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Forms and FAQs

The fi gures (worksheets and examples) printed in the book are basic to exploring 
Understanding by Design. Those fi gures, along with additional worksheets and 
FAQs, are included in this download.
NOTE: To access individual fi gures, click on the icon for the page with a 
bookmark. Then click on the title of the form to go directly to that page.

Introduction

1 Outline of Modules

Module A

A.1 The Logic of Backward Design
A.2 UbD in a Nutshell
A.3 What Is “Understanding”?
A.4 What Is “Understanding” of Specifi c Topics?
A.5 The Best Designs for Learning
A.6 Thinking About “Understanding”

Module B

B.1 The UbD Template, Version 2.0
B.2 Driver’s Education Unit
B.3 Unpacking Standards for Stage 1
B.4 Unit Design Standards
B.5 Social Studies Unit Before UbD
B.6 Social Studies Unit
B.7 Algebra Unit Before UbD
B.8 Algebra Unit
B.9 Music Unit
B.10 Literature Unit
B.11 Climate Unit
B.12 Visual Arts Unit
B.13 Health and PE Unit
B.14 History Unit
B.15 Time Unit
Frequently Asked Questions
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Module C

C.1 Starting Points in Unit Design
C.2 Common Problem Statements 
C.3 Various Template Entry Points
C.4 Entry Point—Content Standards
C.5 Entry Point—Important Topic
C.6 Entry Point—Important Skill
C.7 Entry Point—A Key Text
C.8 Entry Point—A Favorite Activity
C.9 Entry Point—A Key Test
C.10 Using the Textbook Wisely
Frequently Asked Questions

Module D

D.1 Simple Stages for Nutrition Unit
D.2 Simple Stages Template
D.3 “If . . ., Then” Worksheet
D.4 What’s the Point of My Unit?
Frequently Asked Questions

Module E

E.1 Examples of Four Goal Types
E.2 Distinguishing Understandings from Factual Knowledge
E.3 Successful Meaning-Making
E.4 Examples of Transfer Goals
E.5 Nutrition Unit Outline for Stage 1
E.6 Summarize the Relationships Among the Four Goal Types
E.7 Coding Stage 1 Goals
E.8 Implications for Stages 2 and 3 of the Four Goal Types
E.9 Sample Implications for Stages 2 and 3 of the Four Goal Types
E.10 Clarifying Transfer Goals
E.11 Considering Long-Term Transfer Goals
E.12 Clarifying Meaning Goals
Frequently Asked Questions

Module F

F.1 Distinguishing Essential Questions from Knowledge Questions
F.2 Essential Questions for Skill-Related Goals
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F.3 What Makes a Question “Essential”?
F.4 Framing Understandings
F.5  Nutrition Unit with Expanded Understandings and Essential Questions
F.6 Brainstorming Big Ideas
F.7 Brainstorming Essential Questions
F.8 From Topics to Big Ideas
F.9 Manifestations of Big Ideas
F.10 Finding the Big Ideas in Skills
F.11 Example of Essential Questions in Skill Areas
F.12 Identifying Understandings
F.13 From Skills to Ideas to Understandings
Frequently Asked Questions

Module G

G.1 Applying the Two-Question Validity Test
G.2 Performance Task Ideas Based on the Six Facets
G.3  Generating Assessment Ideas Using the Facets
G.4 Six-Facet Question Starters
G.5 Performance Verbs Related to the Six Facets of Understanding
G.6 Brainstorming Tasks Using the Six Facets
G.7 Developing Assessment Ideas Using the Six Facets
G.8 What My Transfer Goals Imply for Tasks
G.9 Analyzing Textbooks and Instructional Resources
Frequently Asked Questions

Module H

H.1 A-M-T Learning Goals and Teaching Roles
H.2 Action Verbs for A-M-T
H.3 Coding Learning Events Using A-M-T
H.4 A-M-T for a Unit on Measures of Central Tendency
H.5 Nutrition Unit, Stage 3: Coded Learning Events Using A-M-T
H.6 Learning for Understanding (A-M-T)
H.7 Using the Textbook Wisely
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Module A: The Big Ideas of UbD

Figure A.1

The Logic of Backward Design

Purpose: To illustrate and practice backward-design planning and thinking.

Directions: Sketch out a unit idea in the three stages of backward design. Use the driving example as a 
model. You might fi nd it helpful to start with a simple nonacademic goal—for example, successfully “plan a trip” 
or “cook a meal.”

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

If the desired end result is for 
learners to . . .     

then you need evidence of the 
learners’ ability to . . .   

then the learning events 
need to . . .

Drive in heavy traffi c with aggres-
sive and inattentive drivers 
without accident or anger.

Handle real as well as simulated 
driving conditions in which defen-
sive driving is required by traffi c 
and behavior of other drivers.

Help novices become skilled in 
handling the automobile; help 
them learn and practice defen-
sive driving in a variety of situa-
tions; help them learn to defuse 
anger using humor and different 
thought patterns, etc.
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Module A: The Big Ideas of UbD

Figure A.2

UbD in a Nutshell

Stage 1: Desired Results
What long-term transfer goals are targeted?
What meanings should students make in order to 
arrive at important understandings?
What essential questions will students explore?
What knowledge and skill will students acquire?
What established goals/standards are targeted?

Stage 2: Evidence
What performances and products will reveal evi-
dence of meaning-making and transfer?
By what criteria will performance be assessed, in 
light of Stage 1 desired results?
What additional evidence will be collected for all 
Stage 1 desired results?
Are the assessments aligned to all Stage 1 
elements?

Stage 3: Learning Plan
What activities, experiences, and lessons will lead to 
achievement of the desired results and success at 
the assessments?
How will the learning plan help students with acqui-
sition, meaning-making, and transfer?
How will the unit be sequenced and differentiated to 
optimize achievement for all learners?
How will progress be monitored?
Are the learning events in Stage 3 aligned with 
Stage 1 goals and Stage 2 assessments?

The Eight Tenets of UbD
1. UbD is a way of thinking purposefully about 
curricular planning and school reform. It offers a 
three-stage design process, a set of helpful design 
tools, and design standards—not a rigid program or 
prescriptive recipe.

2. The primary goal of UbD is student understand-
ing—the ability to make meaning of “big ideas” and 
to transfer learning.

3. UbD unpacks and transforms content standards 
into the relevant Stage 1 elements and appropriate 
assessments in Stage 2.

4. Understanding is revealed when students 
autonomously transfer their learning through 
authentic performance. Six facets of understand-
ing—the capacities to explain, interpret, apply, shift 
perspective, empathize, and self-assess—serve as 
indicators of understanding.

5. Teachers are coaches of understanding, not 
mere purveyors of content or activity. They design 
for and support meaning-making and transfer by 
the learner and they adjust to achieve intended 
results based on constant monitoring.

6. Planning is best done backward from the desired 
results and the transfer tasks that embody the 
goals. The three stages (Desired Results, Evidence, 
Learning Plan) must align for the unit to be most 
effective.

7. Regular reviews of curriculum against design 
standards enhance curricular quality and 
effectiveness.

8. UbD refl ects a continuous-improvement 
approach. The result of curriculum designs—stu-
dent performance—informs needed adjustments.
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Stage 1 in a Nutshell
A Transfer Goal
• States the long-term accomplishments that 
students should be able to do with knowledge and 
skill, on their own.
• Answers the questions “Why should I learn this?” 
“What can I do with this?”

(Modules B, E, & G; UbD2*, pp. 39–43, 78–81) 

An Essential Question
• Is open ended; has no simple right answer. 
• Is meant to be investigated, argued, looked at 
from different points of view.
• Encourages active meaning-making by the learner 
about important ideas.
• Raises other important questions.
• Naturally arises in everyday life and/or in “doing” 
the subject. 
• Constantly and appropriately recurs; it can fruit-
fully be asked and reasked over time.

(Modules B & H, also E & G; UbD2 Chapter 5,
 pp. 105–125)

Stage 1: Desired Results
An Understanding 
• Cannot be simply transmitted; it must be “earned” 
by the learner.
• Is a meaningful “big idea” or the “moral of the 
story” of the unit.
• Makes sense of otherwise-discrete facts; it “con-
nects the dots.”
• Is transferable to other contexts.
• Is usually not obvious and may be counterintuitive; 
therefore prone to misunderstanding.
• Is an inference, stated as a specifi c generalization: 
“the student will understand THAT . . . .”

(Modules B & H, also E & G; UbD2 Chapter 5, 
pp. 126–145)

Knowledge and Skill
• Specify what students should know and be able 
to do as a result of the unit (usually stated in estab-
lished standards and benchmarks).
• Refl ect both the targeted knowledge and skill 
and the enabling knowledge and skill implied in the 
understanding-related goals (Module E).

Stage 1 in a Nutshell
1. A focus in Stage 1 is making sure that our learn-
ing goals are framed in terms of important accom-
plishments refl ective of understanding.

2. The goal of understanding has two connotations: 
(a) making “meaning” of big ideas and (b) autono-
mous “transfer” of learning to new situations.

3. Research shows that students need to grasp the 
big ideas if they are to make sense of their lessons, 
and transfer their learning to new lessons, novel 
problems, and real-world situations. 

4. “Transfer” refers to the ultimate desired accom-
plishment: what, in the end, should students be 
able to do with all this content, on their own, if this 
and other related units are successful?

5. It is important to state the transfer goals explicitly, 
even if such goals are not explicitly noted in the 
established standards.

6. We must be mindful of potential student misun-
derstandings and transfer defi cits. Establishing clear 
and explicit goals also means predicting possible 
trouble spots in learning and performance.

7. Resist listing all possible knowledge and skill 
goals that are in any way related to the unit topic. 
Identify only those goals that you plan to directly 
assess in Stage 2 and explicitly address in Stage 3.

Figure A.2

UbD in a Nutshell (continued)

*UbD2 references Understanding by Design, 2nd ed.
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Stage 2 in a Nutshell
Evidence
Performance Task(s)
• Are needed as evidence of understanding 
because we have to see if the learners can apply 
their learning to various issues, problems, situa-
tions, and contexts.
• Refl ect the six facets of understanding: explana-
tion, interpretation, application, perspective, empa-
thy, and self-understanding.
• Establish real-world contexts, demands, messi-
ness, audiences, and purposes.
• Should be written in the GRASPS format to make 
assessment tasks more authentic and engaging. 
• Are evaluated using valid criteria and indicators, 
refl ective of not only quality performance but related 
to the Desired Results of Stage 1.

(Modules B & F; UbD2, pp. 146–171)

Other Evidence 
• Identifi es needed assessments of Stage 1 goals; 
includes conventional tests, quizzes, assignments, 
and observations to round out the assessment.
• Can overlap the performance-based evidence, 
thereby increasing the reliability of the overall 
assessment (especially if the performance task was 
done by a group).

(Module B)

Stage 2 in a Nutshell
1. The focus in Stage 2 is “valid evidence”—mak-
ing sure that what we assess and how we assess 
follows logically from the Stage 1 goals.

2. Assessing for understanding requires evidence 
of the students’ ability to insightfully explain or 
interpret their learning—to “show their work” and to 
“justify” or “support” their performance/product with 
commentary.

3. Assessing for understanding also requires evi-
dence of the students’ ability to apply their learning 
in new, varied, and realistic situations—transfer—in 
which they must “do” the subject as opposed to 
merely answering pat questions.

4. The six facets of understanding provide a helpful 
framework for building appropriate assessment 
tasks:
• Explain: the student generalizes, makes connec-
tions, has a sound theory, can put in his own words.
• Interpret: the student offers a plausible and sup-
ported account of text, data, experience.
• Apply: the student can transfer, adapt, adjust, 
address novel issues and problems.
• Perspective: the student can see from different 
points of view.
• Empathy: the student can walk in the shoes of 
people/characters.
• Self-understanding: the student can self-
assess, see the limits of her understanding, refl ect 
metacognitively.

5. GRASPS is an acronym to help designers con-
struct authentic scenarios for performance tasks:
• Goal: the goal or challenge statement in the 
scenario
• Role: the role the student plays in the scenario
• Audience: the audience/client will address the 
student
• Situation: the particular setting/context and its 
constraints and opportunities
• Performance: the specifi c performance or product 
expected
• Standards: the standards/criteria by which the 
work will be judged

(Modules B & F; UbD2, pp. 146–171)

Figure A.2

UbD in a Nutshell (continued)
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Stage 3 in a Nutshell
Learning Plan and Learning Events
• Should be derived from the goals of Stage 1 and 
the assessments of Stage 2 to ensure alignment 
and effectiveness of the activities.
• Should highlight student acquisition, meaning-
making, or transfer.
• Are enhanced when the WHERETO elements are 
included.
• Should be checked/coded against various best 
practices to ensure maximal engagement and 
effectiveness.

Teaching
• Should refl ect the instructional approaches most 
appropriate to the goals (not what is easiest or most 
comfortable for the teacher).
• Should employ resources most appropriate to the 
goals (not simply march through a textbook or com-
mercial program).
• Be responsive to differences in learners’ readi-
ness, interests, and preferred ways of learning.

(Modules B, D, & H; UbD2 Chapters 9 & 10, 
pp. 197–222)

Stage 3 in a Nutshell
1. The focus in Stage 3 is making sure that what we 
teach and how we teach follows logically from and 
aligns with the Stage 1 and Stage 2 goals.

2. The learning events are designed to address 
three interrelated goals: acquisition, meaning- 
making, and transfer. 

3. Teaching for understanding requires that students 
be given numerous opportunities to draw inferences 
and make generalizations for themselves (with 
teacher support). Understandings cannot be simply 
told; they have to be actively constructed by the 
learner.

4. WHERETO is an acronym for considering and 
self-assessing the key elements and logic of a 
learning plan:
• Where: ensuring that the student sees the big 
picture, has answers to the “Why?” questions, and 
knows the fi nal performance expectations as soon 
as possible
• Hook: immersing the student immediately in the 
ideas and issues of the unit, engaging the student 
in thought-provoking experiences/challenges/ques-
tions at the heart of the unit
• Equip and Experience: providing the student with 
the tools, resources, skill, and information needed 
to achieve the desired understandings and suc-
cessfully accomplish the performance tasks
• Rethink: enhancing understanding by shifting per-
spective, considering different theories, challenging 
prior assumptions, and introducing new evidence 
and ideas; also provides the impetus and opportu-
nity for revising and polishing prior work.
• Evaluate: ensuring that students get diagnostic 
and formative feedback, and opportunities to self-
assess and self-adjust
• Tailor: personalizing the learning through differenti-
ated instruction, assignments, and assessments 
without sacrifi cing validity or rigor
• Organize: sequencing the work to suit the under-
standing goals (e.g., questioning the fl ow provided 
by the textbook, which is typically organized around 
discrete topics)

(Modules B, D, & H; UbD2 Chapters 9 & 10; 
WHERETO, pp. 197–222)

Figure A.2

UbD in a Nutshell (continued)
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Figure A.3

What Is “Understanding”?

Purpose: To clarify the meaning of understand and understanding.

Directions: Consider, what does it mean to understand something? How do you show your understanding? 
What are indicators of understanding? Complete the stems in each column to play out the various meanings 
of the terms understand and understanding. Consider the terms in general (here) and for particular topics (in 
Figure A.4). Proceed in either direction between the two exercises.

• When someone really understands, that 
 person can            .
• You know that someone really understands 
when he            .

• When someone doesn’t get it (even though 
she might know a lot or have some skill), what 
can’t she do?            .
• You know that someone really doesn’t under-
stand when she            .
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Figure A.4

What Is “Understanding” of Specifi c Topics?

Purpose: To clarify the meaning of understand and understanding of specifi c topics or subjects.

Directions: Consider, what does it mean to “get” fractions or really understand Charlotte’s Web? How does 
understanding a subject differ from just knowing lots of facts? Complete the stems in each column to play out 
the various meanings of the terms understand and understanding as they relate to specifi c topics for a unit, 
course, or program. It is up to you to decide whether to begin here or with the more general version of the 
exercise (Figure A.3).

• When someone really understands
       , that person can        .
• You know that someone really understands 
       when he        .

• When someone doesn’t get         ,
(even though she might know a lot or have
some skill), what can’t she do?
• You know that someone really doesn’t under-
stand        when she        .
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Figure A.5

The Best Designs for Learning

Purpose: To infer the characteristics of the best designs for learning from your own experiences in order to 
apply them as criteria for unit design and implementation.

Directions:
Part 1—Think back to your many prior experiences with well-designed learning, both in and out of school. 
What was the most effective learning experience you have ever encountered? What features of the learn-
ing process—not the teacher’s style or your interests and talents—made the learning so engaging, effective, 
and helpful for you and others? Consider the challenges posed, sequence of activities, climate established, 
nature of the activities and assessments, feedback provided, groupings, resources, how learners’ needs were 
addressed, and other elements.

Briefl y describe the learning experience and its salient features here:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 2—To further consider the qualities of good curriculum design and its effect on learning, we suggest 
that you refl ect upon a few of the best-designed learning experiences you were ever involved in, and gener-
alize from them. If you are using this exercise in a class or study group, we suggest that participants refl ect 
on, share and generalize from their experience in small groups, then as a whole group. What was the best-
designed learning you ever experienced? What is in general true of good design, regardless of the course 
content or the style of the teacher?

The best-designed learning . . .
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Figure A.6

Thinking About “Understanding”

Directions: Select one of the following quotations that you agree with or that resonates with you. Explain why 
you like the quote and, if possible, give an example to illustrate the idea.

1. On education: “That which discloses to the wise and disguises from the foolish their lack of understanding.” 
—Ambrose Bierce

2. “Only in education, never in the life of farmer, sailor, merchant, physician, or scientist, does knowledge mean 
primarily a store of information.” —John Dewey

3. “The most characteristic thing about mental life . . . is that one constantly goes beyond the information 
given.” —Jerome Bruner

4. “Students develop fl exible understanding of when, where, why, and how to use their knowledge to solve 
new problems if they learn how to extract underlying principles from their learning experiences.” 
—Bransford, Cocking, and Brown, How People Learn

5. “Teachers . . . are particularly beset by the temptation to tell what they know. . . . Yet no amount of information, 
whether of theory or fact, in itself improves insight and judgment or increases ability to act wisely.” 
—Charles Gragg, “Because Wisdom Can’t Be Told”

6. “Content should be chosen so as to exemplify the representative ideas of the disciplines. Representative 
ideas are concepts that afford an understanding of the main features of the discipline. They are not minor or 
subordinate ideas; they disclose the essence of the discipline. They are elements of the subject that stand for 
the whole of important aspects of it. . . . They are epitomes of the subject.” —Philip Phenix, Realms of Meaning

7. “I hear, I forget. I see, I remember. I do, I understand.” —Chinese proverb

Thoughts:
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Figure B.4

Unit Design Standards

Key: 3 = Meets the standard; 2 = Partially meets the standard; 1 = Does not yet meet the standard

Stage 1 3 2 1
Feedback 

and Guidance

 1. The listed transfer goals specify desired long-term, genu-
ine accomplishment.

 2. The identifi ed understandings refl ect important, transfer-
able ideas.

 3. The identifi ed understandings are stated as full-sentence 
generalizations—“Students will understand that . . . .”

 4. Essential questions are open-ended and thought 
 provoking.

 5. Relevant standards, mission, or program goals are 
addressed explicitly in all three stages.

 6. The identifi ed knowledge and skill are needed to address 
the established goals, achieve the targeted understanding(s), 
and support effective transfer.

 7. All the elements are aligned so that Stage 1 is focused 
and coherent.

Stage 2

 8. The specifi ed assessments provide valid evidence of all 
desired results; that is, Stage 2 aligns with Stage 1.

 9. The specifi ed assessments include authentic transfer 
tasks based on one or more facets of understanding.

10. The specifi ed assessments provide suffi cient opportunities 
for students to reveal their attainment of the Stage 1 goals.

11. Evaluative criteria for each assessment are aligned to 
desired results.

Stage 3

12. Appropriate learning events and instruction will help 
learners
 a. Acquire targeted knowledge and skills.
 b. Make meaning of important ideas.
 c. Transfer their learning to new situations.

13. The WHERETO elements are included so that the unit is 
likely to be engaging and effective for all learners. (See Figure 
A.2 online for explanation of WHERETO.)

Overall

14. All three stages are coherent and in alignment.

15. The unit design is feasible and appropriate for this 
situation.
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Figure B.5

Social Studies Unit Before UbD

Topic

Topic: Westward Movement and Pioneer Life
Social Studies—3rd Grade

Activities

1. Read textbook section—“Life on the Prairie.” Answer the end-of-chapter questions.
2. Read and discuss Sarah Plain and Tall. Complete a word-search puzzle of pioneer vocabulary terms 
from the story.
3. Create a pioneer-life memory box with artifacts that refl ect what life might be like for a child traveling west 
or living on the prairie.
4. Prairie Day activities—Dress in pioneer clothes and complete seven learning stations:

a. Churn butter
b.  Play 19th century game
c. Send letter home with sealing wax
d. Play “dress the pioneer” computer game
e. Make a corn-husk doll
f. Try quilting
g. Do tin punching

Assessments

1. Quiz on pioneer vocabulary terms from Sarah Plain and Tall
2. Answers to end-of-chapter questions on pioneer life
3. Show-and-tell for memory box contents
4. Completion of seven learning stations during Prairie Day
5. Student refl ections on the unit

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure B.7

Algebra Unit Before UbD

Topic

Associative, Commutative, and Distributive Properties; Order of Operations

Activities

1. Direct instruction on the order of operations (PEMDAS): parentheses, exponents, multiplication, division, 
addition, subtraction.
2. In-class exercises on the order of operations.
3. Direct instruction on the associative and commutative properties: (a + b) + c = a + (b + c); ab = b × a
4. In-class and online exercises on the associative and commutative properties: simplify –12x – 5x + 3a + x. 
Justify each step.
5. Direct instruction, in class and online exercises, on the distributive property: a(b + c) = ab + ac; simplify 
2(4x + y) – 2x
6. Review chapter in preparation for test.

Assessments

1. Quiz on associative property, commutative property, and distributive property. For example, name the 
property a + b + 2 = a + 2 + b; write the product using the distributive property: 6($5.95) = 
2. Quiz on order of operations: (3 + 4) 6 – 12² + 4
3. Chapter test on properties and rules.
4. Homework problems on the properties and rules.
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 c
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 d
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 d

o 
pe

op
le

 s
om

et
im

es
 p
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r r
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 d
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 c
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at
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r d
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t p
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r p
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, C
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 b
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 p
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 m
us

t h
el

p 
st

ud
en

ts
 b

ec
om

e 
in

cr
ea

si
ng

ly
 a

bl
e,

 o
n 

th
ei

r o
w

n,
 to

 c
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w
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 c
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 p

ra
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ra
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at
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 c
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 p
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 p
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r c
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 c
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 p
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 d
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 d
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t o
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t c
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 c
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 p
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 m
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e 

di
sc

us
si

on
. 

Th
e 

ai
m

 is
 fo

r s
tu

de
nt

s 
to

 p
ra

ct
ic

e 
se

ei
ng

 fo
r t

he
m

se
lv

es
 th
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r’s
 w

rit
in

g 
st

yl
e 

an
d 

H
ol

de
n’

s 
vo

ic
e,

 h
av

e 
H

ol
de

n 
di

sc
us

s 
a 

cu
rre

nt
 p

op
 s

ta
r, 

cu
ltu

ra
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 p

ro
ce

ss
es

 in
cr

ea
s-

in
gl

y 
on

 th
ei

r o
w

n,
 w

ith
 m

in
im

al
 te

ac
he

r 
pr

om
pt

in
g.
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 c
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 m
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re
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l r
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 d
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t’s
 w

ro
ng

 w
ith

 h
im

 a
s 

th
e 

no
ve

l u
nf

ol
ds

.

A
s 

th
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r m
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ro
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 b
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 re
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 c
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r c
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 re
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 d
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 c
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 b
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e 

m
os

t i
m

po
rta

nt
 th
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 p
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 p
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 d
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.
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f p
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 d
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Frequently Asked Questions

1. Why did you change the UbD Template?

Just as computer software programs are regularly updated to incorporate new ideas 
and adjustments based on user feedback, the new template refl ects the most current 
thinking on UbD, based on our own observations and the constant feedback 
we get from users throughout the world. In particular, we have seen the need to 
highlight transfer goals and the coding of Stages 2 and 3 because too often well-
intentioned designers were not focusing their units on long-term transfer goals. 
Unit assessments did not always align with the stated goals of Stage 1.

2. Do you have to follow the UbD Template order (top to bottom) when you 
design?

No. Backward design does not demand a rigid sequence. The process of thinking 
through a design is inherently nonlinear, with various entry points, leading 
eventually to a logically organized product. Regardless of approach, designers 
should routinely check the emerging design against the UbD design standards to 
ensure that the process yields a desired high-quality unit.

3. Should you use the three-stage UbD Template for planning lessons as well as 
units?

We do not recommend isolated lesson planning separate from unit planning. We 
have chosen the unit as a focus for design because the key elements of UbD—
understandings, essential questions, and transfer performances—are too complex 
and multifaceted to be satisfactorily addressed within a single lesson. For instance, 
essential questions should be revisited over time, not answered by the end of a 
single class period.

Nonetheless, the larger unit goals provide the context in which individual lessons 
are planned. Teachers often report that careful attention to Stages 1 and 2 sharpens 
their lesson planning, resulting in more purposeful teaching and improved 
learning.

4. Does everything we teach need to be taught for deep “understanding” and 
“transfer”? Aren’t there some facts you just need to memorize and some basic skills 
you can learn only by drill and practice?

Although certainly there are basics that must be mastered, it does not follow that 
rote learning is the only or best means of achieving these ends. Think of the way 
many students (maybe even you) learned math “facts” (e.g., cross-multiplying 
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fractions or using the quadratic formula) without understanding why the method 
works, why it matters, and when you would ever use it in the so-called real world. 
In other words, even though you “knew” the fact, you didn’t necessarily understand 
its meaning or its applicability.

Yes, some things need to be taught for automaticity: letter recognition, times tables, 
instant translation of phrases from English to French. But those elements are means 
to a larger end—transfer—and have to be taught as such. Decoding of letters and 
words is a skill, but it is not the goal of reading. The goal—comprehension of any 
text, on one’s own—must be stressed from the outset so that students don’t fi xate 
on a technique and lose sight of the purpose of the technique, which ultimately is 
only one tool among many for achieving the goal.

This point is refl ected further in Bloom’s Taxonomy, where “synthesis” equals 
creative and fl exible performance, not just the ability to recite someone else’s idea 
when prompted. That is why we need to distinguish rote or prompted skill from 
intellectual performance when framing our goals in Stage 1. Far too many teacher-
designers lose sight of the desired performance goals by reducing them to lists of 
discrete facts and skills, and then teaching and testing each in isolation. The result 
is predictable: many of our students cannot perform with or adapt knowledge and 
skill to unfamiliar situations. They can only recall and plug in bits of learning into 
highly prompted, familiar-looking exercises. Student motivation, engagement, and, 
ultimately, achievement, are the casualties of rote learning without understanding. 
So are achievement results on standardized tests because the items that students 
most frequently miss are more likely to require transfer (e.g., questions about texts 
never before read and problems never before seen). As we contend and research 
confi rms, teaching for understanding and transfer is the best test-prep method.
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Figure C.1

Starting Points in Unit Design

Where to Start Where Not to Start

A “big” state/provincial standard that encompasses 
content knowledge, skill, and higher-order thinking 
and application (e.g., “creative writing” or “regroup-
ing and factoring to solve problems”)

A “narrow” standard, benchmark, or indicator that 
focuses on a discrete skill or content objective (e.g., 
“sonnets” or “the associative property”)

Important, enduring ideas that are worth under-
standing (e.g., “Models enable us to test possible 
outcomes or effects”)

A favorite learning activity (e.g., making a model 
volcano with baking soda and vinegar)

Topics with essential questions that must be con-
tinually revisited (e.g., Whose “history” is this? How 
precise do I have to be? How does culture shape 
art and vice versa?)

Questions with factual answers (e.g., What is the 
chemical symbol for iron? What is alliteration? How 
do you add fractions?)

Performance weaknesses revealed by assessments 
(e.g., students have diffi culty making inferences 
about the main idea or solving multistep/nonroutine 
math problems)

Basic knowledge or skill defi cits revealed by assess-
ments (e.g., vocabulary, subtraction of two-digit 
numbers that involves borrowing)

Enduring ideas that are worth understanding—a 
universal theme, theory, or interpretive schema (e.g., 
“power corrupts”)

Key facts, defi nitions, or a short reading

A powerful process/strategy for using many impor-
tant skills (e.g., conducting a scientifi c inquiry)

A single important process (e.g., using a 
microscope)

An inquiry into complex issues or problems (e.g., 
WebQuest on sustainable energy options)

A basic skill that requires only drill and practice 
(e.g., keyboarding)
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Figure C.2

Common Problem Statements

Identify a statement, below, with which you agree. Based on your decision, frame your unit goals accord-
ingly. Alternatively, add your own statement, or modify any sentence to suit you.

What You Often Observe in Student Performance and Behavior

1. Student performance on assessments is frustratingly weak, especially on questions/tasks that require 
in-depth understanding and transfer ability.

2. My students seem to have no sense of what really matters in my class; they seem to be unclear about 
year-long priorities and their primary responsibilities.

3. My students are very passive and reactive in their work. They have great diffi culty solving their own prob-
lems, asking questions, thinking critically.

4. My students don’t understand that understanding is my goal. They think all they need to do is give 
the “right” answer (or fi nd it somewhere), they think learning is just recall, and they think that my job is to 
spoon-feed them—and they resist when I try to get them to justify answers or dig deeper.

Other:

What You Acknowledge Might Be True About Design Weaknesses

5. We tend to “cover” the content more superfi cially than we should (even though the classes might involve 
interesting discussions and experiences).

6. Our lessons have many “activities,” but they often lack an overarching learning goal that is clear to learn-
ers. Lessons are sometimes just a lot of different and isolated experiences.

7. We ask students to do too many “drills” and not enough “playing the game” in our assessments. We 
have too few higher-order performance tasks in our assessments; our tests focus mainly on the fi rst two 
levels of Bloom's taxonomy: recall, recognition, and plugging in of previous learning.

Other:
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Figure C.3

Various Template Entry Points

Stage 1—Desired Results

Stage 2—Evidence

Stage 3—Learning Plan
• What big idea(s) 
and transfer goals 
are embedded in 
or implied in this 
standard/goal?

7. 

Content 

standards/ 

established 

goals

• Ultimately, what do 
we want students to 
be able to do in the 
world beyond school?

1. 

A 

 real-world, 

transfer 

goal

• What new insights/
inferences are we 
 hoping students will 
leave with, once the 
unit is over?

2. 

An 

important 

aha!

• What are the 
big ideas we want 
students to explore 
via inquiry? What 
questions might 
frame the inquiry 
and discussion?

3. 

A thought- 

provoking 

question

• What will students 
need to understand 
about this topic to 
perform well on a key 
assessment?

6. 

A key test or 

assessment

• What important 
experiences should 
students have in this 
unit? What thought-
provoking activities 
would raise all the 
key issues?

4. 

An 

 important 

activity or 

lesson

• Exactly why are we 
having students use 
this resource/read this 
text?

5. 

Key 

resource(s) 

or text

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.



The Understanding by Design Guide to Creating High-Qual ity Units

Module C: Start ing Points

Stage 1—Desired Results

ESTABLISHED 
GOALS

Transfer

Meaning

UNDERSTANDINGS
ESSENTIAL 
QUESTIONS

Acquisition

Stage 2—Evidence

Code
Evaluative 

Criteria

PERFORMANCE TASK(S):

OTHER EVIDENCE:

Stage 3—Learning Plan

Code

    Learning Events  
Pre-assessment

Progress
Monitoring

Figure C.4

Entry Point—Content Standards

Standard(s):  

• What transfer goals are embed-
ded in this standard? What are 
the key verbs? What should 
students eventually be able to do 
on their own to show that they 
meet the standard?

• What important 
questions are raised 
by this content?

• What essential 
questions will guide 
inquiry into it?

• What discrete 
evidence of learning 
is stated or implied in 
the standard (and its 
indicators)?

• What learning experiences will help 
uncover the big ideas in the standard?

• What instruction is needed to equip 
students to meet this standard?

• What specifi c real-
world transfer tasks 
should students be 

able to do well if 
they have met this 

standard?

• What will students 
come to understand 

if they really learn this 
content well?
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Stage 1—Desired Results

ESTABLISHED 
GOALS

Transfer

Meaning

UNDERSTANDINGS
ESSENTIAL 
QUESTIONS

Acquisition

Stage 2—Evidence

Code
Evaluative 

Criteria

PERFORMANCE TASK(S):

OTHER EVIDENCE:

Stage 3—Learning Plan

Code

    Learning Events  
Pre-assessment

Progress
Monitoring

Figure C.5

Entry Point—Important Topic

Topic:  

• What should students be able 
to do with the content, if they 
understand?

• What important 
questions are raised 
by this topic?

• What questions will 
guide inquiry into the 
important ideas?

• What evidence will 
show that students 
have learned this 
content?

• What activities and instruction will 
really engage students in this topic 
and help them better grasp the 
essence and the value of it?

• What kinds of real-
world performances 

test understanding of 
this content?

• What content 
standard(s) justify or 
relate to this topic?

• What is the big idea (the “moral 
of the story”) that we want stu-
dents to understand about this 
topic?
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Stage 1—Desired Results

ESTABLISHED 
GOALS

Transfer

Meaning

UNDERSTANDINGS
ESSENTIAL 
QUESTIONS

Acquisition

Stage 2—Evidence

Code
Evaluative 

Criteria

PERFORMANCE TASK(S):

OTHER EVIDENCE:

Stage 3—Learning Plan

Code

    Learning Events  
Pre-assessment

Progress
Monitoring

Figure C.6

Entry Point—Important Skill

Skill/Process:  

• What understanding(s) will 
enable students to use the skill 
wisely?
• What are the strategic under-
standings needed for effective 
use?

• What important 
questions are raised 
when attempting 
to use/improve this 
skill?
• What essential 
questions will guide 
thoughtful use?

• What evidence will 
show that students 
have mastered this 
skill?

• What instruction and learning 
activities will most effectively help to 
develop, refi ne, and make automatic 
this skill?
• What kinds of complex and interest-
ing challenges can make the skill’s 
value more apparent and meaningful?

• What complex, 
real-world perfor-

mances does 
this skill and others 

like it enable?

• What content 
standard(s) call for, 

or imply, mastery of 
this skill?

• What is the 
 purpose or value 

of this skill?
• What important 

transfer ability does 
the skill help make 

possible?
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Stage 1—Desired Results

ESTABLISHED 
GOALS

Transfer

Meaning

UNDERSTANDINGS
ESSENTIAL 
QUESTIONS

Acquisition

Stage 2—Evidence

Code
Evaluative 

Criteria

PERFORMANCE TASK(S):

OTHER EVIDENCE:

Stage 3—Learning Plan

Code

    Learning Events  
Pre-assessment

Progress
Monitoring

Figure C.7

Entry Point—A Key Text

Text/Resource:  

• What important transfer abilities 
will be developed or reinforced 
from reading this text or using this 
resource?

• What important 
question(s) are 
raised by this text/
resource?
• What provoca-
tive question(s) will 
guide the reading of 
this text/use of this 
resource?

• What evidence will 
show what students 
have learned from 
the text or resource?

• What learning activities will make the 
ideas in the text concrete, real, thought 
provoking?
• What instruction is needed to equip 
students to understand the text or use 
the resource?
• What background knowledge is 
needed to better understand the text/
resource?

• What evidence will 
show that students 

really understand this 
text/resource?

• What big ideas are 
at the heart of this 

text/resource?

• To what content 
standards does this 

text relate? What 
goal justifi es reading 

this book or using 
this resource?
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Stage 1—Desired Results

ESTABLISHED 
GOALS

Transfer

Meaning

UNDERSTANDINGS
ESSENTIAL 
QUESTIONS

Acquisition

Stage 2—Evidence

Code
Evaluative 

Criteria

PERFORMANCE TASK(S):

OTHER EVIDENCE:

Stage 3—Learning Plan

Code

    Learning Events  
Pre-assessment

Progress
Monitoring

Figure C.8

Entry Point—A Favorite Activity

Activity/Unit:  

• Why are we doing these 
activities? What are the intended 
learnings that we hope will result 
from doing and refl ecting upon 
the activity?
• What important transfer abilities 
are made possible by the activity?

• What important 
questions will be 
raised by doing 
these activities?
• What essential 
questions will focus 
and guide learning 
from the activity?

• What other 
evidence will show 
what students have 
learned from this 
activity/unit?

• What background knowledge is 
needed to appreciate the point of the 
activities?
• What instruction and learnings will 
help students effectively learn from the 
activities/unit?
• What follow-up activities will help 
 students refl ect carefully on the 
meaning(s) of the activity?

• What kinds of 
complex, real-world 

performances would 
show that students 

really understand the 
point of the activity 
and can apply the 

learnings from 
the activity?

• What content 
standard does this 

activity address?

• What big idea(s) 
will the activities 

help students come 
to understand?
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Stage 1—Desired Results

ESTABLISHED 
GOALS

Transfer

Meaning

UNDERSTANDINGS
ESSENTIAL 
QUESTIONS

Acquisition

Stage 2—Evidence

Code
Evaluative 

Criteria

PERFORMANCE TASK(S):

OTHER EVIDENCE:

Stage 3—Learning Plan

Code

    Learning Events  
Pre-assessment

Progress
Monitoring

Figure C.9

Entry Point—A Key Test

Test:  

• What transfer abilities are 
directly or indirectly assessed by 
this test?
• What key uses of knowledge 
and skills are the items meant to 
test?

• What important 
questions can be 
answered by the 
knowledge and skill 
being tested?
• What important 
questions will guide 
learning the tested 
content?

• What other 
evidence will show 
that students have 
learned the tested 
content?

• What engaging activities and instruc-
tion will help students effectively learn 
the tested knowledge and skills?
• What projects or other meaningful 
learning challenges require the tested 
content?

• What kinds of 
real-world situations 
demand the tested 

knowledge and skill?
• What complex 

performance would 
assess this knowl-

edge and skill?

• What are the 
highest-level content 

standard(s) tested?

• What big ideas 
underlie the tested 

facts and skills?
• What will 

students need to 
understand in order 

to perform well?
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Figure C.10

Using the Textbook Wisely

Purpose: To clarify the role of the textbook.

Directions: Consider the following questions. Your answers represent decisions that need to be made about 
how best to use and supplement the textbook in your unit, given your goals.

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

If the desired result is for 
learners to . . .    

Which textbook assessments 
should be used?    

Which textbook pages 
should be . . .

Emphasized?

Skimmed?

Skipped?

Resequenced?
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Frequently Asked Questions

1. Do you have to follow this or the other UbD Template in order (top to bottom) 
when you design?

No. Backward design does not demand a rigid sequence of thinking. The process is 
inherently nonlinear, with various entry points, leading to an organized product—a 
point we discussed in Module B when we introduced the template. The fi nal design 
is presented in a logical format, via a template. Although the fi nal product refl ects 
the three-stage logic, the designing process typically unfolds in an iterative and 
unpredictable way, with the end result in mind.

Think of the difference between cooks experimenting in the kitchen and their fi nal 
product after lots of experimenting—a new recipe. They may be inspired to start in 
various ways: with a fresh seasonal ingredient, a specifi c audience for whom to cook, 
or the desire to test out new preparation techniques. Much trial and error is likely, 
as they try various combinations of ingredients, spices, pairings, temperatures, and 
timings. But they present the fi nal product to others in an effi cient step-by-step 
form. Similarly, although the UbD Template provides a format for sharing the fi nal 
design “recipe,” it does not specify the sequence of the design process. (And, of 
course, designs as well as recipes will often be further revised following feedback 
from peer review and use with students.)

We have observed that certain variables, such as subject area, topic, and a teacher’s 
style, seem to infl uence the design sequence. Regardless of approach, designers 
should complete the template and routinely check the emerging design against the 
UbD design standards to ensure that the process yields the desired high-quality 
result.

2. What if we have rigid pacing guides based exclusively on a textbook? How can 
UbD be done well or help me?

Although the situation you describe would seem to make UbD impossible in your 
context, it is not only possible but desirable to fi t your textbook and pacing guide 
into a framework of UbD lessons. Almost all such pacing guides merely highlight 
the key knowledge and skill to be covered, and a “pace” for covering it. This ignores 
the vital question: how will students be helped to learn and use this knowledge 
and skill? Even with such guides, there still remains the vital task of framing all 
that discrete content via big ideas and transfer goals if students are going to be 
able to make sense of that content and use it effectively—and thus do well on tests 
related to the content. Consider the pacing guide for what it is—a reminder of the 
knowledge and skill that need to be learned. However, ensuring that students learn 
with understanding requires more than just marching through textbook pages. 
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That’s what the UbD planning process does: it asks you to state your long-term 
goals and the priority understandings and transfer goals, and thereby package the 
learning of content to make it most understandable, engaging, and useful.
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Figure D.1

Simple Stages for Nutrition Unit

Unit Topic: Nutrition    Subject(s): Health/PE    Grade(s): 5    Time Frame: 4 weeks 

Stage 1—Desired Results

This unit introduces basic concepts of nutrition. Students will learn about various types of foods and their 
nutritional values, the USDA Food Pyramid guidelines for a “balanced” diet, and various health problems 
that can result from poor nutrition. They will also learn how to read food labels for nutritional information.

Stage 2—Evidence

Students will be assessed through quizzes and a fi nal test to assess their knowledge of nutrition, specifi c 
nutrition vocabulary, the food groups, and the Food Pyramid guidelines.

Stage 3—Learning Plan

Major learning activities include the following:
• Learn and memorize nutrition vocabulary.
• Read “Nutrition” chapter from the health textbook.
• Learn about the USDA Food Pyramid and the food groups.
• Watch video “Nutrition and You.”
• Create a class cookbook.
• Listen to a guest speaker (nutritionist).
• Learn to read food labels for nutrition information.
• Plan healthy menu for class party.
• Take fi nal unit test.



The Understanding by Design Guide to Creating High-Qual ity Units

Module D: Developing an Init ial Unit Sketch

Figure D.2

Simple Stages Template

Unit Topic:        Subject(s):        Grade(s):        Time Frame:       

Stage 1—Desired Results

What should students learn as a result of this unit?

Stage 2—Evidence

What evidence will show that students have met the Stage 1 goals?

Stage 3—Learning Plan

What key learning events will help students reach the goals and be successful on the
assessments?

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure D.3

“If . . ., Then” Worksheet

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

If the desired end result is for 
learners to . . .     

then you need evidence of the 
learners’ ability to . . .   

then the learning events 
need to . . .

Drive in heavy traffi c with aggres-
sive and inattentive drivers 
without accident or anger.

Handle real as well as simulated 
driving conditions in which defen-
sive driving is required by traffi c 
and behavior of other drivers.

Help novices become skilled in 
handling the automobile; help 
them learn and practice defen-
sive driving in a variety of situa-
tions; help them learn to defuse 
anger using humor and different 
thought patterns, etc.
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Figure D.4

What’s the Point of My Unit?

Purpose: To clarify the long-term purpose of your unit topic; to provide students with reasons for learning the 
content.

Directions: Consider the following questions. Your answers will help you help students understand the pur-
pose of the unit and why they should put forth effort to learn.

What is the point? 

What about this 
topic is really important in 

adult life? In the real world, 
why does this matter?

What is most 
memorable about this 

subject? What initially got 
me interested in this 

topic?

What are the 
best reasons for having 

students spend time 
learning this?

What important 
things could students not 

do later if they 
didn’t learn this now?

What 
justifi es 

teaching this? 
How would I 

defend its inclusion 
to my supervisor 

or the school 
board?

How 
will I answer 

students’ 
questions—“Why 
are we learning 
this? What’s the 

point?”
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Frequently Asked Questions

1. This three-stage approach makes sense. So, why do you call it “backward” design?

We use the term backward in two ways. First, plan with the end in mind by initially 
clarifying the learning you seek—that is, the desired change or ability in the student, 
the learning results (Stage 1). Then, think about the evidence needed to show that 
students have achieved those desired learnings (Stage 2). Finally, plan the means 
to the end—the teaching and learning activities and resources required to help 
them achieve the goals (Stage 3). We have found that backward design, whether 
applied by individual teachers or district curriculum committees, helps to avoid 
the twin sins of activity-oriented and coverage-oriented curriculum planning.

Second, our use of the term refers to the fact that this approach is “backward” in 
relation to the way many educators plan. For years we have observed that curriculum 
planning often translates into listing activities (Stage 3), with only a general sense 
of intended results and little, if any, attention to assessment evidence (Stage 2). 
Many teachers have commented that the UbD planning template makes sense but 
feels awkward, because it requires a break from comfortable planning habits.

Backward design is not a new concept. In 1948 Ralph Tyler articulated a similar 
approach to curriculum planning. “Task analysis” presumes the same logic. More 
recently, “outcome-based” and “mastery” education advocates, such as Benjamin 
Bloom (1956) and Robert Gagné (1977), recommended that curriculum be 
designed down from desired outcomes. In the best-selling book The Seven Habits of 
Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey (1989) conveys a similar fi nding—effective 
people plan “with the end in mind.”

On the other hand, it’s not just backward design from any goal. A key element of 
Understanding by Design is that the goals have to be complex and understanding-
focused; we design backward from understanding-related performance as opposed 
to discrete knowledge and skill objectives and exercises. It’s like the difference 
between the drill and the game in sports. Many teachers design backward from the 
drill instead of the game. (We say more about this in later modules.)

This approach may be backward from familiar planning habits and may be hard at 
fi rst. Nonetheless, there is a method to our madness, and the three-stage template 
is organized to help guide your thinking in this way. With practice, you will fi nd 
that backward design becomes a natural way of thinking, and both your teaching 
and student learning will benefi t from it.
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Figure E.1

Examples of Four Goal Types

Topic: The American Revolution (Declaration of Independence)
• Know the names of the writers of the Declaration of Independence. K
• Use your research skill to learn about one of the signers of the Declaration. S
• Analyze the Declaration in terms of the historical context and its “audience” and “purpose” and develop a 
thesis about this document. M
• Apply your analysis to role-play a signer of the Declaration in a simulated town meeting where you explain 
your decision to your townspeople and are prepared to respond to criticism of your stance. T

Topic: Beginning Spanish
• Know the most common phrases related to asking directions. K
• Use your emerging skill with the present tense (and your knowledge of common phrases) to translate simple 
teacher prompts that begin Donde está . . . ? S
• A student argues “One past tense is enough, and it’s too hard to learn two! Why bother?” Write a letter, make 
a podcast, or create a YouTube video on why different past tenses are needed for precise communication in 
Spanish. M
• Role-play: In a simulation of being in a crowded train station with little time, you must ask about various 
trains that have departed and will soon depart. Some speakers will speak more quickly and idiomatically than 
others. T

Topic: Linear relationships in algebra
• Know the meaning of “slope” and that y = mx + b. K
• Graph various linear pairs. S
• Explain, in general terms, how linear relationships help you fi nd the price point but are not likely to help you 
predict sales. M
• Use linear equations and real data from experiments to help you determine the price point for selling store-
bought donuts and homemade coffee at athletic events in order to make a profi t for a fund-raiser. T
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Figure E.2

Distinguishing Understandings from Factual Knowledge

Understandings Factual Knowledge

• Refl ect “big ideas” in the form of powerful 
generalizations.
• Are transferrable across situations, places, and 
times.
• Must be “earned” (i.e., constructed in the mind of 
the learner) through processes of inquiry, inferenc-
ing, and rethinking.
• Are most appropriately assessed through perfor-
mance tasks requiring one or more facets of under-
standing (e.g., application and explanation).

• Consists of facts (e.g., 4 x 4 = 16) and basic 
concepts (e.g., sky).
• Facts do not transfer. Basic concepts have limited 
transfer capacity (e.g., the concept of dog applies 
to different breeds).
• Can be learned in a rote fashion (i.e., without 
understanding).
• Can be assessed using objective test/quiz items 
having a “right” or “wrong” answer.

Other Points to Remember
• An understanding is an inference, not a fact. It is a helpful insight derived from inquiry. Key understandings 
in intellectual fi elds (e.g., in physics: Objects remain in motion at a constant velocity if no force acts on them) 
often violate common sense and conventional wisdom. They are thus often prone to misunderstanding by 
students. Therefore, they cannot simply be “covered”; they must be “uncovered” (e.g., by exploring essential 
questions, wrestling with challenging problems, debating a complex issue).
• Such understandings endure in that they enable us to make vital and informative connections in our learn-
ing—as students and as adults. For example, the idea that “might does not make right” applies to both play-
ground disputes and international diplomacy.
• Although facts and basic concepts can be learned in rote fashion, research shows that an understanding-
based approach can yield more substantive, long-term, and fl exible learning of the basics. Understandings 
function by helping to link and connect otherwise discrete facts and skills.



The Understanding by Design Guide to Creating High-Qual ity Units

Module E: Different Types of Learning Goals

Figure E.3

Successful Meaning-Making

Students show that 
they understand when they

Students have not 
yet made meaning if they

• See a pattern in the data (e.g., in the data, text, 
historical events) on their own.
• Explain in their own words or own way (e.g., visual 
representation).

• Can only restate what they were told the pattern 
was.
• Don’t know how to look for a pattern or confi rm 
for themselves that this is the pattern.

• State what the story means or provide a summary 
in their own words.
• Realize that you have to read between the lines to 
make inferences about character, motives, feelings.

• Only read literally, and retell the plot, setting, char-
acters, and so on.
• Can only state facts from the story or repeat what 
others say the story means.
• Are puzzled by inferences others make.

• Connect facts about people and events in a his-
torical narrative to observations and generalizations 
they have made about such experiences.
• Make generalizations about a historical period in 
their own words.

• Can only repeat a conclusion offered by the 
teacher or textbook, or only cite facts.
• Do not make (or see the need to make) any con-
nections to their own experiences or judgments 
about people and history.
• Cannot accurately summarize or generalize about 
a historical period.

• Realize that the speaker of another language has 
made a joke or spoken sarcastically.

• Translate word-by-word and do not draw infer-
ences about the speaker’s intent.
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Figure E.4

Examples of Transfer Goals

Long-Term Transfer Goals Why (and When) These Are Transfer Goals

Writing—Effectively write in various genres for vari-
ous audiences, in order to
• Explain (narrative).
• Entertain (creative).
• Persuade (persuasive).
• Help perform a task (technical).
• Challenge or change things (satirical).

The goal is to prepare students to use their writing 
repertoire for real-life demands with any combina-
tion of purpose, audience, and genre. The students 
transfer their prior learning when they write without 
explicit reminders and graphic organizers.

Mathematics—Recognize and solve never-before-
seen mathematical problems in which it is not clear 
what exactly the problem is asking and what the 
appropriate approach for solving the problem is. 
These novel-looking problems involve either theo-
retical or real-world challenges.

Students have to judge what any problem is really 
asking, which mathematics might best apply, and 
the optimum solution path—all without being told 
how to proceed step-by-step. Transfer requires 
mathematical reasoning and strategy, not merely 
plugging in numbers in a familiar-looking exercise, 
via a memorized algorithm.

Health and Physical Education—Make healthful 
choices and decisions regarding diet, exercise, 
stress management, alcohol, drug use.

The long-term aim is to equip students with the 
knowledge, skills, and motivation to live a healthful 
life without nagging from parents and teachers.

Science—Evaluate scientifi c claims (e.g., X brand 
of paper towels absorbs the most liquid of all the 
leading brands), and analyze current issues involv-
ing science or technology (e.g., ethanol is the most 
cost-effective alternative fuel source).

Students understand scientifi c methods (e.g., need 
for validation) and habits of mind (e.g., healthy 
skepticism) to make informed decisions about 
science-related issues that they will encounter.

Reading—Read and respond to various types of 
text (literature, nonfi ction, technical) through
• Global understanding (the “gist”).
• Interpretation (between the lines).
• Critical stance.
• Personal connections.

The goal is to prepare students to read and com-
prehend any text on their own.

History—Discuss the applicability of the history they 
have been learning to current and future events, 
and to other historical events and issues. What 
lessons, if any, should we learn from the past and 
apply to the present and other past events?

Students must consider the relevance of the past 
to the present, make judgments on their own, and 
apply them to specifi c issues.

Performing Arts—Create and perform an original 
work in a selected medium to express ideas and 
evoke mood/emotion.

The goal is to equip students for personal expres-
sion through the arts and to make aesthetic judg-
ments about the arts on their own.

World Languages—Communicate effectively in the 
target language, in various situations with different 
challenges to understanding (speed, accent, over 
phone, etc.).

The goal is independent and successful com-
munication in real-world situations where teacher 
prompts and reminders about the use of discrete 
knowledge and skills are not available.
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Figure E.5

Nutrition Unit Outline for Stage 1

Unit Topic: Nutrition

Subject(s): Health

Grade(s): 5–7

Time Frame: 3 weeks

Stage 1—Desired Results

Transfer—Students will be able to . . .
• Evaluate their own eating patterns and make healthful nutritional choices.

Understandings—Students will understand that . . .
• Eating a balanced diet promotes physical and mental health, and enhances one's appearance and energy 
level.
• The USDA Food Pyramid defi nes healthy eating, but healthy eating varies for each individual depending upon 
age, lifestyle, culture, and available foods.
• Choosing healthy foods isn’t always easy.

Essential Questions
• What should we eat?
• Are you a healthy eater, and how would you know?

Knowledge—Students will know . . .
• The food groups.
• The USDA Food Pyramid recommendations for a balanced diet.
• Key nutrition vocabulary (e.g., protein, fat, calorie, carbohydrate, cholesterol).
• Health problems caused by poor nutrition.

Skill—Students will be skilled at . . .
• Reading food labels for nutritional information.
• Planning a balanced meal.

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure E.6

Summarize the Relationships Among Four Goal Types

Use this page to sketch your current understanding of the relationships among the four types of goals— 
transfer, meaning, knowledge, and skill. You might try to create a Venn diagram, a concept web, a drawing, 
an analogy, an equation—whatever will help you clarify the relationships.

Example: knowledge + skill < transfer; knowledge + big idea = meaning, like “connect the dots” puzzles.
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Figure E.7

Coding Stage 1 Goals

List and code your Stage 1 goals according to the following key.

T =  Genuine, long-term accomplishments that we want students to achieve autonomously (i.e., transfer goals)
M =  Important ideas that we want students to come to understand by drawing inferences; the meanings that 

we want students to make
K =  Knowledge of facts, defi nitions, and basic concepts that students will acquire (i.e., declarative knowledge 

goals)
S =  Discrete skills that students will learn to do (i.e., procedural knowledge goals)

Code     Stage 1 Goals
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Figure E.8

Implications for Stages 2 and 3 of Four Goal Types

Directions: Sketch out a unit idea in the three stages of backward design based on the four desired results in 
Stage 1—transfer, make meaning, knowledge, and skill.

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

If the desired end result is for 
learners to . . .

then you need evidence of the 
learners’ ability to . . .

then the learning events need 
to . . .

Transfer

Make Meaning of

Be Skilled At

Know
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Figure E.9

Sample Implications for Stages 2 and 3 of Four Goal Types

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

If the desired end result is 
for learners to . . .   

then you need evidence of the 
learners’ ability to . . .   

then the learning events 
need to . . .

Transfer
Effectively handle real-world 
 traffi c and road conditions 
(e.g., on entering highways).

Enter highways at appropriate 
speeds and in a safe merge, 
from varied streets and road 
conditions.

Provide students with direct 
instruction, practice, and feed-
back on highway merges—under 
real as well as simulated and 
virtual conditions.

Make Meaning of
What “defensive driving” requires 
in a highway entrance-ramp 
merge.

Observe, analyze, and discuss 
real and simulated highway 
merges in terms of their safety 
and appropriateness for the
situations.

Give students insights and 
practice in exploring the question 
“What is ‘defensive driving’ when 
entering a highway?” via discus-
sion, analysis of video.

Be Skilled At
Accelerating on an entry ramp to 
match traffi c fl ow on the highway.

Accelerate and decelerate 
smoothly and safely when condi-
tions demand it.

Provide instruction, practice, and 
feedback on how to accelerate 
while mindful of road conditions.

Know
The speed limit on city streets, 
entry ramps, and highways.

Recall the laws about speed 
limits locally, and know what to 
do when speed limits are not 
posted.

Instruct students orally, in print, 
and via video about speed limit 
laws.
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Figure E.10

Clarifying Transfer Goals

Purpose: To clarify the long-term transfer goals for your unit topic.

Directions: Consider the following questions. Your answers represent possible transfer goals for focusing 
teaching and learning on long-term outcomes.

Your Unit Topic:  

What complex task, requiring this and other skills, do I want learners to be able to accomplish?

 

 

 

Given all I will “teach,” what performance should learners be able to accomplish fl uently and independently?

 

 

 

What are the most important real-world challenges requiring the skill(s)?

 

 

 

What is the point of learning these skills? What do these skills enable learners to eventually do?

 

 

 

What complex challenges do learners have trouble tackling on their own, without prompting or scaffolding?

 

 

 

What kinds of tasks, refl ecting standards, should students be able to do on their own?

 

 

 

1–2 key transfer goals
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Figure E.11

Considering Long-Term Transfer Goals

Purpose: To consider the questions
• If learning content is the means, what is the desired end?
• What should learners eventually be able to do with the content?

Directions: Respond to the following prompts for your unit topic.

Your Unit Topic:  

I want students to learn [specify the content]

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

… so that, in the long run, they will be able, on their own, to use this content to [specify the long-term desired 
accomplishment].
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Figure E.12

Clarifying Meaning Goals

Directions: Fill in the blanks to clarify the meaning goals for your unit. We’ve provided space for two goals; 
repeat for however many meaning-making goals you have.

Goal 1

It’s not enough for students to know—

 

 

 

They also have to be able to explain in their own words

 

 

 

And they have to be able to infer on their own, as much as possible

 

 

 

Goal 2

It’s not enough for students to know—

 

 

 

They also have to be able to explain in their own words

 

 

 

And they have to be able to infer on their own, as much as possible
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Frequently Asked Questions

1. Does everything we teach need to be taught for deep “understanding” and 
“transfer”? Aren’t there some facts and skills to master that you just need to 
memorize and learn by drill and practice?

Although there are certainly “basics” that students must master, it does not follow 
that rote learning is the only or best means of achieving these ends. It ends up being 
a question of how you defi ne master. Recall the old quip from a frustrated math 
teacher: “Yours is not to reason why, just invert and multiply.” Think of how often 
you learned a math “fact” (e.g., cross-multiplying fractions or using the quadratic 
formula) without understanding why it worked, why it mattered, and what 
important performance it permitted. In other words, even though you “knew” the 
fact, you didn’t understand its meaning or its applicability to performances in your 
world. And that inability had practical consequences: it often led to forgetfulness, 
misunderstanding, and thus an inability to apply the learning in later work. Of 
course, some things need to become automatic: times tables, the meaning of key 
terms, the conjugation of être and estar. But that is no excuse for piling fact upon 
fact, skill upon skill, out of context. The research is clear: too much out-of-context 
learning inhibits transfer.

2. Why should we use “big ideas” to frame unit design? Aren’t the standards 
suffi cient? Isn’t clear instruction in the knowledge and skills suffi cient?

No clearer statement of the importance of ideas for advancing one’s learning has 
been presented than Bruner’s account in The Process of Education, more than 50 
years ago:

Grasping the structure of a subject is understanding it in a way that 
permits many other things to be related to it meaningfully. To learn 
structure, in short, is to learn how things are related. . . . [T]o take an 
example from mathematics, algebra is a way of arranging knowns and 
unknowns in equations so that the unknowns are made knowable. The 
three fundamentals involved . . . are commutation, distribution, and 
association. Once a student grasps the ideas embodied by these three 
fundamentals, he is in a position to recognize wherein “new” equations 
to be solved are not new at all. Whether the student knows the formal 
names of these operations is less important for transfer than whether he is able 
to use them [emphasis added]. (p. 7–8)

The authors of the widely cited summary of research on learning in How People 
Learn (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000) note the following:
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When a subject is taught in multiple contexts, and includes examples 
that demonstrate wide application of what is being taught, people are 
more likely to abstract the relevant features of concepts and to develop 
a fl exible representation of knowledge. (p. 50)

One way to deal with lack of fl exibility is to ask learners to solve a spe-
cifi c case and then provide them with an additional, similar case; the 
goal is to help them abstract general principles that lead to more fl ex-
ible transfer. [Another] way is to generalize the case so that learners are 
asked to create a solution that applies not simply to a single problem, 
but to a whole class of related problems. (p. 50)

Effective comprehension and thinking require a coherent understand-
ing of the organizing principles in any subject matter; understanding 
the essential features of the problems of various school subjects will 
lead to better reasoning and problem solving. (p. 227)
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Figure F.1

Distinguishing Essential Questions from Knowledge Questions

Essential Questions Knowledge Questions

1. Are meant to be explored, argued, and continu-
ally revisited (and refl ected upon).
2. Have various plausible answers. Often the 
answers to these questions raise new questions.
3. Should spark or provoke thought and stimu-
late students to engage in sustained inquiry and 
extended thinking.
4. Refl ect genuine questions that real people seri-
ously ask, either in their work or in their lives—not a 
“teacherly” question asked only in schools.

1. Have a specifi c, straightforward, unproblematic 
answer.
2. Are asked to prompt factual recall rather than to 
generate a sustained inquiry.
3. Are more likely to be asked by a teacher or a 
textbook than by a curious student or person out in 
the world.
4. Are more rhetorical than genuine.

Other Points to Remember
• It is the purpose of the question that matters, not its phrasing. How the question is pursued (or not) in the 
activities and assessments determines if it is “essential.” In this regard, many essential questions begin with 
“open” stems (e.g., Why . . .? In what ways . . .? How might . . . ?), but this is not a requirement. Questions 
may be phrased as if they could be answered with a “yes/no” or a single answer, yet still meet the criteria of 
“essential” (e.g., Is biology destiny? What should we eat? Which modern president has the most disappointing 
legacy?). In other words, the format or phrasing of the question is not the sole determiner of its purpose.
• Some essential questions are meant to be guiding; that is, they are initially open to many plausible interpreta-
tions and answers, but they eventually end in an understanding. Many essential questions in the sciences fi t 
this description (e.g., What are things made of? Where does the water go? Why do things move the way they 
do?). Nonetheless, such questions can guide student inquiry, stimulate thinking, and encourage meaning-
making by the learner.
• Note the distinction between “hook” questions (e.g., Can what you eat help prevent zits?) intended to engage 
students’ interest in a new topic, and essential questions. We recommend  placing hook questions in Stage 3 
as part of the learning plan.
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Figure F.2

Essential Questions for Skill-Related Goals

Subject Skill Strategy Essential Questions

Reading “Sound out” unfamiliar 
words.

Use context clues to 
fi gure out the word’s 
meaning.

• What’s the author 
 trying to say? 
• How can I fi nd out 
what these words might 
mean?

Writing Follow the fi ve-para-
graph essay structure.

Match your word 
choices with your pur-
pose and audience.

• If that’s my purpose 
and audience, what fol-
lows for my writing?

Mathematics Dividing fractions:
Invert and multiply.

Problem solving:
• Simplify equivalent 
expressions.
• Work backward from 
end result.

• How can I turn 
unknowns into knowns? 
• What form must this 
end up in?

Visual Arts/
Graphic Design

Use the color wheel to 
select complementary 
colors.

Use colors to reinforce 
the mood you want to 
evoke in the viewer.

• What am I trying to 
make the viewer feel? 
• How can I best evoke 
mood using color?

Carpentry Apply proper tech-
niques when using a 
band saw. 

Measure twice, cut 
once.

• How can I best save 
time, money, and 
energy? 
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Figure F.3

What Makes a Question “Essential”?

Part 1: Examine the following essential questions (1–6) and nonexamples (7–12) to determine the common 
characteristics of essential questions. List the common characteristics.

Essential Questions Not Essential Questions

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 fl uent foreigners from native 
speakers?
6. How would life be different if we couldn’t mea-
sure time?

7. How many legs does a spider have? How does 
an elephant use its trunk?
8. What is “foreshadowing”? Can you fi nd an 
example of foreshadowing in the story?
9. What is the original meaning of the term technol-
ogy (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?

Common characteristics of essential questions:

Part 2: Test your theory about essential questions by deciding which of the following questions (13–18) are 
essential, using your list of characteristics as criteria. Mark yes if it is an essential question or no if it’s not.

  YES   NO
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 U.S. president has the most disappointing legacy?        
17. To what extent are common sense and science related?        
18. What’s the pattern?        

Part 3: Review the answer key and explanations; revise your description of essential questions.

Revised descriptions for common characteristics of essential questions:

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.

13. Yes—Open-ended, thought provoking; supports inquiry, discussion, and debate.
14. No—A fact question with a single “correct” answer.
15. No—Somewhat open, but does not necessarily point toward any important ideas.
16. Yes—Open-ended, thought provoking; supports inquiry, discussion, and debate with follow-up prompts 
(e.g., Why? What’s your reasoning? Support your choice).
17. Yes—Open-ended, thought provoking; supports inquiry and discussion.
18. Maybe—Not an essential question if it points to a correct answer (e.g., 1, 2, 4, 8, 14,   ), but could be if 
the students are given complex data with no obvious pattern; in this case, students will need to use reasoning 
to make and test inferences.
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Figure F.4

Framing Understandings

Part 1: Examine the following examples (1–5) and nonexamples (6–10) to determine the common characteris-
tics of an effectively framed understanding. List these below.

Enduring Understandings Not Enduring Understandings

The student will understand that . . .
1. In a free-market economy, price is a function of 
supply and demand.
2. True friendship is revealed during diffi cult times, 
not happy times.
3. Statistical analysis and data display often reveal 
patterns that may not be obvious.
4. The most effi cient and effective stroke mechanics 
in swimming involve pushing the maximum amount 
of water directly backward.
5. Heating of the Earth’s surface and atmosphere 
by the sun drives convection within the atmosphere 
and oceans, producing winds and ocean currents.

The student will understand . . .
6. That the price of long-distance phone calls has 
declined during the past decade.
7. True friendship.

8. Mean, median, and mode are measures of cen-
tral tendency.
9. That they should not cup their hands when swim-
ming the freestyle.

10. Wind is a force of nature.

Common characteristics of enduring understandings:

Part 2: Use your list of characteristics as criteria to determine which of the following examples are effectively 
framed as enduring understandings. Mark yes if it is an enduring understanding or no if it’s not. 

  YES   NO
11. The concept of estivation.        
12. The USDA Food Pyramid presents relative, not absolute, 
guidelines for a balanced diet.        
13. Mathematical models simplify reality to enable useful solutions.        
14. How to tell time.        
15. The causes and effects of the Civil War.        
16. That the Magna Carta was signed on June 15, 1215.        

Part 3: Review the answer key and explanations; revise your description of enduring understandings.

11. No—States the concept to be learned, not the understanding about the concept that should be learned.
12. Yes— The word ‘relative’ in this statement signals that there is not a single prescribed or pat formula for 
healthy eating, given individual and cultural differences.
13. Yes— This is a transferable idea, applicable throughout school and life. And it is not obvious that insightful 
models greatly simplify reality at some potential cost, despite their power.
14. No—Skill objective does not state understandings about telling time that need to be grasped.
15. No—States the topic, not the unobvious understandings about the causes and effects to be achieved.
16. No—States a fact, not an idea.

Refi ned common characteristics of enduring understandings:

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure F.5

Nutrition Unit with Expanded Understandings and Essential Questions

Unit Topic: Nutrition

Subject(s): Health

Grade(s): 5–7

Time Frame: 3 weeks

Stage 1—Desired Results

Understandings
Students will understand that . . .
• Eating a balanced diet promotes physical and mental health, and enhances one's appearance and energy 
level. Poor nutrition leads to a variety of health problems. (Related misconception: If food is good for you, it 
must taste bad.)
• Healthful eating requires an individual to act on available information about nutritious diets, even if it means 
breaking comfortable habits. (Related misconception: As long as I’m thin, it doesn’t matter what I eat.)
• The USDA Food Pyramid defi nes healthy eating, but healthy eating varies for each individual depending upon 
age, lifestyle, culture, and available foods. (Related misconception: Everyone must follow the same prescription 
for good eating.)

Essential Questions
• What is healthful eating?
• Are you a healthful eater? How will you know?
• How could a healthy diet for one person be unhealthy for another?
• Why are there so many health problems caused by poor nutrition despite all of the available information 
about healthful eating?

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure F.6

Brainstorming Big Ideas

Topic:  

1 or 2 big ideas

What about this 
topic do I want students 

to really understand?

What 
unifying theme or 

idea helps learners make 
sense of all the diverse 
content and activities?

What about this topic is 
very important—yet diffi cult 

to understand?

What are one 
or two most important 
issues or questions to 
explore in the topic?

What 
concepts do 

students need 
in order to make 

sense of the 
content?

Given all I 
will teach, what 
one idea should 
they come away 
having learned?

Your answers represent possible “big ideas” for the topic.
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Figure F.7

Brainstorming Essential Questions

Directions: Use this worksheet to brainstorm possible essential questions based on the following criteria. Your 
ideas can be listed or webbed. 

Tip: For now, just brainstorm possible essential questions. Later you can fi ne-tune the wording and edit for 
kid-friendliness.

Essential Questions 
• Are meant to be explored, argued, and continually revisited.
• Have various plausible answers; often the “answers” raise new questions.
• Should provoke thought and stimulate students to engage in sustained inquiry and extended thinking.
• Refl ect genuine questions that real people seriously ask, either in their work or in their lives—not a “teacherly” 
question asked only in schools.

Topic:  
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Figure F.8

From Topics to Big Ideas

A big idea is a central and organizing notion. Given the topic of your unit, brainstorm possible big ideas using 
the categories shown below.

Topic:  

Concepts Themes

Issues and Debates Problems and Challenges

Processes Theories

Paradoxes Assumptions and Perspectives

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure F.9

Manifestations of Big Ideas

Topic:  

Concepts

• Food groups
• Overweight

Themes

• A balanced diet
• You are what you eat

Issues and Debates

• Value of synthetic vitamins or genetically 
engineered crops
• Safety and effectiveness of various diets
• Legislation to promote healthy school food

Problems and Challenges

• Balancing taste with good nutrition
• Lure of “fast food”

Processes

• Critical skills in fi nding unbiased information 
about nutrition

Theories

• Various diets that promise weight loss

Paradoxes

• Prevalence of nutrition-related health 
problems in the modern world, despite the 
information available about healthful eating

Assumptions and Perspectives

• USDA food pyramid defi nes healthful eating

Nutrition

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure F.10

Finding the Big Ideas in Skills

Use this worksheet to brainstorm possible big ideas for your skill-focused unit. Consider concepts underlying 
the skill, the purpose/value of the skill, the strategy/tactics of effective skill performers, and the context where 
the skill is applied.

Underlying Concepts

 

 

 

 

Purpose, Value

 

 

 

 

Skill

 

 

 

 

Strategy, Tactics

 

 

 

 

Context

 

 

 

 

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure F.11

Example of Essential Questions in Skill Areas

A common misunderstanding among many educators is that teaching for understanding of big ideas is not 
really central to the teaching of skill-focused areas, such as beginning literacy, physical education, and mathe-
matics. On the contrary, everything we know about learning tells us that teaching for conceptual understanding 
is essential to more accurate and effi cient skill performance. Essential questions in skill areas may be consid-
ered in terms of the following categories:

• Key concepts—What are the big ideas underlying effective skill performance?
• Purpose, value—Why is the skill important?
• Strategy, tactics—What strategies do skilled performers employ? How can skill performance become 
more effi cient and effective?
• Context—When should you use the skill or strategy?

Underlying Concepts

• What makes an appropriate sample?

• How do you know that you comprehend 
what you are reading?

• How is torque applied in sports?

Purpose, Value

• Why would we want to sample instead of 
counting everything?

• Why should readers regularly monitor their 
comprehension?

• How does torque and follow-through affect 
power?

Skill

Examples from:
mathematics

reading
physical education

Strategy, Tactics

• How can we select representative samples?

• What do good readers do when they don't 
understand the text?

• How can you hit with greatest power 
 without losing control?

Context

• When is sampling sometimes better than 
counting?

• When should you use the various “fi x-up” 
reading strategies?

• When is follow-through important?

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure F.12

Identifying Understandings

Topic:  

What about the topic, specifi cally, do you want students to come to understand?

Why study                 ? So what?

What makes the study of                  “universal”?

If the unit on                  is a story, what’s the “moral of the story”?

What’s the big idea implied in the skill or process of  ?

What larger concept, issue, or problem underlies  ?

What couldn’t we do if we didn’t understand  ?

How is                  used or applied in the larger world?

What is a real-world insight about  ?

What is the value of studying  ?

Having responded to the prompts, identify understandings relevant to your unit or topic.

Students will understand that . . . 
•  .

Sample for Identifying Understandings

Topic:  

What about the topic, specifi cally, do you want students to come to understand?

Why study  ? So what?

What makes the study of   “universal”?

If the unit on   is a story, what’s the “moral of the story”?

What’s the big idea implied in the skill or process of  ?

What larger concept, issue, or problem underlies  ?

What couldn’t we do if we didn’t understand  ?

How is   used or applied in the larger world?

What is a real-world insight about  ?

What is the value of studying  ?

Having responded to the prompts, identify understandings relevant to your unit or topic.

Students will understand that
• Carefully placed intervals of silence make music more dramatic.
• Surprises within familiar melodies, harmonies, rhythms, and progressions are at the heart of creativity in 
music.

Music theory

music theory
music theory

music theory
music theory

music theory
music theory

music theory
music theory

music theory

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure F.13

From Skills to Ideas to Understandings

Directions: Review the following examples of big ideas and understandings related to skills. Then, brainstorm 
possible understandings related to skills for your unit.

Stated as a Skill Underlying Big Ideas
Specifi c Generalizations 

to Be Understood

Swimming: mechanics of arm 
strokes (freestyle, backstroke, 
breaststroke, butterfl y, sidestroke)

• Effi cient
• Maximum power
• “Backward” push
• Surface area

• The most effi cient and effective 
stroke mechanics push the maxi-
mum amount of water directly 
backward.
• A fl at (versus cupped) palm 
offers the maximum surface area.
• A bent arm pull enables a 
swimmer to push water directly 
backward with greatest power.

Adding fractions • Part to whole
• Relating “likes” to “likes”

• When “parts” are combined, 
they have to be framed in terms 
of the same “whole.”

Ideas for Your Unit
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Frequently Asked Questions

1. How many essential questions and understandings should a unit have?

The answer depends in large part on the scope and time frame of the unit. A two-
week unit on a specifi c topic within one subject area would likely have fewer 
essential questions and understandings than a 12-week interdisciplinary unit. That 
said, we typically see between two and four essential questions in an “average” 
unit.

It does not follow that a unit with more targeted essential questions and 
understandings is better than a unit with fewer. In this regard, it is useful to invoke 
a variation of the Marine Corps recruiting motto: we are seeking only a few good 
inquiries and insights.

Keep in mind that a truly essential question is one that you will continually revisit 
throughout the unit, so you don’t want too many. Similarly with understandings—
these should refl ect transferable big ideas, and you do not need lots of them; too 
many ideas will confuse the learner and undercut the moral of the story of your 
unit.

2. Why do you make me use the phrase “understand that . . .”? Why can’t I just 
fi nish the sentence “I want students to understand how . . .” or “I want students to 
understand the causes of. . .” It feels much more natural.

As we have noted and as the worksheets stress, it is not suffi cient to say that the 
unit goal is “Students will understand the water cycle.” That actually fails to state 
the specifi c understanding we seek; it really is just a way of restating the topic, not 
the desired learning. The designer must go one step further: identify the particular 
understandings students will take away from their studies of the water cycle. That 
is why we ask for targets to be framed as specifi c generalizations or propositions.

Yet framing understandings as propositions is necessary but insuffi cient. Simply 
because we state a proposition does not ensure that the stated understanding is 
specifi c or enduring. To say that we want students to understand the proposition 
that “life is unfair” is too vague to adequately serve the design of a unit linked 
to specifi c standards. Conversely, focusing a unit of study on the idea that “the 
semicolon lies between a period and a comma” is not a big enough idea.

Similarly, it is a misconception to equate “generalization” or “proposition” with 
“sentence.” It is certainly a complete sentence to say that “Students will understand 
the causes and effects of the Civil War,” but such a sentence is not a proposition. 
It doesn’t propose a specifi c claim or insight about the Civil War that is worth 
understanding. It merely takes the topic and puts it in sentence form.
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3. When working with skills, shouldn’t we frame our understandings as “Stu dents 
will understand how to . . .”?

The common phrase used in standard setting, “Students will understand how 
to . . . ,” presents a potential source of confusion in framing understandings in UbD 
unit design.

Often the phrase is loosely used as a synonym for “learn how to . . .” when what 
is really being described is a straightforward, discrete skill (e.g., write in cursive, 
dribble a basketball). Learning a single technique or recipe is not the same as 
“understanding how to” do something. It is a common mistake, for example, to 
simplistically operationalize the standard “understand how to write persuasively” 
by teaching students how to write formulaic fi ve-paragraph essays. In such cases, 
the desired achievement is a skill, not an understanding, and should be listed in 
the Skill box on the UbD Template.

However, when “understand how to” refers to a skill or process that requires 
thoughtful attention to underlying concepts and principles and important strategic 
decisions, then we are dealing with understandings (as well as skills). For instance, 
“understand how to write persuasively” requires not only a set of skills but good 
judgment about their use across different contexts and audiences. Moreover, 
it calls for understanding about the concept of persuasion. In learning to write 
persuasively, in other words, the student should come to understand the big ideas 
that underlie all successful persuasion (e.g., in advertising and in politics). Thus, 
in addition to identifying both the particular skill elements, curriculum designers 
should state the desired understanding as a generalization—for example, “Students 
will understand that successful persuasion often involves nonrational appeal to 
audience emotions and values.” In such cases, we recommend placing skills in the 
Skill box and their companion understandings in the Understandings box.

4. Where do my nonessential but “important” questions go?

Having sharpened your understanding of essential questions and perhaps identifi ed 
some of your questions as not really “essential,” you might well now ask, “What 
do I do with the questions that are important to my teaching of content but not 
truly ‘essential’ in the UbD sense?” Such questions are important to the learning 
plan and can be placed in Stage 3. Some designers also place nonessential but 
important questions in the Knowledge box in Stage 1, in question form. This latter 
move is useful for reminding you that you wish to assess this knowledge in Stage 
2 (not just ask the questions rhetorically or as a teaching technique in Stage 3).
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Figure G.1

Applying the Two-Question Validity Test

Purpose: To apply the two-question validity test to your assessments.

Directions: Test your unit assessments using the following question prompts.

Stage 1 Desired Results:

Stage 2 Evidence:

Very 
likely*

Somewhat 
likely

Very 
unlikely

1. How likely is it that a student could do well on the 
assessment by

• Making clever guesses, parroting back, or “plugging 
in” what was learned, perhaps with accurate recall but 
limited or no understanding?

• Making a good-faith effort, with lots of hard work and 
enthusiasm, but with limited understanding?

• Producing a lovely product or an engaging and articu-
late performance, but with limited understanding?

2. How likely is it that a student could do poorly on 
the assessment by

• Failing to meet the requirements of this particular task 
while nonetheless revealing a good understanding of the 
ideas?

• Not being skilled at certain aspects of the task, but 
those skills are not central to the goal or involve outside 
learning or natural talent (e.g., require acting or computer 
ability unrelated to Stage 1 goals)?

*“Very likely” means that the assessment is not aligned with goal(s).

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure G.3

Generating Assessment Ideas Using the Facets

Stage 1 Stage 2

If the desired result is for 
learners to . . .    

then you need evidence of the 
student’s ability to . . .   

so the assessments need to 
require something like . . .

Understand that Explain
why similar items might com-
mand very different prices based 
on supply/demand.

• Provide an oral/written explana-
tion of why prices of specifi c 
items vary (e.g., ski-lift tickets) as 
a function of supply and demand. 

• Price is a function of supply 
and demand.

Interpret
data on prices (e.g., changes 
in prices for the same item over 
time).

• Develop a PowerPoint presen-
tation to explain fl uctuations in 
prices over time (e.g., for gaso-
line or housing).

Apply, by
setting the right prices for items 
to be sold.

• Conduct consumer research to 
establish prices for a school store 
or a fund-raiser.

And thoughtfully consider the 
question(s)
• What determines how much 
something costs?
• What’s a “good” price?

See from the points of view of
buyers and sellers of the same 
commodity.

• Role-play a buyer-seller negoti-
ation at a fl ea market, at a garage 
sale, or on eBay to illustrate dif-
ferent perspectives on price.

Empathize with
the inventor of a new product, 
trying to set a price; a buyer who 
has been “taken.”

• Write a simulated journal 
entry as a (consumer, inventor, 
merchant, etc.) to reveal that 
person’s thoughts and feelings 
regarding transactions.

Overcome the naïve or biased 
idea that
commodities have an inherent 
value or fi xed price.
Refl ect on
the infl uence of “sale prices” on 
your buying habits.

• Describe a specifi c case in 
which you (or someone else) 
came to understand that com-
modities do not have an inherent 
value or fi xed price.

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure G.4

Six-Facet Question Starters

Explanation
• What is the key idea in  ?
• What are examples of  ?
• What are the characteristics/parts of  ?
• How did this come about? Why is this so?  
• What caused                ? What are the effects of  ?
• How might we prove/confi rm/justify  ?
• How is                 connected to  ?
• What might happen if  ?
• What are common misconceptions about  ?

Interpretation
• What is the meaning of  ?
• What are the implications of  ?
• What does                 reveal about  ?
• How is                   like                  (analogy/metaphor)?
• How does                                       relate to me/us?
• So what? Why does it matter?  

Application
• How and when can we use this                          (knowledge/process)?
• How is                 applied in the larger world?  
• How might                 help us to  ?
• How could we use                 to overcome  ?

Perspective
• What are different points of view about  ?
• How might this look from                                 ’s perspective?
• How is                 similar to/different from  ?
• What are other possible reactions to  ?
• What are the strengths and weaknesses of  ?
• What are the limits of  ?
• What is the evidence for  ?
• Is the evidence reliable? Suffi cient?  

Empathy
• What would it be like to walk in                              ’s shoes?
• How might                 feel about  ?
• How might we reach an understanding about  ?
• What was                                 trying to make us feel/see?

Self-Knowledge
• How do I know  ?
• What are the limits of my knowledge about  ?
• What are my “blind spots” about  ?
• How can I best show  ?
• How are my views about           shaped by          (experiences, habits, prejudices, style)?
• What are my strengths and weaknesses in  ?

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure G.5

Performance Verbs Related to the Six Facets of Understanding

Use one or more of the following performance verbs to generate ideas for performance tasks and learning 
events.

Explanation Interpretation Application Perspective Empathy
Self-
Knowledge

demonstrate
derive
describe
design
exhibit
express
induce
instruct
justify
model
predict
prove
show
synthesize
teach

create analogies
critique
document
evaluate
illustrate
judge
make meaning 
 of
make sense of
provide metaphors
read between 
 the lines
represent
tell a story of
translate

adapt
build
create
debug
decide
design
exhibit
invent
perform
produce
propose
solve
test
use

analyze
argue
compare
contrast
criticize
infer

be like
be open to
believe
consider
imagine
relate
role-play

be aware of
realize
recognize
refl ect
self-assess

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.



The Understanding by Design Guide to Creating High-Qual ity Units

Module G: Determining Evidence of Understanding and Developing Assessment Tasks

Figure G.6

Brainstorming Tasks Using the Six Facets

Goals
Six Facets of

Understanding
Ideas for Possible 
Assessment Tasks

Understand the relationship between a 
balanced diet and physical and mental 
health.

Explain Develop a brochure to help people 
understand what is meant by a “bal-
anced” diet and health problems 
related to poor nutrition.

Understand the USDA Food Pyramid 
and how dietary requirements vary for 
individuals based on age, activity level, 
weight, and overall health.

Interpret Discuss: What does the popularity of 
“fast foods” say about modern life?

Analyze various diets to determine their 
nutritional values.

Apply Plan a menu for a class party consist-
ing of healthy yet tasty snacks.

Plan meals that are balanced yet tasty. Shift perspective Conduct research to fi nd out if the 
Food Pyramid guidelines apply in other 
regions (e.g., Antarctica, Asia, the 
Middle East) and the effect of diverse 
diets on health.

Evaluate their own eating patterns 
and develop a plan for more healthful 
eating.

Show empathy Describe how it might feel to live with 
a dietary restriction due to a medical 
condition.

Demonstrate 
self-knowledge

Refl ect on your eating habits. To what 
extent are you a healthy eater? How 
might you become a healthier eater?

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure G.7

Developing Assessment Ideas Using the Six Facets

Stage 1 Stage 2

If the desired result is for 
learners to . . .    

then you need evidence of the 
students’ ability to . . .   

so the assessments need to 
require performances like . . .

Transfer—

Understand that—

And thoughtfully consider the 
question(s)—

Explain—

Interpret—

Apply, by—

See from the points of view of—

Empathize with—

Overcome the naïve or biased 
idea that—

Refl ect on—

Source: © 2004 ASCD. All rights reserved.
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Figure G.8

What My Transfer Goals Imply for Tasks

Stage 1 Stage 2

If the TRANSFER GOAL is for learners to even-
tually be able to, on their own, . . .

then the specifi c assessments should ask 
learners to . . .

Drive safely and effectively under varied road and 
weather conditions.

Short term: Drive during the daytime, with teacher, 
on side roads in good weather conditions; parallel 
park in parking lot with cones.
Long term: Drive on the highway, with teacher, in 
varied traffi c and weather conditions; park in a city 
environment.
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Figure G.9

Analyzing Textbooks and Instructional Resources

Stage 1—Desired Results

My Goals: Textbook Unit(s) Goals:

Stage 2—Evidence 

My Assessment Ideas: Textbook Assessments:

Does this textbook or 
instructional resource . . .

What supplementary resources 
or unit redesign is needed?

Y = Yes, S = Somewhat, N = No

Stage 1
• Align closely with your 
 identifi ed goals?     
• Focus on in-depth 
understanding?     
• Focus on higher-order use 
of  knowledge and skills?     
• Contain relevant 
essential questions?     

Stage 2
• Include valid and varied 
assessments aligned with 
your desired results?     
• Include performance tasks 
requiring transfer application?     
• Include appropriate 
evaluative criteria and/or rubric(s)?     
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Frequently Asked Questions

1. What is the relationship between the six facets of understanding and Bloom’s 
account of assessment in the taxonomy?

Although both function as frameworks for assessment, one key difference is that 
Bloom’s Taxonomy presents a hierarchy of cognitive complexity. The taxonomy was 
initially developed for analyzing the demands of assessment items on university 
exams.

The six facets of understanding were conceived as six equal and suggestive 
indicators of understanding and thus are used to develop or select assessment 
tasks and prompts. They were never intended to be a hierarchy. Rather, one selects 
the appropriate facet depending on the nature of the content and the desired 
understandings about it.

Although different in intent, the two frameworks do have some similarities. Indeed, 
application means essentially the same thing in both frameworks, and neither in 
Bloom nor UbD does it mean just plugging content into familiar-looking exercises:

If the situations . . . are to involve application as we are defi ning it here, 
then they must either be situations new to the student or situations 
containing new elements as compared to the situation in which the 
abstraction was learned. . . . Ideally we are seeking a problem which will 
test the extent to which an individual has learned to apply the abstrac-
tion in a practical way. (Bloom, 1956, p. 125)

However, the upper levels of the Taxonomy (Analysis, Synthesis, 
and Evaluation) are often at play simultaneously in many perfor-
mance assessment tasks (e.g., writing that requires “explanation” and 
“perspective”).

2. What’s the relationship between the six facets of understanding and the Depth 
of Knowledge levels used in many state assessments and standards?

Norman Webb developed four-point rubrics and indicators for Depth of Knowledge 
(DOK) as part of a project for the Council of Chief State School Offi cers (CCSSO). 
Some states use these rubrics to code state standards or test items to distinguish 
their type and complexity. DOK Levels 3 and 4 are consistent with our account of 
meaning-making and transfer in UbD.

Note that Level 4 in DOK calls for complex performance assessments completed 
over time. Although Level 4 items are unlikely to appear on external, standardized 
tests, these are exactly the kinds of assessments of understanding recommended by 
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UbD and throughout this Guide. In other words, UbD can be used to develop unit 
assessments refl ective of DOK Levels 3 and 4.

3. Our state, national, and provincial tests use primarily multiple-choice and 
brief constructed-response items that do not assess for deep understanding in 
the way that you recommend. How can we prepare students for these high-stakes 
standardized tests?

For many educators, instruction and assessing for understanding are viewed as 
incompatible with high-stakes accountability tests. This perceived incompatibility 
is based on a fl awed assumption: the only way to safeguard or raise test scores is to 
“cover” those things that are tested and to practice the test format. By implication, 
there is no time for or need to engage in in-depth instruction that focuses on 
developing and deepening students’ understanding of big ideas. Although it is 
certainly true that we are obligated to teach to established content standards, it 
does not follow that the best way to meet those standards is merely to mimic the 
format of the state test and use primarily low-level test items locally.

To uncover the fl aw in this reasoning, consider an analogy. Once per year, we go 
to the doctor for a physical exam. The exam includes a few tests in a short span of 
time (e.g., blood pressure, pulse, temperature, blood work for cholesterol) and a 
brief physical exam by a doctor or nurse. The “physical” is a small sample of tests, 
yielding a few useful indicators of one’s health status. Its validity and value stem 
from the fact that the results suggest our state of health, not because the physical 
defi nes healthfulness.

Now suppose we are terribly concerned about the fi nal numbers (weight, blood 
pressure, etc.) and that the numbers ultimately link to our personal health insurance 
costs. What we might do, in our panicky state before each annual physical, would 
be to “practice” for the test—focus all our energy on the physical exam (as opposed 
to what its indicators suggest). If our doctor knew of our actions, her response 
would surely be “Whoa! You’re confused: You have mistaken the goals for the 
measures. The best way to ‘pass’ your physical is to live a healthful life on a regular 
basis—exercising, watching your diet, getting suffi cient sleep, avoiding tobacco, 
and so on.”

It would be thought silly to practice the physical exam as a way of becoming 
healthier, but this confusion is precisely what we see in schools all over North 
America. Local educators, fearful of results, focus on the measures (indicators), not 
the goals. The format of the test misleads us, in other words.

Furthermore, the format of the test causes many educators to erroneously believe 
that the state test or provincial exam assesses only low-level knowledge and skill. 
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This, too, is false. Just because an item is multiple-choice does not mean it is a low-
level question. Although most standardized tests are not authentic assessments, 
they can nonetheless provide a valid assessment of the standards when done 
properly. What many educators do not fully appreciate is that standardized state, 
national, and provincial test items often require the student to transfer. Consider 
the following points:

• Test items are out of context. There is no clue about which unit or chapter 
the content is from, and the sequence of the test questions is random.

• The student is presented with an unfamiliar reading passage, writing 
prompt, or problem.

• Students must respond on their own. The test proctor cannot give hints or 
cues.

Indeed, the data from released state and national tests show conclusively that 
students have the most diffi culty with those items that require understanding 
and transfer, not recall or recognition.1 To check this assertion, review the item 
analysis for tests in your school or district, especially the released test items and 
their results, if they are available. What types of questions are most diffi cult? What 
are the general patterns of weakness? We think that you will fi nd that students have 
the most diffi culty with transfer-related tasks—for example, dealing with unique 
reading passages, word problems in mathematics, questions that are unusually 
framed, demanding writing prompts. Learners who have been repeatedly assessed 
on tasks requiring autonomous transfer will naturally be better prepared for tests 
than those who were merely drilled on simple items.

1See pp. 122–125 in Schooling by Design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2007). Readers are also encouraged 
to go to websites for those state and national organizations that release their test items and score 
results to verify our claims, such as Massachusetts, Florida, New York (at the high school level), and 
NAEP. For example, in all the states mentioned here, the most diffi cult language arts problems require 
students to summarize or infer the meaning of passages in the text; the most diffi cult math problems 
involve an unfamiliar look to a problem that should otherwise be familiar (e.g., a grid is presented 
without x and y axes as a visual aid).
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Figure H.2

Action Verbs for A-M-T

Use these action verbs to help plan teaching and learning according to your A-M-T goals.

Goal Types Action Verbs

Acquisition

• Apprehend
• Calculate
• Defi ne
• Discern
• Identify
• Memorize
• Notice
• Paraphrase
• Plug in
• Recall
• Select
• State

Meaning

• Analyze
• Compare
• Contrast
• Critique
• Defend
• Evaluate
• Explain
• Generalize
• Interpret
• Justify/support
• Prove
• Summarize
• Synthesize
• Test
• Translate
• Verify

Transfer

• Adapt (based on feedback)
• Adjust (based on results)
• Apply
• Create
• Design
• Innovate
• Perform effectively
• Self-assess
• Solve
• Troubleshoot
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Figure H.3

Coding Learning Events Using A-M-T

After reviewing the examples below, try coding your learning events in terms of their primary intent— 
Acquisition, Meaning, or Transfer of knowledge and skill.

Science—Physics
• Students observe four demonstrations of physical events (pendulum, pellet shooter, car slowing down, 
sling) and are asked to explain them in terms of the question “Why does that move the way it does?” M
• Students read the section in their physics textbook on the three laws of Newton and take a quiz on 
the content. A
• Students generalize from laboratory data related to cars going down inclined planes at varied heights 
and angles. M
• Students design a Rube Goldberg–type machine to illustrate principles of force, with specifi c reference 
to relevant Newtonian laws. T

English/Language Arts—Reading
• Students memorize words from a vocabulary list of those words. A
• Students make a web of the words’ relationships and concepts. M
• Students group the words and consider, “What do these have in common?” M
• Students critique and edit a paper in which the new words are misused. M
• Students read a story containing the new words and explain their meaning in context. T
• Students use the recently learned words in various speaking and writing situations. T

Mathematics—Linear Equations
• Students study different graphs and data plots, and generalize about the patterns. M
• Students learn the formula y = mx + b for linear equations. A
• Students solve practice problems using the formula to calculate slope. A
• Students compare linear and nonlinear relationships and explain the difference. M
• Students examine various real-world relationships (e.g., relationship of height to age, distance to 
speed, CD sales over time) and determine which ones are linear. M
• Students develop equations and graphic displays for representing relational data (with outliers and 
errors contained in the data). T
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Figure H.4

A-M-T for a Unit on Measures of Central Tendency

Essential Question: What is fair—and how can mathematics help us answer the question?

A = Acquiring basic knowledge and skills; M = Meaning; T = Transfer

 1. Introduce and discuss the fi rst part of the essential question: What is “fair”? What is “unfair”? M

 2. Introduce a race problem: given the place of fi nish of all the runners in the four different grades from the 
high school, which class should be declared the fair winner in a whole-school run? Present a list that shows 
the grade level of each runner and the order in which he or she fi nished. The overall list of fi nishers is deliber-
ately designed to make declaring a winner diffi cult: the mean should seem unfair, for example, age and gender 
might play a role. Students work in groups of four to propose the “fairest” solution and provide reasons for their 
approach. With the group work and presentations over, the teacher guides the class in a discussion in a sum-
mary of the issues raised. M, T

 3. Teacher informs students about the broader mathematical connections at issue in the fi rst two inquiries, 
and how those issues will be addressed by a consideration of measures of central tendency. The teacher lays 
out the unit activities in sequence and the culminating transfer and meaning-making tasks: Which approach 
to grading should be used in giving grades? What are the students’ fi nal refl ections on the Essential Question 
about fairness and math? A

 4. In small-group jigsaw, students share their answers, then return to their team to generalize from all the 
small-group work. Discuss other examples related to the concept of “fairness,” such as the following: M

• What is a fair way to rank many teams when they do not all play each other?

• What is a fair way to split up limited food among hungry people of different sizes?

• When is it “fair” to use majority vote and when is it not fair? What might be more fair?

• Is it fair to have apportioned representatives based on a state’s population, yet have two senators from 
each state irrespective of the state’s size? What might be more fair?

• What are fair and unfair ways of representing how much money the “average” worker earns, for purposes 
of making government policy?

 5. Teacher connects the discussion to the next section in the textbook—measures of central tendency (mean, 
median, mode, range, standard deviation). A

 6. Students practice calculating each type of measure. A

 7. Teacher gives quiz on mean, median, mode from textbook. A

 8. Teacher leads a review and discussion of the quiz results. A M

 9. Group task worked on in class: What is the fairest possible grading system for schools to use? M T

10. Individuals and small teams present their grading policy recommendations and reasons. M T

11. Culminating transfer task: Each student determines which measure (mean, median, or mode) should be 
used to calculate his or her grade for the marking period and writes a note to the teacher showing the calcula-
tions used and explaining the choice. T

12. Students write a refl ection on the essential question. M T
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Figure H.5

Nutrition Unit, Stage 3: Coded Learning Events Using A-M-T

A = Acquiring basic knowledge and skills 

M = Making meaning 

T = Transfer

 1. Begin with an entry question (Can the foods you eat cause zits?) to hook students into considering the 
effects of nutrition on their lives. M

 2. Introduce the essential questions and discuss the culminating unit performance tasks (Chow Down and 
Eating Action Plan). M

 3. Note: Key vocabulary terms are introduced as needed by the various learning activities and performance 
tasks. Students read and discuss relevant selections from the health textbook to support the learning activities 
and tasks. As an ongoing activity students keep a chart of their daily eating and drinking for later review and 
evaluation. A

 4. Present concept attainment lesson on the food groups. Then have students practice categorizing pictures 
of foods accordingly. M

 5. Introduce the Food Pyramid and identify foods in each group. Students work in groups to develop a poster 
of the Food Pyramid containing cut-out pictures of foods in each group. Display the posters in the classroom 
or hallway. A

 6. Give a quiz on the food groups and Food Pyramid (matching format). A

 7. Review and discuss the nutrition brochure from the USDA. Discussion question: Must everyone follow the 
same diet in order to be healthy? A M

 8. Working in cooperative groups, students analyze a hypothetical family’s diet (deliberately unbalanced) and 
make recommendations for improved nutrition. Teacher observes and coaches students as they work. M T

 9. Have groups share their diet analyses and discuss as a class. M

(Note: Teacher collects and reviews the diet analyses to look for misunderstandings needing instructional 
attention.)

10. Each student designs an illustrated nutrition brochure to teach younger children about the importance 
of good nutrition for healthy living and the problems associated with poor eating. This activity is completed 
outside class. M T

11. Show and discuss the video Nutrition and You. Discuss the health problems linked to poor eating. A

12. Students listen to, and question, a guest speaker (nutritionist from the local hospital) about health problems 
caused by poor nutrition. A

13. Students respond to written prompt: Describe two health problems that could arise as a result of poor 
nutrition, and explain what changes in eating could help to avoid them. (These are collected and graded by 
teacher.) A

14. Teacher models how to read and interpret food label information on nutritional values. Then students prac-
tice using donated boxes, cans, and bottles (empty!). A

15. Students work independently to develop the three-day camp menu. T

16. At the conclusion of the unit, students review their completed daily eating chart and self-assess the health-
fulness of their eating. Have they noticed changes? Improvements? Do they notice changes in how they feel or 
their appearance? M T

17. Students develop a personal “eating action plan” for healthful eating. These are saved and presented at 
upcoming student-involved parent conferences. T

18. Conclude the unit with student self-evaluation regarding their personal eating habits. Each student devel-
ops a personal action plan for his or her “healthful eating” goal. M T
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Figure H.6

Learning for Understanding (A-M-T) 

Use this worksheet to plan the learning events for your unit. Consider the following questions:
• What discrete knowledge and skill must learners acquire? (Acquisition)
• What understandings (big ideas, organizing principles, and strategies) should the learner internalize? 
(Meaning-making)
• What long-term accomplishments do we want learners to be able to achieve on their own? (Transfer)

Unit Topic:  

Acquisition
List the relevant

knowledge and skills.

Meaning
List the key understandings
(principles and strategies).

Transfer
List the desired transfer

applications.
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Figure H.7

Using the Textbook Wisely 

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

If the desired result is 
for learners to . . .

Which textbook assessments 
should be used?

And which textbook pages 
should be . . .

Understand that— Emphasized?

Skimmed?

Skipped?

Resequenced?

Be able to—

Know—

Be skilled at—



The Understanding by Design Guide to Creating High-Qual ity Units

Module H: Learning for Understanding

Frequently Asked Questions

1. How does UbD relate to Bloom’s Taxonomy? Some of the points you are mak-
ing are reminiscent of Bloom.

Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956) was a historically important attempt more than 50 
years ago to clarify what key learning goals mean for assessment. So it still makes 
sense to use the taxonomy to help us think about the meaning and implications 
of educational goals. However, we think the taxonomy is only one source of 
such assistance, and any such schema is naturally open to debate. Our work is 
more closely aligned to the contemporary ideas and research on understanding 
articulated in How People Learn (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000). More to 
the point of UbD, we believe that understanding is fruitfully conceived as being 
composed of meaning-making and transfer, as common usage of the term suggests. 
We also think that no useful purpose is served in seeing the different meanings of 
understand in a hierarchy of cognitive complexity, as Bloom’s Taxonomy proposes, 
irrespective of the content and performance expectations. Sometimes “evaluation” 
can be easy and “analysis” very diffi cult, depending upon the context.

As a result, we have found that our schema of distinguishing acquisition, meaning-
making, and transfer goals is simple enough to permit effi cient design, analysis, 
and adjustment of units while avoiding some of the fi ner-grained distinctions 
and hierarchy considerations in the taxonomy that are not necessary for teacher-
designers.

2. Most state tests do not seem to focus on meaning-making and transfer. It looks 
to us like the test cares only about acquisition of skills and facts.

Looks can be deceiving! As we argue throughout the Guide to Creating High-
Quality Units, all the challenging questions on state and national tests require 
meaning-making and transfer. Consider, for example, that every set of questions 
about a reading passage involves both meaning and transfer: students are asked to 
comprehend a reading passage that they have never seen before (transfer), and they 
have to make meaning of it (e.g., by inferring the main idea or author’s purpose). 
Similarly in mathematics: all the diffi cult questions involve new or unfamiliar 
looks at key skills and ideas. For example, geometry tests always include a problem 
related to the Pythagorean theorem—but neither the drawing nor the instructions 
make this overt or obvious; hence, it is a meaning-making and transfer problem. 
(You can see many examples of such test items in the books Understanding by Design 
and Schooling by Design; you can also see for yourself by going to the websites of 
states that release all or most of their tests, such as Massachusetts and Florida.)
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