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WHAT REALLY MATTERS IN
LEARNING? (CONTENT)

What knowledge is truly essential and enduring?
What's worth understanding? What powerful ideas should all students

encounter?
Can differentiation and standards coexist? How can we address required conten

standards while remaining responsive to individual students?

Educators from preschool to graduate school typically face a common
challenge: too much content to teach given the available time. The prob-
lem is magnified in certain fields, such as science and history, where the
knowledge base continuously expands. This problem of content “overload’
requires teachers to make choices constantly regarding what content
emphasize as well as what not to teach.
In recent years, national subject area associations, states, and provinces
in North America have established content standards to specify what st
dents should know and be able to do in the various disciplines during ¢
K-12 school years. These standards are intended to focus teaching an
learning, guide curriculum development, and provide a basis for accoun®
ability systems. Despite all good intentions and many positive effects,
the standards movement has not solved the “overload” problem. In factz’ m
instead of ameliorating the problem, the standards may have exacerll?‘n
Consider the findings of researchers Robert Marzano and John y res
(1998). Their analysis of 160 national and state-level content Staf ; :
documents yielded a synthesis of 255 standards and 3,968 benchm The
that students are expected to know and do in various subject ?reaidme
researchers went on to calculate that if 30 minutes of inStrUcUOnar
were allocated to each identified benchmark (and many benchm?

24
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mands can seem daunting to edu-
standards.

identified, standards may be stated
ss. Some standards are too big.

ize how technical, organizational,
and aesthetic elements contribute to the ideas, emotions, and overall impact

communicated by works of art.” Such a statement is simply too global to
provide goal clarity and guidance to instruction and assessment. Different
teachers in the arts could, in good faith, emphasize very different aspects of
the content, while believing that their actions honor the standard.

Conversely, some standards are too small. For example, consider this
Tth-grade state history standard that declares that students will “compare
the early civilizations of the Indus River Valley in Pakistan with the Huang-
He of China.” Although this statement provides a much sharper target than
the previous example, the focus is too specific and seems somewhat arbi-
trary. This problem is exacerbated by high-stakes tests that rely on selected-
response items to assess the discrete standards and benchmarks. When
content is reduced to a series of “factlets” and assessments are built upon
decontextualized items, teachers are faced with a laundry list to cover with-
out a sense of priority. The larger, transferable concepts and processes can
get lost in a sea of details.

Some states and provinces have attempted to address one or both prob-
lems by publishing companion “clarification” documents to explain the
intent of the standards, identify more specific grade-level benchmarks, and
specify performance indicators. Nonetheless, the challenges of content over-
load persist.

Content standards are not the only problem; textbooks frequently
exacerbate the situation. To meet the requirements of textbook adoption
committees looking for congruence with their state or provincial standards,
commercial textbook companies in the United States and Canada strive to
include as many standards and benchmarks as possible. The result is a surfeit
of information, a “mile wide, inch deep” treatment of subject area knowledge.

So how can we address the content overload challenges posed by stan-
dards and textbooks? In their book Understanding by Design, Grant Wiggins

cators attempting to teach and assess the
In addition to the amount of content
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005) propose that learning results should he consi,
dmg the “big ideas” and core processes Within the ]
und provocative “essentig] quo

e

and Jay McTighe (2

" in terms of understan
tent standards. These ideas are framec’iI%ro o

' ' ing. The more specific facts
tions” to focus teaching and learning p  concepy

skills (which are typically assessed on standardized tests) are thep taughy;
. the context of exploring and applying the larger ideas and processes, This
.~ approach is consistent with the recommendations of other experts in ¢,
" riculum and assessment, such as Lynn Erickson (1998), who calls for “y,
- cept-based curriculum,” and Douglas Reeves (2002), who advocates framiy
~ “power standards” as a means of prioritizing content by focusing on trang,

- able concepts and processes.
So what does this approach look like in practice? Let’s revisit the two

- previous examples.

The first standard in the arts (“recognize how technical, organizationd,
and aesthetic elements contribute to the ideas, emotions, and overall impar
- communicated by works of art”) is very broad and needs a conceptual foas
- Consider the following examples of “big ideas” and companion questions:

* Artists’ cultures and personal experiences inspire the ideas and emo
. tions they express. Where do artists get their ideas? In what ways do culture i
. experience inspire artistic expression?
* Available tools and technologies influence the ways in which artiss
. express their ideas. How does the medium influence the message’
* Great artists often break with established traditions, conventions o
techniques to express what they see and feel. What makes art “great"-’

Ri In the second example (“compare the early civilizations of the Indusberr
ﬁ"‘;rf Valley in Rakmtan with the Huang-He of China”), students would
- efit rom examining larger ideas and associated questions, such s the

b and work. How does where people live influenc
" 1on? Are modern civilizations more “civilize that

) \— ‘4;
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What Really Matters in Learning? (Content)

* The past offers insights into historical patterns, universal themes, and
recurring aspects of the human condition. What can we learn from studying

other places and times? How does the bast affect us today?

Notice that in both examples, the transferable “big ideas” and essential
questions provide a conceptual lens through which the specific content
in the standards may be addressed. More specific facts and skills are then
taught in the context of the larger ideas and questions. This approach pro-
vides a means of managing large quantities of content knowledge, while
supporting meaningful learning. When the curriculum, instruction, and
assessment focus on such “big ideas” and essential questions, they signal
to students and parents that the underlying goal of all school efforts is to

improve student learning of important content, not merely to traverse a
textbook or practice for standardized tests.

Planning Backward

If we want students to explore essential questions and come to understand
important ideas contained in content standards, then we'll need to plan
accordingly. To that end, we propose a three-stage backward design process
for curriculum planning.

The concept of planning backward from desired results is not new. In
1949, Ralph Tyler described this approach as an effective process for focusing
instruction. More recently, Stephen Covey (1989), in the best-selling book
Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, reports that effective people in various
fields are goal oriented and plan with the end in mind. Although not a new
idea, we have found that the deliberate use of backward design for planning
courses, units, and individual lessons results in more clearly defined goals,
more appropriate assessments, and more purposeful teaching.

Backward planning asks educators to consider the following three stages:

Stage 1. Identify desired results. What should students know, understand,
and be able to do? What content is worthy of understanding? What “enduring”
understandings are desired? What essential questions will be explored? In Stage
1, we consider our goals, examine established content standards (national,
state, province, district), and review curriculum expectations. Because there

is typically more “content” than can reasonably be addressed within the
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~ available time, we are obliged to make choices. This first stq

- process calls for clarity about priorities.

Stage 2. Determine acceptable evidence. How will we knoq, whe

. students have achieved the desired results? What will we accept as eviden,

- student understanding and proficiency? Backward design €ncourages egeh,

and curriculum planners to “think like an assessor” before designing SPec;;ig

. units and lessons. The assessment evidence we need reflects the desireg

.~ results identified in Stage 1. Thus, we consider in advance the assessmen¢

. evidence needed to document and validate that the targeted learning hys

- been achieved. Doing so sharpens and focuses teaching.

Stage 3. Plan learning experiences and instruction. What enabling
knowledge and skills will students need to perform effectively and achieve desired

- results? What activities, sequence, and resources are best suited to accomplish our

.~ goals? With clearly identified results and appropriate evidence of understand

ing in mind, we now think through the most appropriate instructional acti

ties. The goal is to make our teaching engaging and effective for learners,
- while always keeping the end in mind.

8¢ in the desig,

We have found that backward design helps avoid two familiar “cwin i
of planning and teaching. The first “sin” occurs more widely at the elemer
tary and middle levels and may be labeled “activity-oriented” instruction. I

this case, teacher planning is focused on activities. Often, the activities &
. engaging, hands-on, and kid-friendly. Those are fine qualities as long the
. activities are purposefully focused on clear and important goals and ift%‘e.y'
. yield appropriate evidence of learning. In too many cases, however, 303:3
oriented planning and teaching are like cotton candy—pleasant enoué
the moment but lacking long-term substance. ot

The second “sin,” more prevalent at the secondary and colleg.lat‘.3 5 ;
goes by the name of “coverage.” In this case, planning means reviewiré
- teacher’s edition and teaching involves a chronological march tbfou,g s
- textbook. Indeed, some teachers act as if they believe that their jobs fo

cover the book. In contrast, we believe that a teacher’s job is t0 Feacon
learning of important content, to check regularly for understandin i Th
- part of all students, and to make needed adjustments based on restlld not &
- textbook may very well provide an important resource, but it shou

stitute the syllabus.
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Many teachers have observed that the backward planning process makes
sense but feels awkward, as it requires a break from comfortable habits. We
have found that when people plan backward, by design, they are much less

likely to succumb to the problematic aspects of activity- or coverage-
oriented teaching.

A Planning Template

McTighe and Wiggins (2004) have developed a template to assist educators
in focusing on important content while planning backward (see Figure 3.1).
Figure 3.2 offers a set of planning questions to consider when using the tem-
plate to plan a unit of study, a course, or a workshop.

Note that in Stage 1, designers are asked to specify desired understand-
ings (Box U) and the companion essential questions (Box Q), reflecting the
established learning goals, such as content standards (Box G). These ele-
ments help clarify content priorities and ensure that big ideas and important
questions are prominent. The more specific knowledge and skill objectives
are then listed in Boxes K and S.

Stage 2 distinguishes between two broad types of assessment—
performance tasks and other evidence. The performance tasks (Box T)
require students to transfer (i.e., to apply) their learning to a new and
authentic situation as a means of assessing their understanding. Other evi-
dence, such as a traditional quizzes, tests, observations, and work samples
(Box OE) help round out the picture of what students know and can do.

The vertical format of the template facilitates a check for alignment
between Stages 1 and 2. One can readily see the extent to which the pro-
posed assessments will provide valid and reliable evidence of the desired
learning.

With results and evidence in mind, we now plan purposeful learn-
ing activities and directed teaching to help all students reach the desired
achievements (Box L). It is here, in Stage 3, where the concerns for both
content and kids combine in a plan for responsive teaching.
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FIGURE 3.1 \

Planning Template

Established Goal(s):

Understanding(s):

Students will understand that . ...

@ | Essential Question(s):

Students will know . . .

Performance Task(s):

° Students will be able to . . .

J.
Source: From Understanding by Design Professional Development Workbook (p- 313,;:2;”""

G. Wiggins, 2004, Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum d?ﬂ ' perm
2004 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development: Reprinte

ot
McTighe .
ot COPNH
issio™
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What Really Matters in Learning? (Content) 31

FIGURE 3.2
Planning Template with Design Questions

Established Goal(s):

® What relevant goals (e.9., content standards, course or program objectives, learning outcomes) will this
design address?

Understanding(s): @ | Essential Question(s): (o)
Students will understand that . . . * What provocative questions will foster inquiry,
* What are the big ideas? understanding, and transfer of learning?
* What specific understandings about them are
desired?
® What misunderstandings are predictable?

Students will know . .., ° Students will be able to . . . e

® 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?

Performance Task(s): @ | Other Evidence: (0

e Through what authentic performance task(s) ® Through what other evidence (e.g., quizzes,
will students demonstrate the desired tests, academic prompts, observations,
understandings? homework, journals) will students demon-

® By what criteria will “performances of strate achievement of the desired results?
understanding” be judged? ® How will students reflect upon and self-

assess their learning?

Learning Activities: [

o 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)?

= Hook all students and Hold their interest?

= Equlp students, help them Experience the key ideas, and Explore the issues?

= Provide opportunitice to Rethink and Reviee their understandings and work?

= Allow students to Evaluate their work and its implications?

Be Tallored (personalized) to the different needs, intereste, and abilities of learnere?

= Be Organized to maximize initial and sustained engagement as well as effective learning?

O maAamx

Source: From Understanding by Design Professional Development Workbook (p. 30), by J. McTighe and
G. Wiggins, 2004, Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. Copyright
2004 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. Reprinted with permission.
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_Frequently Asked ngsﬁons
About Backward Design

teachers begin to use backward design for .

; ise as ,

Bac i aﬂsef he most frequent questions here.

. ning. We'll address three of t

7

; Jentify the “big ideas” that we want students to understand? Hoy, z

- How do we identify : 1 osiois?

. we develop the accompanying essentit incial content standards

. We suggest using national, state, or provincial ¢ . s as
tarting point. Often, the standards themselves, or companion clarificatig

S 2 . . . .

- documents, present important ideas contained within. A more specific stry,

egy 'mvo\ve,s “unpacking” the nouns and verbs in the standards. The nouns

point to “big ideas” and companion questions, whereas the verbs are sugges-

. tive of the assessments. Because one needs a solid base of content knowledge

. to identify the enduring ideas and essential questions, we recommend plan-

ning with a partner or team whenever possible. In this case, two (or three)
. heads are almost always better.

Another process involves interrogating the content using questions such
. as these: Why exactly are we teaching __ ? What do we want students

- to understand and be able to do five years from now? If this unit is a story,

. what's the moral? What could

o't people do if they didn’t understand
; people to “work smarter” by consulting resources
 such as the UbD Exchange Web site (http:/ /ubdexchange.org), which
. contains thousands of examples of unit desj
. numerous Web links

: gns in UbD format, as well as
or finding “big ideas”

: essential questions, performanc
and rubrics, [t makes no g
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