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Introduction—
The Logic of Backward Design

Introduction
Stage 1

Introduction

Stage 2
Stage 3

The Understanding by Design Professional Development Workbook is designed primarily as
a resource for participants in Understanding by Design (UbD) workshops and undergraduate and graduate-level courses. It is also intended to support educators developing curricula and assessments with a focus on developing and deepening students’
understanding of important ideas. The workbook builds on the ideas presented in its
companion publication, Understanding by Design, with an emphasis on the practical
issues of curriculum design.
To support learning and applying the ideas of Understanding by Design, the workbook contains the following six categories of materials:

Peer review

1. Design Templates—practical organizers based on the three stages of backward
design for use in developing a unit or course. One-, two-, and six-page versions
of the UbD Template are provided.
2. Design Standards—criteria for reviewing curricular designs as a means of continuous improvement. The UbD Standards guide self-assessment and peer
reviews, whereby colleagues provide feedback and guidance on each other’s
designs.
3. Exercises and Process Tools—thought-provoking workshop activities for
developing and deepening participants’ understanding of the key ideas of UbD.
A set of review and reflection tools is included.
4. Design Tools—a variety of practical worksheets and graphic organizers are
available to assist designers in each stage of backward design.
5. Examples—multiple examples from diverse subject areas and levels illustrate
the various elements of understanding-based designs.
6. Glossary—definitions of key terms.

Exercises
Process sheets

We recommend that readers also access the Understanding by Design Exchange
Web site (http://ubdexchange.org). The site features electronic design templates based
on backward design, a searchable database of curriculum units and assessment tasks
created in the UbD format, and an online review process based on the Design Standards.

Glossary
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Additional resources, such as hot links to other supportive Web sites, answers to
Frequently Asked Questions, and expert reviews are offered to members.

Product Versus Process

Peer review

Stage 3

Stage 2

Stage 1

It is important for users of this workbook to distinguish between the goal of their design
work—producing a coherent design with clear alignment among the three stages—and
the process of achieving it. To use an analogy, think of curriculum design in terms of two
bookends. The first, a completed design in the UbD Template form; the second, a set of
design standards for reviewing (and improving) the design. Everything in between—
including the tools used, design sequence, and examples studied—is process. You’ll
notice that the design tools contain letter codes linked to the corresponding field on the
Design Template to help users see the process–product connection.
We were inclusive in selecting examples, exercises, and design tools for the UbD
Workbook because one size does not fit all. After all, curriculum design work is idiosyncratic: the preferred starting points, the sequences, and the tools used will be as varied
as there are individual users in unique settings.
We have found that different people resonate with various approaches and tools,
depending on the content and their own preferred style. For example, in Stage 1 there
are six different design tools for prioritizing the curriculum and identifying the “big
ideas” worth understanding. Although each tool has proven useful to some people some
of the time, rarely would a single designer use them all.
Thus, users are encouraged to be selective and choose only those approaches and
tools that work for them. Resist the urge to work on every page or to fill in all of the
blanks on a design sheet. In other words, always keep the end result in mind, and don’t
get lost in the details!

Sequence

Glossary

Process sheets

Exercises

Curriculum design is not only idiosyncratic, but iterative. Although there is a clear logic
embodied in the three stages of backward design, the process is not rigidly linear or
step-by-step. Therefore, users of the UbD Workbook should not feel compelled to work
through the materials in a rigid sequence. Indeed, successful designers find themselves
constantly circling back to aspects of the design that need to be revised or rethought
entirely in light of reflection, feedback from others, and experience with learners.
Building a unit or course design is thus more like painting from a blank canvas than
painting by numbers, more like cooking from available ingredients than following cookbook recipes. As educational designers, we are like architects developing a blueprint.
The architect cannot (in one fell swoop) listen to the client, review the building codes,
research materials and labor costs, and develop a blueprint by following a step-by-step
recipe. The blueprint emerges through a process of trying out ideas, getting feedback,
matching the proposed ideas to the reality of the available space and client wishes. Each
design idea affects other design ideas—and leads to a new, perhaps unexpected reaction
by the client, who requires more changes.
On the other hand, there are some crucial givens in architecture: building codes,
budget, and the number of rooms. The challenge in design is to keep playing with the
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Stage 1

imaginative possibilities while ensuring that all the givens are honored. So, too, in curricular design. The designer can imagine all sorts of wonderful possibilities, but a new
idea about learning activities may require a rethinking of the proposed assessment plan.
Givens exist here, as well, including state content standards, realistic time and resource
constraints, student achievement levels, and interest—all of which must be balanced
with our imagination.
Thus, this workbook cannot and does not provide a step-by-step procedure for
constructing a unit or course, any more than there is a foolproof procedure for developing architectural blueprints. What we have done is to organize the book according to
the three stages of backward design, while allowing designers to begin in different places
and follow varied pathways to achieve the same end—a complete design that meets
standards.

Stage 2
Stage 3

We do not intend for participants in professional development workshops and university courses to march through the workbook page by page. Instead, think of this publication as a toolbox, and choose the tools for the job in a sequence that works for you.
We hope and trust that the Exercises, Examples, Templates, Design Tools, and Standards will lead to improved curriculum designs—units and courses focused explicitly
on important questions and big ideas worthy of understanding, more convincing evidence of understanding by students, and more engaging instruction and learning for
students and teachers alike. Ultimately, observable and measurable improvements in
learning and performance will result.

Peer review
Exercises
Process sheets
Glossary
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1-Page Template with Questions

Stage 1

Stage 1—Desired Results
Established Goals:

G

• What relevant goals (e.g., content standards, course or program objectives, learning outcomes) will this
design address?

Stage 2

Understandings:
Students will understand that . . .
• What are the big ideas?
• What specific understandings about them are
desired?
• What misunderstandings are predictable?

Students will know . . .

U

Essential Questions:

Q

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

K

Students will be able to . . .

S

Stage 3

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

Stage 2—Assessment Evidence
Performance Tasks:

T

Peer review

• Through what authentic performance tasks
will students demonstrate the desired
understandings?
• By what criteria will performances of
understanding be judged?

Other Evidence:

OE

• Through what other evidence (e.g., quizzes,
tests, academic prompts, observations,
homework, journals) will students demonstrate achievement of the desired results?
• How will students reflect upon and selfassess their learning?

Exercises

Stage 3—Learning Plan
Learning Activities:

L

Glossary

Process sheets

What learning experiences and instruction will enable students to achieve the desired results? How will
the design
W = Help the students know Where the unit is going and What is expected? Help the teacher know Where
the students are coming from (prior knowledge, interests)?
H = Hook all students and Hold their interest?
E = Equip students, help them Experience the key ideas and Explore the issues?
R = Provide opportunities to Rethink and Revise their understandings and work?
E = Allow students to Evaluate their work and its implications?
T = Be Tailored (personalized) to the different needs, interests, and abilities of learners?
O = Be Organized to maximize initial and sustained engagement as well as effective learning?
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Te m p l a t e s

1-Page Template

Established Goals:

Understandings:
Students will understand that . . .

Stage 1

Stage 1—Desired Results
G

Essential Questions:

Q

K

Students will be able to . . .

S

Stage 2

U

Students will know . . .

Stage 3

Stage 2—Assessment Evidence
Performance Tasks:

T

Other Evidence:

OE

Peer review

Learning Activities:

Exercises

Stage 3—Learning Plan
L

Process sheets
Glossary
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Sample 1-Page Template
Science, Grades 5–8

Stage 1

Stage 1—Desired Results
Established Goals:

G

Tennessee Science Standard 4.5c—Limited resources dictate a need for prioritization. 4.5d—The total impact of
developments in science and technology on the economy is seldom known at the time of development. 4.6d—The risks
and cost benefits must be carefully considered when developing new technology or curtailing existing technology.
Tennessee Science, developed by Joyce Tatum

Stage 2

Understandings:
Students will understand that . . .

U

• A balance must exist in the environment that should
allow for clean air, fresh water, and soil capable of
producing food.
• All people are responsible for maintaining the balance.
• Wetlands must be protected to maintain clean water.
• Each citizen can take action to maintain a clean water
supply.

Stage 3

Students will know . . .

K

• The importance and relationships of phases of the
water cycle; consequences of misuse of wetlands;
interconnectedness of the food chain; decisionmaking models.

Essential Questions:

Q

• Why is the environmental balance necessary to
continue life?
• How much clean air and water is enough?
• If natural resources are so important to a healthy
planet, why is conservation such an issue?
• Why are wetlands necessary?
• How can we balance economic progress and
protection of wetlands?

Students will be able to . . .

S

• Analyze environmental priorities.
• Discuss pros and cons of environmental and economic
decision making at the community and personal
levels; compare and contrast a variety of
environmental sites.

Peer review

Stage 2—Assessment Evidence
Performance Tasks:

T

Exercises

Goal: As a member of a research team, you will gather environmental evidence about your site.
Audience: The Nature Conservancy will convene a panel of citizens to review the case studies to determine
the highest quality study. Situation: The Nature Conservancy is contracting research teams to compile environmental
and economic evidence about several locations. The Conservancy has received a $20 million grant from Bill Gates to
present both economic and environmental issues to the general population of these locations and to U.S. citizens.
Participants will develop a case study for one of seven sites across the country. The case study will include
recently published newspaper articles with analysis, community statements and comments, scientific data, and an
analysis of key economic developments, a timeline of events, and a recommended decision-making model. (Other tasks:
TVA task force member to assess impact on a local site. Voice your opinion locally in a letter to the editor. Written
prompts on the literature studied.)

Stage 3—Learning Plan
Learning Activities:

L

Glossary

Process sheets

Introductory Activity: Students read and review five recent news articles about flood-plain regulation in the Brainerd
area. Students answer who? what? when? where? why? so what? what else? These articles will be shared through a jigsaw strategy and followed by organizing questions suggested by the groups. A timeline of events will be established
from the events in the articles. Journal responses: How do these events affect me, you, and us? Research topics:
development of Eastgate Mall, golf course development, East Ridge house on the flood plain, Flood of 1971. TVA and
Brainerd Socratic Seminars: Mummy, Oh Mummy, Chattanooga Goo, Sarah Cynthia Sylvia Stout, Brother Eagle, Sister Sky, topographic maps. Scientific Investigations: Runoff: What happens to water and asphalt? We All Live Down
Stream: What are our choices? Water and Oil: Do they mix? Looking at Both Sides: How much clean water is enough?
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Backward Design: Stage 1

Stage 2

Stage 1

Stage 1—Desired Results

K

G

Established Goals

U

Enduring Understandings

Q

Essential Questions

S

Knowledge and Skill

In Stage 1, we consider the desired results of the design according to the following four categories:
Stage 3

1. Established Goals— G These typically include national, state, local or professional standards; course
or program objectives; and district learner outcomes.
2. Enduring Understandings— U Stated as full-sentence statements, the understandings specify what
we want students to come to understand about the big ideas.

Peer review

3. Essential Questions— Q These open-ended provocative questions are designed to guide student
inquiry and focus instruction for “uncovering” the important ideas of the content.
4. Knowledge and Skills—
and be able to do.

K

S

These are the more discrete objectives that we want students to know

Exercises

Design Standards for Stage 1—To what extent does the design focus on the big ideas of targeted
content?
Consider: Are . . .
❍ The targeted understandings enduring, based on transferable big ideas at the heart of the
discipline, and in need of “uncovering”?
❍ The targeted understandings framed by questions that spark meaningful connections,
provoke genuine inquiry and deep thought, and encourage transfer?
Process sheets

❍ The essential questions provocative, arguable, and likely to generate inquiry around central
ideas (rather than a “pat” answer)?
❍ Appropriate goals (e.g., content standards, benchmarks, curriculum objectives) identified?

Glossary

❍ Valid and unit-relevant knowledge and skills identified?
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Templates

S t a g e

1

Stage 1—Key Design Elements with Prompts

Stage 1

Stage 1—Identify Desired Results
Established Goals:

In Box G , we identify one or more Goals (e.g., content standards, course or program
objectives, and learning outcomes) that the design targets.

G

Stage 2

What understandings are desired?
U

Students will understand that . . .

Stage 3

In Box U , we identify the Enduring Understandings, based on the transferable big
ideas that give the content meaning and connect the facts and skills.

What essential questions will be considered?
Q

Peer review

In Box Q , we frame the Essential Questions to guide student inquiry and focus
instruction for uncovering the important ideas of the content.

Students will know . . .

K

Students will be able to . . .

Exercises

What key knowledge and skills will students acquire as a result of this unit?
S

Glossary
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Process sheets

In Box K and S , we identify the key Knowledge K and Skills S we want students
to know and be able to do. The targeted knowledge and skills K can be of three different kinds: (1) They can refer to the building blocks for the desired understandings
U ; (2) They can refer to the knowledge and skills stated or implied in the goals G ;
and (3) They can refer to the “enabling” knowledge and skills needed to perform the
complex assessment tasks identified in Stage 2.
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Stage 1—Key Design Elements
(Web)

Stage 1

In Stage 1, designers consider the following elements. A variety of examples and design tools are provided to assist
you. Note: There is no required sequence to the design process. Designers can enter at any point. However, all of the design
elements should be considered.

G

Stage 3

Stage 2

Test your ideas against the
Stage 1 Design Standards and
revise as needed.

K

“Unpack” the Goals
(e.g., content standards) to
derive the big ideas, key
knowledge and skills.

Identify
the
big ideas.

S

Identify key
Knowledge
and Skills.
Peer review

Stage 1
Q

Select and develop
Essential Questions
to guide inquiry into
the big ideas.

Exercises

Consider
possible
misunderstandings.

Glossary

Process sheets

U

62

Frame the
big ideas as specific
Understandings
(“the student will
understand THAT . . .”)

© 2006 Hawker Brownlow Education 103056

Templates

S t a g e

1

Stage 1—Key Design Elements
Nutrition, Grades 5–7

Stage 1

Stage 1—Identify Desired Results
Established Goals:
Standard 6—Students will understand essential concepts about nutrition and diet.
6, a—Students will use an understanding of nutrition to plan appropriate diets for themselves
and others.
6, c—Students will understand their own individual eating patterns and ways that those patterns
may be improved.

G

Stage 2

What understandings are desired?
U

Students will understand that . . .
A balanced diet contributes to physical and mental health.
The USDA Food Pyramid presents relative guidelines for nutrition.
Dietary requirements vary for individuals based on age, activity level, weight, and overall health.
Healthful living requires an individual to act on available information about good nutrition even if it
means breaking comfortable habits.

Stage 3

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

What is healthful eating?
How does what I eat affect my health?
Are you a heathful eater? How would you know?
How could a healthy diet for one person be unhealthy for another?
Why are there so many health problems in the United States caused by poor nutrition despite all of
the available information?

Peer review

What essential questions will be considered?
Q

Exercises

What key knowledge and skills will students acquire as a result of this unit?

Students will know . . .

K

• Read and interpret nutrition information
on food labels.
• Analyze diets for nutritional value.
• Plan balanced diets for themselves and
others.

Glossary
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S

Process sheets

• Key terms—protein, fat, calorie, carbohydrate,
cholesterol.
• Types of foods in each food group and their
nutritional values.
• The USDA Food Pyramid guidelines.
• Variables influencing nutritional needs.
• General health problems caused by poor
nutrition.

Students will be able to . . .
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