





Teaching using Understanding by Design (UbD): The “Reader’s Digest” Version

Understanding is the development of powers of discrimination and judgment....Understanding is more simulated
than learned. It grows from questioning oneself and being questioned by others. ~Sizer 1984

Go below the surface to discover the “big idea.”

Overview

South Brunswick School District holds much value in the UbD or Backward Design model of curriculum
writing by Grant Wiggins. Although we do not use the process to the exact detail, starting with the end in
mind (the big idea), enduring understandings, essential questions and performance assessments are used
in the process of curriculum development. With this being said, it is not only important to understand the
process of UbD, but also how to implement curriculum designed in such a way. The following
information is provided as a brief overview of how to use Understanding by Design in delivering
curriculum.

Key Terminology

[0 Big Idea: The theme. Example: History and Culture

[l Enduring Understanding(s): What it is that students will carry away with them at the end of
their study (insightful perspective, theory, assumption, life lesson, paradox, core concept).
Example: Art is information.

[J Essential Question(s): Connected to the big idea and enduring understanding. EQs are open-
ended, arguable, and can be asked over and over again. Example: What can you learn about a
culture by looking at its art?

[0 Performance Assessment: Students show what they know about the big idea and demonstrate
understanding of the big idea.

Helpful Hints

= Students should always be aware of what they are expected to know. Post essential questions as
you work through a unit. Tie the work, thinking and discussions back to the essential questions
and enduring understanding. Share expectations and rubrics before the work begins.

= Teach by raising more questions and answering fewer questions. Ask and re-ask big questions
and answer little ones.

= Engage students in inquiry and inventive work as soon as possible.

= Make clear that there is no such thing as a stupid question.

= Reverse roles: Ask naive questions and make students come up with the answers that are
explanations and interpretations.

= Raise questions with many plausible answers as a way to push students to consider multiple
perspectives.

= Follow-up with assignments that make students investigate and support diverse points of view.

= Coach students to conduct effective final performances.

= Strive to develop greater autonomy in students so that they can find knowledge on their own and
accurately self-assess and self-regulate.

= Assess for understanding periodically, not just at the end of a lesson, unit or course. Never
assume that covering a topic once will result in student understanding.

195



~Understanding by Design by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe
How to Teach for Understanding

The learner must make meaning of ideas/concepts, not just receive explanations from teachers, if complex
ideas/concepts are to be understood.
~Brooks & Brooks 1993

Understanding Types of Teaching
To teach for understanding it requires that teachers routinely use a combination of these types of teaching:
= Didactic- direct instruction
= Coaching- teacher provides guidance and feedback as students work
= Constructivist- numerous opportunities for guided inquiry and discussions around the essential
questions and understandings.

Key Questions to Consider:
To help you decide when to use which teaching type listed above or in what combination, ask yourself the
following:

= When should we teach what we know?
=  When should we structure experiences that cause inquiry and constructive understanding?

=  When should we cover and when should we uncover?

Teaching Types Explained:

What the Teacher Uses | What the Teachers Do What Students Do
Didactic Instruct: Receive, take in, respond:
=  Demonstrate
= Model Observe, attempt, practice, refine,
=  Lecture listen, watch, take notes, question,
= Question answer, give responses
Coaching Provide: Refine skills, deepen understanding:
= Feedback
=  Conference Listen, consider, practice, retry,
= Guide practice refine, revise, reflect, recycle
Constructivist Engage student in Construct, examine, extend meaning:

= Reflection

= Cooperative learning

= Discussion

=  Experimental inquiry

= Graphic representation
= Guided inquiry

»  Problem-based learning
= Open-ended questions
= Reciprocal teaching

»  Simulations

= Socratic seminar

Compare, induce, define, generalize,
collaborate, support others, teach,
listen, question, consider, explain,
hypothesize, gather data, analyze,
visualize, connect, map relationships,
question, research, conclude, support,
solve, evaluate, reflect, rethink,
predict, teach, examine, consider,
challenge, debate
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