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Stage 1  Intro
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Understanding by Design offers a 3-stage Òbackward designÓ framework for developing units of 
study (micro level). The same process guides larger-scale curriculum development for courses and 
programs (macro level). The following visual represents a UbD curriculum structure for building a 
coherent curriculum, spiraling around Òbig ideas,Ó essential questions, and core assessments. 
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Stage 1  Intro

Key transfer tasks 
in doing history

E
ssential Q

Õs of U
S

 
H

istory

1.identify and 
evaluate the 
validity and 
usefulness 
of sources, 
prim

ary and 
secondary

2.apply an 
understand-
ing of the 
past to an 
analysis of 
the pres-
ent and a 
prediction 
of the future

3.analyze and 
synthesize 
conß

icting 
historical 
accounts &

 
interpreta

-
tions

4.dem
onstrate  

perspective 
in consider-
ing other 
narratives, 
interpreta

-
tions,  argu

-
m

ents

5. critique 
the w

ork of 
other histori-
ans; identify 
slant, bias, 
distortion, 
oversight, and 
m

isinterpreta
-

tion 

6.develop an 
independent 
thesis, and 
support it to 
construct a 
sound histori-
cal argum

ent 

7.construct 
and defend 
a historical 
narrative 
Ð

 your 
story

A
. W

ho is an A
m

erican? S
ays 

w
ho? H

ow
 has the answ

er 
changed and w

hy? 

B
. W

ho has the pow
er and w

ho 
doesnÕ

t, in theory and in 
fact? H

ow
 and w

hy has the 
location &

 balance of pow
er 

changed over tim
e?  

C
. W

hat is the ideal role of our 
governm

ent? W
hen is it too 

m
uch, too little, just right?

 

D
. E

 pluribus U
num

 Ð
 w

hat 
should it m

ean? H
ow

 idealis-
tic is it?

E
. H

ow
 dem

ocratic is the U
S

? 
H

ow
 has dem

ocracy been ad-
vanced and been underm

ined 
in our history

, and w
hy?   

F. H
ow

 &
 w

hy has A
m

erica 
changed? W

hen has it been 
evolution and w

hen revolu
-

tion? W
hich debates are 

tim
eless and w

hich new
? 

H
ealthy or unhealthy?  

An Understanding-focused 
Course Planning Matrix
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Stage 1  Intro

Key transfer tasks in 
doing history

E
ssential Q

Õs of U
S

 
H

istory

1.dentify and 
evaluate the 
validity and 
usefulness 
of sources, 
prim

ary and 
secondary

2. apply an 
understand-
ing of the 
past to an 
analysis of 
the pres-
ent and a 
prediction 
of the future

3.analyze and 
synthesize 
conß

icting 
historical 
accounts &

 
inter-preta

-
tions

4.dem
on-

strate  per
-

spective in 
considering 
other narra

-
tives, inter-
pretations,  
argum

ents

5.critique 
the w

ork 
of other 
historians; 
identify 
slant, bias, 
distortion, 
oversight, 
and m

is-in
-

terpretation 

6. develop an 
independent 
thesis, and 
support it 
to construct 
a sound 
historical 
argum

ent 

7.construct 
and defend 
a historical 
narrative 
Ð

 your story

G
. In term

s of key policy decisions 
and new

 law
: W

hat really hap
-

pens? H
ow

 im
portant is the Ô

al-
m

ighty dollar
Õ

?  The Ô
peopleÕ

?  the 
elite? R

eligion? Politics? R
ights? 

Ô
factionsÕ

? M
edia? etc.

 

H
. W

hat is the A
m

erican D
ream

? Is  it 
real or a hoax? W

hat has been its 
im

pact, regardless? 

I. W
hat is the pioneer spirit and how

 
has it inß

uenced national politics 
and international relations? W

hen 
has it helped us and w

hen has it 
hurt us? 

J. W
hy have w

e fought? W
hen have 

those Þ
ghts been just or needed 

and w
hen w

rong or foolish? H
ow

 
did w

e get in and how
 did w

e get 
out, and w

hy? 

K
. Life, liberty &

 the pursuit of hap -
piness: W

hat does it m
ean? 

A
re w

e 
m

ore or less free than our founders 
envisioned? 
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Stage 1  Intro

Over 60 professors were studied in depth, based on recommendations from students and pro-
fessors as to who were the best teachers. The best planned mindful of the following questions:

What big questions will my course help students answer, or what abilities or qualities will it 
help them develop, and how will I encourage my studentsÕ interests in these questions and abili-
ties?

What reasoning abilities must students develop to answer the questions that the course raises?

What mental models are students likely to bring with them that I will want them to challenge? 
How can I help them construct that intellectual challenge?

What information will my students need to understand in order to answer the important ques-
tions of the course and challenge their assumptions? How will they best obtain that informa-
tion?

How will I help students who have difÞculty understanding the questions and using evidence 
and reason to answer them?

How will I confront my students with conßicting problems (maybe even conßicting claims 
about the truth) and encourage them to grapple (perhaps collaboratively) with the issues?

How will I Þnd out what they know already and what they expect from the course, and how 
will I reconcile any differences between my expectations and theirs?

How will I help students learn to learn, to examine and assess their own learning and thinking, 
and to read more effectively, analytically, and actively?

How will I Þnd out how students are learning before assessing them, and how will I provide 
feedback before Ð and separate from -= any assessment of them?

How will I communicate with my students in a way that will keep them thinking?

How will I spell out the intellectual and professional standards I will be using in assessing 
student work, and why I use those standards? How will I help students learn to assess their own 
work against those standards?

How will the students and I best understand the nature, progress, and quality of their learning?

How will I create a natural critical learning environment in which I embed the skills and infor-
mation Ð authentic tasks that will arouse curiosity [and] challenge students? How will I create a 
safe environment in which students can try, fail, receive feedback, and try again?

ÒHighly effective teachers design better learning experiences for their students in part because they 
conceive of teaching as fostering learning.Ó

 – from What the Best College Teachers Do, Ken Bain, Harvard University Press 2004

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

Questions the Best College Teachers Consider
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Stage 1  Intro

This template is provided to help you develop your own syllabus. Use all 
or only some of the categories listed, as appropriate.

A. Background – who, what, when, where

Basic information: 
Course name, number: 
Time/periods:
Your name: 
Classroom location:
OfÞce hours:
Telephone number(s):
Email address:
Class web page:

Personal Statement: 
Years teaching:
Background/education:
My philosophy of teaching: 
Hobbies & interests:
Little-known facts about me:

Texts and Other Materials: 
Main text(s):
Supplementary text(s) and resources
Materials you need to bring to school:

B. The Course of Study

Course/Year Objectives: - the “why”. 
The long-term purpose(s) of the course:
The rationale for the course Ð why this really matters:
The objectives, framed in terms of what the learner will leave able to understand and do:

The Course Description – the “what” and “how”: 
the big ideas and transfer goals stressed all year:
the Essential Questions framing our work:
the  major assessment tasks:
a summary of key Units, activities, and approaches:

A UbD-friendly Syllabus Template



templateresourcesStage 3 Stage 2 Understanding by Design 

© Grant Wiggins, Denise Wilbur & Jay McTighe page 7

Stage 1  Intro

Calendar: 
[Supply a rough weekly calendar of key events, linked to Essential Questions and Course 
Objectives]
Note: the calendar is subject to change, based on how the year and learning unfolds. Any 
signiÞcant changes to the syllabus will be provided in writing.

C. Course Requirements 

 
Conditions of success: 

YouÕll do best if youÉ
Success is most likely in this course if youÉÓ 
You can count on me forÉ
I will always be ready toÉ
My responsibilities:
Your responsibilities: 

Help: 
What if I cannot do the homework?
Help! I am totally confused. What should I do?
I donÕt think my grade reßects my achievement.
I feel like I am in over my head in this course
Who should I speak to if I feel you cannot help me with my problem? 

Class Rules/Expectations:

Grading policies:
How to earn an A:
Sample papers & rubrics to help you understand my expectations
What to do if you cannot meet a deadline

D. Signatures 

I have read this syllabus and I understand what the course in general is about and what it asks 
of both teacher and student. I promise to do my part to achieve the goals of the course.

Teacher_______________________________________

Student _______________________________________

Parent  _______________________________________

A UbD-friendly Syllabus Template - 2
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Stage 1 

Course Planning via Questions: Health
H

e
a
lt

h
K

ey
 T

op
ic

s

Es
se

nt
ia

l Q
’s

Personal Health

Community 
Health

Safety & Pre-
vention

Drugs & Alcohol

Nutrition 

Fitness

Disease & Well-
ness

Mental health

Relationships & 
Human Sexual-

A
. 

W
ho

 is
 h

ea
lth

y?
 W

ha
t i

s 
Ô

go
od

 h
ea

lth
Õ

? 
S

a
ys

 w
ho

? 
T

o 
w

ha
t e

xt
en

t i
s 

Ò
he

al
th

yÓ
 a

 s
ci

en
tiÞ

c 
te

rm
 a

nd
 to

 w
ha

t e
xt

en
t a

 c
ul

tu
r

al
, p

ol
iti

ca
l, 

an
d/

or
 m

or
al

 te
rm

? 
H

ow
 h

as
 th

e 
an

sw
er

 c
ha

ng
ed

 o
v

er
 ti

m
e 

an
d 

w
h

y?
 

B
. 

H
ow

 p
ai

nf
ul

 a
nd

 d
ifÞ

cu
lt 

sh
ou

ld
 b

ec
om

in
g 

Þ
t a

nd
 h

ea
lth

y 
be

? 
 H

ow
 

ca
n 

th
e 

di
fÞ

cu
lt

y 
be

 m
in

im
iz

ed
? 

H
ow

 c
an

 I 
te

ll 
if 

m
y 

ap
pr

oa
ch

 is
 n

ee
d

-
le

ss
ly

 h
ar

d 
or

 to
o 

ea
sy

 a
nd

 in
ef

fe
ct

iv
e?

 H
ow

 d
o 

I b
al

an
ce

 s
ho

rt
-t

er
m

 
vs

. l
on

g-
te

rm
 h

ea
lth

 c
ho

ic
es

?
 

C
. 

W
h

y 
do

 p
eo

pl
e 

do
 u

nh
ea

lth
y 

th
in

gs
? 

H
ow

 m
uc

h 
is

 d
ue

 to
 ig

no
r

an
ce

? 
S

tu
bb

or
nn

es
s?

 H
ab

it?
 P

ee
r 

pr
es

su
re

? 
G

en
es

? 
E

tc
.  

H
ow

 m
uc

h 
fr

ee
do

m
 

do
 w

e 
ha

v
e 

to
 b

e 
he

al
th

y 
or

 to
 c

ha
ng

e 
un

he
al

th
y 

be
ha

vi
or

?
 

D
. 

G
iv

en
 th

e 
ev

er
-c

ha
ng

in
g 

sc
ie

nc
e 

of
 h

ea
lth

, w
ha

t i
s 

th
e 

m
os

t i
nt

el
-

lig
en

t s
ta

nc
e 

to
da

y?
 W

ha
t s

ho
ul

d 
w

e 
at

te
nd

 to
 a

nd
 w

ha
t s

ho
ul

d 
w

e 
ig

no
re

? 
 

E
. W

ha
t i

s 
Ò

no
rm

al
Ó

? 
H

ow
 c

on
ce

rn
ed

 s
ho

ul
d 

w
e 

be
 if

 o
ur

 h
ea

lth
, b

eh
a

v-
io

r,
 r

el
at

io
ns

hi
ps

, f
ee

lin
gs

, i
de

as
 a

re
 Ò

ab
no

rm
al

Ó
? 

W
he

n 
is

 it
 O

K
, e

v
en

 
w

is
e,

 to
 b

e 
di

ffe
re

nt
 a

nd
 w

he
n 

is
 it

 fo
ol

is
h?

 

F.
 W

ha
t r

is
ks

 a
re

 h
ea

lth
y 

an
d 

w
ha

t r
is

ks
 a

re
 fo

ol
is

h?
 W

ha
t s

ho
ul

d 
w

e 
do

 
w

he
n 

pe
op

le
 ta

k
e 

fo
ol

is
h 

ris
ks

 a
nd

 a
sk

 u
s 

to
 d

o 
th

e 
sa

m
e?

 

G
. 

W
ha

t a
re

 tr
us

tw
or

th
y 

so
ur

ce
s 

of
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
ab

ou
t h

ea
lth

 a
nd

 w
ha

t 
so

ur
ce

s 
ar

e 
un

tr
us

tw
or

th
y?

 H
ow

 c
an

 I 
a

v
oi

d 
be

in
g 

ho
od

w
in

k
ed

 b
y 

hu
rt

fu
l b

ut
 p

er
su

as
iv

e 
m

es
sa

ge
s?

 W
ho

m
 s

ho
ul

d 
w

e 
tr

us
t a

nd
 w

ho
m

 
sh

ou
ld

 w
e 

be
 s

k
ep

tic
al

 o
f

? 

H
. 

W
ha

t i
s 

m
y 

ob
lig

at
io

n 
to

 m
y 

he
al

th
 a

nd
 th

e 
he

al
th

 o
f o

th
er

s?
 W

ha
t i

s 
th

e 
fa

m
ily

Õ
s 

an
d 

co
m

m
un

it
yÕ

s 
ob

lig
at

io
n 

to
 m

y 
he

al
th

? 
W

ha
t h

ap
pe

ns
 

w
he

n 
rig

ht
s 

an
d 

re
sp

on
si

bi
lit

ie
s 

co
nß

ic
t?

 

I. 
W

ho
 c

an
 h

el
p 

m
e 

be
co

m
e 

m
or

e 
he

al
th

y?
 W

ho
 c

an
Õ

t?
 W

ha
t m

us
t I

 d
o 

on
 m

y 
ow

n?
 W

ho
 c

an
 I 

tu
rn

 to
 if

 I 
ne

ed
 h

el
p?
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Stage 1 

 

Mathematics           Key Topics

Essential Q’s

D
ec

im
al

s

F
ra

ct
io

ns

G
eo

m
et

ric
 F

ig
ur

es
 

&
 S

ha
pe

s

S
ym

m
et

ry
 &

 
Tr

an
sf

or
m

at
io

ns

 S
ol

id
 F

ig
ur

es

D
at

a 
D

is
pl

a
y 

&
 I

n
-

te
pr

et
at

io
n

P
ro

ba
bi

lit
y

R
at

io
, P

ro
po

rt
io

n 
&

 P
er

ce
nt

F
un

ct
io

ns
 &

 P
at

-
te

rn
s

A
lg

eb
r

ai
c 

E
qu

a
-

tio
ns

What Õs the pattern? How do I know? 
What am I assuming? How sure am I?  

What Õs the problem? How do I know? 
What am I assuming? How sure am I?

What is required to solv e this problem? 
What kind  of problem is it? What kind 
of measures and tools does it in volv e? 
Do I know or ha ve all I need to solv e 
it? If not, where should I turn? 

How should this phenomenon or data 
be most rev ealingly modelled? What 
are the strengths and weaknesses of 
the model? What other plausible mod -
els are there?

How precise do I ha ve to be here? Can 
I guess, estimate, sample, calculate 
roughly , or must the answer be as pre -
cise as possible?

How thorough do I ha ve to be? What 
kind of proof is required? How rigor -
ous does m y proof ha ve to be? Against 
what standards will the work be 
judged?

How are these numbers/shapes/data 
related? What can I and canÕ t I infer 
about how they relate?

How reasonable is that answer? How 
probable is the result?

How can I communicate m y ideas and 
Þndings most effectiv ely?

Course Planning via Questions: Math
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Stage 1 

Course Essential  Questions: Biology 
Biology

Key Topics

Essential Q’s

T
he

 C
el

l

H
er

ed
it

y

E
vo

lu
tio

n

Ta
x

on
om

y

 V
iru

se
s,

 P
ro

tis
ts

, 
F

un
gi

 &
 B

ac
te

ria

P
la

nt
s

In
v

er
te

br
at

es
 &

 
V

er
te

br
at

es

E
co

lo
gy

 a
nd

 In
-

te
ra

ct
io

n

H
um

an
 B

od
y 

S
ys

-
te

m
s

E
th

ic
s 

of
 B

io
lo

gy

What are we made of? What is everything made 
of? What makes any living thing what it is? What is 
ÒaliveÓ?

How are structure and function related in living 
things? Why does this creature do this and look like 
that?

How are characteristics of living things passed on 
through generations? What is inherited and how 
does it happen? What is ÔnatureÕ and what is Ônur-
tureÕ? WhatÕs determined and whatÕs an accident? 
How and in what ways are accidents beneÞ cial?

What is that creature? How do we know? WhatÕs in a 
name?How should we classify the things around us?

How do living things obtain and use energy? Coor -
dinate the actions of cells and organs? Move nutri -
ents? Breathe? Manage water, salts, and wastes?

How much interaction, stress, growth, and change (to 
individuals and species) is possible, even desirable, 
biologically?

What is the evidence for evolution? How much of 
the controversy is science-based and how much is 
cultural?

How do diseases and medicines work? What can biol -
ogy teach us about human health?

What analogies have been most helpful in under -
standing life? How and when do the analogies permit 
and how and when do they inhibit further under -
standing?

Is there a moral limit to how far we should go in tin -
kering with human bodies and life more generally?
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Stage 1 

Course Essential  Questions: French I 
F

r
e
n

c
h

 I
K

ey Topics

Essential Q
’s

1.1 Use or al and written lan -
guage to pro vide information, 
exchange ideas, and explain 
concepts in formal and informal 
communications.

1.2 Comprehend the main ideas 
and signiÞcant details in or al 
and written presentation in the 
target language.

1.3 Use accur ate pronuncia -
tion and cultur ally appropriate 
gestures to clarif y meaning and 
intent in formal and informal 
situations.

1.4 Determine when the com -
prehension of language surpass -
es the abilit y to produce it, and 
use circumlocution to success -
fully communicate messages.

3.1 Analyz e how linguistic 
elements are used to con vey 
meaning in the home and target 
languages.

3.2 Analyz e how gr ammatical 
structures of the target lan -
guage correlate to the home 
language.

W
hat are the sim

ilarities and differences be
-

tw
een F

rench and E
nglish? H

ow
 can E

nglish help 
m

e learn F
rench? H

ow
 can it hold m

e back?

W
hat strategies can help m

e to retain as 
m

uch as possible  in long-term
 m

em
ory?

H
ow

 can I use context to understand w
ords 

I do not know
? W

hat cues do I listen and 
w

atch for before I respond?

W
hat are key rules for m

aking sense of the gen
-

der of nouns, pronunciation, syntax?

W
hat do I do w

hen I am
 stuck? H

ow
 can I 

keep the conversation going?

H
ow

 can body language help or hinder m
y ability 

to com
m

unicate or understand?

H
ow

 can I sound m
ore like a native? W

hat 
do i w

ant to avoid as m
uch as possible?

W
hat is it like to be a Ò

foreignerÓ
? W

hat 
are its beneÞ

ts, given the discom
forts?

H
ow

 can I describe the people and culture 
w

ithout stereotyping them
?

Note: The ÒtopicsÓ are from the world language standards in South Dakota
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Stage 1 

English: Core Understandings  
& Questions

Outcome:  Students read, comprehend, and respond to a range of  
materials using a variety of strategies for different purposes.

Enduring Understandings:

¥ Great literature provides rich and timeless insights into the key themes, dilemmas, and chal-
lenges that we face. They present complex stories in which the inner and outer lives of hu-
man beings are revealed. 

¥ Sometimes the author makes his/her meaning plain; often, however, a reader must dig be-
neath the ÒsurfaceÓ of the text to Þnd that meaning.  

¥ Reading for meaning often requires imagining conversation with and questioning of the 
author.  You must consider and respond Ð very different from passively accepting or instantly 
liking or disliking.

¥ Just because you read the text doesnÕt mean you understood it. Just because you had a strong 
response to the text doesnÕt mean you understood it either.

¥ Dif ferent readers may respond to the same text in different ways; The better responses are 
those that provide greater insight into the text and/or the issues raised. 

¥ Good readers use many strategies that work, and they quickly try another one when the one 
they are using doesnÕt work. They not only know many different strategies, but they never 
get stuck in persisting with one that isnÕt working.  

¥ Good readers are never afraid or embarrassed to admit when they donÕt understand.  Asking 
questions Ð of a text, of a teacher, of another reader Ð is what all good readers do.

Essential Questions: 

o What is the author saying? How do you know? What does the text mean to you? (And are 
those necessarily 3 different questions?) 

o What should you do if you arenÕt getting it? 
o Is this text relevant?  To what?  How?
o Why donÕt writers just say what they mean and mean what they say? 
o What lies beneath the surface of this text? (in Þction: symbol and theme; in non-Þction texts: 

assumptions, biases, preconceptions) How much does it matter? How can I uncover it?
o How can I better keep track of ideas as they develop, and the questions I have as I read?
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Course Title

Language Arts

Note: these tasks are from the DE 
State Standards for ELA.

¥

Key Transfer Tasks - COURSE  

Key Program Transfer Tasks Course Assessments

Summarize below the key assessment tasks  
in this course. Provide further detail in the 
unit planners. By the end of the year, all 
program transfer tasks should have been ad-
dressed in the major course assessment tasks.

Program/Subject

Students will use written English ap -
propriate for various purposes and audi -
ences: EXPRESSIVE. 

Students will use written English ap -
propriate for various purposes and audi -
ences: INFORMATIVE.  

Students will use written English ap -
propriate for various purposes and audi -
ences: PERSUASIVE. 

Students will use oral English appropri -
ate for various purposes and audiences.  

Students will construct, examine, and 
extend the meaning of ... texts through 
listening, reading and viewing.  

Students will access, organize, and evalu -
ate information gained by listening, read -
ing, and viewing. 

Students will use literary knowledge ac -
cessed through print and visual media to 
connect self to society and culture.  

Writers at all grade levels will produce 
texts that exhibit language conventions, 
all of which are consistent with the 
genre and purpose of the writing.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

T
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Course Title

Science

Note: these tasks are from the DE 
State Standards for Science.

¥

Key Transfer Tasks - COURSE  

Key Program Transfer Tasks Course Assessments

Summarize below the key assessment tasks  
in this course. Provide further detail in the 
unit planners. By the end of the year, all 
program transfer tasks should have been ad-
dressed in the major course assessment tasks.

Program/Subject

design and conduct simple scientiÞc in -
vestigations.  

compare and contrast observations of 
the same object or phenomena and dis -
cuss why differences in observations 
exist.  

select and use appropriate tools, tech -
nology, and mathematical techniques to 
gather, analyze and interpret data.  

develop descriptions, explanations, pre -
dictions, and models based on evidence.  

form logical explanations about the cause 
and effect relationship in an investiga -
tion.  

identify reasonable, relevant, and test -
able questions that can be answered 
through scientiÞc investigations . 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

T
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1.1 Use oral and written language 
to provide information, exchange 
ideas, and explain concepts in for -
mal and informal communications. 

1.2 Comprehend the main ideas 
and signiÞcant details in oral and 
written presentation in the target 
language. 

1.3 Use accurate pronunciation and 
culturally appropriate gestures to 
clarify meaning and intent in formal 
and informal situations. 

1.4 Determine when the compre -
hension of language surpasses the 
ability to produce it, and use cir -
cumlocution to successfully commu -
nicate messages. 

3.1 Analyze how linguistic elements 
are used to convey meaning in the 
home and target languages. 

3.2 Analyze how grammatical struc -
tures of the target language corre -
late to the home language.

Course Title

World Language 

Note: these tasks are from the ND 
State Standards for Foreign Language.

¥

Key Transfer Tasks - COURSE  

Key Program Transfer Tasks Course Assessments

Summarize below the key assessment tasks  
in this course. Provide further detail in the 
unit planners. By the end of the year, all 
program transfer tasks should have been ad-
dressed in the major course assessment tasks.

Program/Subject

T
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1. build new knowledge through problem 
solving

2. make and investigate mathematical 
conjectures

3. develop and evaluate inferences and 
predictions based on data

4. Formulate questions, and select and 
use appropriate statistical methods 
to analyze real data

5. Apply appropriate techniques, tools, 
and concepts to determine measure -
ments in context  

6. Develop and evaluate the strengths 
and weaknesses of mathematical 
models of phenomena 

7. Compute ßuently

Subject Mathematics

Course Assessments

Summarize below the key assessment tasks  
in this course. Provide further detail in the 
unit planners. By the end of the year, all 
program transfer tasks should have been ad-
dressed in the major course assessment tasks.

Key Transfer Tasks - COURSE  

Note: these tasks are from the NCTM 
Standards

¥

Course Title

Key Subject

 Transfer Tasks

T


