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McTighe served as director of the
Maryland Assessment Consortium and
was involved with school improvement
projects at the Maryland State Department of Education. He is well known for his work with thinking skills,
having coordinated statewide efforts to develop instructional strategies, curriculum models, and assessment procedures for improving the quality of student thinking. In addition to his work at the state
level, he has experience as a classroom teacher, resource specialist,
and program coordinator. He also served as director of a state residential enrichment program for gifted and talented students.
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Jay McTighe is an educational consultant with an extensive background in
professional development. He is a regular
speaker at international, national, state, and
district conferences and workshops.

McTighe is an accomplished author who has coauthored numerous
books and more than thirty articles and book chapters.
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In this chapter, the author explores the Understanding by Design
(UbD) framework and its implications for instructional planning and
teaching. More speciﬁcally, he examines seven teaching practices
suggested by UbD and considers a set of concomitant indicators of
their application in classrooms.
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As its title suggests, the Understanding by Design (UbD)
model (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005) reflects the confluence of
two independent ideas: (1) research on learning and cognition
that highlights the centrality of teaching and assessing for
understanding, and (2) a time-honored process for curriculum design. This chapter explores the UbD framework and its
implications for instructional planning and teaching. More
specifically, it examines seven teaching practices suggested
by UbD and considers a set of concomitant indicators of their
application in classrooms.
Understanding as an Instructional Aim
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The heading of this section may strike readers as unnecessary.
Doesn’t every teacher want her students to understand what
she teaches? Perhaps, but the proof is in the pudding. Indeed,
an examination of many classrooms in North America today
reveals that instruction is often focused on covering lots of
content specified in national, state, or provincial standards or
contained in bulging textbooks. The frequently cited problem
of “mile wide, inch deep” curriculum encourages superficial
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coverage at the expense of teaching for greater depth. Moreover,
the high-stakes pressures associated with accountability testing
have elevated “test prep” to an increasingly prominent position
on the instructional landscape. As a result, teaching becomes
skewed toward what is tested, minimizing instruction on those
subjects, topics, or skills that are not tested. Furthermore, instruction on tested content may simply mimic the format of the test,
resulting in multiple-choice teaching and drilling of formulaic
responses (for example, the five-paragraph essay).
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Ironically, such test-prep methods are not likely to yield longterm achievement gains on accountability tests for two reasons:
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• Most students will not find a steady diet of test-prep
drills and worksheets to be particularly meaningful,
and accordingly, they will not put forth optimal learning effort. Also, many teachers resent the pressures they
feel to prepare for tests in ways that do not reflect their
best teaching toward the most important outcomes.
Principals may demand a full commitment to test prep,
but teachers’ actions are likely to be halfhearted.
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• Analyses of international (TIMSS, PISA), national (NAEP),
and state assessments reveal that the most widely missed
items are those requiring higher-order thinking and the
ability to transfer learning to a new context, not those
testing basic knowledge and skills (of the sort that are
typically “practiced” in a decontextualized fashion).
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The contention we express throughout Understanding by
Design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005) is straightforward: longterm achievement gains are more likely when teachers teach
for understanding of transferable concepts and processes while
giving learners multiple opportunities to apply their learning
in meaningful (authentic) contexts. Students learn the requisite
knowledge and skills through the process of actively constructing meaning (coming to an understanding) and in transferring
learning to new situations. An instructional fixation on the format
SOT4763 • © 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education
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• Views on effective learning have shifted from a focus on
the benefits of diligent drill and practice to a focus on
students’ understanding and application of knowledge.

tio

Further support for an understanding-based approach to
instruction and classroom assessment comes from research in
cognitive psychology. A readable synthesis of this research may
be found in How People Learn: Brain, Mind, Experience, and
School (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000). Following are
summaries of several key findings that provide a conceptual
base for specific instruction and assessment approaches in UbD
(cited in McTighe, Seif, & Wiggins, 2004):
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of the test confuses measures and goals. This is akin to practicing
for your physical exam as a means of becoming healthier.
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• Learning must be guided by generalized principles in
order to be widely applicable. Knowledge learned at
the level of rote memory rarely transfers; transfer most
likely occurs when the learner knows and understands
underlying concepts and principles that can be applied to
problems in new contexts. Learning with understanding
is more likely to promote transfer than simply memorizing information from a text or a lecture.
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• Experts first seek to develop an understanding of problems,
and this often involves thinking in terms of core concepts
or big ideas. Novices’ knowledge is much less likely to be
organized around big ideas; novices are more likely to
approach problems by searching for correct formulas and
pat answers that fit their everyday intuitions.
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• Research on expertise suggests that superficial coverage of many topics may be a poor way to help students
develop the competencies that will prepare them for
future learning and work. Curricula that emphasize
breadth of knowledge may prevent effective organization of knowledge because there is not enough time to
learn anything in depth. Curricula that are mile wide
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• Many assessments measure only propositional (factual)
knowledge and never ask whether students know when,
where, and why to use that knowledge. Given the goal of
learning with understanding, assessments and feedback
must focus on understanding, and not simply on memory
for procedures or facts.
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and inch deep run the risk of developing disconnected
rather than connected knowledge.

uc
a

• The teaching of metacognitive skills should be integrated into the curriculum in a variety of subject areas.
Because metacognition often takes the form of an internal
dialogue, many students may be unaware of its importance
unless teachers explicitly emphasize these processes.
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Research findings such as these provide a conceptual underpinning for the UbD framework and should guide instructional
practice.
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Planning Precedes Teaching
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Teaching is a means to an end. The most successful teaching
begins with clarity about important learning outcomes and about
the evidence that will show that learning has occurred. The UbD
model reflects this view. Grant Wiggins and I (2005) recommend
that teachers use a three-stage “backward design” process to plan
curriculum units that include desired understandings and performance tasks that require transfer. Teachers then develop specific
lesson plans in the context of a more comprehensive unit design.
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The concept of planning curriculum backward from desired
results is certainly not new. In 1948, Ralph Tyler advocated this
approach as an effective process for focusing instruction, and more
recently, William Spady (1994) endorsed the idea of “designing
down” from exit outcomes. Although not a new idea, we have
found that the intentional use of backward design results in
more clearly defined goals, more appropriate assessments, and
more purposeful teaching.
SOT4763 • © 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education
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The following is a summary of the UbD three-stage design
process for planning units, courses, and programs of study.
Stage One: Identify Desired Results

Stage Two: Determine Acceptable Evidence
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In Stage One, we consider our long-term goals and examine
established content standards and related curriculum expectations such as twenty-first century skills. It is often necessary to
“unpack” the standards to identify the big ideas of the content and
to frame companion essential questions. Finally, we identify more
particular knowledge and skill objectives. This first stage in the
design process calls for clarity about instructional priorities.
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What should students know, understand, and be able to
do? What are the “big ideas” worthy of understanding? What
enduring understandings do we desire from students? What
essential questions will we explore?

ow

How will we know if students have achieved the desired
results? What will we accept as evidence of student understanding and proficiency?
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Backward design encourages teachers to “think like an
assessor” before planning lesson activities, which comes in
Stage Three. This approach requires us to consider in advance
the assessment evidence needed to validate that the learning
outcomes targeted in Stage One have been achieved. Doing so
sharpens and focuses teaching.
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Educators obtain evidence of understanding through performance tasks that ask students to apply their learning to new situations (transfer) and explain (support their answer and show their
reasoning). We recommend that the performance assessments
be set in a meaningful and authentic context whenever possible.
Other assessments (such as a quiz on facts or a skills check) provide
evidence of knowledge acquisition and skill proficiency.
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With clearly identified results and appropriate assessment
evidence in mind, we now plan the most appropriate instructional activities for helping learners acquire targeted knowledge
and skills, come to understand important ideas, and apply their
learning in meaningful ways.

n

What instruction will students need in order to achieve the
desired results and perform effectively? How should we teach
to help learners make meaning of the big ideas and equip them
to transfer their learning?
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We have found that when teachers follow this three-stage
planning process, they are more likely to avoid two familiar “twin
sins” of planning and teaching. The first sin, “activity-oriented
teaching,” occurs more widely at the elementary and middle
school levels. The activities teachers conduct may be engaging,
hands on, and kid friendly. These are fine qualities as long as
the activities are purposefully focused on clear and important
goals and if they yield appropriate evidence of learning. However,
we have all seen examples of classroom activities that fail these
tests. Such activities are like cotton candy—pleasant enough in
the moment, but lacking long-term substance.
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The second sin, more prevalent at the secondary and collegiate
levels, goes by the name of “coverage.” In this case, planning simply
requires a review of the teacher’s edition while teaching consists
of marching chronologically through the textbook. We have all
known teachers who act as if they believe that their job is to cover
the book and seem to resent any suggestions to the contrary.
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The challenge of content overload is familiar to all teachers,
regardless of subject and grade level. Since there is typically
more material to be learned than can reasonably be addressed
within the available time, we are constantly challenged by the
tension between coverage and meaningful learning. Of course,
if covering more content is our aim, we can always talk faster
in class! But meaningful and lasting learning requires that the
SOT4763 • © 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education
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Thinking in a backward design way not only asks teachers
to carefully align their goals, assessments, and learning activities; it also asks us to consider what a learner should eventually
be able to do with the targeted content. This way of planning
may prove uncomfortable to those teachers who are used to
following the pages of a text or presenting a string of activities.
Indeed, many teachers have reported that while the backward
design process makes sense, it sometimes feels awkward, since it
requires a break from familiar planning habits. The good news
is that with some practice, backward design becomes more
natural and a way of thinking. Once instilled, we have found
that teachers become much clearer about curriculum priorities, the longer-term performance outcomes they seek, and the
instruction needed to attain those aims.

n

learner make sense of the content and see its usefulness in the
long term. Thus, a teacher’s job is to teach to the big ideas in the
standards in ways that enable students to apply their learning
to relevant situations (see Wiggins, page 7 of this volume). The
textbook may very well provide an important resource in this
regard, but it should not constitute the syllabus.

The Instructional Implications of Understanding by Design
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Let us now turn attention to the practical implications
of a UbD approach to teaching and explore seven suggested
instructional practices. I will begin with two overarching ideas
in teaching for understanding, followed by a set of more specific
methods. As you read these, think about your own teaching and
that of your colleagues. Which of these instructional approaches
do you and your colleagues currently use? Which of these that
you are not currently using will you try?
1. Frame Content Instruction Around Big Ideas and
Essential Questions
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In Understanding by Design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), we
propose that content standards need to be unpacked in order to

© 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education • SOT4763

278

tio

identify the big ideas and core processes that we want students
to come to understand. These ideas are then framed by essential
questions to focus teaching and learning. This approach is consistent with the recommendations of other curriculum experts, such
as Lynn Erickson (1998), who calls for developing concept-based
curriculum, and Douglas Reeves (2002), who advocates targeting
“power” standards as a means of prioritizing content. Following
are three examples of unpacking standards in this manner.
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English/language arts content standard. Students will read
world literature and examine the cultural context in which it was
written to determine the similarities of the human condition.

Ed

• Big idea understanding : Great literature from various
cultures explores enduring themes and reveals recurrent
characteristics of the human condition.
• Essential question: How can stories from other places
and times be about us?
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Mathematics content standard. Students will determine
the line of best fit for data to interpret patterns and make
predictions.

ro

• Big idea understanding: Statistical analysis and display
often reveal patterns in data, enabling us to make predictions with degrees of confidence.

rB

• Essential questions: Can you predict the future? What
will happen next? How sure are you?
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Visual arts content standard. Students will recognize how
technical, organizational, and aesthetic elements contribute
to the ideas, emotions, and overall impact communicated by
works of art.
• Big idea understanding: An artist’s culture and personal
experiences inspire the ideas and emotions they express.
Available tools and technologies influence the ways in
which artists express their ideas.
SOT4763 • © 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education
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Notice that in these examples, the transferable big ideas and
essential questions provide a conceptual lens through which
the specific content in the standards may be taught. They help
bring the standards to life; they provide specificity without being
reductionist. As a teacher friend of mine noted, the big ideas and
essential questions serve as “conceptual Velcro” to help learners
connect discrete facts and skills to larger ideas and questions
that transfer across topics.
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• Essential questions: Where do artists get their ideas? In
what ways do culture and experience inspire artistic
expression? In what ways do artists stimulate thinking
and evoke feeling in viewers? How does the medium
influence the message?
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This focus on big ideas helps to prioritize teaching (an
antidote to mile-wide, inch-deep curricula), while the use of
essential questions fosters an inquiry approach whereby students
are actively engaged in making meaning. The aforementioned
research on learning endorses this practice.
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As a practical matter, I suggest posting the essential questions
in a prominent place in the classroom at the start of a new unit
of study. These visible questions provide an advance organizer
for the unit’s central ideas, while stimulating thinking and
signaling ongoing inquiry.
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2. Frame Learning Around Authentic Assessment Tasks
Requiring Transfer Application
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Sixth-grade students are given the following assessment task
at the beginning of a unit on nutrition:
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Since we have been learning about nutrition, the camp
director at the Outdoor Education Center has asked us to
propose a nutritionally balanced menu for our three-day
trip to the center later this year. Using the USDA Food
Pyramid guidelines and the nutrition facts on food labels,
design a plan for three days, including the three main
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meals and three snacks (morning, evening, and campfire).
Your goal is a healthy and tasty menu. In addition to your
menu, prepare a letter to the director explaining how your
menu meets the USDA nutritional guidelines. Include a
chart showing a breakdown of fat, protein, carbohydrates,
vitamins, minerals, and calories for designated portion sizes.
Finally, explain how you have tried to make your menu
tasty enough for your fellow students to want to eat.
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A secondary mathematics teacher surprises his classes with
the following announcement at the beginning of a new unit on
statistics:
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I will allow you to select the measure of central tendency
(in other words, mean, median, or mode) by which your
quarterly grade will be calculated. As the quarter comes
to an end, you will have the opportunity to review your
grades for quizzes, tests, a math project, and homework.
Then determine which measure of central tendency will be
best for your situation. You will write me a note explaining
which method you selected and show why it will give you
the best mark. If I agree, you will receive that grade.
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What did you notice in these two examples? Presumably, you
observed that both tasks ask students to apply their learning,
and that they require reasoning and not mere recall. Also, you
saw that the tasks are contextualized in real-world situations
having relevance for the students.
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The characteristics of these tasks reflect a fundamental recommendation of UbD (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005)—that teachers
set up realistic, authentic contexts for assessment, for it is when
students are able to transfer their learning thoughtfully and flexibly
that they demonstrate true understanding. An old educational
adage applies here: “what we measure signals what we value.”
When we call for authentic application, we signal to students that
we want them to understand the content and be able to transfer
their learning thoughtfully and flexibly in realistic situations.
SOT4763 • © 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education

Framing teaching and learning around authentic tasks has
at least two benefits. First, the culminating assessments clarify
the desired learning results for teachers and students. In other
words, the assessments define the evidence that will determine
whether or not students have learned the targeted content. By
knowing what the culminating assessments will be, students are
better able to focus on what teachers expect them to know (for
example, what constitutes a balanced diet for healthy eating)
and on what they will be expected to do with that knowledge
(such as develop a nutritious meal plan).
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Please note I am using the term authentic here in two senses:
(1) authentic to the way in which people outside of school use
knowledge and skills (realistic), and (2) authentic to the experiences and interests of the learners (relevant). The most authentic
tasks address both connotations of the term, and the two earlier
examples are illustrative of this. A second benefit is that presenting an authentic task at the start of a unit provides a meaningful
learning goal for students. Such tasks inherently answer those
familiar student questions, Why do we have to learn this? and
Who ever uses this stuff ?

n
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It is worth noting again that students learn the necessary
factual knowledge (for example, knowing the food groups and
the USDA Food Pyramid recommendations) and skills (such
as interpreting nutritional information found on food labels)
in the context of accomplishing something genuine, not for
their own sake.

©

H
aw
ke

Consider a sports analogy: coaches of team sports regularly run practice drills intended to develop and refine basic
skills. The players, parents, and coaches all realize that these
practices are intended to improve individual and team performance in the (authentic) game. While this orientation is the
norm in athletics, the arts, and other extracurricular activities, it is not always acted upon in classrooms. Indeed, there is
a tendency in academic instruction and assessment for teachers
© 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education • SOT4763
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to overemphasize decontextualized practice drills on facts and
skills, while offering few if any opportunities for students to
actually “play the game” with their knowledge. We regularly
ask our students to read the chapter and answer the questions,
complete the worksheets, do the odd-numbered problems, learn
a formulaic response to open-ended test items, and so on. Yet
in the absence of a clear and meaningful performance goal, it
should not be a surprise that some students lack motivation
or seem satisfied with doing the bare minimum. How many
track or cross-country runners would endure endless laps and
grueling intervals if they were not trying to lower their times
in forthcoming meets? How many nonprofessional basketball
players would run repeat 3-on-3 fast breaks or shoot a hundred
free throws at practice if they were not interested in improving
their scoring in the game?
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In other words, this quest for authenticity is not just about
coming up with cool tasks. It addresses the fundamental issue
of student motivation by presenting meaningful real-world
performance goals achieved through purposeful learning.
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In addition to the previous two overarching considerations,
Wiggins and I suggest that teachers include five elements contained
in the acronym WHERE to guide their instruction (Wiggins
& McTighe, 2005). These five elements reflect best practices of
pedagogy. Let us examine the ideas behind each letter, beginning
with an illustrative classroom vignette for each element.
3. Let Students Know Where We Are Going, Why This Is
Worth Learning, and What Is Expected
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On the first day of a new unit on research skills and research
report writing, a middle school language arts teacher describes
the expectations and tells students that they can pick a topic of
interest (with her approval). She then distributes several examples
of student research papers collected from previous years (with
student names removed), and asks students to discuss which are
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At the start of a fitness unit, an elementary physical education
teacher shows a video of previous years’ students demonstrating
both skill and enjoyment while jumping rope. She finds that
her youngsters are more motivated to try to learn the skill and
to practice because they want to be able to jump rope like the
students they watched.
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the strongest and the reasons why. She then presents the district’s
rubric for judging research papers, and the students can see that
the rubric is consistent with their own analysis of the samples.
Throughout the unit, the teacher uses the student examples and
the criteria in the rubric to help students better understand the
nature of high-quality research and report writing.
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Research and experience underscore a truism in our profession:
learners of all ages are more likely to focus their efforts when they
can see a clear and worthwhile learning goal. Conversely, when
the goal is unclear or irrelevant to the students, it is less likely
that they will try their best. At its essence, the “W” in WHERE
simply asks teachers to identify what is most important to learn
(and what is not), why it is worth learning (relevance), and what
is expected (assessment evidence—how successful learning
will be determined). Of course, this is common practice in the
performance-based teaching areas, such as the arts and career/
technical education; however, in academic classrooms it is not
uncommon for students not to know the expected performance
for a unit (especially when the assessments are kept secure), or
even why the targeted knowledge and skills are worth learning.
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There are a number of practical actions that teachers can
take at the start of a new learning segment (such as a unit) to
counter this lack of clarity (McTighe & Wiggins, 2004). These
include the following:
• Presenting the desired learning results and major assessment tasks at the beginning of a unit

©

• Presenting the rationale for the unit goals, including the
long-term benefits of acquiring this knowledge and skill
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• Identifying people and places beyond the classroom
where this knowledge and these skills are applied
• Asking students to identify personal learning goals
related to the unit topic

n

• Presenting the culminating performance task
requirements

tio

• Reviewing the accompanying scoring rubric(s)
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• Showing models/exemplars of expected products/performances so learners see what quality looks like
• Involving students in identifying preliminary evaluation criteria

Ed

• Posting and discussing essential question(s) as an advance
organizer at the start of the unit

ow

• Inviting students to generate questions about the unit
topic (such as the “W” in K-W-L)
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When students have clarity about the purpose of the targeted
learning, the expected assessment evidence, and what quality
work looks like, they are better able to see the relevance of learning and are more likely to put forth effort.
4. Plan to “Hook and Hold” the Learner’s Interest
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As an opener to a new unit on the five senses, a primary grade
teacher asks her students to only use their senses of hearing and
touch to try to determine what objects she has placed in brown
paper bags. The kids listen intently with eyes closed as she shakes
each bag. Then they take turns reaching in with one hand to feel
the object and excitedly venture guesses about what each object is.
Correct guesses are accompanied by loud squeals. This purposeful
hook relates directly to one of the unit’s essential questions: How
can our senses help us understand our world?

©

At the start of a new unit on the Vietnam War, a U.S. history
teacher presents his classes with excerpts from a Canadian and
SOT4763 • © 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education
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Another education adage applies here: “before you can teach
them, you have to get their attention.” Think back to your own
school experiences and recall your most memorable and effective teachers. No doubt, the ones you identify were noteworthy
in part because they opened a new learning experience in an
interesting, thought-provoking, surprising, or unorthodox
manner. In all likelihood, their approach was unforgettable
because it kindled your interest in a topic, sparked your thinking, or otherwise hooked you.
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a Chinese textbook describing this historical period from different perspectives. The varied accounts immediately raise student
questions and link to one of his essential questions for the course:
Whose “story” is this?
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Thankfully, one need not be a superstar or unconventional
teacher to meaningfully engage learners. There are time-honored
and proven ways of provoking thought, awakening and sustaining
interest, and making learning exciting. Here are some approaches
for hooking and holding students (the “H” in WHERE), especially
in the beginning of a new unit or course.

ro

w
nl

• Present an odd fact, anomaly, or counterintuitive example
(for example, note that butterflies taste with their feet or
dolphins sleep with one eye open to introduce the big
idea of “form and function in nature”).

rB

• Present a question related to student interests (for example,
ask “Can what you eat help prevent zits?” at the start of
a ninth-grade health unit on nutrition).
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• Present a challenge (for example, ask, “Which group
can create the tallest straw structure with given materials?” and then ask students to generalize about the most
supportive structures and the geometric shapes that
they contained).
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• Present a problem or contemporary issue (for example,
ask, “Should our country require compulsory military
or social service from citizens eighteen to twenty-four
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• Present a simple experiment or demonstration and ask
students to predict the outcome (for example, show
students various objects and ask which ones will sink
and which will float as an introduction to scientific
reasoning in the elementary grades).
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• Present a mystery (for example, ask students to use logical reasoning to solve a “whodunit” involving various
characters, as in the game of Clue).
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years of age?” as an opener to exploring the big ideas of
rights and responsibilities in a democracy).
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• Present a role play or simulation (for example, set up
an imaginary class government in which a few select
students have absolute power and the rest of the class
must obey their directives to introduce the concepts of
absolute power and checks and balances).
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• Present personal experiences (for example, ask, “Have you
ever had a friend who let you down? How do you know
who your true friends are?” at the start of a literature
unit exploring the theme of friendship).
• Present students with choices for assignments or projects
(for example, allow students to select a book on any topic
or theme that they wish, with teacher approval).
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• Use emotional connection (for example, show the opening
of Ken Burns’ documentary on the United States Civil War
to introduce the personal toll and horrors of war).
• Use humor (for example, show cartoons and humorous
objects depicting exaggerated proportion at the beginning of a unit on ratio and proportion).
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Effective teachers are mindful of the importance of trying
to engage student interest, especially for topics that may not be
inherently motivating to young people. Hooks such as those
listed can and should be a part of instructional planning. Of
SOT4763 • © 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education
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course, we must always keep the end in mind and make sure
that our hooks are purposefully linked to the unit goals, and
not just engaging activities for their own sake.
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A high school English teacher facilitates a Socratic seminar
to engage her students in a thoughtful interpretation of The
Glass Menagerie. Initially, the students are passive, waiting for
the teacher to confirm their responses. Instead, she continually
probes (What in the text led you to that conclusion?) and calls on
other students to give their thoughts. Gradually, over the course
of the unit, the students become more and more active. On the
last day, the teacher removes herself from the literature circle and
watches as the students discuss and debate the meaning of the
novel on their own.

n

5. Equip Learners to Come to an Understanding and
Successfully Transfer Their Learning
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A mathematics teacher has students work in interest groups
to develop their own original problems in which recently learned
mathematical concepts and skills are applied to various real-life
situations. For example, a group of algebra students developed
equations to use in calculating costs for different cell phone and
text message plans. In geometry, a group of surfing enthusiasts used
geometric concepts to plot the optimal starting place on shore based
on the distance to the surf break and the prevailing current.
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The first “E” in WHERE reminds us to think about a key
instructional question: In what ways will I help students come
to understand the big ideas and equip them to transfer their
learning? If we perceive our job as simply covering content in a
textbook, then this question will seem irrelevant. However, if we
are teaching for understanding and transfer as the UbD model
recommends, the question gets to the heart of the matter.
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In order for students to come to an understanding of important ideas, they must be intellectually engaged in constructing
meaning, and this requires a much different approach than
© 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education • SOT4763

288

uc
a

tio

simply presenting content for rote learning. A number of general
approaches have proven effective at actively involving students in
meaning making. These include problem-based learning, Socratic
seminar, inquiry-oriented mathematics and science programs,
primary source (document based) investigations in history,
and process writing. In addition to such general methods for
developing understanding, Robert Marzano and his colleagues
(Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2004) have identified a specific
set of research-based active learning techniques, applicable
across the curriculum. These include comparing and contrasting,
summarizing, creating graphic (nonlinguistic) representations,
and cooperative learning.
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ON EXCELLENCE IN TEACHING
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The logical extension of helping learners acquire knowledge
and skills and come to an understanding of important ideas is
transfer. We want learners to be able to apply their learning on
their own to new situations (for example, make sense of a new
text, solve an unfamiliar problem, think through a contemporary
issue, and express themselves clearly to a target audience). When
transfer is the goal, teachers of academic subjects can learn a
great deal from the performance-based areas of coaches and
teachers in the visual and performing arts. Consider what they
do to develop and improve autonomous performance. Grant
Wiggins and I have identified ten characteristics that we have
observed in teaching for transfer (2007):

rB

1. Establish explicit performance targets clearly related to
long-term transfer goals.
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2. Show models and exemplars for all goals.
3. Design practice and assess progress backward from the
ultimate transfer performances.
4. Assess from the start to see where learners are.
5. Devote most of the time together to having learners
perform so the coach is freed up to coach.
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6. Personalize coaching by being mindful of individual
profiles (ability and personality).
7. Provide ongoing feedback and immediate opportunities
to use it.
8. Provide just-in-time teaching in small focused doses.
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Such practices are not restricted to athletics, the arts, and
extracurricular activities; they are applicable in any teaching
situation in which transfer is the goal.
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10. Strive to make learners autonomous, thus making selfassessment and self-adjustment a key goal.
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9. Adjust plans in light of unexpected or inappropriate results.
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Thus far, I have discussed facilitative teaching to help students
actively make meaning (in other words, come to understand
meaning) and coaching for transfer. You might be asking,
where then is the place for direct instruction? Of course, there
is a role for explicit teaching, especially to help students acquire
needed knowledge, skills, and strategies. But direct instruction
need not be the starting point, as Bransford et al. (2000) note
in How People Learn:
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A common misconception regarding “constructivist”
theories of knowing is that teachers should never tell
students anything directly but instead should always
allow them to construct knowledge for themselves. This
perspective confuses a theory of pedagogy (teaching)
with a theory of knowing. There are times, usually after
people have first grappled with issues on their own, that
“teaching by telling” can work extremely well. (p. 11)
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We can summarize the instructional implications of teaching
for understanding and transfer as follows: when the learning
goal is to ensure that ideas are understood and misconceptions
overcome, facilitate active processing of information and student
inquiry so that learners make meaning for themselves. When
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6. Provide Opportunities for Students to Rethink, Revise,
and Retry Based on Feedback
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Sixth-grade students are learning watercolor painting techniques.
The art teacher models proper technique for mixing and applying
the colors, and the students begin working. As they paint, the teacher
provides feedback both to individual students and to the class as a
whole. She targets common mistakes, such as using too much paint
and not enough water, a practice that reduces the desired transparency effect. Benefiting from continual feedback from the teacher,
students experiment with the medium on sheets of paper. The next
class provides additional opportunities to apply various watercolor
techniques to achieve such effects as color blending and soft edges.

n

the aim is for the learner to transfer knowledge and skills to
new specific situations, then coach for the desired performances.
When students need to acquire specific knowledge, skill, and
strategies (especially in the context of meaningful performance),
direct instruction is in order (Wiggins & McTighe, 2008).
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As a culminating performance task for a high school government course, the teacher has students work in teams to investigate
a current issue in the community or state, and then write a letter
to a policymaker (such as a city council member or state delegate)
advocating a particular position on the issue. He provides students
with exemplary letters from previous classes to illustrate the qualities
of an effective position paper. Students discuss and debate the issues
as a means of helping them clarify their thinking before drafting
their letters. The drafts are then circulated among the teams for
peer review. The teacher also gives specific feedback on the drafts
and provides time for revision before the letters are mailed.

©

The “R” in WHERE acknowledges the fact that a learner will
rarely achieve in-depth understanding of an abstract idea on the
first encounter; rather, the learner will need to rethink, revise,
and retry. The phrase come to an understanding suggests that
comprehension is a process, occurring over time. Similarly, few
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To serve learning, feedback must meet three criteria: it must
be timely, specific, and understandable to the receiver (Wiggins,
1998). Feedback on strengths and weaknesses needs to be “just
in time” in order to inform needed adjustments. Waiting two
weeks to find out how you did on a test is not likely to help you
improve on the tested area, especially if the class has already
moved on to a new topic. Students also need specificity to help
them understand the areas in which they need to improve. By
themselves, grades (such as C+) and scores (such as 92%) fail the
specificity test, and are no more helpful than generic comments
such as “Good work!” or “Did you try your best?” Although
positive remarks and top grades may make a student feel good,
they do not advance learning in and of themselves.

n

people can produce a perfect product or flawless performance
on the first try. We need feedback and opportunities to retry in
order to develop proficiency and achieve quality in our work.
Legendary football coach Vince Lombardi once quipped that
“feedback is the breakfast of champions.” Indeed, in every field
of endeavor, feedback is the fuel for continuous improvement.
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Specific feedback sounds different, as in this example from
a swimming coach:
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Your arms are relaxing well during the recovery; however,
your underwater pull is stopping short so that you are not
getting all of the power out of your arm stroke. Make sure
that you pull all the way through until you feel your thumb
graze your thigh before beginning your recovery.
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Accompanied by a brief demonstration, the swimmer now has
highly specific information to help his speed in the water.
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Of course, it is important to be careful with our language,
especially when giving feedback and guidance to younger learners. For instance, instead of saying, “Document your reasoning
process,” a teacher might say, “Show your work in a step-by-step
manner so that a reader can see what you were thinking and
follow what you did.”
© 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education • SOT4763
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Here is a straightforward test for a feedback system: can a
learner tell specifically from the given feedback what he or she has
done well and what he or she needs to do to improve? If not, then
the feedback is not yet specific or understandable enough to help
the learner. In addition to timely, specific, and understandable
feedback, learners must have the opportunity and the expectation to act on it (for example, to revise their explanation, to fine
tune their argument, to practice and retry their performance,
to rethink their approach to the problem). Providing feedback
without a chance to use it is like eating without digesting. It does
not make sense to spend time on formative assessments and
giving feedback if we do not allow learners time to rethink and
revise their work or performance. We need to include time for
this—by design. A high school teacher told me that he always
builds a “speed bump” into his unit plans to allow for the needed
adjustments (such as reteaching, more practice, revision opportunities, and so on) that feedback reveals. He went on to say that
he learned this from his experience as an athletic coach. This is
not surprising since the essence of coaching involves ongoing
assessment and feedback.
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ON EXCELLENCE IN TEACHING

ro

w
nl

We tend to see the best feedback given in the performancebased subjects, such as career/technical education and the arts, and
in extracurricular activities, such as drama, chorus, and athletics.
Shouldn’t feedback be a centerpiece of every classroom?
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7. Encourage Self-Evaluation and Reﬂection
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Before turning in their science lab reports, students review
their work against a list of explicit criteria. On the basis of their
self-assessments, a number of students make revisions to improve
their reports before handing them in. Their teacher observes that
the overall quality of the lab reports has improved since he started
requiring students to evaluate their work before submitting it.
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A middle school mathematics teacher periodically distributes
“exit cards” in which he asks students to identify what is working
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Research findings in cognitive psychology, reading, and
problem solving underscore the importance of metacognition
in learning. Metacognition refers to processes by which learners
think about their thinking, actively monitor their comprehension
(Am I getting the author’s meaning here?), employ and evaluate
strategies (Is this approach working?), and reflect on their learning
and set goals (How can I do better next time?). The second “E”
in WHERE reminds us of the importance of regularly engaging
our students in self-evaluation and reflection.

n

for them in his class and what isn’t working. Students complete the
cards, which he collects as they leave at the end of the period. He
has found that this simple practice has dual benefits: (1) it gives
the students an opportunity to reflect on their learning, and (2)
it provides him with feedback to use in reflecting on his teaching.
In fact, he has made several improvements to his instructional
methods as a direct result of these student reflections.
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Metacognition has been characterized as a habit of mind
involving an internal dialog or “self-talk” (Costa & Kallick,
2000). While this may occur spontaneously for some students,
there is a recognized need to make the “invisible visible” for all
learners. Here are ways in which teachers can explicitly cultivate
the metacognitive capabilities of their students:
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• At the beginning of the year, ask students to develop a
personal profile of their strengths and weaknesses as
learners (perhaps using a formal learning styles instrument). The students should consider how they learn
best, what strategies work well for them, what type of
learning is most difficult, and what they wish to improve
upon (such as with goal setting). Then, include periodic
opportunities for journaling when students can monitor
their efforts, think further about their profile, and reflect
on their struggles and successes.
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• Use “think alouds” to model your own thinking process
for your students. It is especially valuable to show them

© 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education • SOT4763

294

ON EXCELLENCE IN TEACHING

uc
a

tio

• Teach students to evaluate the same way that teachers are
trained to be judges in Advanced Placement or statewide
writing assessment. Ask them to score sample papers
so that they will come to understand the meaning of
the evaluative criteria and become more accurate as
self-assessors.

n

what you do when you are stuck (such as when you do
not understand a portion of text or get stuck during
problem solving). Let them hear your struggles, your
shift of strategy, your evaluation of progress, and so on.
As learners become more comfortable with the process,
you can ask them to think aloud and share their own
thinking.
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• Ask students to include a self-assessment for every
important product or performance that they produce.
This can be easily accomplished when using a rubric or
criteria sheet by adding a checkbox for the students to
evaluate their work according to the listed elements. (See
McTighe & O’Connor, 2005, pp. 15–16.) With practice,
students become increasingly capable of honest criterionbased self-assessment.

ro

• Periodically, have students respond to self-reflection
questions, such as the following:
+ What do you really understand about

?
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+ What questions/uncertainties do you still have about
?
+ What was most effective in

?

+ How could you improve

?

+ What would you do differently next time?
+ What are you most proud of?
+ What are you most disappointed in?
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for you?

+ What grade/score do you deserve? Why?
+ How has what you’ve learned changed your thinking?

Ed

Classroom Indicators
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This chapter has explored the general instructional implications of the UbD framework and suggested seven associated
teaching practices. Let us conclude by considering what we would
see in classrooms where these practices are in use.
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Over the years, classroom observations have tended to focus
on the teacher, often in the form of checklists or descriptors of
teacher behaviors. Today, we see a growing emphasis on learnerfocused observations in which attention is directed to what the
students are doing—that is, the effects of the teacher’s actions on
learners and the learning process. Accordingly, I offer a set of
observable indicators (see table 1 on pages 296–298) related to the
seven instructional practices for both teachers and learners.

H
aw
ke

These indicators can be used for self-assessments by teachers, during classroom walk-throughs by school leaders, and as
part of an induction/mentoring/coaching program. Of course,
the entire list could be overwhelming, especially for a novice
teacher or first-time observer. Thus, it makes sense to begin by
focusing on a few selected indicators targeted to school priority
areas or a teacher’s professional growth plan.
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Noted educator John Dewey once quipped, “We don’t learn
from experience, we learn by reflecting on it.” Indeed, the most
effective learners self-assess and reflect on their work, set personal
learning goals, and employ proven strategies. Teachers help
cultivate metacognition through modeling and by expecting
students to apply these metacognitive habits regularly.

n

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

© 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education • SOT4763
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• What is the main learning goal in this unit?
• How will this learning be assessed? Or, How
will I show this learning?
• How will my work be evaluated or my grade
determined?
• What are the qualities I am striving for in my
work?

Can answer the following questions:
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e. Presents the learning goals at the start of a
new unit or course
f. Explains the purpose and relevance of the
targeted learning
g. Describes the major assessments that will
show the extent of student learning
h. Presents the evaluative criteria (for example,
scoring rubrics)
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d. Frames the key learning goals in terms
of authentic assessment tasks requiring
learners to transfer their learning

2. Frame learning
around authentic
assessment tasks
requiring transfer
application.

3. Help students know
where the learning
is going, why it is
important, and how
it will be assessed
and evaluated.

• Can explain how the transfer tasks reﬂect
the key learning goals (for example, “By
doing
, I will show that I have
learned
.”)
• Are engaged by the tasks because of their
relevance
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• Can describe how the EQs relate to the
content being studied
• Can relate speciﬁc facts and skills to the big
ideas

a. Posts EQs in the classroom
b. Actively uses the EQs to frame instruction
and learning activities
c. Connects speciﬁc facts and skills to the big
ideas and invites students to make such
connections

1. Frame content
instruction around
big ideas and
essential questions
(EQs).

The Learners

The Teacher

rB

Table 1: Observable Indicators of Suggested Instructional Practices

Instructional Practice
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• How does today’s work relate to the unit
goal? How does it relate to what we have
already learned?

i. Shows exemplars of quality work along with
examples of poor quality so that students
can see the differences, and links the
examples to the rubric
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continued on next page È

• Can explain in their own words speciﬁcally
what they have done well and what needs
improvement based on feedback
• Take the opportunities to revise, retry, and
rethink to improve their performance based
on feedback and results

• Are actively engaged in comparing,
summarizing, and generating graphic
representations of key ideas
• Work in cooperative teams on meaningful tasks
• Have opportunities to transfer their learning
to relevant situations
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o. Provides speciﬁc and timely feedback in kidfriendly language
p. Offers opportunities for students to revise their work, practice and retry a performance, or rethink an initial conception

6. Provide
opportunities for
students to Rethink,
Revise, and Retry
based on feedback.
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l. Facilitates active meaning making on the
part of the student
m. Shows models of excellent work and
expected performance (contrasted with poor
examples or weak performances)
n. Explicitly teaches needed skills and strategies related to the transfer performances
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j. Begins a new instructional segment with a
hook to engage student thinking, wonder,
interest, emotion
k. Uses hooks that directly link to important
learning goals (not simply engaging activities)

5. Equip learners
to come to an
understanding and
successfully transfer
their learning.

4. Hook and hold
student interest.

• Are genuinely hooked and display interest,
curiosity, excitement, puzzlement, laughter
related to the targeted learning topic
• Raise genuine and relevant questions about
the topic as a result of the hook

The Learners

The Teacher

rB

Instructional Practice

H
aw
ke
Understanding by Design and Instruction
297

©

w
nl

ro

n

tio

• Can describe their preferred learning style
and how they learn best
• Regularly self-evaluate their learning
process, products, and results
• Reﬂect on their strengths and weaknesses
as learners
• Set future learning and performance goals

The Learners
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q. Provides regular opportunities for students
to self-evaluate their learning process, products, and results
r. “Thinks aloud” to model his or her own metacognitive processes
s. Provides explicit instruction (when needed)
on effective self-evaluation processes
t. Provides guidance when needed (such as
with prompting questions or a rubric)
u. Provides opportunities for students to reﬂect
on their learning and set future goals

7. Encourage selfevaluation and
reﬂection.

ow

The Teacher

Instructional Practice

Table 1: Observable Indicators of Suggested Instructional Practices
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