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What is Understanding 
By Design (UbD)?

Based on 7 Key Tenets

1. Learning is enhanced when teachers think 
purposefully about curricular planning. 

2. The UbD framework helps focus curriculum 
and teaching on the development and 
deepening of student understanding and 
transfer of learning.

3. Understanding is revealed when students 
autonomously make sense of and transfer 
their learning through authentic 
performance. 

4. Effective curriculum is planned ”backward” 
from long-term desired results though a three-
stage design process (Desired Results, 
Evidence, Learning Plan). 

5. Teachers are coaches of understanding, not 
mere purveyors of content knowledge, skill, or 
activity. 

6. Regular reviews of units and curriculum 
against design standards enhances curricular 
quality and effectiveness, and provides 
engaging and professional discussions. 

7. The UbD framework reflects a continuous 
improvement approach to achievement. 
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• Developed in 1998 by nationally 
recognized educators Grant Wiggins 
and Jay McTighe, and published by 
the Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development (ASCD)

• Offers a three-stage curriculum 
design process anchored by a design 
template

• Support materials include the original 
UbD book as well as a handbook, a 
study guide, and a three-part 
videotape series

• Over 250,000 books and 30,000 
handbooks are in use

• Both the book and the Handbook 
won separate back-to-back annual 
awards for adult education from 
EdPress, the education publishing 
trade association
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Information Overload
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Less is More
Big Idea #1
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Clarify Content Priorities
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Worth being familiar with

Important to know

Big Ideas



What is Important to Know about 

Understanding By Design (UbD)?

• Purposeful approach to planning
o Thinking more about what learners need in order to achieve desired 

goals, rather than what instructors want to accomplish

• Backwards Design
o Instruction is planned ‘backwards’ starting with long-term desired results

• Focus on understanding of important ideas and 

transfer of learning to new situations
o Instructor is a coach of understanding rather than purveyor of facts
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Architects have the patience to plan.  Builders 
have the savvy to improvise.  Improvisation, 

however, is not a substitute for planning.  The 
purpose of planning is to achieve predictable 

results.  The purpose of improvising is to 
maintain work progress.

John McClean

20 Considerations that Help a Project Run Smoothly, 2003
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What is a Big Idea?

• Broad and abstract

• Represented by a few words

• Provides a focusing conceptual lens

• Points to ideas at the heart of understanding

• Requires ‘uncoverage’

• Has great transfer value
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Big Ideas Lead to 
Essential Questions

• Stimulate thought

• Provoke inquiry

• Spark more questions

• Not answerable in a brief sentence

• Lead students to uncover deeper meanings

• Promote understanding and transfer of ideas
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The End is the 
Beginning

Big Idea #2
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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.

Stephen R. Covey

The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, 1989
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Coverage vs. Uncoverage

• Active

• Instructor facilitates 

learning

• In-depth

• Focus on 

understanding
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• Passive

• Instructor conveys 

information

• Superficial

• Focus on 

remembering



Any fool can know.
The point is to understand.

Albert Einstein

(1879 - 1955) Physicist & Nobel Laureate 
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Learning is not the goal – it is the means!
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• Effective use of content

• Ability to handle novelty

• Ability to transfer what has been 

learned in one context to new contexts

What does it really mean 
to Understand?



Six Facets of 
Understanding
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Target:  Transfer
Big Idea #3
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Fitting the Pieces Together

Big Ideas Essential Questions
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Less is More

The End is the

Beginning

Target:  
Transfer

How can I use the UbD

framework when I develop 

presentations or training? 

Have I found the best 

balance between 

coverage and 

uncoverage?

What does it really mean 

to understand something?

What is Important to 

Know about UbD

Purposeful approach to 

planning

Backwards Design

Focus on understanding 

of important ideas and 

transfer of learning to 

new situations
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• Developed in 1998 by nationally 
recognized educators Grant Wiggins 
and Jay McTighe, and published by 
the Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development (ASCD)

• Offers a three-stage curriculum 
design process anchored by a design 
template

• Support materials include the original 
UbD book as well as a handbook, a 
study guide, and a three-part 
videotape series

• Over 250,000 books and 30,000 
handbooks are in use

• Both the book and the Handbook 
won separate back-to-back annual 
awards for adult education from 
EdPress, the education publishing 
trade association
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3 Stages of UbD

Stage 1: Identify Desired Results

• Established Goals

• Understandings

• Essential Questions

• Students will know… and do…

Stage 2: Determine Acceptable Evidence

• Performance Tasks

• Other Evidence

Stage 3: Plan Learning Experiences

• Learning Activities (WHERETO)
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Questions?
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Downloadable Templates
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