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 Introduction

Concept-based teaching was something I found unexpectedly. During my 

20 years in the classroom I taught mainly intermediate grades. I started out as 

a general education classroom teacher and fi nished my classroom career teach-

ing gifted and talented students in about every arrangement imaginable: before 

school, after school, weekly pull-out, multiage, self-contained, and cluster. As 

someone who is always eager to learn new ideas, I became a follower of Carol 

Ann Tomlinson and really respected her sensible ways to address various student 

learning needs and still maintain academic rigor. My career started before the 

days of state academic standards, and I was considered to be one of the most 

challenging and unyielding teachers in the building, mainly because that was 

the way I remembered the teachers who made the biggest impact on my own 

learning. Th ose teachers cared for my classmates and me but also had a fi rm hand 

in what they expected us to learn and what they thought we needed to know, 

whether it was in a textbook or not.

About halfway through my time in the classroom, I transitioned to a unique 

opportunity in my district as a high-ability teacher. Part of this change involved 

the implementation of specialized curriculum. Units of study were based on the 

collaborative work of Treffi  nger, Hohn, and Feldhusen (1979) in the handbook 

Reach Each You Teach. Units were focused on content objectives, process levels, 

learner characteristics, learning activities, and evaluation procedures. Th ese were 
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Concept-Based Instruction

not lesson plans. Th e focus was taking the major objectives and creating potential 

activities using Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy. 

Several years later I taught a license renewal workshop on diff erentiated 

instruction that included part of a day on brain-compatible learning. As I looked 

for materials primarily shared in print or interviews by Pat Wolfe, I found that 

the idea of big concepts through thematic teaching really resonated with me, and 

consequently with the teachers in the workshop. In Brain Matters: Translating 

Research Into Classroom Matters, Wolfe (2001) reminded teachers that thematic 

units, such as those focused on dinosaurs, apples, or rain forests, are designed 

with no apparent concepts. Th e class learns names of dinosaurs, makes apple 

pie, or decorates the classroom in a canopy style, but there is no deep learning. 

According to Wolfe, “It is often diffi  cult to determine why the theme was chosen, 

let alone answer questions concerning the relevance or application of what teach-

ers are teaching” (p. 133). In contrast, concept-based unit development connects 

subject matter, ties it together with abstract ideas, and applies it to real-world 

situations.

Two years prior to becoming a building administrator, I decided to plan my 

classroom using Wolfe’s (2001) design. I had a cluster of high-ability students 

assigned to me, and I had training and some experience, but I had never created 

an environment that deliberately approached unit development and instruction 

in quite this way. I found it to be very transformative, and students produced evi-

dence in multiple ways (e.g., discussions, projects, high-quality work). Although 

this instruction was intended to reach my high-ability cluster, I found that my 

on-grade-level students benefi tted as well, including those with autism and emo-

tional disabilities.

Th e impetus for writing this book came from my wife, who had been a second-

grade teacher for 20 years and was suddenly moved to teach high-ability fourth 

graders identifi ed in mathematics, English language arts, or both. I supported 

her in developing her environment using many of the elements outlined in this 

book. As someone who had never taught in this type of atmosphere before, she 

was able to develop a classroom that impressed others, including administrators, 

program directors, and colleagues who actually had formal training. She knew I 

was contemplating retirement and thinking about chronicling something from 

my varied years of experience to help educators and remain relevant in the fi eld. 

She stated simply, “Th is is the book you need to write!”

As a professional educator and scholar, I continue to learn more from edu-

cational leaders in curriculum development. Concept-Based Instruction: Building 

Curriculum With Depth and Complexity is a synthesis of those experiences and 

increased knowledge. Th roughout the rest of this book, the reader will see par-

allels to my previous experiences in unit development, especially the elements 

of instructional objectives, learning activities, and evaluation procedures. Th ese 
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Introduction

would be similar to what content is expected to be learned, what learning expe-

riences students will have to demonstrate the learning, and how teachers and 

students will know that learning has been accomplished. 

How to Use Th is Book

Concept-Based Instruction is not necessarily a “how-to” book, but it certainly 

gives guidance based on the work of educational leaders with a complete example 

of concept-based planning from start to fi nish. It also provides organizational 

templates to assist with the process. Th e purpose of this book is to provide teach-

ers and unit developers a framework for creating a rich and deep concept unit 

that gathers content, skills, and understandings across learning institution subject 

matter. My hope is to give teachers a tool to accomplish something I did through 

trial and error and the feedback I received from others.

Th e fi rst chapter introduces how I came to embrace the thinking and philos-

ophy of high-quality curriculum development, pedagogy, and instructional prac-

tices. Principles of diff erentiated instruction may also be found in this chapter. 

Diff erentiated instruction was a term I had not formally heard until I was asked 

to help lead a summer retreat for my school on the topic in 1998. I was asked 

because I was regularly observed using diff erentiation in my classroom. I man-

aged to get my hands on a book and a series of professional development videos 

facilitated by Tomlinson and published by the Association for Supervision and 

Curriculum Development (Kiernan & Bloom, 1997). As small as this step might 

have seemed, it probably had the greatest impact on my career. Th is professional 

development series served as the backbone of a popular summer workshop I cre-

ated at a local university. It also expanded my understanding of curriculum devel-

opment and its importance. Using Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe’s (2005) 

Understanding by Design for lesson planning allowed me to go deeper and be 

more intentional with instruction. Later I experienced the ideas of other thought 

leaders, including H. Lynn Erickson.

Chapter 2 takes the reader through the curriculum mapping process by con-

sidering the work of Heidi Hayes Jacobs. Instructional professionals should have 

a deep understanding and accurate interpretation of the subject and grade-level 

standards, including anything added by the district. Th e chapter is written using 

the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for English Language Arts. Th e 

example utilized in the subsequent chapters is written at the fi fth-grade level. 

Because the CCSS for Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical 

Subjects begin at sixth grade, the units draw from the College, Career, and Civic 

Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State Standards (National Council for 
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the Social Studies [NCSS], 2013), along with the National Curriculum Standards 

for Social Studies (NCSS, 2010) and the Next Generation Science Standards.

In the third chapter teachers will discover what themes run across the grade-

level curriculum maps in the subjects of English language arts, social studies, and 

science. Mathematics may be included as it might support these subjects. Th ere 

is certainly potential to include mathematics as a complement to the other three, 

but it was not included as a major part of this book due its progressive and build-

ing nature. Ancillary subjects, such music, global studies, visual art, and physical 

education, may also be included, but schools may want to start with the core 

subjects and add others in the following years. 

Chapters 4 and 5 integrate what students are to know, understand, and be 

able to do (KUD). Unit developers determine the long-term essential questions 

and enduring understandings (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). Th ese are extended 

through a fi fth-grade sample unit identifying levels of Bloom’s revised taxon-

omy (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001) with Webb’s (1999) Depth of Knowledge. 

Examples of student learning are present in several of the included tables.

Th e Appendix contains resources for teachers to develop their own units, 

including ideas of conceptual themes and templates for organizing yearly plans, 

6-week units, and weekly maps. Th ese resources maintain a focus on what stu-

dents are to know, understand, and do. Th ey also maintain a focus on the overar-

ching essential questions and enduring understandings and allow opportunities 

for diff erentiation.
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 Concept-Based Unit Design
Leading Instructional Philosophies

Chapter 1

Part of being a teacher is improving your craft. Th ere are many experts in 

the fi eld of education in a variety of areas: diversity, curriculum, one-to-one 

implementation, social-emotional learning, etc. With so much to consider, it’s 

no wonder that schools, administrators, and teachers feel overwhelmed. As 

educators look for approaches that will fi x the problems in their schools, they are 

often faced with poorly planned implementation, shifting strategies, and quick-

changing ideas to try—without ever giving last month’s initiative enough time to 

determine instructional or learning eff ectiveness. 

Concept-based curriculum is an approach that breaks down the silos of spe-

cifi c subject areas and brings them together through a broad-based theme. It 

provides higher level thinking and makes cross-curricular connections. Students 

not only learn facts and specifi c information, but also fi nd answers to questions 

about why and how the content is important.

Th is book demonstrates how to blend many of these ideas in a disciplined 

format. Although every attempt has been made to stay true to the philosophical 

framework of the prestigious educational leaders discussed, this book is a syn-

thesis of these works and will result in a slightly diff erent interpretation of these 

ideas. Th e reader will notice that the format is gradual as opposed to being rapid, 

confusing, and frustrating; this ensures that practitioners can delve into new 

ideas at a pace that ensures success. Teachers quickly abandon ideas or become 
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