Understanding by Design: The Backward Design Model (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005)
"To begin with the end in mind means to start with a clear understanding of your destination. It means to know where you’re going so that you better understand where you are now so that the steps you take are always in the right direction." (Covey, 1994)
 

While the word "understanding" forms the basis of the backward design model, its meaning is complex. Understanding involves sophisticated insights and abilities, reflected in varied performances and contexts. While there are several types of understandings, knowledge and skills do not automatically lead to understanding. Furthermore, the presence of misunderstanding is prevalent in new learning situations, and in order to assess understanding accurately, evidence gained from traditional testing alone is insufficient.

 

Teachers are designers of curriculum and assessments. In following the expectations outlined in the curriculum, teachers are required to provide meaningful learning experiences for their students and determine student needs in order to guide their teaching. They must also determine whether the goals of their students have been achieved.

 

One of the most effective curriculum designs is the "backward design" model. This type of curriculum designing has been described as backward because teachers traditionally start curriculum planning with interesting activities and textbooks rather than looking at the big picture with the end goals in mind. In the backward design model, the teacher starts with the end, the desired results, and then derives the curriculum from the evidence of learning called for by the expectations and the teaching needed to equip students to perform.

 

This backward approach also requires that teachers determine acceptable levels of assessment evidence as they begin to plan the unit. Common practice indicates that teachers think about assessment at the end of the unit, once the teaching is completed. By having teachers determine what they would accept as evidence that students have attained the desired understanding and proficiencies before proceeding to plan teaching and learning experiences, enables them to remain focused on the desired results.

The backward design model is comprised of the following three stages:

I. Identify desired results
II. Determine acceptable evidence 
III. Plan learning experiences and instruction
[image: image1.png]



The big picture of a “backward design”approach:
	Key Design Question
	Design Construction
	Design Criteria

(Quality Filters)
	What the Final Design Accomplishes

	Stage 1:  

What is worthy and requiring of understanding?
	National Standards.

State Standards.

Local Curriculum Standards
	Enduring ideas.

Essential Questions

Opportunities for authentic, discipline-based work.

Uncoverage.

Engaging.
	  

Unit framed around enduring understandings and essential questions.

	Stage 2:  

What is evidence of understanding?
	Six facets of understanding.

Continuum of assessment types.
	Valid

Reliable.

Sufficient.

Authentic work.

Feasible.

Student friendly.
	Unit anchored in credible and educationally vital evidence of the desired understandings.

	Stage 3:  

What learning experiences and teaching promote understanding, interest, and excellence?
	Research-based repertoire of learning & teaching strategies.

Essential & enabling knowledge and skill.
	Where is it going?

Hook the students.

Explore & equip.

Rethink & revise.

Exhibit & evaluate.
Tailor for differences.
Organize for success.
	Coherent learning experiences and teaching that will evoke & develop the desired understandings, promote interest, and make excellent performance more likely.


Stage I: Identify Desired Results
In the first stage, the teacher must consider both the overall and specific expectations outlined Wisconsin state standards and local curriculum documents. Because of the quantity of these expectations, a useful framework for establishing curriculum priorities is illustrated through the image of three concentric circles...

Curricular “Content” Priorities: (You can’t teach it all!)
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The middle circle represents the field of content for the unit being taught. Important knowledge including facts, concepts, principles and skills (processes, strategies, and methods) are addressed in this circle. The question what should all students know and be able to do as a result of the unit should be asked when referring to this circle.

 

The outer circle represents the knowledge that the students should be familiar with in order to complete the unit of study. The students will study this material during the unit and use this content, but it is unlikely that it will be emphasized beyond the unit.  

 

The inner most circle represents the "enduring" understandings that will anchor the unit. The term "enduring" refers to acquiring a deep understanding of big ideas, abstract concepts, and essential questions within key curricular areas that students will revisit throughout their school career.
	Filter 1
	To what extent does the idea, topic, or process represent a "big idea" having enduring value beyond the classroom?

	Filter 2
	To what extent does the idea, topic, or process reside at the heart of the discipline?

	Filter 3
	To what extent does the idea, topic, or process require uncoverage?

	Filter 4
	To what extent does the idea, topic, or process offer potential for engaging work?


*Essential Questions
Essential Questions have the following characteristics: have no simple answer, provoke & sustain further student learning & questioning, address fundamental or philosophical foundations of a discipline, & recur often as we become more skilled in a discipline.
*Enduring Understandings

Enduring Understandings have the following characteristics: the capture the “big ideas” of a topic/discipline, transfer across other areas, are not obvious & subject to misunderstanding by a novice, provide a reason for learning the core skills of a discipline, and are expressed as generalizations.
*The Six Facets of Understanding
In the Understanding by Design model, there is a six-sided view view of what makes up a mature understanding of concepts & issues. The six facets are: explanation, interpretation, application, perspective, empathy, and self-knowledge. They are most easily summarized by specifying the particular achievement each facet reflects.
 

When we truly understand we:
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  can explain: provide thorough, supported, and justifiable accounts of phenomena, facts, 
and data
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  can interpret: tell meaningful stories; offer apt translations; provide a revealing historical 
or personal dimension to ideas and events; make it personal or accessible through 
images, anecdotes, analogies, and model
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  can apply: effectively use and adapt what we know in diverse contexts
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  have perspective: see and hear points of view through critical eyes and ears; see the big 
picture 
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  can empathize: find value in what others might find odd, alien, or implausible; perceive 
sensitively on the basis of prior direct experience
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  have self-knowledge: perceive the personal style, prejudices, projections, and habits of 
mind that both shape and impede our own understanding; we are aware of what we do 
not understand and why understanding is so hard (Wiggins and McTighe, 1998)
Stage II: Determine Acceptable Evidence
How will we know if students have achieved the desired results and met the expectations? What will we accept as evidence of student understanding and proficiency? What is evidence of in-depth understanding as opposed to superficial or naive understanding? What kinds of assessment evidence will anchor our curricular units and thus guide our instruction? 
Thinking like an assessor addresses two basic questions. Where should we look to find hallmarks of understanding, and what should we look for in determining and distinguishing degrees of understanding? We need to consider the necessary evidence in general, the kinds of performance or behavior indicative of understanding; and to focus on the most salient and revealing criteria for identifying and differentiating levels or degrees of understanding.

The backward design approach encourages us to think about a unit in terms of the collected assessment evidence needed to document and validate that the desired learning has been achieved so that the course is not just content to be covered or a series of learning activities. This approach encourages teachers and curriculum planners to first think like an assessor before designing specific units and lessons, and to consider up front how they will determine whether students have attained the desired understandings. 
 

Because understanding develops as a result of ongoing inquiry and rethinking, the assessment of understanding should be thought of in terms of a collection of evidence over time instead of an event, a single moment or test at the end of instruction.
 

The unit will be anchored by performance tasks or projects that provide evidence that students are able to use their knowledge in context, a more appropriate means of evoking and assessing enduring understanding. Traditional assessments are used to round out the picture by assessing essential knowledge and skills that contribute to the culminating performances. To think like an assessor before designing lessons, as backward design demands, does not come naturally or easily to many teachers. We are far more used to thinking like an activity designer once we have a target. We easily and unconsciously jump from Stage I to Stage III of the backward design process, from content expectations to the design of lessons without asking ourselves if we will have the evidence we need to assess for the desired knowledge and skills.
When planning to collect evidence of understanding, teachers should consider a range of assessment methods. As well assessment should include a culminating performance that demonstrates evidence of understanding of the concepts of the unit. The culminating performance is designed using the following acronym: GRAPE
 

Goal
Role and situation
Audience
Product or Presentation
Types of assessment
	Quiz & Test Items 

These are simple, content-focused questions. They...
	
* Assess for factual information, concepts, and discrete skill.
* Use selected-response or short-answer formats.
* Are convergent--typically they have a single, best answer.
* May be easily scored using an answer key (or machine scoring).
* Are typically secure (not known in advance).

	Academic Prompts 

These are open-ended questions or problems that require the student to think critically, not just recall knowledge, and then to prepare a response, product, or performance. They...
	
* Require constructed responses under school or exam conditions.
* Are open.  There is not a single, best answer or a best strategy for answering or         solving them.
* Often are ill-structured, requiring the development of a strategy.
* Involve analysis, synthesis, or evaluation.
* Typically require an explanation or defense of the answer given or methods used.
* Require judgment-based scoring based on criteria and performance standards.
* May or may not be secure.

	Performance Tasks & Projects 

As complex challenges that mirror the issues and problems faced by adults, they are authentic.  Ranging in length from short-term tasks to long-term, multi-staged projects, they require a production or performance.  They differ from prompts because they...
	* Feature a setting that is real or simulated:  one that involves the kind of constraints,
background noise, incentives, and opportunities an adult would find in a similar situation.
* Typically require the student to address an identified audience.
* Are based on a specific purpose that relates to the audience.
* Allow the student greater opportunity to personalize the task.
* Are not secure.  Task, criteria, and standards are known in advance and guide the student's work.


Stage III: Plan Learning Experiences and Instruction
Clearly, we want our designs to be engaging but engaging work is insufficient. The work must also be effective, must promote maximum achievement, and must demonstrate that students have achieved the targeted understandings. An engaging design stimulates students to actively participate whereas an effective design includes appropriate evidence that desired results have been achieved. 

 

Considering what needs to be uncovered is vital when designing curriculum because big ideas are often subtle, abstract, and not obvious. Teaching that is grounded in textbook coverage only can leave students with a superficial grasp of key ideas and an erroneous view of how knowledge becomes knowledge.

 

Students often leave school with misunderstandings about what we thought they had learned. Just because we teach for an understanding does not mean that students will leave without or avoid misunderstanding. The challenge is to better anticipate misunderstandings and address them at the design stage. Student misunderstanding will likely increase the more the ideas in question are abstract, require prior knowledge, are counterintuitive, and are presented in summary fashion. The purpose of ongoing assessment is to identify misconceptions and misunderstanding before it is too late, before the unit concludes and teachers engage in summative assessment.
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A successful instructional plan has the WHERETO elements:
Where the work is headed and the purpose of the unit is shared with the student very early in 
the process.
Hook students with engaging work that makes them more eager to explore key ideas.
Explore the subject in depth and equip students with required knowledge and skills to perform successfully on final tasks. 
Rethink with students the big ideas; students rehearse and revise their work

Evaluate results and develop action plans through self-assessment of results

Tailor the learning to varied needs, interests & styles.
Organize/sequence experiences in a way that maximizes student success on final 
assessments (assessments of learning, Stiggins, 2004)

These guidelines move teachers from thinking only about what they want to do and need to accomplish to thinking about what students will need to achieve understanding.

 Adapted from: http://xnet.rrc.mb.ca/glenh/understanding_by_design.htm  
