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Welcome to the Thoughtful Classroom 
Portfolio Series

The Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio Series
Sometimes the simplest innovations produce the greatest results. Designed by a collaborative of 
teachers, administrators and trainers, Thoughtful Classroom Portfolios make the important work 
of bringing high-impact, research-based instructional practices into your classroom or school easier 
than ever before.

Each Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio serves as a complete professional development training 
resource for teachers to learn, plan and implement a specific research-based instructional practice 
in their classrooms.

This Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio consists of three parts:

 1.  The six-sided portfolio, in file-folder format, provided as a handy tool for quick reference 
during lesson and unit planning, as well as a convenient location to store student work 
samples for later evaluation.

 2.  The comprehensive Resource Guide, which contains worksheets, templates, examples 
and activities to be used during teacher training sessions.

 3.  The Curriculum Design Resource Centre (CDRC) CD, which contains digital versions 
of planning forms, activities, sample lessons and unit designs.

Throughout this Resource Guide, you’ll see an icon that looks like this:

This icon alerts you that there are supplementary resources on the CD related to the content 
you’re currently learning. 
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About the Format of This Resource Guide 

Sections One through Four of this Resource Guide have been designed to allow you and your 
fellow learners maximum flexibility. Each of these sections consists of a four-phase learning 
process. Also, each phase is identified with a specific icon:

 1.  The Model: Each section begins with a model. This model shows you the design task you’ll 
be working towards in each section. In Section One, for example, you’ll be asked to identify 
your standards and then convert them into a special statement of purpose called a Learning 
Window. So we start Section One with a model showing you another teacher’s Learning 
Window.

 2.  The Tutorial: The bulk of each section is a tutorial that provides you with the information 
and develops the skills you’ll need to complete the design task at the end of the session. 
The tutorial is interactive and contains research, readings and learning activities designed to 
make the content come to life. You may find that certain segments of each tutorial are more 
important to you than others. Although we always recommend completing the entire tutorial, 
you may choose to focus on the segments that matter most to you.

 3.  The Design Task: After the tutorial comes the design task. Working with a “critical friend,” 
you’ll complete a design task that will become a key element in your unit.

 4.  The Reflection: Each section ends with a brief reflection activity designed to help you look 
back over your work and consider how you might refine it.

How to Use This Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio

This Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio focuses on instructional design – on the art and science of creating 
lessons and units that engage all students in deep and meaningful learning. The Resource Guide is 
broken up into an introduction, five interactive learning sections and an appendix.

An Introduction to Unit Design lays out the key design principles behind effective lessons and units 
and asks you to reflect on your own thoughts and practices.

Section 1: Identify Your Purpose initiates the work of strategic design using a simple organiser called a 
Learning Window.

Section 2: Design Your Essential Questions focuses on essential questions and their power to pique 
students’ curiosity, guide teaching and learning, and promote deep and multiple forms of thinking.

Section 3: Establish Your Assessment Design covers the three kinds of assessment all instructional 
units need: diagnostic assessment, formative assessment and summative assessment.

Section 4: Arrange the Learning Activities on Your Blueprint shows you how to select and sequence 
the right instructional tools and strategies for each phase of your unit.

Section 5: Stop to Review and Refine Your Unit allows you to assess your unit and refine it before 
implementing it in the classroom.

The Appendix contains additional resources for unit designers.
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The Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio Series and Learning Clubs – Perfect Together!

One of the best ways to get the most out of using Thoughtful Classroom Portfolios is to use them 
with teacher teams as part of a Learning Club. A Learning Club is a collaborative support structure 
developed by Silver Strong & Associates to encourage educators to work together to plan, implement 
and evaluate lessons and units that make a difference in student learning. Our research has consistently 
shown the value of Learning Clubs in helping teachers not only learn, but also apply what they learn 
in the classroom. 

Over the years, we have found that the members of the most successful Learning Clubs follow a 
relatively standard set of guidelines to maximise the power of collaborative learning. In response, we 
designed the Thoughtful Classroom Portfolios around these guidelines.

The members of successful Learning Clubs:

 •  Concentrate on instructional techniques proven to make a difference. That’s why each portfolio 
focuses on a specific practice that’s backed by research and proven to work in 
the classroom.

 •  Learn new strategies collaboratively. That’s why each portfolio has been designed for use by a 
team of teachers. Discussion, group reflection and group processing activities are all built into 
its structure.

 •  Use what they learn in their classrooms. That’s why this portfolio puts such a high premium 
on classroom experience. Throughout the unit design process, you and your Learning Club will 
be drawing on your collective classroom experiences to ensure that the unit you’re designing 
will have a positive effect on student learning.

 •  Bring student work back to their Learning Clubs. That’s why this portfolio includes guidelines 
for collaborative analysis of student work.

 •  Self-assess throughout the process. That’s why this portfolio includes a full section dedicated 
to reflecting on your unit, assessing your work as a unit designer and refining your unit.

In our 35 years of work in schools, we have found that successful schools are built on 
a culture of support that encourages teachers to apply new ideas and practices in their 
classrooms. We are confident that creative tools such as Thoughtful Classroom Portfolios 
can play a significant role in fostering such a culture, and we are proud you have chosen 
one of our products to help you as you work to improve the quality of teaching and learning 
in your classroom and throughout your school.

Please write us at questions@thoughtfulclassroom.com for any assistance or to share your 
ideas and suggestions. Your feedback is greatly appreciated as we continue to revise and 
develop new portfolios.© H
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An Introduction to Unit Design

The goal of this Introduction is to learn what strategic unit design looks like and 
to explore the research behind it.

In this Introduction you will:

 ■✓  Use your own experiences and expertise as an instructional designer 
to help you think deeply about the unit design process.

 ■✓  Learn about the research behind effective unit design.

 ■✓  Experience an effective and engaging unit.

 ■✓  Learn how to map out a “blueprint” for a lesson or unit you teach.
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An Introduction to Unit Design

How Is an Instructional Designer Like an Architect? 
Legend has it that the visionary American architect and inventor Buckminster Fuller was approached 
by a young architect seeking advice on a design project. Fuller looked the young man’s design over, 
but offered no formal critique. Instead, he raised four simple questions to help the young architect 
assess and refine his own work:

 • Does the design meet its intended purpose?

 • Is it functional?

 • Will your audience like it?

 • Is it beautiful?

What Fuller’s four questions help us to see is that instructional design has a lot in common with 
architecture. As instructional designers, we’re driven by purpose, often in the form of standards 
or learning goals we’re trying to help our students meet. We strive to make our units functional 
because we know all too well that a lesson or unit that doesn’t work in the classroom is a big 
problem for teachers and students alike. More than architects, and perhaps more than any other 
professionals, we are influenced deeply and continuously by our audience. After all, teachers don’t 
just design instruction; they also have to deliver the instruction in the classroom every day to an 
audience of learners with diverse needs, abilities, interests and learning styles. And sometimes – 
not always, maybe not even regularly – but sometimes, the “muse of unit design” inspires us. We 
discover new connections in our content. We devise a whole new way to teach a lesson we’d been 
doing the same way for ten years. We develop an authentic assessment task that excites us to our 
core and that we hope will have the same effect on our students. In moments like these, we’re 
reminded that there is an innate beauty in the ideas we teach and in the act of exploring them with 
young learners.

Which of Fuller’s questions do you pay most attention to as an instructional designer? Are you most 
driven by the question of…

 ______  Purpose, or how well your lessons and units address standards and help students 
meet clear learning goals?

 ______  Function, or how well your lessons and units will work in the classroom (i.e., Can the 
lesson be completed in time? Do you have all the resources you’ll need to make the 
lesson work?)?

 ______  Audience (student) interest, or how the lesson will engage students’ passions, 
interests and learning styles?

 ______  Beauty, or the aesthetic qualities of your lessons and units – their capacity to surprise 
and delight, and the overall “elegance” of your design?

Using a 1–4 scale, rank these four capacities in terms of how much influence each has on you as a 
unit designer. Which capacity exerts the strongest influence on you? Which is of the least concern 
to you? What new insights can you gain about yourself by using Fuller’s questions to reflect on your 
work as an instructional designer?
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An Introduction to Unit Design

Instructional design entails the work teachers do in planning and crafting learning experiences for 
their students. The better teachers are at instructional design, the better their students’ learning 
experiences will be, and, therefore, the better their students will be able to learn. That’s why so many 
leading educational researchers and experts from Robert Marzano (2007) to Grant Wiggins and Jay 
McTighe (2005) have identified instructional design as one of the most important skills any teacher 
can develop. Bruce Joyce, one of the world’s foremost experts on instruction and professional 
learning, and his colleagues put it this way: “The challenge of designing learning experiences is the 
central substance of the study of teaching” (Joyce, Calhoun & Hopkins, 1997, p. 14).

In this Resource Guide, we will take a close look at this thing called instructional design. Our focus 
will be on designing units that appeal to everyone – the teachers who craft and teach them, the 
students who are charged with learning them, and even a design genius like Buckminster Fuller who 
reminds us that the pursuit of excellence can be simple if we keep our eye on the right questions. 
We begin our journey with an activity we call “What’s in the Box?”

– – –

What’s in the Box?

Imagine that the box below contains a unit that teachers love to teach and that inspires students to 
do their best work.

Figure i.1: Activity – What’s in the Box?

First, think about your experiences as a teacher. What makes for an effective unit? 

Second, think back to your experiences as a student – to a time when you 
were highly engaged in learning. What makes for an engaging unit?

Third, put your experiences as a teacher and student together. What makes 
for an effective and engaging unit? In other words, what’s in the box? © H
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You’ve just used your experiences as a teacher and student to think your way “inside the box” of 
unit design. But have you ever wondered where the concept for the instructional “unit” (as opposed 
to the lesson) came from? Although teachers throughout history have been putting sequences of 
lessons together in pursuit of broader goals, it is usually Benjamin Bloom (1976) who is credited 
with defining the unit as the core design principle. Bloom’s work suggests that teachers can maximise 
student learning by concentrating their attention on roughly thirty distinct learning units, with each 
unit averaging about seven hours of classroom time. Bloom’s work changed our notion of instructional 
design, leading many educators to refocus and reinvest their planning energies into two dozen or so 
units rather than many dozens of daily lesson plans. Through unit design, teachers maintain day-to-day 
flexibility by organising their days, their weeks and their use of particular strategies and assessments 
around a larger and more organic framework.

In the next segment, we’ll look at two well-known design frameworks: Madeline Hunter’s “Elements 
of Lesson Design” and Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe’s “Understanding by Design.” 

Two Model Frameworks 

As you read about the two frameworks, use the organiser below (Figure i.2) to describe each one. 
Pay close attention to three criteria as you make your notes:

 • What is the theoretical basis or underpinning for the framework?

 • What are the components of the framework?

 • What are the warnings? (What not to do with the framework.)

Figure i.2: Activity – Describing the Frameworks

Hunter Criteria
What is its theoretical basis?

What are its components?

What are the warnings?
 (What not to do)

Wiggins & McTighe

An Introduction to Unit Design
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“Two Design Frameworks”

Framework 1: Hunter’s Elements of Lesson Design Framework
Of all the contributors to our current understanding of instructional design, Madeline Hunter 
(1984) casts the longest shadow. Hunter’s work as an educator, psychologist and theorist led 
her to the conclusion that nearly every decision a teacher makes is designed to answer one of 
three broad questions: (a) What am I going to teach?; (b) What will students do to learn what 
I teach and to demonstrate that they’ve learned what I’m teaching?; and (c) What will I do to 
facilitate student learning? Hunter designed a set of principles to help teachers answer these 
questions effectively and to increase the probability of student learning in any classroom. 
Influenced deeply by research and theory on direct instruction, these principles, or “Elements 
of Lesson Design,” became the most well-known and most commonly used framework for 
designing lessons and units alike. Hunter’s framework consists of seven elements:

1.  An anticipatory set that acquaints students to the content of the unit and prepares them 
for deeper learning.

2.  An objective and purpose, in which the teacher lays out what the students will be doing 
and learning.

3. Input, or a set of resources by which students will acquire the key information.

4.  Modelling, during which the students examine high-quality examples of the products they 
are expected to produce and/or performances of the skills they are expected to master.

5.  Checking for understanding, or making sure students have acquired the necessary skills 
and knowledge.

6.  Guided practice, or time for students to practise their new knowledge and skills while 
the teacher observes and coaches them.

7.  Independent practice, in which the students apply their knowledge and skills without 
coaching or assistance from the teacher.

As Hunter’s model became increasingly popular in education, it also became increasingly 
subject to oversimplification. To many, “doing the Madeline Hunter Model” meant treating 
instruction as a checklist: if a lesson included the seven elements, it was, by definition, 
instructionally sound. Hunter fought this checklist approach to her work, arguing instead for 
a professional development system in which teachers became fully proficient in the teaching 
behaviours associated with her model and then applied those behaviours in their classrooms to 
achieve a wide variety of purposes.

(Continued on the next page)

An Introduction to Unit Design
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“Two Design Frameworks” (continued)

Framework 2: Wiggins & McTighe’s Understanding by Design Framework
A second research giant in the area of unit design is the team of Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe 
(1998, 2005). Wiggins and McTighe’s well-known “Understanding by Design” framework rose to 
prominence as part of the authentic assessment movement of the 1990s. The idea behind the 
movement was this: if schools expect students to understand science and history and maths 
and literature, then schools need to teach students how to think like scientists, historians, 
mathematicians and literary critics. The legacy of the authentic assessment movement is that 
it helped many educators to see beyond the limitations of the test, allowing them to shape 
assessment around meaningful products and performances. Thanks to proponents of authentic 
assessment, it is now commonly accepted that the student who sets up and conducts a 
scientifically valid experiment, for example, shows a deeper understanding of the scientific 
method than the student who can list and describe its steps on an end-of-unit test.

The “Understanding by Design” framework is based on the principle that authentic assessment 
drives the learning process and that effective design progresses backwards, from the crucial 
knowledge, understanding and skills that are embedded in the performance task or tasks 
students are expected to complete by unit’s end. In working through the “Backwards by Design” 
framework, teachers help students build six different “facets” of understanding: explanation, 
interpretation, application, perspective, empathy and self-knowledge.

As to the relationship between any unit and these six facets, Wiggins and McTighe suggest that 
teachers/designers pay attention to the acronym WHERETO:

  Where are we headed? Answering this question means stating the objectives, reasons for learning, 
expectations and criteria for assessment up front.

  Hook the students. Getting students engaged and curious means using provocative questions, 
problems and issues that are deeply related to the unit’s central ideas and performance tasks.

  Explore and enable/equip. True learning comes when students can explore the big ideas, and 
when they receive guided instruction and coaching in the content and skills of the unit.

  Reflect and rethink. Students should receive feedback on their initial learning and opportunities 
to revise and refine it.

  Exhibit and evaluate. The unit should culminate with final performances and products as well as 
self-assessment opportunities that expose remaining questions and point to future learning goals.

  Tailor. Classrooms contain a diversity of students, with unique needs, interests and abilities. How 
well does the unit take these differences into account?

  Organise. Good unit design means orchestrating the unit to maximise student engagement and 
sustain students’ interest over time.

Like Hunter, Wiggins and McTighe warn against rigid application of their framework. But the 
most important similarity that the two models share is the idea of framework. The work of 
these thinkers and researchers shows that lessons and units have identifiable components that 
can be fit together into a cohesive whole. This simple but profound idea is now central to most 
educators’ thinking – including our own – when it comes to instructional design.

An Introduction to Unit Design
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