
grant wiggins and jay mctighe understanding by

design

grant wiggins and jay mctighe understanding by design is a transformative approach to curriculum

development that focuses on student understanding and mastery of content. This educational

framework emphasizes the importance of designing learning experiences that are centered on desired

outcomes and competencies. Co-authored by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe, "Understanding by

Design" (UbD) provides educators with a blueprint for creating effective curricula that foster deep

understanding and critical thinking skills. This article explores the principles of UbD, its three stages of

design, and its significance in modern education, alongside practical examples and benefits for

teachers and students.
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What is Understanding by Design?

Understanding by Design (UbD) is an educational framework that encourages teachers to plan

curriculum and instruction with the end goals in mind. Developed by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe,

UbD shifts the focus from traditional teaching methods to an outcome-oriented approach that prioritizes

student comprehension and application of knowledge. The core philosophy behind UbD is that

effective teaching starts with clear learning goals, which guide the instructional process.

UbD is based on the premise that understanding is not merely about memorizing facts but involves

making connections, applying knowledge, and demonstrating skills in real-world contexts. This

framework encourages educators to think critically about what students need to learn, how they will

demonstrate their understanding, and the assessments that will gauge their learning progress. The

approach is widely recognized for enhancing curriculum design and improving student outcomes.

The Three Stages of Understanding by Design

The UbD framework is structured around three essential stages that guide educators through the

curriculum design process. These stages provide a systematic approach to planning and implementing

effective teaching strategies.

Stage 1: Identify Desired Results

The first stage involves determining what students should know and be able to do by the end of the

learning experience. This includes defining clear learning objectives and outcomes, which should be

aligned with educational standards. In this stage, educators ask themselves:

What are the key concepts and skills students need to acquire?

What enduring understandings should students retain long after the lesson is over?



What essential questions will guide students' inquiry and exploration?

By establishing these desired results, teachers create a roadmap for instruction that ensures alignment

between teaching activities and learning goals.

Stage 2: Determine Acceptable Evidence

The second stage focuses on assessment and evaluation of student learning. Educators need to

consider how they will measure student understanding and performance. This involves designing

assessments that provide reliable evidence of what students know and can do. Assessments can take

various forms, including:

Formative assessments (quizzes, observations, discussions)

Summative assessments (exams, projects, presentations)

Performance tasks that require students to apply their knowledge in real-world scenarios

In this stage, teachers must ensure that assessments are directly aligned with the learning objectives

identified in Stage 1, thereby validating whether students have achieved the desired outcomes.

Stage 3: Plan Learning Experiences and Instruction

The final stage involves designing the instructional activities that will help students achieve the learning

goals. This includes selecting teaching strategies, resources, and materials that will engage learners

and promote understanding. In this stage, educators consider:

What teaching methods will be most effective for the content?



How can technology enhance learning experiences?

What opportunities for collaboration and communication will be provided?

By carefully planning these learning experiences, educators create a dynamic and interactive

classroom environment that encourages exploration and critical thinking.

Benefits of Using Understanding by Design

Implementing the Understanding by Design framework offers numerous advantages for educators and

students alike. The following are key benefits of using UbD in curriculum design:

Enhanced Clarity of Learning Goals: UbD encourages teachers to clearly define learning

objectives, which helps students understand what is expected of them.

Focus on Deep Understanding: The framework promotes critical thinking and problem-solving

skills, as students engage with content on a deeper level.

Alignment of Instruction and Assessment: By linking assessments directly to learning goals, UbD

ensures that evaluations reflect students' true understanding and capabilities.

Flexibility in Instruction: Educators can adapt their teaching methods to meet the diverse needs

of learners, fostering an inclusive learning environment.

Improved Student Engagement: By focusing on real-world applications, students are more likely

to see the relevance of their education and take an active role in their learning.



Practical Applications of Understanding by Design

Understanding by Design can be applied across various educational settings, from K-12 schools to

higher education institutions. Educators can use UbD to redesign existing curricula or create new

courses from scratch. Here are some practical applications of the framework:

Curriculum Mapping: Teachers can map out their curriculum using the UbD framework to ensure

coherence and alignment across grade levels and subjects.

Lesson Planning: Educators can design individual lessons with a clear focus on desired

outcomes and assessments, enhancing the overall teaching process.

Professional Development: Schools can offer training sessions on UbD, helping educators better

understand and implement the framework in their classrooms.

Collaborative Projects: Teachers can work together to create interdisciplinary units that

incorporate multiple subjects, fostering a holistic learning experience.

Challenges and Considerations

While Understanding by Design offers a robust framework for curriculum development, educators may

encounter challenges when implementing UbD. Some considerations include:

Time Constraints: Developing a UbD curriculum requires significant time and effort, which can be

a barrier for busy educators.

Need for Training: Teachers may need professional development to fully understand and apply

the UbD framework effectively.



Resistance to Change: Some educators may be accustomed to traditional teaching methods and

may resist adopting a new approach.

Addressing these challenges requires a commitment from educational institutions to support teachers

in their journey toward implementing UbD effectively.

Conclusion

Understanding by Design, co-developed by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe, is a powerful framework

that reshapes how educators approach curriculum development. By emphasizing the importance of

clear learning goals, meaningful assessments, and engaging instructional strategies, UbD fosters a

deeper understanding of content among students. As education continues to evolve, the principles of

UbD remain relevant, equipping teachers with the tools they need to create effective learning

experiences that prepare students for success in an ever-changing world.

Q: What is the main goal of Understanding by Design?

A: The main goal of Understanding by Design is to create educational experiences that promote deep

understanding and mastery of content by focusing on desired learning outcomes and aligning

assessments with those outcomes.

Q: How does Understanding by Design differ from traditional curriculum

models?

A: Unlike traditional curriculum models that often focus on content delivery, Understanding by Design

emphasizes backward planning, where educators start with the end goals in mind and design

instruction and assessments that lead to those outcomes.



Q: Can Understanding by Design be applied to all grade levels?

A: Yes, Understanding by Design can be applied across all grade levels and educational settings, from

elementary schools to higher education institutions, making it a versatile framework for curriculum

development.

Q: What are some assessment methods used in Understanding by

Design?

A: Assessment methods in Understanding by Design include formative assessments such as quizzes

and discussions, summative assessments like exams and projects, and performance tasks that require

students to apply their knowledge in real-world contexts.

Q: What challenges might educators face when implementing

Understanding by Design?

A: Educators may face challenges such as time constraints for curriculum development, the need for

professional training, and potential resistance to changing traditional teaching methods when

implementing Understanding by Design.

Q: How does Understanding by Design improve student engagement?

A: Understanding by Design improves student engagement by focusing on real-world applications and

meaningful learning experiences, which help students see the relevance of their education and

encourage active participation in their learning.

Q: What role does collaboration play in Understanding by Design?

A: Collaboration is essential in Understanding by Design, as educators can work together to create

interdisciplinary units, share best practices, and develop cohesive curricula that enhance student



learning across subjects.

Q: How can schools support teachers in implementing Understanding

by Design?

A: Schools can support teachers by providing professional development opportunities focused on

Understanding by Design, offering time for collaborative planning, and fostering a culture that

encourages innovative teaching practices.

Q: What is the significance of essential questions in Understanding by

Design?

A: Essential questions play a significant role in Understanding by Design as they guide student inquiry,

promote critical thinking, and help students make connections to the content, enhancing their overall

understanding.

Q: Is Understanding by Design a one-size-fits-all approach?

A: No, Understanding by Design is not a one-size-fits-all approach; it provides a flexible framework that

educators can adapt to meet the diverse needs of their students and the specific context of their

teaching environment.
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