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Where do I begin? 

• Understanding by Design	


• Learning for Understanding: 
Acquire-Transfer-Make Meaning	


• Performance-Based 
Assessments	


• Achievement Results	


• Alignment to AdvancED 
Standards and Indicators
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What Is Understanding by Design?	




Learning for  
Understanding

Acquire

Transfer

Make  
Meaning



Acquire Try Out

Get Feedback

Refine/ 
Relearn,   
as needed

Practice, 
Reinforce,  
& Extend

Receive, Encounter

Goal:  Internalization and broadening of knowledge and skill; 
initial apprehension and surface understanding.



Make 
Meaning

Hypothesize,  
Generalize

Evaluate Your 
Ideas

Probing and Analysis Evoked 
(Current Understanding Is Challenged)

Goal:  Learner-made connections, deepened 
understanding by developing and“testing”ideas, 
given what was acquired and experienced.



1. Provide additional 
information that requires a 
student to extend the 
tentative understanding 
(broaden and confirm) 

2. Provide conflicting 
information (contradiction, 
requiring re-thinking) 

3. Propose an alternative 
understanding (challenge, 
requiring consideration of the 
same problem in a new light; 
might ultimately confirm or 
contradict) 

4. Add complexity to the issue 
(deepen, likely confirming 
some pieces and 
contradicting others) 

5. Compare this understanding 
to previous understandings 
about related issues (connect 
and synthesize)

6. Provide a problem that cannot 
be solved with a naïve 
understanding (contradict and 
create the need for an 
alternative understanding) 

7. Require a defense (student 
examines underpinnings of 
understanding, considering 
evidence) 

8. Introduce a different 
perspective that must be 
accounted for by the student 

9. Test the understanding against 
a new problem (may confirm, 
contradict, or require 
adjustment)

Make 
Meaning

Challenge current understandings 
in various ways…



Transfer Get Feedback

Evaluate

Adjust

Apply

Goal:  Autonomy & fluency of performance in increasingly 
complex & novel situations, on worthy tasks.



Acquire Make 
Meaning

Transfer
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Acquire

Transfer

Don't presume a fixed sequence!

In fact, most units 
should begin with 
meaning-making.

Make  
Meaning



• When isn’t “ the shortest distance” a straight line?!
Discuss: Real world vs. Euchild’s world - in the 3D physical 
world, what assumptions (axioms) must differ? (Meaning)!

Students respond to some prompts e.g.:!
▫ In our school, the shortest distance between any classroom 

and the main door is…!
▫ In flying long distances, the shortest distance between 

cities in two different countries is…!
Teacher describes spherical and “taxicab” geometry as 
alternatives, and students read the chapter on other 
geometries from the textbook (Acquire)!
KWL: What do you want to/need to know about this topic? 
(Meaning) !
Write a guidebook for the geometry of your school (Transfer)!
Evaluate what we learned and what questions we still have 
about the text and the issue - KWLQ (Meaning)

Math Example
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These learner questions need to be 
evoked "by design," not by the teacher:

• What is going on here? 
• What is this about?  
• What should I make of this?  
• What is problematic here?  
• What is causing that? 
• What are the key facts?  
• What is the evidence? 
• What questions does this raise?  
• What is significant here?  

Make 
Meaning



These learner questions need to become 
autonomous...

• What is going on here? 
• What is this about?  
• What should I make of this?  
• What is problematic here?  
• What is causing that? 
• What are the key facts?  
• What is the evidence? 
• What questions does this raise?  
• What is significant here?  

Transfer



Transfer Stages:
• BEGINNING:  Highly scaffolded and 

teacher prompted 
!
• LATER:  Some scaffold, limited teacher 

prompting 
!
• BY THE END:  No scaffold or teacher 

prompt; student must activate and employ 
the learning on their own from a repertoire 

Transfer



Example: "Tall Tales" and Storytelling 
!
!
!
!
!
!

•  When is it “exaggeration” and when is it “lying” in 
telling a story?  How much liberty does a 
storyteller have to stretch the truth?!

•  Ask students to offer their ideas in response to 
the questions, in light of the story read in class.  
What “tall tales” have they experienced?!

•  Pose essential questions for unit.

Make 
Meaning



Example: "Tall Tales" and Storytelling 

•  Then, acquire to grasp the plot of the story. 
Have students: 
• Identify plot 
• Use the text hints/scaffolds 
• Summarize the story in their own words 
• Teach background knowledge, as needed

Make 
Meaning Acquire



Example: "Tall Tales" and Storytelling 

Make 
Meaning

Acquire

•  Use questioning sheets to link the story to the 
essential question 

•  Meaning is further enhanced and understanding 
deepened by reading 1-2 more stories that offer 
other points of view on the same question and/or 
that suggest different answers than the ones 
tentatively reached thus far 

•  Follow-up the new readings with the questions:  
Have you changed your mind?  If so, why?  If not, 
why not?



Example: "Tall Tales" and Storytelling 

Make 
Meaning Transfer

•  Students will create a story with the same 
exaggeration in it!

•  Peer/teacher feedback and adjust as necessary!
• Listen to other’s stories!
•  Discuss: Which exaggeration is okay and which is 

not? Which ones work and which do not? Why?



Acquire Try Out

Get Feedback

Refine/ 
Relearn, as 

needed

Receive, 
Encounter

Make 
Meaning

Hypothesize,  
Generalize

Evaluate 
Your 
Ideas

Probing and Analysis Evoked 
(Current Understanding Is 

Challenged

Transfer Get 
Feedback

Evaluate

Adjust

Apply

Traditional "coverage" makes the mistake of 
going through endless acquisition loops 
without sufficient opportunities to make 

meaning or transfer learning.
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Many "rigorous" courses make the mistake of 
ignoring the teaching, learning, and assessing 

of student transfer.
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Many "skills" courses make the mistake of 
ignoring the learner's need to understand the 

wise use of strategies and concepts.



Desired Results

Assessment Evidence

Learning Plan



!
focuses on what we 
teach and how we 

teach to reach stage 
one 

what the student 
should know and be 
able to do as a result 

of the unit. 

ability to apply 
learning in new, varied, 

and realistic 
situations.

Desired Results Assessments Learning Plan



ability to apply 
learning in new, varied, 

and realistic 
situations.

Assessments

What does a performance-based 	

assessment look like?



vs.

Happen after the "real" learning 
has occurred and are just the 
“dessert.”

Traditional Assessments Performance Assessments

Are how students do 
real learning. 

Can be done at home without 
teacher guidance or team 
collaboration. 

Require teacher guidance 
and team collaboration. 

Are closed: every project has 
the same goal or outcome. 

Are open: students make 
choices that determine 
the outcome and path. 

Do not resemble work done 
in the real world. 

Are parallel to work 
done in the professional 
field.  



Are parallel to work 
done in the professional 
field.  







How do I know if it is truly a performance 
assessment and not just a project?





How do I build a rubric	

for a performance assessment?







What are the results?



AP Pass Rate by %
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Met High School 
Placement Test ACT 

projection by January 
of sophomore year

Final ACT Score

First practice 
test 

Continued analysis of 
individual ACT data to 
maximize curriculum 

18
21 22 21

26 27

Students 
average 4 points 
higher than their 
ACT projection 

98% 
surpassed their 
projected score



How does this method align to the 
AdvancED standards and indicators?
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