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I
Foreword

f	 only	we	 could	 just	 know	 the	 future	 before	 living	 it,	 then	we	would	 avoid	 so	many
mistakes.	We	could	 chart	 our	paths	better	 and	make	 strong	purposeful	 decisions.	Say

goodbye	to	wasted	time	and	needless	worry!	If	only	…

While	this	wishful	thinking	is	not	possible	when	it	comes	to	living	our	lives,	it	can	be	very
useful	when	 applied	 to	 curriculum	 design.	Most	 curriculum	 professionals	 at	 the	 district
levels	 look	at	 their	maps	(standards)	and	begin	charting	paths	 for	 their	 teachers	 to	 teach
those	 standards.	First	 you	 teach	 this,	 then	you	 teach	 that,	 then	you	 teach	 the	 next	 thing
until	 the	 standards	 are	 decisively	 met.	 It	 is	 very	 similar	 to	 going	 on	 a	 trip	 with	 a
destination	in	mind.	Rarely	does	one	go	on	a	long	road	trip	without	mapping	out	a	path.
People	who	like	to	be	extra	prepared	decide	what	towns	they	will	stop	in	to	eat,	shop,	and
use	the	facilities.	They	take	out	those	old	road	maps	from	Rand	McNally	or	just	download
the	latest	GPS	phone	app.	Just	like	the	standards,	these	helpful	tools	guide	people	to	their
desired	destinations.

But,	what	if	we	took	a	different	approach	as	it	applies	to	curriculum	design?	What	if	we
started	with	the	standard,	objective,	or	the	big	idea	and	then	worked	our	way	backwards
step-by-step?	 We	 could	 develop	 strategic	 formative	 assessments	 based	 on	 the	 end
summative	 assessment.	We	 could	 build	 in	 time	 for	 re-teaching.	Chances	 are,	we	would
eliminate	useless	steps	and	missteps.	With	the	objective,	standard,	or	big	idea	as	the	goal,
we	 would	 carefully	 plan	 for	 all	 students	 to	 reach	 that	 standard	 through	 purposeful
differentiation.	No	longer	would	our	differentiation	merely	consist	of	hope	that	some	day
the	students	will	reach	the	goal.	The	scaffolded	assignments	would	be	geared	so	that	the
students	would	grow	incrementally	in	their	understanding.	Every	ounce	of	energy	would
drive	towards	that	end	goal.

Backwards	planning	enables	differentiation	to	be	most	effective.	All	of	us	are	guilty	at	one
time	or	another	of	just	differentiating	without	really	thinking	of	the	ultimate	goal.	Sure,	we
want	 our	 students	 to	 learn	 and	 grow,	 and	 that’s	 why	we	 differentiate	 assignments.	 But
sometimes,	we	differentiate	assignments	only	to	meet	the	needs	of	our	diverse	learners	in
that	one	lesson	without	thinking	of	how	we	will	get	them	to	the	ultimate	goal	of	learning
the	 objective.	 This	 type	 of	 differentiation	 is	 more	 like	 a	 crutch	 than	 an	 avenue.
Differentiation	is	most	effective	when	it	is	two	fold:	meeting	our	students	where	they	are
at	and	moving	them	towards	the	finish	line	of	learning	the	objectives.	Backwards	planning
and	differentiation	combine	the	best	of	both	worlds.

During	my	first	 few	years	 in	 the	classroom,	 I	wish	 I	had	had	 the	 foresight	 to	know	that
planning	with	 the	 end	 in	mind	 is	 a	more	 efficient	way	 of	 teaching.	 I	was	 only	worried
about	 getting	 through	 the	 dense	 curriculum	 by	 year’s	 end.	My	 colleagues	were	 on	 that
racetrack,	 too.	 Instead	 of	 professional	 learning	 communities,	we	worked	 independently.
No	 one	was	 there	 to	 help	 us	 troubleshoot	 problems,	 to	 challenge	 our	 understanding	 of
learning,	to	collaborate	on	the	best	teaching	strategies,	and	to	support	us	when	we	tried	to
change	for	the	betterment	of	our	students.	Backwards	planning	is	the	key	that	synthesizes
all	the	important	things	we	know	about	teaching.	It	encourages	collaboration,	purposeful
differentiation,	 and	 the	 best	 teaching	 strategies.	Backwards	 planning	 is	 the	 road	map	 to
producing	successful	students.	And	that	produces	a	very	rewarding	by-product…knowing



you’ve	succeeded	as	a	teacher.

—Wendy	Conklin,	M.A.



C

Introduction

The	Foundations	of	Great	Teaching
alvin	Coolidge	once	said,	“It	is	easy	to	do	the	right	thing.	The	hard	part	is	knowing
what	the	right	thing	is.”	This	thought	has	always	touched	me.	I	feel	strongly	that	true

happiness	 comes	 from	 finding	 the	 right	 thing	 to	 do	 with	 your	 life	 and	 then	 dedicating
yourself	to	it;	but	recognizing	the	“right	thing”	didn’t	come	easily	to	me.

When	 I	 finished	 college	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Michigan,	 I	 wasn’t	 certain	 about	 what	 I
wanted	to	do.	I	heard	that	New	York	City	was	desperately	looking	for	teachers,	and	that
any	 college	 graduate	 willing	 to	 take	 a	 free	 summer	 course	 could	 get	 emergency
certification	and	be	guaranteed	a	job	for	a	year.	This	seemed	like	a	good	idea	at	the	time.
So,	 after	 eight	 weeks	 of	 coursework	 and	 a	 full	 20	 minutes	 of	 student	 teaching,	 I	 was
actually	deemed	adequately	prepared	for	the	classroom	by	the	state	of	New	York	and	put
in	charge	of	my	very	first	class	of	30	rambunctious	youngsters.	I	loved	those	students	and
wanted	 desperately	 to	 help	 them.	The	 problem	was	 that	 I	 had	 no	 idea	what	 to	 do	with
them,	and	I	didn’t	know	where	to	turn	for	help.	When	I	got	up	my	nerve	and	asked	a	few
colleagues	 for	 suggestions	 during	 lunch,	 they	 told	 me	 that	 they	 didn’t	 want	 to	 discuss
students	during	their	free	time.	That	fall,	I	took	my	last	required	course	entitled	Problems
in	 the	 Classroom.	 I	 remember	 the	 professor	 asking	 us	 what	 was	 our	 most	 pressing
problem.	I	raised	my	hand	and	sadly	admitted,	“I	don’t	know	what	to	do	between	9:00	A.M.
and	3:00	P.M..”

Learning	how	to	be	an	effective	teacher	became	my	life’s	mission,	and	I	decided	that	if	I
ever	mastered	it,	I	would	help	anyone	else	who	asked.	No	one	should	ever	have	to	feel	as
alone	and	discouraged	as	I	did	that	first	year.

I’ve	 become	 convinced	 over	 my	 many	 years	 as	 a	 classroom	 teacher,	 graduate	 student,
instructional	 coach,	 school	 administrator,	 author,	 and	 educational	 consultant,	 that	 great
teaching	stems	from	a	deep	passion	to	help	children	become	all	 that	 they	can	be.	I	can’t
think	 of	 any	 work	 that	 touches	 the	 future	 more	 than	 teaching.	 Great	 teaching	 helps
children	form	deep	and	enduring	understandings	about	the	world	in	which	they	live,	and	it
turns	 them	 into	 explorers,	 thinkers,	 discoverers,	 imaginers,	 and	wonderers.	 But	 being	 a
great	teacher	is	obviously	easier	said	than	done.	Great	teachers	care	about	their	students,
and	they	work	hard	to	do	their	best	every	day.	However,	passion	alone	isn’t	enough.	There
are	some	vital	prerequisites	that	must	be	in	place	in	order	to	be	effective.

To	Become	a	Great	Teacher	You	Must…
Know	your	subject.	It	stands	to	reason	that	you	cannot	teach	something	you	don’t	know.
This	sounds	simple,	but	unfortunately,	 it	 is	not	always	 the	case.	Sometimes	 teachers	are
given	assignments	that	are	not	in	their	field	of	expertise.	Here	is	a	sad	example:	Early	in
my	teaching	career,	the	science	specialist	in	my	school	came	running	to	me	before	class.
She	quickly	asked,	“Does	the	sun	revolve	around	Earth,	or	does	Earth	revolve	around	the
sun?	 I’m	 teaching	 this	 next	 period	 and	 I	 forget!”	 The	 school	 made	 a	 poor	 decision	 in
hiring	this	person	for	the	science	position,	but	the	teacher	didn’t	help	the	situation	either.



She	didn’t	take	any	responsibility	in	actually	learning	the	material	before	she	taught	it.	I
shudder	to	think	what	the	students	learned	in	science	that	year!

Have	 knowledge	 about	what	 it	 takes	 to	 teach	 your	 specific	 content	 or	 topic.	 Being
knowledgeable	about	content	alone	isn’t	enough.	(Just	think	back	to	some	of	your	college
professors!)	 Some	 experts	 find	 the	 information	 in	 their	 fields	 so	 obvious	 that	 they	 are
unable	 to	distinguish	between	what	 is	easy	and	what	 is	difficult	for	others	 to	learn.	And
just	because	someone	is	an	expert	doesn’t	mean	that	he	or	she	can	give	clear	explanations.
A	teacher	must	know	the	foundational	knowledge	and	skills	that	students	need	in	order	to
understand	 the	 central	 concepts	 of	 their	 subjects	 or	 topics,	 and	must	 be	 able	 to	 tap	 into
their	students’	relevant	prior	knowledge	to	help	them	make	the	necessary	connections.	A
teacher	must	also	figure	out	the	typical	difficulties	that	students	might	encounter	as	they
learn	 new	 material,	 and	 determine	 which	 strategies	 are	 the	 most	 helpful	 in	 assisting
students	who	 struggle.	 This	 takes	 time	 and	 careful	 observation	 to	 learn.	A	 new	 teacher
may	wish	to	ask	an	effective	and	experienced	teacher	for	assistance	in	understanding	the
materials	with	which	students	are	most	likely	to	struggle,	and	for	the	most	effective	ways
to	approach	difficult	 topics.	Schools	 should	 facilitate	 this	 type	of	 idea	exchange	 in	 their
mentorship	programs.

Know	 classroom	management	 techniques.	 If	 you	 can’t	 get	 (and	 keep)	 your	 students’
attention,	 it	doesn’t	matter	how	well	 informed	you	are	about	your	subject	or	about	good
instruction.	 Students	 cannot	 learn	 in	 an	 atmosphere	 that	 is	 disorganized,	 chaotic,	 or
dangerous.	In	his	book,	The	First	Days	of	School:	How	to	Be	an	Effective	Teacher	(1998;
2001),	 Harry	 Wong,	 a	 guru	 of	 classroom	 management,	 clearly	 outlines	 effective
management	techniques	and	explains	a	common	mistake	that	many	inexperienced	teachers
make	 in	 confusing	 rules	 with	 procedures.	 According	 to	Wong,	 rules	 govern	 behavioral
expectations,	while	 procedures	 govern	 how	 things	 are	 done.	Teachers	 should	 set	 only	 a
few	meaningful	 rules,	 and	 consequences	 for	 breaking	 these	 rules	 should	 be	 clear,	 fair,
consistent,	 and	 practical.	 Rules	 should	 be	 expressed	 in	 positive	ways	 such	 as	 “do	 your
own	 work”	 or	 “respect	 your	 own	 and	 other	 people’s	 property.”	 Teachers	 can	 reinforce
rules	 by	 referring	 to	 them	when	 they	 are	 being	 followed,	 not	 just	when	 they	 are	 being
broken.

Procedures	on	the	other	hand,	are	the	“how-tos”	of	the	classroom.	They	are	the	processes
students	need	to	follow	so	that	the	room	operates	smoothly.	Procedures	include	what	you
want	your	students	to	do	in	different	circumstances,	such	as	when	they	enter	or	leave	the
room;	 when	 you	 signal	 for	 their	 attention;	 when	 materials	 need	 to	 be	 distributed	 or
collected;	when	they	work	with	partners	or	in	groups;	when	they	need	to	sharpen	a	pencil;
and	when	they	need	to	use	materials	and	resources	that	are	not	at	their	desks.	Procedures
need	 to	be	explained	and	demonstrated	carefully.	According	 to	Wong	(1998;	2001),	you
do	 not	 punish	 students	 when	 they	 fail	 to	 follow	 procedures	 correctly.	 You	 just	 have
students	 rehearse	 the	 procedures	 repeatedly	 until	 they	 become	 routine.	Your	 procedures
need	to	be	well	thought-out,	consistent,	clear,	efficient,	and	very	well-practiced.

Assess	 the	 needs	 of	 your	 students	 on	 an	 ongoing	 basis,	 and	 adjust	 your	 teaching
based	 on	 what	 you	 discover.	 Giving	 tests	 just	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 collecting	 grades	 isn’t
appropriate.	Most	of	the	assessments	you	give	should	be	formative,	or	used	to	inform	or
modify	 your	 instruction.	 You	 need	 to	 give	 assessments	 to	 find	 out	 what	 your	 students



know	and	what	confusions	they	have	while	you	teach.	This	way,	you	can	determine	what
to	teach	next	and	how	to	do	it	effectively.

Of	 course,	 you’ll	 need	 to	 analyze	 assessment	 results	 quickly	 in	 order	 to	 tailor	 your
instruction	to	the	current	needs	of	your	students.	Not	all	assessments	need	to	be	written;
some	should	be	performance-based	so	that	you	can	see	how	well	your	students	can	apply
what	 they	 are	 learning.	 This	 might	 mean	 that	 your	 students	 present	 information,
participate	 in	 a	 debate	 or	 performance,	 discuss	 their	 research,	 create	 and	 explain	 an
original	 project	 or	 invention,	 perform	 and	 analyze	 an	 experiment,	 or	 explain	 how	 they
solved	a	problem,	and	so	on.

Part	of	assessment	involves	becoming	a	keen	student	observer.	Students	reveal	what	they
know	 and	 are	 ready	 to	 learn	 in	 many	 ways,	 both	 directly	 and	 indirectly.	 By	 carefully
examining	 their	 actions,	 questions,	 answers,	 and	 conversations,	 you	 can	 see	 what	 your
students	already	understand	as	well	as	the	misconceptions	they	may	have.	By	listening	to
students	and	looking	at	the	work	they	produce,	you	can	see	what	skills	they	possess,	what
they	 are	 confident	 about	 accomplishing,	 where	 they	 worry	 they	 might	 fail,	 what	 they
enjoy,	 and	what	 they	 dislike.	What	 your	 students	 reveal	 to	 you	 about	 their	 skills,	 their
interests,	and	their	learning	styles	will	help	you	continually	target	instruction	to	students’
needs	 in	both	formal	and	 informal	ways.	Although	this	may	seem	challenging	at	 first,	 it
will	soon	become	second	nature	and	will	help	you	become	a	great	teacher!

Understand	effective	instructional	techniques.	One	of	the	fundamental	techniques	used
in	teaching	is	the	Gradual	Release	of	Responsibility	Model.	This	comes	from	the	work	of
Pearson	 and	 Gallagher	 (1983).	 In	 this	 model,	 the	 teacher	 begins	 by	modeling	 the	 new
learning,	guiding	students	carefully	through	it	to	make	sure	that	they	understand	what	they
are	 doing,	 and	 then	 gradually	 releasing	 the	 responsibility	 of	 learning	 to	 them.	 Students
need	lots	of	time	to	construct	meaning	through	independent	practice	and	problem	solving
as	 they	use	new	concepts	and	skills.	 (See	Appendix	A	on	pages	159–160	for	a	more	 in-
depth	look	at	this	model.)

One	More	Prerequisite
Keep	 your	 goals	 clearly	 in	mind	 as	 you	 plan.	 The	 main	 goal	 of	 teaching	 is	 to	 help
students	gain	an	enduring	understanding	of	 the	 important	 ideas	behind	 the	 topics	which
they	are	studying.	To	help	your	students	do	this,	you	need	to	design	your	lessons	around
the	results	that	you	want	your	students	to	achieve	and	the	big	ideas	you	want	them	to	fully
understand.	An	 effective	method	 for	 creating	 consistently	 good,	 useful	 units	 of	 study	 is
called	 Backwards	 Planning,	 which	 is	 based	 on	Understanding	 by	 Design	 (UbD).	 This
method	was	originally	developed	by	Grant	Wiggins	and	Jay	McTighe,	and	detailed	in	their
book	with	this	title	in	1998.	Backwards	Planning	is	the	major	topic	of	this	book.

I	will	not	pretend	that	this	type	of	thoughtful	planning	is	easy,	but	I	can	assure	you	that	it
is	worth	the	effort,	and	this	book	offers	plenty	of	guidance,	suggestions,	and	examples	to
help	you	along	the	way.

An	Overview	of	This	Book
The	essential	question	that	this	book	addresses	is	how	to	design	units	of	study	and	lessons



so	 that	 students	 achieve	 enduring	 understanding.	 When	 you	 teach	 for	 enduring
understanding,	 your	 students	 do	 not	 simply	 memorize	 isolated	 facts,	 which	 may	 seem
pointless	 to	 them;	 rather,	 they	 mull	 over	 interesting	 big	 ideas	 and	 construct	 their	 own
meanings	about	the	underlying	concepts	that	define	a	topic.	Students	learn	how	to	apply
their	knowledge	in	new	situations	and	use	what	they	know	to	solve	real	problems.

However,	one	looming	question	remains:	How	can	this	be	accomplished	in	a	way	that	is
manageable?	Lofty	ideals	are	great,	but	it	is	important	to	be	practical.	Professor	Seymour
Papert	from	MIT	(2009)	rightly	pointed	out	that	teachers	cannot	just	be	preoccupied	with
what	they	could	do	someday.	They	need	to	know	what	they	can	do	on	Monday.

Let’s	face	it—teaching	is	a	highly	stressful	job.	Teachers	are	responsible	for	what	students
in	 their	 classrooms	 learn	 on	 a	 daily	 basis.	 But	 that’s	 not	 all.	 Teachers	 also	 share
responsibility	 for	 the	 motivation,	 the	 emotional	 well-being,	 and	 the	 confidence	 of	 the
children	 they	 serve,	 and	 they	must	 answer	 to	 administrators	 and	 parents,	 as	 well	 as	 to
students.	Teachers	are	very	busy	people,	 and	one	 thing	 is	 certain:	They	 are	never	given
enough	planning	time.	Teaching	for	enduring	understanding	is	a	great	idea,	and	like	other
great	ideas,	it	can	lead	to	great	results.	However,	this	type	of	teaching	takes	time	and	effort
to	learn.

As	Albert	Einstein	once	said,	“Any	intelligent	fool	can	make	things	bigger,	more	complex.
…	It	 takes	a	 touch	of	genius—and	a	 lot	of	 courage—to	move	 in	 the	opposite	direction.
Everything	should	be	made	as	 simple	as	possible,	but	not	 simpler.”	The	purpose	of	 this
book	is	to	demystify	the	planning	process.	It	is	to	show	educators	how	to	plan	for	students’
enduring	 understanding	 in	 the	 simplest,	 most	 practical	 way	 possible	 without	 watering
down	the	richness	of	the	process.	In	this	book,	we	explore	both	the	reasons	for	teaching
for	enduring	understanding,	and	the	specific	procedures	for	making	this	type	of	planning
as	simple,	effective,	and	efficient	as	possible.

This	 book	 progresses	 through	 three	 main	 ideas:	 The	 rationale	 and	 research	 behind
Backwards	Planning,	how	to	use	Backwards	Planning	to	design	a	unit	of	instruction,	and
how	 to	keep	differentiated	 instruction	and	classroom	management	 at	 the	heart	of	 lesson
design.

Chapter	1	discusses	the	basic	components	and	principles	of	Understanding	by	Design	(or
Backwards	Planning).

Chapter	 2	 examines	 what	 “understanding”	 actually	 means,	 how	 students	 construct
meaning,	and	different	ways	 that	 students	can	demonstrate	depth	of	understanding.	This
chapter	also	introduces	six	facets	of	learning	that	should	be	taken	into	consideration	while
planning.

Chapter	3	 discusses	 the	 tradeoffs	 between	 breadth	 vs.	 depth	 instruction	 and	 deals	with
how	 to	decide	which	 topics	 lend	 themselves	 to	 in	depth	 study.	This	 chapter	 also	details
different	ways	to	design	units	of	study	using	Understanding	by	Design	principles.

Chapter	4	addresses	Stage	One	of	Backwards	Planning.	It	explains	how	to	determine	the
goals	 of	 your	 unit	 of	 study.	 It	 deals	 with	 using	 standards,	 determining	 the	 big	 ideas,
writing	 essential	 (or	 guiding)	 questions,	 establishing	 learning	 targets,	 and	 developing
exciting	and	authentic	culminating	projects.	This	chapter	also	features	an	ecology	unit	that
you	can	use	as	a	model	for	your	own	planning.



Chapter	5	 addresses	 Stage	Two	 of	Backwards	 Planning.	 It	 examines	 different	 types	 of
formal	 and	 informal	 assessments	 that	 give	 you	 the	 information	 you	 need	 to	 teach
effectively.

Chapter	6	focuses	on	selecting	or	creating	assessments	and	rubrics	that	promote	student
understanding.	It	describes	a	format	for	peer	feedback	groups	that	will	help	your	students
work	constructively	with	one	another,	and	it	describes	ways	that	you	can	respond	to	your
students	to	optimize	their	achievement.

Chapter	7	 deals	with	 Stage	Three	 of	 the	Backwards	 Planning	 process.	 It	 is	 filled	with
ideas	about	how	to	plan	effective	and	engaging	daily	lesson	activities.	It	gives	you	step-
by-step	techniques	that	will	help	your	students	master	information,	apply	what	they	know
to	create	something	original,	and	solve	novel	problems.

Chapter	8	 deals	with	 the	 paradigm	 shift	 that	 schools	 face	 in	 preparing	 students	 for	 the
global	 challenges	 of	 the	 future.	 It	 explores	 the	 need	 for	 instruction	 targeted	 toward
students’	needs,	interests,	and	learning	styles,	and	shows	how	differentiated	instruction	can
be	 tied	 to	 the	 Backwards	 Planning	model.	 This	 section	 gives	 specific	 ideas	 on	 how	 to
effectively	differentiate	instruction	through	content,	process,	and	product.

Chapter	9	explores	ways	to	organize	and	manage	a	student-centered	classroom,	including
ideas	 for	 room	 set-up,	 establishing	 procedures	 for	 group	 work,	 and	 efficient	 record-
keeping	techniques.

Several	Appendices	 contain	 templates,	 planning	 tools,	 and	 lesson	 ideas	 to	 help	 you	 as
you	begin	your	own	journey	through	Backwards	Planning.
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Chapter	1

The	Big	Ideas	Behind	Backwards	Planning

I	was	considered	to	be	an	excellent	student	when	I	was	in	school.	Driven	by	my
desire	for	approval,	I	pleased	my	teachers,	paid	attention,	handed	in	assignments	on
time,	and	followed	all	of	the	rules.	I	memorized	whatever	was	asked	of	me	for	quizzes
and	tests.	I	didn’t	ask	many	questions,	but	I	knew	how	to	play	the	game;	I	could	get
good	grades	even	when	the	material	was	uninteresting	or	made	little	or	no	sense	to
me.	However,	 it’s	very	 telling	 that	even	 though	I	did	very	well,	 I	 remember	 little	of
what	 I	 learned.	 My	 husband,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 was	 a	 terrible	 student.	 He	 has
always	been	a	naturally	inquisitive	person	with	a	deep	passion	for	making	sense	of
the	world	around	him.	To	 this	day,	he	 is	constantly	 trying	 to	use	what	he	knows	 to
solve	new	problems.	However,	when	he	was	in	school	he	apparently	had	no	interest
in	 pleasing	 his	 teachers	 and	 found	 his	 classes	 both	 irrelevant	 and	 boring.	He	 got
away	with	doing	as	little	schoolwork	as	possible.	What	he	did	do	was	to	personally
challenge	himself	by	trying	to	read	an	entire	book	under	his	desk	every	day.	Just	like
me,	my	husband	remembers	very	little	from	school,	but	because	he	was	driven	by	his
desire	to	make	sense	of	the	world	around	him,	and	not	by	his	desire	to	get	approval,
he	built	up	a	deep	and	enduring	 framework	of	understanding	about	many	different
subjects.	To	this	day,	I	still	tease	him	about	his	lousy	grades!

illiam	 Lowe	 Bryan	 once	 said,	 “Education	 is	 one	 of	 the	 few	 things	 a	 person	 is
willing	to	pay	for	and	not	get.”	Over	the	years,	I	have	thought	long	and	hard	about

the	different	ways	in	which	my	husband	and	I	approached	school.	It	has	become	obvious
to	me	 that	 ownership	 is	 essential	 to	 learning.	You	 cannot	 force	 any	 type	 of	meaningful
understanding	 upon	 another	 person.	 Learners	 have	 to	 actively	make	 sense	 of	 the	world
around	them	in	order	to	end	up	with	any	lasting	understanding.	This	realization	had	huge
implications	for	me	as	a	teacher.	I	wanted	to	make	sure	that	the	education	I	provided	for
my	students	amounted	to	more	than	just	an	arbitrary	list	of	things	they	felt	they	needed	to
do	to	please	me	or	to	get	good	grades.	I	needed	to	get	real	student	buy-in.	I	knew	that	my
instruction	had	to	have	direction,	organization,	coherence,	and,	above	all,	clear	purpose	in
order	 for	 my	 students	 to	 ultimately	 become	 eager	 and	 active	 participants	 in	 their	 own
learning.	 I	 had	 to	 pique	 their	 curiosity	 and	 put	 their	 interests	 and	 needs	 squarely	 at	 the
center	of	instruction.

There	was	much	that	I	needed	to	think	about	to	make	this	happen.	First,	I	had	to	determine
my	 long-term	goals.	 I	 had	 to	 think	 beyond	 the	 day-to-day	planning	 and	 identify	what	 I
wanted	my	students	 to	carry	with	them	long	after	 they	left	my	classroom.	Even	before	I
had	the	words	to	express	the	idea	properly,	I	understood	that	I	had	to	teach	for	enduring
understanding	to	be	able	to	make	the	most	important	difference	that	I	could	in	the	lives	of
my	students.	These	enduring	understandings	would	be	the	true	benefits	 that	my	students
would	gain	from	having	me	as	their	teacher.	And	I	realized	that	I	needed	to	both	clearly
identify	what	I	wanted	the	results	of	my	teaching	to	be,	and	determine	how	I	could	get	my
students	 to	 deeply	 explore	 the	 central	 concepts	 I	 was	 teaching	 before	 I	 could	 plan	 my



lessons	effectively.	This	meant	planning	using	a	backwards	design	model.

Research	That	Supports	Backwards	Planning
The	Understanding	by	Design	framework	by	Wiggins	and	McTighe	(1998)	is	rooted	in	30
years	of	cognitive	psychology	research.	A	summary	of	that	research	can	be	found	in	the
book,	How	People	Learn:	Brain,	Mind,	Experience,	and	School	 (Bransford,	Brown,	and
Cocking	 1999).	 Psychologists,	 neuroscientists,	 and	 educators	 have	 examined	 the
conditions	 necessary	 for	 people	 to	 gain	 deep	 understanding	 and	 apply	 what	 they	 have
learned	 to	 new	 situations.	 The	 results	 of	 the	 research	 clearly	 show	 that	 enduring
understanding	cannot	be	guided	by	 rote	memory.	A	 learner	must	explore	 the	underlying
concepts	and	principles	behind	the	facts	in	order	to	form	a	deep	and	lasting	understanding
of	any	subject.

In	 the	 earlier	 part	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 the	 demands	 of	 the	 workplace	 were	 fairly
straightforward.	 Most	 education	 focused	 on	 the	 acquisition	 of	 reading,	 writing,	 and
calculating	skills.	Students	needed	to	memorize	basic	facts	and	figures	and	learn	important
biblical	 and	 literary	 passages.	 Schools	 did	 not	 train	 students	 to	 think	 critically	 or
imaginatively,	to	express	themselves	persuasively,	to	apply	their	knowledge	to	solve	novel
problems,	or	to	develop	their	own	creative	solutions.	People	who	were	considered	highly
educated	at	 that	 time	were	knowledgeable	about	history,	geography,	mathematics,	Latin,
and	religion,	and	could	recite	long	passages	from	the	great	classics	of	literature.

The	last	several	decades	have	brought	dramatic	global	changes.	These	changes	have	had
tremendous	consequences,	and	have	revolutionized	the	demands	that	we	now	must	place
on	our	schools.	Huge	amounts	of	information	(and	misinformation)	are	literally	at	people’s
fingertips	because	of	technology.	The	sheer	magnitude	of	accessible	human	knowledge	is
expanding	at	such	a	rapid	rate	that	schools	cannot	hope	to	cover	even	a	small	fraction	of
what	 is	 needed.	The	new	pressures	 of	 the	workplace	 require	 people	 to	 recognize	which
information	 is	 reliable	 and	 relevant,	 to	 collaborate	 with	 each	 other,	 and	 to	 think
productively.	It	is	no	longer	enough	to	simply	remember	and	repeat	information.	Thus,	the
very	 definition	 of	 effective	 learning	 in	 schools	 has	 shifted	 from	 a	 model	 that	 once
emphasized	drill,	practice,	 and	 recall	 to	one	whose	goal	has	become	“the	understanding
and	application	of	knowledge”	(Bransford,	Brown,	and	Cocking	1999).

The	 last	 several	 decades	 have	 also	 brought	 about	 significant	 brain	 research.	 Cognitive
researchers	have	examined	what	constitutes	expertise	in	different	subject	areas.	The	idea	is
that	experts	are	people	who	are	able	to	make	the	best	use	of	their	knowledge,	so	we	should
teach	our	 students	 to	 think	 like	experts.	Studies	 revealed	several	defining	characteristics
that	 distinguish	 experts	 from	 novices.	 Important	 differences	were	 found	 in	 how	 experts
and	 novices	 organize	 and	 store	 information,	 and	 in	 how	 they	 approach	 new	 problems.
These	differences	have	important	implications	for	effective	learning.

What	 are	 the	 basic	 differences	 between	 how	 experts	 and	 novices	 store,	 organize,	 and
retrieve	 information?	 Expert	 knowledge	 does	 not	 simply	 consist	 of	 discrete	 facts	 or
procedures.	Instead,	experts	organize	what	they	know	around	their	subject’s	core	concepts
or	 big	 ideas.	 In	 other	 words,	 experts	 have	 a	 framework	 of	 big	 ideas	 that	 they	 clearly
understand	 and	 can	 use.	 They	 fit	 new	 relevant	 information	 into	 that	 framework	 so	 that
they	can	easily	retrieve	it.	Novices,	on	the	other	hand,	might	be	able	to	recall	some	basic



facts	or	figures	about	a	topic,	but	may	have	difficulty	seeing	the	greater	relevance	of	the
information,	or	retrieving	it	when	needed.

What	 are	 the	 specific	 differences	 between	 how	 experts	 and	 novices	 approach	 new
problems?	Experts	in	all	fields	first	attempt	to	understand	a	new	problem	before	they	try	to
solve	 it.	When	 faced	with	 a	 new	problem,	 experts	mull	 over	 its	 important	 implications.
Since	 their	knowledge	 is	organized	 into	meaningful	patterns	of	 information	 that	 support
understanding	and	transfer	rather	than	only	the	ability	to	remember,	they	can	both	retrieve
the	information	they	need	efficiently	and	transfer	or	apply	it	to	come	up	with	an	accurate
solution.	 In	 contrast,	 novices	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 jump	 in	 and	 attempt	 to	 solve	 a	 new
problem	 quickly,	 without	 necessarily	 understanding	 it.	 Since	 their	 information	 is	 not
highly	organized,	novices	may	not	know	what	is	relevant,	and	therefore	are	more	likely	to
immediately	seek	correct	formulas	or	pat	answers.

It	 follows	 that	 if	our	goal	as	 teachers	 is	 to	enable	our	students	 to	apply	 their	 learning	 to
solve	new	problems,	we	need	to	help	them	organize	information	into	meaningful	patterns,
just	as	experts	do.	We	can	no	longer	teach	skills	and	knowledge	in	an	isolated	or	narrow
context.	 Transfer	 only	 becomes	 possible	 when	 the	 learner	 understands	 the	 guiding
principles	behind	the	facts	and	formulas.	Unfortunately,	the	transfer	of	knowledge	doesn’t
always	 come	 easily	 to	 students.	We	 can	 speed	 the	 process	 by	 showing	 our	 students	 the
relevance	of	what	 they	are	learning.	We	need	to	give	them	specifics	about	when,	where,
what,	and	how	the	things	that	they	are	learning	can	be	used.	We	also	need	to	provide	them
with	plenty	of	time	to	practice	applying	what	they	learn	in	new	circumstances.

Before	we	examine	how	the	human	brain	receives,	stores,	and	retrieves	 information	and
what	 the	 term	 understanding	 actually	 means,	 let	 us	 take	 a	 closer	 look	 at	 the	 specific
features	 of	 the	 planning	 process	 that	 Grant	 Wiggins	 and	 Jay	 McTighe	 called
Understanding	by	Design	(1998).

What	Is	Understanding	by	Design?
Understanding	by	Design	(UbD,	or	Backwards	Planning)	is	a	specific	process	for	planning
units	of	study.	You	begin	by	deciding	what	you	want	the	final	results	of	your	instruction	to
be,	and	then	you	plan	“backwards”	to	figure	out	how	to	get	there.	Grant	Wiggins	and	Jay
McTighe	introduced	Understanding	by	Design	in	1998	in	their	book	of	that	title.	As	they
explain,	Backwards	Planning,	or	planning	with	the	end	in	mind,	is	not	really	backwards	in
actuality.	For	 example,	when	you	plan	a	vacation,	you	determine	what	kind	of	vacation
you	want	 and	where	you	will	 go	before	you	decide	how	you	will	 get	 there	 and	 exactly
what	you	will	pack.	But	Backwards	Planning	is	different	from	the	way	that	many	teachers
traditionally	 prepare	 lessons	 and	 deliver	 instruction.	Many	 teachers	 become	 so	 bogged
down	by	day-to-day	survival	that	they	do	not	think	in	terms	of	the	final	result.	Some	may
follow	 a	 teacher’s	 guide	 from	 beginning	 to	 end,	 or	 provide	 disconnected	 or	 loosely
connected	activities	for	students	to	keep	them	busy.	Some	try	to	cover	an	entire	textbook
(or	body	of	knowledge)	without	a	clear,	long-term	goal	in	mind.	Many	teachers	go	right	to
their	daily	lessons	without	thinking	about	the	deep	and	enduring	understandings	that	they
want	their	students	to	have	as	a	result	of	their	instruction.

Understanding	 by	 Design	 is	 not	 a	 pre-packaged	 educational	 program	 with	 a	 specified
scope	and	sequence.	The	idea	behind	it	is	that	teachers	are	professionals	who	need	to	have



control	over	what	they	teach.	Teachers	can	decide	how	to	design	units	of	instruction	that
promote	understanding	by	using	what	Wiggins	and	Grant	term	specific	design	principles.
This	is	one	of	the	ideas	that	we	explore	in	great	depth	throughout	this	book.

In	 both	 their	 original	 book	 and	 in	 their	 newer	Understanding	 by	Design	Expanded	 2nd
Edition	 (2005,	 22),	Wiggins	 and	McTighe	provide	 a	 useful	UbD	planning	 template	 that
presents	an	overview	of	the	three	stages	of	UbD:

Stage	One:	Identify	Desired	Results

Stage	Two:	Determine	the	Assessment	Evidence

Stage	Three:	Plan	Learning	Experiences	and	Instruction

Stage	One:	Identify	Desired	Results
In	Stage	One	of	Backwards	Planning,	we	 start	 by	 identifying	 the	big	 ideas	 and	guiding
principles	 that	we	want	 our	 students	 to	 use	 as	 the	organizing	 structure	 for	 learning.	We
specify	exactly	what	we	want	our	students	to	know	and	be	able	to	do,	and	we	figure	out
how	we	can	help	them	organize	what	they	learn	to	solve	new	problems.	We	then	need	to
plan	backwards	to	create	a	road	map	for	instruction	that	will	lead	our	students	from	where
they	are	to	where	we	want	them	to	be.

Research	reveals	that	covering	many	topics	in	a	superficial	way	does	not	help	students	to
develop	 the	 skills	 they	 need.	 In	 fact,	 covering	 too	 much	 content	 could	 lead	 to	 the
development	of	disconnected	rather	than	connected	knowledge.	It	might	actually	prevent
students	from	organizing	what	they	know	because	they	don’t	have	enough	time	to	learn	it
in	sufficient	depth.

Curricula,	therefore,	should	emphasize	depth	over	breadth	of	knowledge.	In	creating	units
of	 study	 using	Backwards	 Planning,	 it	 is	 not	 possible	 to	 teach	 everything.	You	 need	 to
prioritize	and	determine	what	is	worthy	of	enduring	understanding,	which	aspects	of	your
instruction	require	in-depth	exploration,	and	what	information	to	skip.

Effective	instruction	also	requires	the	teacher	to	assess	student	knowledge	on	a	continual
basis.	Assessments	must	match	the	learning	goals	if	they	are	to	be	effective.	If	the	goal	is
to	foster	deep	understanding	and	transfer,	it	is	not	enough	to	give	assessments	that	mainly
focus	 on	 recalling	 facts	 and	 formulas.	 This	 type	 of	 information	 is	 quickly	 forgotten
because	 it	 is	 not	 used	 regularly,	 and	 it	 does	 not	 lead	 to	 a	 conceptual	 understanding	 of
underlying	principles.

Stage	Two:	Determine	the	Assessment	Evidence
Students	must	be	required	to	explain	and	demonstrate	that	they	know	when,	where,	why,
and	how	 to	use	 their	 knowledge.	Thus,	Stage	Two	of	Backwards	Planning	 requires	 that
you	determine	which	types	of	assessments	will	give	you	the	most	useful	information	about
what	your	students	know	and	are	able	 to	do.	The	most	useful	assessments	will	help	you
pinpoint	any	confusion	that	your	students	have.	You	then	need	to	use	this	information	to
target	your	instruction	toward	meeting	their	changing	needs.

The	 research	 also	 shows	 that	 students	 need	 timely	 and	 specific	 feedback	 to	 learn



efficiently	 and	 effectively.	 Some	 teachers	 give	 too	 little	 feedback,	 feedback	 that	 is	 too
general,	or	feedback	that	is	offered	too	late	for	students	to	revise	what	they	are	thinking	or
doing.	 Teachers	 need	 to	 clarify	 students’	 confusions	 while	 they	 are	 in	 the	 process	 of
learning.	 This	 gives	 the	 students	 a	 chance	 to	 improve	 the	 quality	 of	 their	 thinking	 and
understanding,	 and	 helps	 them	 make	 meaningful	 improvements	 to	 their	 work.	 Most
assessments	 in	 school	 are	 summative	 and	occur	 at	 the	 end	of	 an	 assignment	 or	 project.
Summative	feedback,	especially	when	delayed,	may	be	good	for	grading	students,	but	 is
basically	useless	in	the	learning	process.

Stage	Three:	Plan	Learning	Experiences	and	Instruction
Research	 reveals	 that	 different	 disciplines	 of	 study	 are	 organized	 in	 different	 ways.
Disciplines	have	their	own	specific	methods	of	inquiry	and	different	requirements	for	what
constitutes	evidence.	For	example,	the	evidence	that	proves	a	historical	claim	is	different
from	 the	 evidence	 needed	 to	 support	 a	 scientific	 hypothesis.	 It	 is	 not	 true	 that	 a	 good
teacher	 can	 teach	 any	 subject	with	 equal	 levels	 of	 effectiveness.	 Teachers	 need	 to	 have
specific	pedagogical	content	knowledge	to	be	effective	in	their	respective	disciplines,	but
content	knowledge	alone	is	insufficient	for	effective	teaching.	Teachers	must	know	which
instructional	methods	will	 likely	 engage	 students	 and	help	 them	understand	 the	 specific
content	that	is	being	taught.

Thus,	in	Stage	Three	of	Backwards	Planning,	you	figure	out	the	optimal	way	to	structure
lessons	 for	 your	 particular	 discipline	 so	 that	 your	 students	 can	 achieve	 the	 goals	 of	 the
unit.	You	need	to	set	up	your	classroom	so	that	your	students	construct	meaning	about	the
big	ideas	of	your	topic	or	subject	from	the	work	that	they	do.	Students	need	to	be	actively
engaged	in	 thought,	work,	and	continual	reflection.	They	cannot	sit	back	and	be	passive
recipients	of	your	valuable	knowledge.

Remember	that	in	order	to	remain	motivated,	students	must	feel	that	the	work	that	they	do
is	useful,	 relevant,	 and	authentic.	Authentic	 assignments	 require	high-level	 thinking	and
have	value	beyond	the	classroom.	If	students	fail	to	see	the	value	or	relevance	in	what	they
are	doing,	they	probably	will	not	be	inspired	to	put	in	the	effort	to	make	deep	connections.
Meaningful	 learning	takes	place	when	students	work	on	things	that	 they	know	have	real
value.	That	is	when	they	will	reach	the	enduring	understandings	that	they	can	apply	in	the
real	world.

Backwards	Planning	Overview
This	book	expands	on	the	original	Understanding	by	Design	process	and	focuses	on	how
the	 brain	 deals	 with	 information	 and	 constructs	 meaning.	 It	 explains	 specific	 brain-
friendly	strategies	that	you	can	use	to	teach	for	enduring	understanding	and	also	has	many
concrete	 classroom	 examples	 to	 help	 guide	 you	 through	 both	 the	 planning	 and
implementation	 processes.	 However,	 before	 we	 go	 in	 depth,	 the	 chart	 on	 pages	 26–27
gives	a	very	simple	overview	of	the	elements	of	each	stage	of	Backwards	Planning.	If	this
is	your	first	brush	with	UbD,	or	if	you	want	to	see	examples	of	the	types	of	questions	to
ask,	you	will	find	Appendix	B	(pages	161–162)	 to	be	very	useful	 in	providing	an	“at-a-
glance”	look	at	this	model,	and	Appendix	C	(page	163)	offers	a	simple	planning	template
to	help	you	get	started.



Simple	Overview	of	Backwards	Planning	Principles

Stage	One:	Identify	Desired	Results

What	should	my	students	know,	understand,	and	be	able	 to	do?	What	 is	worthy	of	understanding?	What	enduring
understandings	are	desired?	(Wiggins	and	McTighe	1998).	What	are	the	goals	at	the	heart	of	your	unit	of	study?	The
following	design	principles	will	help	you	identify	your	end	results:

Determine	the	Content	Standard(s)	(Established	Goals)

• What	are	the	standards	(local,	state,	national)	for	the	coursework	you	are	teaching?

• What	are	students	expected	to	learn?

Determine	the	Big	Idea(s)	or	Enduring	Understanding(s)
• What	are	the	big	ideas	(universal	concepts	that	have	enduring	relevance)	at	the	heart	of	the	subject	or

topic	which	you	are	teaching?

• What	are	the	likely	misunderstandings	that	need	to	be	addressed?

Determine	the	Essential	or	Guiding	Question(s)

• What	open-ended,	thought-provoking	questions	will	foster	disciplined	inquiry	and	investigation?

• What	questions	will	call	upon	students	to	examine	their	own	experiences	and	content	knowledge?

• What	questions	will	help	students	use	and	build	knowledge	effectively	over	time?

Determine	the	Student	Objectives

• What	observable	and	measurable	outcomes	can	you	assess?

Determine	the	Knowledge	Learning	Targets

• What	facts,	concepts,	and	principles	do	students	need	to	learn	in	order	to	reach	the	goals?

Determine	the	Procedural	Learning	Targets

• What	procedures,	strategies,	methods,	and	skills	will	students	be	able	to	use	as	a	result	of	this	unit	of
study?

Design	the	Culminating	Activity

• How	will	students	demonstrate	that	they	really	understand	and	can	apply	the	big	ideas	of	the	unit	of
study	(e.g.,	projects,	presentations,	performance	assessments,	assignments,	or	tasks)?

• How	can	this	culminating	experience	be	authentic	so	that	it	has	relevance	beyond	the	classroom?

Stage	Two:	Determine	the	Assessment	Evidence

In	this	stage	you	determine	what	your	students	must	do	to	prove	that	they	are	meeting	the	learning	goals	of	the	unit
of	study.	How	will	you	know	that	your	students	are	truly	“getting”	what	you	are	teaching	and	not	just	parroting	what
is	being	taught?

• What	types	of	assessments	will	give	you	the	most	information	about	how	well	your	students	are	doing?
What	kinds	will	pinpoint	their	confusions?

• What	types	of	assessments	will	show	you	whether	or	not	your	students	can	transfer	their	knowledge	and
apply	it	to	new	situations?

• What	anecdotal	evidence	will	you	use	to	determine	how	well	your	students	are	achieving?

• What	criteria	will	you	use	to	judge	student	progress?

• How	can	you	use	what	you	learn	about	your	students	to	inform	your	daily	instruction?	How	will	you
help	students	who	struggle	or	who	exceed	expectations?

• How	will	you	have	students	assess	themselves	and	reflect	on	their	learning?



Stage	Three:	Plan	Learning	Experiences	and	Instruction

In	this	stage	you	plan	out	your	daily	lessons	and	activities.	Your	unit	must	contain	the	pertinent	information	from	the
curriculum	that	will	foster	the	enduring	understandings	that	you	want	your	students	to	acquire.	Think	about	how	to
engage	 your	 students	 in	 meaningful	 and	 authentic	 learning	 experiences	 that	 will	 help	 them	 reach	 the	 goals	 of
instruction.	 In	 other	 words,	 you	 need	 to	 plan	motivating	 day-to-day	 lessons	 and	 activities	 that	 will	 result	 in	 the
understandings,	skills,	and	knowledge	outlined	in	Stage	One.

• Which	concepts	will	take	the	most	time	to	teach?

• How	will	assignments	help	students	construct	meaning?

• Which	skills	require	direct	instruction?	Which	skills	should	be	taught	through	student	investigation?

• How	will	students	apply	their	knowledge?

• What	are	some	ways	students	can	reflect	on	their	progress?

• What	materials	will	be	required?

• How	will	instruction	be	differentiated?

Conclusion

To	 teach	 students	 to	 understand,	 retrieve,	 and	use	 information	 like	 experts,	 you	need	 to
organize	 and	 structure	 their	 learning	 around	 the	 big	 ideas	 of	 the	 topics	 that	 you	 are
teaching.	Students	need	to	study	important	topics	in	sufficient	depth	to	make	meaningful
connections.	They	need	to	understand	when,	where,	and	how	to	use	what	they	are	learning
to	 solve	new	problems	and	practice	new	skills	 in	different	contexts.	Teachers	must	plan
engaging	 daily	 lessons	 that	 are	 organized	 around	 central	 concepts.	 Teachers	 should
continually	 assess	 student	 understanding	 and	 target	 instruction	 appropriately.	 Finally,
students	need	ongoing,	constructive	feedback	to	raise	their	level	of	understanding	and	to
improve	their	quality	of	thought	and	work.	They	need	to	reflect	on	their	progress	and	take
ownership	 of	 their	 learning.	 The	 time	 and	 effort	 it	 will	 take	 to	 plan	 for	 enduring
understanding	 will	 be	 rewarded	 with	 student	 enthusiasm,	 involvement,	 and	 lifetime
achievement.

Reflection
1. What	are	three	or	four	“big	ideas”	at	the	heart	of	a	subject	or	topic	that	you	teach?

How	can	first	determining	the	“big	ideas”	help	you	plan	your	instruction	for
enduring	understanding?

2. How	can	you	use	assessments	to	help	focus	instruction	and	make	it	more	effective?

3. How	can	you	ensure	that	the	“big	ideas”	of	your	topic	or	subject	are	reinforced	in



your	assignments?

4. How	can	you	make	your	assignments	relevant	and	authentic?
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