveler
___  t.v./movie    
      character
___  tutor
___  viewer
___  visitor 
___  web designer
___  zoo keeper
Other: _________
 

Possible STUDENT ROLES and AUDIENCES

___  expert (in ________)
___  eye witness
___  family member
___  farmer 
___  filmmaker    
___  firefighter 
___  forest ranger 
___  friend
___  geographer
___  geologist
___  government official
___  historian
___  historical figure
___  illustrator  
___  intern  
___  interviewer 
___  inventor  
___  judge
___  jury
___  lawyer 
___  library patron  
___  literary critic
___  lobbyist
___  meteorologist
___  museum director/ 
  curator
___  museum goer
___  neighbor
___  newscaster
___  novelist
___  nurse
___  nutritionist
___  panelist
___  parent
___  park ranger
___  pen pal

KEY:   ROLES = R  and  AUDIENCES = A 
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Differentiation via Products 

❍ advertisement  
❍ biography
❍ blog post
❍ book review 
❍ brochure  
❍ crossword puzzle
❍ editorial
❍ essay
❍ field guide
❍ historical fiction
❍ journal
❍ lab report 
❍ letter
❍ log
❍ magazine article
❍ memo   
❍ newscast
❍ newspaper article
❍ play
❍ poem
❍ position paper/
 policy brief
❍ proposal 
❍ research report
❍ screen play
❍ script
❍ story
❍ test
❍ Tweet

Differences in students’ learning styles, interests and talents can be accomodated by 
differentiating the product(s) and/or performance(s) that they provide as evidence of their 
understanding and/or proficiency.  The following lists offer possibilities. 

Written Oral Visual

❍ audiotape
❍ conversation
❍ debate
❍ discussion
❍ dramatization
❍ dramatic reading
❍ infomercial
❍ interview
❍ radio script  
❍ oral presentation
❍ oral report
❍ poetry reading
❍ podcast
❍ puppet show 
❍ rap  
❍ skit
❍ speech    
❍ song     
❍ teach a lesson
❍ Ted Talk
 

     
 
  
  

❍ advertisement
❍ banner
❍ book/CD cover
❍ cartoon
❍ collage
❍ computer graphic
❍ data display
❍ design
❍ diagram
❍ display
❍ drawing
❍ Face Book page
❍ flowchart
❍ flyer
❍ game
❍ graph
❍ infographic
❍ map
❍ model  
❍ Power Point show  
❍ photograph 
❍ painting   
❍ poster   
❍ scrapbook  
❍ sculpture            
❍ storyboard
❍ video
❍ website

     

❍ other: _______________
❍ other: _______________
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Allowing Student Choice in Products 

The following Tic-Tac-Toe Chart offers a practical technique for allowing appropriate 
student choice regarding the product(s) and/or performance(s). The teacher may 
structure the options while allowing students to choose from the various columns. 

Product Tic-Tac-Toe Chart 

FREE
CHOICE

INFOGRAPHIC

COMIC
STRIP

LETTER ROLE PLAY

ESSAY 

PODCAST

POSTER PODCAST
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    Differentiation via Student Interests 
  Primary Grades  (pre-K – 2)
  •  animals/pets      •  plants
  •  cartoons      •  seasons    
  •  characters (in books, on t.v., etc.)  •  sharks  
  •  community helpers      •  weather/snow
  •  dinosaurs           •  zoo
  •  five senses      Other:  
  •  holidays      •  _______________________  
  •  planets/outer space    

  Intermediate Grades  (3 – 5)
  •  archaeology         •  movies
  •  books/literature      •  mysteries 
  •  computers - games     •  outer space
  •  disasters       •  sports
  •  famous people      •  television/t.v. shows 
   •  friends       •  video games 
  •  games        Other: 
  •  geography      •  _______________________ 
 
  Middle School   (6 – 8)
  •  amusement parks    •  music/musical groups
  •  cell phones     •  movies
  •  clothing/fashion      •  science fiction 
  •  computers  – games, e-mail, IM  •  shopping 
  •  disasters      •  sports
  •  friends      •  television/t.v. shows
  •  games        •  video games 
  •  jobs/earning money    Other:  __________________ 

  High School  (9 – 12)
  •  automobiles     •  music/musical groups  
  •  careers      •  jobs/earning money  
  •  cell phones     •  shopping 
  •  clothing/fashion      •  sports
  •  colleges       •  travel  
  •  computers  – games, e-mail, IM  •  vacations
  •  dating/romance     •  video games  
  •  friends      Other:  __________________
       _______________________       
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The following differentiation variables could be considered when designing learning 
and performance tasks. The desired results, nature and needs of the students, the teach-
er’s style, available resources (time, supplies, equipment, funds) and classroom feasibil-
ity.

Student Choice – To what extent will students have choices regarding the following?
 ❍ task topic     ❍ task activities      ❍ process for completing task
 ❍ product(s)/performance(s)       ❍ audience(s) 

Access to Resources – Will all resources needed (information, supplies, equipment) be 
provided?  To what extent will students be expected to gather information, provide their 
own supplies/equipment, etc.?
 ❍  all necessary information/ resources provided  ❍ other:  ______________      
 
Performance Mode  – How will students work? 
 ❍ individually   ❍ pair/group (optional)     ❍ pair/group (required) 

Audience(s) for Student Product(s)/Performance(s) – To whom will students present 
their products and performances? 
 ❍ teacher    ❍ other school staff      ❍ expert(s)        ❍ parents/community
 ❍ peers (in class)     ❍ other students         ❍ other:  ________________ 

Time Frame – How long will students be involved in this task? Include time for pre-
sentations and evaluations.
 ❍ 1 – 2 class periods    ❍ 3 – 5 periods      ❍ other:  ________________  

Degree of Scaffolding – To what degree will students be provided with instructional 
support (scaffolding) as they work on the task?
 ❍ no support    ❍ some support, as needed      ❍ extensive support
 
Evaluation of Student Product(s)/Performance(s) – Who will be involved in evaluat-
ing student products and performances? 
 ❍ teacher   ❍ other staff      ❍ expert judge(s)        ❍ external scorers
 ❍ student (self evaluation)    ❍ peers       ❍ other:  ________________ 

Differentiation Variables 



Understanding by Design and Differentiation

©2023  Jay McTighe page 49

 By what criteria will student products/performances be evaluated? 
         Understanding criteria:         Product quality criteria:

What understandings/goals will be assessed through this task?

What student products/performances will provide evidence of desired understandings?

Through what authentic performance task will students demonstrate understanding?

Task Description:

What criteria are implied in the standard(s)/understanding(s) regardless of the task specifics? What 
qualities must student work demonstrate to signify that standards were met?

Assessment Task Blueprint
G 

T
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 By which primary criteria will student products/performances be evaluated? 

What content standard(s)/understanding(s) will be assessed through this task?

What student products/performances will provide evidence of desired understanding/proficiency?

Through what authentic performance task(s) will students demonstrate understanding/proficiency?

Task Overview (GRASPS)

What criteria are implied in the standard(s)/understanding(s) regardless of the task specifics? 
What qualities must student products/performances demonstrate to reveal understanding/proficiency?

 By which secondary criteria will student products/performances be evaluated? 

•illustrated brochure

• understanding of a balanced diet
• nutritionally sound meal plan 

•  neat and effective illustrations     •  correct spelling/grammar 

Since we have been learning about nutrition, you have been asked 
to help other students your age learn about healthful eating. Your 
task is to prepare an illustrated brochure to help them understand 
what a “balanced diet” is. Present two examples of  nutritionally-
balanced meals and two that are unhealthy. Describe and show 
three potential health problems that might arise as a result of 
poor eating choices.

Students will demonstrate an understanding of a balanced diet. 
Students will plan nutritional meals/snacks for themselves and others. 

Performance Task Blueprint 

•  effective explanation of balanced diet
•  examples accurately illustrate nutritionally sound meals
•  examples correctly show potential health problems  
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Blueprint for Differentiating Tasks

 By which primary criteria will student products/performances be evaluated? 

What content standard(s)/understanding(s) will be assessed through this task?

What student products/performances will provide evidence of desired understanding/proficiency?

Through what authentic performance task(s) will students demonstrate understanding/proficiency?

Task 1 Overview (GRASPS)

What criteria are implied in the standard(s)/understanding(s) regardless of the task specifics? 
What qualities must student products/performances demonstrate to reveal understanding/proficiency?

Task 2 Overview (GRASPS)

 By which secondary criteria will student products/performances be evaluated? 

• understanding of a balanced diet
• nutritionally sound meal plan 

Students will demonstrate an understanding of a balanced diet. 
Students will plan nutritional meals/snacks for themselves and others. 

•  effective explanation of balanced diet
•  examples accurately illustrate nutritionally sound meals
•  examples correctly show potential health problems  

•  book is neat and attractive
•  foods are accurately colored

Your task is to prepare a picture 
book for first graders to help  
them understand what a “balanced 
diet” is. Show two examples of  
nutritionally-balanced meals and 
two that are not healthy. Include 
pictures to show the children what 
might happen to someone who only 
ate “junk” foods instead of a bal-
anced diet.  

Your task is to produce a pamphlet for 
the community health clinic. (Audience 
= adults and teenagers.) Your brochure 
should contain a written explanation of 
sound nutrition and include two sample 
daily meal plans showing how they meet 
the USDA recommendations. Include a 
chart showing a breakdown of the fat, 
protein, carbohydrates, vitamins, min-
erals, and calories for each meal plan. 

• written pamphlet 
• chart of nutritional values

•picture book

•  correct spelling/grammar
•  accurate nutritional chart  
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1. The graph contains a title that tells 
what the data shows.
       
2. All parts of the graph (units of measure-
ment, rows, etc.) are correctly labelled.
    
3. All data is accurately represented on the 
graph.   
          
4. The graph is neat and easy to read.

     Total     _____       ______     _____                          

  

Performance List 
for Graphic Display of Data

(elementary level)

 Performance lists offer a practical means of judging student performance based 
upon identified criteria. A performance list consists of a set of criterion elements or 
traits and a rating scale. The rating scale is quite flexible, ranging from 3 to 100 points. 
 Teachers can assign points to the various elements, in order to “weight” cer-
tain elements over others (e.g., accuracy counts more than neatness) based on the 
relative importance given the achievement target. The lists may be configured to 
easily convert to conventional grades. For example, a teachers could assign point 
values and weights that add up to 25, 50 or 100 points, enabling a straightforward 
conversion to a district  or school grading scale (e.g., 90-100 = A, 80-89 = B, and so 
on).  When the lists are shared with students in advance, they provide a clear perfor-
mance target, signaling to students what elements should be present in their work. 
 Despite these benefits, performance lists do not provided detailed descrip-
tions of performance levels. Thus, despite identified criteria, different teachers 
using the same performance list may rate the same student’s work quite differently. 

 _____      _____      _____
  
   
 _____      _____      _____
    
           
 _____      _____      _____

 _____      _____      _____

Key Criteria         Points
           Possible    Self        Other     Teacher
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Performance List for Writing Fiction
Primary Level

1. I have an interesting setting 
and characters for my story.  

     
Terrific      O.K.     Needs 

Work 
 

What will you try to do better the next time you write a story?

2. The problem in my story will
be clear to my readers.   

3. My story events are in order.  

4. The solution will be clear to 
my readers. 

5. I used many describing words 
to tell what is happening.   
 
6. My words “paint a picture.” 

7. I have a title that goes with 
my story. 
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All data is accurately represented on the graph. All parts of the graph 
(units of measurement, rows, etc.) are correctly labelled. The graph 
contains a title that clearly tells what the data shows. The graph is very 
neat and easy to read. 

3

2

1
       
The data is inaccurately represented, contains major errors, OR is missing.
Only some parts of the graph are correctly labelled OR labels are missing. 
The the title does not reflect what the data shows OR the title is missing. 
The graph is sloppy and difficult to read. 

        
All data is accurately represented on the graph OR the graph contains
minor errors. All parts of the graph are correctly labelled OR the 
graph contains minor inaccuracies. The graph contains a title that suggests 
what the data shows. The graph is generally neat and readable. 

Holistic Rubric 
for Graphic Display of Data

 A holistic rubric provides an overall impression of a student’s work. Holistic rubrics 
yield a single score or rating for a product or performance. Holistic rubrics are well suited 
to judging simple products or performances, such as a student’s response to an open-ended 
test prompt.  They provide a quick snapshot of overall quality or achievement, and are thus 
often used in large-scale assessment contexts (national, state or district levels) to evaluate a large 
number of student responses. Holistic rubrics are also effective for judging the “impact” of a 
product or performance (e.g., to what extent was the essay persuasive? did the play entertain?). 
 Despite these advantages, holistic rubrics have limitations. They do not provide a 
detailed analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of a product or performance. Since a single 
score is generally inadequate for conveying to students what they have done well and what they 
need to work on to improve, they are less effective at providing specific feedback to students.  
 A second problem with holistic rubrics relates to the interpretation and use of their scores. 
For instance, two students can receive the same score for vastly different reasons. Does an overall 
rating of “3” on a 4-point holistic writing rubric mean that a student has demonstrated strong idea 
development (“4”) and weak use of conventions (“2”), or vice-versa?  Without more specific feed-
back than a score or rating, it is difficult for the student to know exactly what to do to improve.  
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The graph is very 
neat and easy to 
read. 

3

2

1
Only some parts of 
the graph are correctly 
labelled OR labels are 
missing. 

          title       labels               accuracy           neatness

All data is accurately 
represented on the graph. 

The data is inaccurately 
represented, contains ma-
jor errors, OR is missing.

All parts of the graph 
(units of measurement, 
rows, etc.) are correctly 
labelled. 

The graph contains 
a title that clearly 
tells what the data 
shows.

The graph is sloppy 
and difficult to 
read. 

The the title does 
not reflect what the 
data shows OR the 
title is missing. 

The graph contains 
a title that suggests 
what the data 
shows.

Data representation 
contains minor errors. 

The graph is             
generally neat and 
readable. 

Some parts of the graph 
are inaccurately labelled. 

weights – 

Analytic Rubric 
for Graphic Display of Data

 An analytic rubric divides a product or performance into distinct traits 
or dimensions and judges each separately. Since an analytic rubric rates each 
of the identified traits independently, a separate score is provided for each.  
 Analytic rubrics are better suited to judging complex performances (e.g., 
research process) involving several significant dimensions. As evaluation tools, they 
provide more specific information or feedback to students, parents and teachers about the 
strengths and weaknesses of a performance. Teachers can use the information provided 
by analytic evaluation to target instruction to particular areas of need. From an instruc-
tional perspective, analytic rubrics help students come to better understand the nature of 
quality work since they identify the important dimensions of a product or performance.
 However, analytic rubrics are typically more time-consuming to learn
and apply. Since there are several traits to be considered, analytic scoring may
yield lower inter-rater reliability (degree of agreement among different judg-
es) than holistic scoring. Thus, analytic scoring may be less desirable for use 
in large-scale assessment contexts, where speed and reliability are necessary.
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Ideas for Diagnostic (Pre-) Assessment
The following pre-assessment techniques provide efficient diagnostic checks of student prior 
knowledge and misconceptions. This information guides any differentiated instruction/as-
sessment that may be needed. 

K-W-L
 Prior to the introduction of a new topic or skill, ask students what they already Know 
(or think they know) about the topic or skill. These are recorded on a board or chart paper 
under the “K” column. (Sometimes, students make statements that are incorrect or reveal 
misconceptions.)  
 Secondly, ask them what they Want to know (or what questions they have) about the 
topic/skill. These are recorded under the “W” column. (Their questions often reveal interests 
or “hooks” to the topic. In some cases, their questions reveal misconceptions that will need 
to be addressed.) 
 As the lesson or unit proceeds, Learnings are summarized and recorded in the “L” 
column as they occur. (This provides an opportunity to go back and correct any misconcep-
tions that may have been initially recorded in the “K” column.) 

Pre-Test (non-graded)
 Give students a pre-test to check their prior knowledge of key facts and concepts. Use 
the results to plan instruction and selection of resources. (Make sure that students know that 
the results will not count toward final grades.

Skills Check (non-graded)
 Have students demonstrate their proficiency with a targeted skill or process. It is 
helpful to have a proficiency checklist or developmental rubric to use in assessing the degree 
of skill competence. Students can then use the checklist or rubric for on-going self assess-
ment. 

Web/Concept Map
 Ask students to create a web or concept map to show the elements or components of 
a topic or process. This technique is especially effective in revealing whether students have 
gaps in their knowledge and the extent to which they understand relationships among the 
elements. 

Misconception Check
 Present students with common errors or predictable misconceptions regarding a    
designated topic, concept, skill or process. See if they are able to identify the error or mis-
conception and explain why it is erroneous or flawed. 
 The misconception check can also be presented in the form of a true-false quiz, where 
students must agree or disagree with statements or examples. 
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Formative Assessment – Whole Group

 The following on-going assessment techniques can be used to obtain a quick “pulse 
check” of a whole class or group of students.

Hand Signals
Ask students to display a designated hand signal to indicate their understanding of a 
designated concept, principle, or process. For example,
 1. I understand _____________  and can explain it (e.g., thumbs up)  
    2.  I do not yet understand  __________________ .  (e.g., thumbs down)
 3.  I’m not completely sure about _____________ . (e.g., wave hand) 

White Boards
Have students record a response on a white board and hold it up. For example,
 
  Prediction – What number should appear next in the sequence?        
  Agree/Disagree – Is this an example of  in the sequence?  

Student Response Systems
Use a cell phone app to have students record a response to a question or a prompt. The 
results can be tabulated on the teacher’s computer to provide immediate feedback.

Misconception Check
Present students with common or predictable misconceptions about a designated con-
cept, principle,  or process. Ask them to agree or disagree. Student can respond using 
hand signals, white boards, SRSs, or on paper.

Anonymous Exit Card (“Ticket to Leave”)
Periodically, distribute index cards and ask students to complete the cards at the 
conclusion of a class period, end of the week, etc. Examples of responses:
 • What are the most important things you learned about ____?  
 • What do you understand about ______?    
 • What don’t you understand yet?  What questions do you have?    
Scan the cards, looking for patterns (e.g., areas where many students have questions).

Observations
Carefully observe students as they work or respond to questions. Observe the work they 
produce. What areas of strength and weakness do you notice.
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Formative Assessment – Individuals
 The following on-going assessment techniques provide a quick check of the 
knowledge, skill levels, and degree of understanding of individual students. Of course,
oral questioning and observation can be used to provide on-going assessment of individuals.

Exit Card (“Ticket to Leave”)
Periodically, distribute index cards and ask students to complete the cards at the 
conclusion of a class period, end of the week, etc. Students must include their names.
 Example #1:   I.Q. Card
 Side 1 – Based on our study of (unit topic), list a “big idea” that you understand in the 

form of a summary statement. 
 Side 2 – Identify something about (unit topic) that you do not yet fully understand (as a 

statement or a question).

 Example #2:   3-2-1- summary
 List 3 things that you learned about _____(topic or skill)_____.
 List 2 examples or applications of ____________________.
 Liat 1 question that you have about _____(topic or skill)_____.

 Example #3:   What’s Working?
 Side 1 – List the things that are helping you learn.
 Side 2 – Identify things that have been difficult or are not working for you.  

Weekly Letter
Have students write a letter to the teacher and parents summarizing what they have learned 
during the past week. Students are asked to reflect on their progress during the week and set a 
learning goal for the upcoming week.

Web/Concept Map
Ask students to create a web or concept map to show the elements or components of a topic 
or process. This technique reveals if students understand relationships among elements. 

One-Minute Essay
Periodically, have students complete a brief “essay” summarizing what they think they 
understand about a given topic. 

Question Box/Board
Establish a location (e.g., question box, bulletin board, e-mail address) where students may 
post questions about things that they do not understand. (This technique may be preferred by 
those students who are uncomfortable admitting publicly that they do not understand.)
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 What works:   when you give a “real” example after teaching a  
    concept
 What doesn’t:  when you give us 2 ways to solve the same 
    problem - it’s confusing!

 What works:  when you give an example on the board and take  
    the time to explain things.
 What doesn’t:  when you don’t have time to explain, and when 
    we can’t ask anyone else questions if we are   
    stuck on something

 What works:   when you gives an example on the board, make  
    helpful drawings and tell us how you are think 
    ing when solving the problem
 What doesn’t:  making me do math in my head because I 
    need to draw pictures or write out a problem   
    to get it and solve it

 What works:  when we check our answers on problems in class  
    and go over them
 What doesn’t:  when you get upset about our talking -- but it’s  
    often about math!

 What works:  when you give good examples and answer our   
    questions
 What doesn’t:  our textbook. Instructions are not always clear;  
    too many of same kind of problem; answers in  
    the back are not very helpful sometimes.

Learner Feedback from “Exit Cards” 
(example from middle school mathematics) 
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Three Interrelated Goals for Teaching

Transfer
learning to new 

situations

Make 
Meaning 
of “big ideas”
(key principles 
and processes) 

Acquire 
important   
knowledge 
and skills

 
     When planning instruction, we have found it useful to consider three distinct, yet 
interrelated, learning goals: 1) acquisition of new information and skill, 2) making meaning 
of that content (i.e., coming to understand), and 3) transfer of one’s knowledge (i.e., applying 
one’s learning to new situations).
     These three categories link directly to elements identified in Understanding by      Design 
and highlighted in the new version of the UbD planning Template. In Stage 1 teachers specify 
the knowledge and skill that they intend students to acquire. They also decide upon the “big 
ideas” they want students to come to understand and develop essential questions to help stu-
dents make meaning of those ideas. In Stage 2, teachers develop performance tasks requir-
ing transfer as evidence  that students understand and can apply their knowledge in authentic 
contexts. In Stage 3, teachers then develop their instructional plans and lessons for helping 
learners acquire, make meaning and transfer their learning.
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The pioneers faced many 
hardships in the settlement 
of the west.

Settlers faced attacks by Native American 
tribes on whose lands they travelled or settled. 

Many pioneers, especially children, died
from disease. 

Much hard work was required to settle new 
land - clearing fields, constructing shelter, etc.

 Use the following worksheet to look at a set of facts or data together. What 
inferences can you make or conclusions can you draw from “adding up the facts”?

Adding Up the Facts

  ❍

The pioneers had to grow, or hunt for, their food.
They often went hungry.
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Topic or issue:

Perspective Chart
 Use the following chart to examine different perspectives on an issue or topic. 

Westward expansion 
and settlement 

of the West

Native Americans living on the plains

The white settlers are 
moving on to our lands and 

competing with us for nature’s resources. 

eager, risk-taking pioneers

The West offers the promise of great 
freedom and opportunity. The potential 

rewards are worth the challenges 
of moving.  
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Story Map
A Story Map makes the basic elements of a story more tangible. This organizer helps 
students follow and summarize stories as they read. It also provides a structure to 
guide students as they create their own narratives.

© 2019 Jay McTighe  30

Teaching for Understanding

Story Map

A Story Map makes the basic elements of a story more tangible. This organizer helps 
students follow and summarize stories as they read. It also provides a structure to 
guide students as they create their own narratives.

Title  __________________________________________________

Setting   __________________________________________________

Characters   ____________________   ___________________ 
       
       ____________________    ___________________

  Problem

Key Events
    Event # 1 _________________________________________________

     Event # 2 _________________________________________________

     Event # 3 _________________________________________________

     Event # 4 _________________________________________________

     Event # 5 _________________________________________________

     Event # 6 _________________________________________________

  Resolution
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 Use the following Character Trait map to help understand a character based on 
patterns of action or behavior.

Making Inferences about a Character

proud

Willie Loman

• He travels alone.
• He feels that people 
are against him.

character

• He won’t accept job  
from Charlie.
• He doesn’t want to 
admit failures.

alienated

• He contradicts 
himself.
• He engages in 
fantasy.

• He was afraid to 
stand up to his boss.
• He attempted 
suicide.

confused weak

actions actions

actionsactions

traits traits
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Graphic Organizers

Here is an example of a pre-developed organizer, an Argument Table, used by college 
students to build and support an argument around an issue—Should players under the 
age of 14 be allowed to play tackle football?  One position is presented below.

Argumentation Table

   
    

R
ea

so
ni

ng
   E

vi
de

nc
e

  C
la

im Players under 14 years of age should not be allowed to play tackle football.

Tackle football exposes 
players to repeated 
blows to the head. The 
effects are cumulative 
and can lead to the 
development of 
chronic traumatic 
encephalopathy (CTE), 
a degenerative brain 
disease associated with 
depression, suicidal 
behavior, dementia 
and other symptoms. 

Since the brains of 
younger players are   
still developing, they 
may be especially 
susceptible to the ill 
effects of repeated 
blows to the head 
suffered in practices 
and games.

Younger players can 
play “flag” football and 
learn the basics of the 
games while greatly 
reducing the chance of 
injuring their brains.

Research suggests that 
repetitive, sub-concussive 
hits contribute to the 
development of traumatic 
encephalopathy (CTE).  
Source: Radiology Journal

Players under the age of 
age of 12 showed, “in-
creased odds for impair-
ment in self-reported 
neuropsychiatric and 
executive function.”

The American Academy  
of Pediatrics recommends 
the establishment of non-
tackling football leagues.

American football 
is one of the most 
popular sports for 
young athletes. In the 
United States, there 
are more than one 
million youth football 
players (ages 6 to 12 
years) in Pop 
Warner leagues. 

Source: Sports & Fitness
Industry Association
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Visual Mapping
Student-generated organizers – While established graphic organizers can have great value 
in supporting learning, students should be allowed, and encouraged, to create their own 
organizers for a variety of purposes, including note taking, reviewing and synthesizing 
information, symbolizing abstract concepts, and generating new ideas. By designing their 
own visual representations, learners are actively making meaning of new material. Here 
is an example of a students’ web on the human nervous system.
 

Source: Tools for Classroom Instruction That Works, by H.F. Silver, C. Abla, A. L. Boutz, and M. J. Perini, 2018, 
Franklin Lakes, NJ: Silver Strong & Associates. © Thoughtful Education Press. Used with permission.
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Summarizing
4–

2–
1 
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Problem-Solving Strategies Wheel

Restate the goal.
Identify what you know 

and what you need
to find out.

Represent the 
problem visually.
Use a diagram.

Try systematic 
trial and error

(guess and check).

Work backward 
from the end result.

Relate this problem 
to similar problems.

 Effective problem solvers use the following strategies when they’re stuck.

Look for patterns. 
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• What do you really understand about _________?  

• What questions/uncertainties do you still have about _________?

• What was most effective in _________? 

• What was least effective in _________? 

• How could you improve_________?  

• What would you do differently next time? 

• What are you most proud of?

• What are you most disappointed in?

• How difficult was _________ for you?

• What are your strengths in _________ ?

• What are your deficiencies in _________ ?

• How does your preferred learning style influence _________ ?

• What grade/score do you deserve? Why?

• How does what you’ve learned connect to other learnings?

• How has what you’ve learned changed your thinking?

• How does what you’ve learned relate to the present and future?

Encouraging Self-Assessment, Reflection and Goal Setting
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Performance List for Cooperative Learning
Primary Level

1. Did I do my job in my 
group?  
   
2. Did I follow directions? 
  
3. Did I finish my part  on 
time?  
   
4. Did I help others in my 
group?  
   
5. Did I listen to others in 
my group?  

6. Did I get along with 
others in my group?  
  
7. Did I help my group 
clean up?

     
Terrific      O.K.     Needs 

Work 
 

What will you try to do better the next time you work in a group?
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Pre-Assessment:

Differentiation Plan: 

• How will you diagnose students prior knowledge and skill levels?

 ❍  K-W-L  chart   ❍  misconceptions check

 ❍  pre-test    ❍  Frayer diagram

 ❍  skills check   ❍  Other:  ____________________

• Based on pre- and ongoing assessments, what and how will you differentiate?

Content
❍  Use varied materials (e.g., texts for different reading levels, audio-visuals).

❍  Use varied teaching methods/strategies (e.g., demonstration, visuals, models.)

❍  Target instruction to readiness levels (e.g., small group skill teaching).

❍  Provide scaffolded support (e.g., graphic organizers, step-by-step process guide)

❍  Adjust instruction based on feedback from on-going assessments.

❍  Other: _________________________________________________________

Process
❍  Use flexible groupings based on skill levels, interests, learning preferences.

❍  Use varied teaching methods/strategies (e.g., tiering, complex instruction).

❍  Create learning stations (e.g., self-paced centers, computer-based tutorials).

❍  Establish learning contracts (e.g., self-directed practice, independent project).

❍  Allow student self assessments and goal setting (based on established criteria).

❍  Other: _________________________________________________________

Product
❍  Provide tiered assignments/tasks using the G.R.A.S.P.S. elements.

❍  Allow appropriate student choices of products. 

❍  Other: _________________________________________________________

Ways and Means of Differentiating Instruction 

and Carol Tomlinson
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Strategies for Differentiating Content

and Carol Tomlinson

READINESS
___ Provide texts at varied reading levels and in students’ primary languages.
___ Provide supplementary materials at varied reading levels & in student languages. 
___ Provide audiotaped materials.
___ Use videos and demonstrations to supplement and support explanations & lectures. 
___ Use texts with key portions highlighted.
___ Provide organizers to guide note-taking.
___ Provide key vocabulary lists for reference.
___ Use reading buddies or partners to work with text materials.
___ Use flexible groupings to address knowledge and skill gaps.

LEARNING PROFILE
___ Present information orally, visually, and in writing.
___ Allow “kinesthetic” learners options for “hands-on” work, role plays, etc.
___ Use applications, examples, and illustrations from various “intelligences.”
___ Use materials, applications, examples, illustrations from both genders and a          
       range of cultures/communities. 
___ Use materials that connect content to student’s cultures. 
___ Use both “whole-to-part” and “part-to-whole” instruction.
___ Demonstrate ideas in addition to talking about them.
___ Use wait time to allow for student reflection. 

INTERESTS
___ Provide interest centers to encourage further exploration of topics.
___ Provide a wide range of materials related to student interests and cultures.
___ Use student questions and student “experts” to guide lectures, materials’ selection, 
       and assignments.
 
Other:  _____________________________________________________________
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Strategies for Differentiating Process & Product
 

and Carol Tomlinson

READINESS
___ Use tiered activities (activities at different levels of difficulty, but focused 
       on the same learning goals).
___ Provide detailed and highly structured task directions for learners who need       
        it, while leaving the task more open for the more capable and independent       
        students.          
___ Provide resource materials at varied levels of readability and sophistication.
___ Provide teacher led mini-workshops on needed skills at varied levels of            
       complexity based on student needs.
___ Provide tailored homework assignments based on readiness.
___ Provide materials in the primary language of second-language learners.

LEARNING PREFERENCES
___ Allow multiple options for how students express their learning (i.e., varied 
       products and performances to allow learners to work to their strengths).
___ Balance competitive, collegial, and independent work arrangements.
___ Allow students to have choices regarding their preferred working mode.        
       (e.g., visually, orally, kinesthetically, in writing, creative, practical, analytical). 

INTERESTS
___ Establish interest-based work groups and discussion groups.
___ Use both like-interest and mixed-interest work groups.
___ Use the Jigsaw cooperative strategy to allow students to specialize in aspects 
        of a topic they find interesting. 
___ Allow students to propose interest-based projects and independent studies     
        (related to the content being learned).
___ Develop activities that seek multiple perspectives on topics and issues.

 Other:  _____________________________________________________________
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___ Review the task to determine if students have been 
taught the necessary concepts and skills. Provide 
targeted instruction as needed.

___ Determine if the task is too difficult in its present 
form and if the time frame is appropriate.

___ Arrange for special grouping or seating (e.g., in the 
front of room, at a carrel, near someone helpful).

___ Prepare students for a change in the daily routine 
by explaining any unusual procedures so that students 
know what to expect.

___ State the directions in a clear, concise manner.  
Rephrase the directions if necessary. Focus the student’s 
attention on important details.

___ Check to see if students understand by asking them 
to repeat or rephrase the directions. 

___ Write the directions on the board or on paper so that 
students can refer to them when needed.

__ Provide large print materials for visually-impaired 
students.

___ In a multi-step activity, simplify the task by 
providing instruction for one part at a time. Have 
students complete that part of the activity before you 
provide instruction for the next part of the activity.

Differentiating Instruction and Assessment 
In some cases, you may need to modify an assignment or performance task to support 
certain students. The following lists provide general and subject-specific suggestions. 

Notes

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

General
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___ Provide choices (e.g., product, process, audience) for 
an open-ended task.

___ Adjust the timing of the task to allow extra process
ing and response time. 

___ Provide periodic breaks. 

___ Provide assistance to those students who require help 
with materials or equipment used in the task. For 
example, you may need to precut materials or set up 
equipment.

___ Structure cooperative groups to maximize student 
success.

___ Circulate about the room, inconspicuously providing 
assistance to students.

___ Reinforce students for attempts, approximations, and/
or work completion as they proceed through the task.

___  Ask specific questions to guide the students’ reading.

___ Use graphic organizers to provide visual overviews 
and show meaningful connections.

___ Assign reading in advance to give students an oppor-
tunity to preview material. This will increase opportuni-
ties for students to be more actively involved during class 
activities.

___ Use a colored highlighter to mark important ideas, 
significant names, and terms.

Differentiating Instruction and Assessment
Notes

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________
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Differentiating Instruction and Assessment

___ Select simplified reading material on the same topic.

___  Ask specific questions to guide the students’ reading.

___ Use graphic organizers to provide visual overviews 
and show meaningful connections.

___ Assign reading in advance to give students an oppor-
tunity to preview material. This will increase opportuni-
ties for students to be more actively involved during class 
activities.

___ Use a colored highlighter to mark important ideas, 
significant names, and terms.

___ Prepare tape-recorded text segments to provide 
overviews and summaries.

___ Encourage students to formulate questions and make 
and validate predictions while reading.

___ Use mental or visual imagery to enhance the student’s 
ability to recall information.

___ Teach students cues (e.g., headings, captions, differ-
entiated print, introductory and summary paragraphs) for 
recognizing features of expository text structure.

___ Provide assistance in organizing information (e.g., 
use different colored file folders for different subjects).

___  Encourage students to rehearse important informa-
tion read by retelling, paraphrasing, or summarizing.

___ Check for understanding after reading.

Reading Notes

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________
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Differentiating Instruction and Assessment

___ Prepare recorded text segments to provide overviews 
and summaries.

___ Encourage students to formulate questions and make 
and validate predictions while reading.

___ Use mental or visual imagery to enhance the student’s 
ability to recall information.

___ Teach students cues (e.g., headings, captions, differenti-
ated print, introductory and summary paragraphs) for recog-
nizing features of expository text structure.

___ Provide assistance in organizing information.

___  Encourage students to rehearse important information 
read by retelling, paraphrasing, or summarizing.

___ Check for understanding after reading.

Writing
___ Keep directions short and simple. Condense lengthy 
written directions by writing them in brief steps.

___ Give students the opportunity to talk about their ideas 
before writing.

___ Encourage students to select the method of writing  
(cursive or manuscript) that is most comfortable for them.

___ Brainstorm vocabulary that could be incorporated in 
written work.

___ Reduce the amount of written work. Have students 
dictate some responses orally. 

Notes

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________
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Differentiating Instruction and Assessment
Notes

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

Writing
___ Keep directions short and simple. Condense  lengthy 
written directions by writing them in brief steps.

___ Give students the opportunity to talk about their 
ideas before writing.

___ Encourage students to select the method of writing  
(cursive or manuscript) that is most comfortable for them.

___ Brainstorm vocabulary that could be incorporated in 
written work.

___ Reduce the amount of written work. Have students 
dictate some responses orally. 

___ Permit students to include pictures, drawings, and 
diagrams as part of their written products.

___ Allow students to dictate into a cell phone recorder.

___ Allow students to list components/concepts, rather 
than write complete paragraphs.

___ Provide assistance with organizing ideas and infor- 
mation (e.g., graphic organizers, mapping software).

___ Use peer support for generating and brainstorming 
ideas during the prewriting and revision stages of writing.

___ Structure opportunities for students to verbalize (pre-
writing) on a one-to-one basis and in small groups.

___ Provide a proofreading checklist.
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Differentiating Instruction and Assessment
Notes

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

Mathematics/Science

___ Use concrete objects and manipulatives to teach abstract 
concepts (e.g., weight, width, energy, shape, dimension, 
force).

___ Provide students with a list of steps necessary to 
complete an activity or the entire task.

___ Teach and model problem-solving strategies (e.g., 
pictorial representation, tallying, charting, simplifying).

___ Post a basic problem-solving sequence chart to post 
in the room. For example:  
 1. Read the problem.    
 2. Identify the key words. 
 3. Identify the operation. 
 4. Write the number sentence or equation.   
 5. Solve the problem. 
 6. Check your work.

__ Check students’ understandings of key vocabulary 
and skills.

___ Have students restate the problem/task in their own 
words.

___ Assist students in breaking complex problems/tasks into 
specific steps or sub-parts.

___ Use color coding to help students distinguish math/
science symbols and operations/processes.

___ Have students verbalize steps as they work in order to 
help them monitor their progress and identify errors.
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___ Provide extension activities and assignments to 
students who have demonstrated mastery of the basic 
curriculum mateial.

___ Provide more sophisticated resources (e.g., texts,
primary sources, websites) on the same topic.

___ Use Socratic questioning to push students’ think-
ing (e.g., play Devil’s advocate) when exploring     
essential questions and challenging tasks.   

___ Present more open-ended and authentic tasks      
or problems with minimal cues or scaffolds. 
Encourage high-achievers to use creative, “out-of-  
the-box thinking” when tackling challenging tasks.

___ Use the GRASPS format to adjust student Role, 
Audience, Situation, and Products/Performances to 
provide greater challenge.

___ Encourage students to explore topics, issues and 
problems through the six facets of understanding.

___ Allow gifted learners to propose and conduct     
independent or small-group inquiry/research projects.

___ Allow student’s appropriate choices regarding  
content, process and product/performance.

___ Provide self-paced, contract-based learning 
options for high achievers.

Challenging High Ability Learners
In some cases, you may need to modify the curriculum activities or performance 
tasks to provide greater challenge for high ability or high achieving students. The 
following lists provide general suggestions for enriching learning activites and 
assessment tasks for the highly able. 

Notes

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________
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Stage 1—Planning Desired Results for Flexibility 
What are the nature and experiences of the students who will likely be in the class that 
will study this unit (culture, language, economics, background knowledge, range of 
readiness, interests, modes of learning, other factors that impact learning)? 
What precursor knowledge & skills am I assuming students will have when the unit 
begins? 
In what ways might I word essential questions and essential understandings to tap 
students’ experiences and interests? 
Which big ideas will likely have the most relevance for them? 
How can I use the ideas to build community in the classroom? 
How can I connect the essential content with students’ lives and experiences? 

Stage 2—Planning Assessment Evidence for Flexibility 
How can I plan performance assessment options that will connect with a variety of 
student backgrounds, interests, and experiences? 
Might some students lack contexts for assessments I am planning? 
Will I need to build in options for oral directions, reading support, translation of 
student responses from a student’s first language into English, support with writing, 
modes of expressing a response other than prose? 
Will some students need a more complex version of the assessment in order to be 
appropriately challenged? 

Stage 3—Planning Lessons for Flexibility 
What will my pre-assessment(s) be?  How will I pre-assess for readiness?  ... interest? 
... learning profile?  
When will I give the pre-assessments?  How will I use results? 
How will I help students understand their various entry points into the unit? 
How will I help them own and contribute to their success in the unit? 
When will I teach prerequisite knowledge to students who lack it? 
When do I need to build in time for: additional practice for students who need it? 

Some Questions to Consider When Planning a UbD 
Unit with Differentiation

by Dr. Carol Ann Tomlinson
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In what varied ways might I present information to students to enhance the likelihood 
that each student benefits from my presentations?  What range and types of resources 
can I use to ensure that all students have access to important information and to con-
tent that taps into their interests and strengths? 
Which instructional strategies will I build in to student work to ensure that the work 
makes room for varied student strengths and needs? 
How will I talk with students about the work they do in a way that builds a sense of 
community and collegiality? 

Stage 3—Revising Lesson Plans (Once the Kids Show Up) 
Given the desired results (essential knowledge, understanding, and skill) and these 
students that I’m getting to know better each day through interaction and formative as-
sessment, how do I focus, revise, and personalize my plans to address students’ varied 
readiness levels, interests, learning profiles, languages, and cultures? 
Which students who need help with reading and writing?  With prerequisite knowl-
edge?  With academic vocabulary? 
Are there students who are more advanced than I had anticipated?  How do I ensure 
their growth? 
Do I need to extend or refine the resources I will use?  My presentation modes? 
Who will be in small group meetings with me this week?  For what purposes?  
When can I find time for individual conferences, goal setting, reflection? 
How am I doing with implementing flexible grouping?  Establishing classroom 
routines? Building community? Getting to know students better?  Listening to them?  
Learning from them?  
Who needs which assignments at what times in the unit?  
Do I need to add tiers to tiered tasks?  ... other options for exploring or expressing 
knowledge?  ... additional scaffolding to support success? 

Some Questions to Consider When Planning a UbD 
Unit with Differentiation (continued)

by Dr. Carol Ann Tomlinson
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Directions:    In light of this workshop, what should I (we)... 

Taking Action

< 

>  

start doing:

do less of:

do more of:

stop
stop doing:


