
What Grant Wiggins Might Say About AI and Understanding by Design® 

from Perplexity AI with edits by Jay McTighe 

Grant Wiggins, co-developer of the Understanding by Design® (UbD) framework, 

challenged teachers to think deeply about purpose and results in curriculum planning. His 

mantra — “work smarter, not harder” — inspired educators to design for understanding 

and transfer, not just coverage. 

 

Although Grant passed away before the rise of tools like ChatGPT, Gemini, and Grok, he was 

an early advocate for using technology to support teachers’ professional work. His creation 

of the UbD Exchange, an online platform for sharing and reviewing units, was ahead of its 

time — a model of how digital tools could foster collaboration, reflection, and quality 

curriculum design. 

 

If Grant Wiggins were here today, what might he say about teachers using AI to create UbD 

units, authentic performance tasks, rubrics, and instructional plans? 

1. AI Should Help Teachers Think — Not Think for Them 
Wiggins believed that curriculum design was intellectual work, not clerical labor. He would 

likely see AI as a partner in the design process — a tool to streamline routine tasks so 

teachers can focus on the real thinking: clarifying goals, aligning assessments, and crafting 

experiences that lead to understanding. 

“If AI can help teachers think more clearly and design more coherently, use it. But 

remember — the thinking still belongs to you.” 

AI might draft an essential question or suggest a rubric criterion, but it’s the teacher who 

must decide what really matters — what enduring understandings students should take 

away. 

2. Feedback, Not Formulas 
One of Wiggins’ enduring insights was that feedback drives improvement. He would likely 

appreciate AI’s capacity to provide quick, responsive feedback on curriculum drafts — 

pointing out alignment gaps, suggesting clearer goals, or analyzing task authenticity. 

But he would caution against treating AI as an oracle: “The goal of design is not to fill in 

boxes, but to think with clarity about desired results and evidence of understanding. Use AI 

to provoke your thinking, not to substitute for it.” 

AI is a reflection partner — a mirror for our ideas, not a mold for our creativity. 



3. Keep the Human in the Design Loop 
Wiggins reminded us that education is a profoundly human enterprise. He’d celebrate the 

efficiency and creativity that AI can offer but warn that algorithms can’t know our students 

— their interests, readiness levels, or life experiences. 

“AI can mimic the structure of good design, but only teachers can make learning truly 

personal and humane.” 

The “understanding” in Understanding by Design depends on empathy — seeing learning 

through the eyes of the learner. That’s something no tool can automate. 

4. Collaboration and Collective Wisdom 
Grant was a designer, not just a theorist. He believed teachers should share their work and 

learn from each other’s designs. He would likely envision an expanded, AI-powered UbD 

Exchange — a global workspace where educators and AI tools collaborate to refine units, 

rubrics, and tasks. 

“Imagine an Exchange where human designers and intelligent tools work together to create, 

critique, and improve units of study. That’s working smarter and deeper.” 

AI could become the next great professional partner in the craft of design — provided 

teachers use it with discernment and purpose. 

5. Always Keep the End in Mind 
Wiggins would bring it all back to the core UbD question: “What do we want students to 

understand and be able to do?” 

If AI helps teachers design more coherent, aligned, and engaging learning experiences — 

he’d cheer its use. But if it tempts us into copying, pasting, and calling it design, he’d raise a 

red flag: “Tools don’t design understanding — designers do.” 

Final Thought 
Grant Wiggins would likely view AI as a promising ally for educators — a way to free time 

for creativity, deepen reflection, and expand collaboration. But he would insist that teachers 

remain the true designers of learning. 

 

Used thoughtfully, AI can help us fulfill the mission he championed: to teach for 

understanding, not for coverage — and to design learning with clarity, purpose, and heart. 
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