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Research about teaching suggests 

learning may be hindered by

Åisolated sets of facts that are not 
organized and connected or organizing 
principles without sufficient knowledge 
to make them meaningful (NRC, 1999)

ÅStudents have become accustomed to 
receiving an arbitrary sequence of 
exercises with no overarching 
rationale.ò(Black and Wiliam, 1998))
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It Begins with Good Instruction

The greatest enemy to 
understanding is 

coverage.

Howard Gardner

It Begins with Good Instruction

Lynn Erickson: We know from brain research that 
students need to see patterns and connections, and any 
learner is looking at information and trying to pattern and 
sort it into what they already have in their brains as far as 
past experience, past learnings. And if they have no way 
to make sense of this massive amount of information 
that's coming at them, then they tend to get confused. 
We also know that they tend to forget a lot of what they 
have learned. It just becomes "traipsing over trivia" 
because it doesn't make much sense to them. So, moving 
to a conceptual level for the structure of that information 
is going to be beneficial to students.
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It Begins with Good Instruction

Adding It Up (National Research Council) ςRule-
based instructional approaches that do not give 
students opportunities to create meaning for the 
rule, or to learn when to use them, can lead to 
forgetting, unsystematic errors, reliance on visual 
clues, and poor strategic decisions.

Pick a UNIT on which you want to 
work.

ÅYou may work 
with others or 
by yourself

ÅWrite the title 
on a piece of 
paper.
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ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ

where we want to

end up before we

start out ςand plan

ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦέ

Carol Ann Tomlinson

Planning a Focused Curriculum

Factsό/ƻƭǳƳōǳǎ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άbŜǿ ²ƻǊƭŘέύ

Vocabulary(voyage, scurvy)

Concepts(exploration, change)

Principles/Generalizations/Big Ideas(Change can be 
both positive and negative.  Exploration results in 
ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ  tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ 
respond to change).

Skills

Basic (literacy, numeracy)

Thinking (analysis, evidence of reasoning,

questioning)

Of the Discipline (graphing/math/social

studies)

Planning (goal setting; use of time)

Social

KNOW

UNDERSTAND

BE ABLE TO DO

In general, these are 
held steady as a core 
for nearly all learners 
in a differentiated 
classroom.*

*Exception -- linear skills and 
information that can be assessed for 
mastery in the sequence (e.g. spelling)
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These are the facts, vocabulary, dates, 

places, names, and examples you want 

students to give

you.

The know is massively forgettable.  

ñTeaching facts in isolation is like trying to pump water uphill.ò Carol 

Tomlinson

KNOW (Facts,Vocabulary, 
Definitions)
ÅAddition facts

ÅMultiplication facts

ÅHow to divide

ÅCommon Denominator

ÅHow to find an equivalent fraction

ÅLattice multiplication

ÅMultiples and factors
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ÅBasic skills of any discipline 

ÅThinking skills 

ÅSkills of planning, independent learning, etc.

The skill portion encourages the students to 

ñthinkò like the professionals who use the 

knowledge and skill daily as a matter of how they 

do business.  This is what it means to ñbe likeò a 

doctor, a scientist,  a writer or an artist.

Skills

11

BE ABLE TO DO (Skills: Basic Skills, Skills of 
the Discipline, Skills of Independence, Social 

Skills, Skills of Production)

ÅDescribe these using verbs or phrases:

ÅAnalyze, test for meaning

ÅSolve a problem to find perimeter

ÅGeneralize for any case

ÅFind and explain the error in the problem

ÅContribute to the success of a group or team

ÅUse graphics to represent data appropriately 
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Juicy Verbs
compose influence adopt unify

devise promote elaborate designate

detail substitute merchandize limit

deconstruct prove formulate structure

predict simulate shadow illustrate

propose tailor inscribe refresh

eliminate transform wonder transfer

improve advise visualize reflect

expand emphasize access concentrate

minimize convert immerse approximate

connect ponder justify regroup

portray design compete simulate

incorporate concentrate disguise modify

produce compartmentalize personify anchor

energize integrate uncover deviate

Certain methods of teaching, 

particularly those that emphasize 

memorization as an end in itself tend 

to produce knowledge that is 

seldom, if ever, used.  Students who 

learn to solve problems by following 

formulas, for example, often are 

unable to use their skills in new 

situations. (Redish, 1996)
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These are the written statements of truth, the core to the meaning(s) of the 

lesson(s) or unit.  These are what connect the parts of a subject to the 

studentôs life and to other subjects.

It is through the understanding component of instruction that we teach our 

students to truly grasp the ñpointòof the lesson or the experience.

Understandings are purposeful.  They focus on the key ideas that require 

students to understand information and make connections while evaluating 

the relationships that exit within the understandings.

Major Concepts and

Subconcepts

Research about teaching 

suggests that learning by 

struggling at first with a concept 

enables students to benefit from 

an explanation that brings the 

ideas together (Schwartz & Bransford, 

2000).
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A student who UNDERSTANDS something 
ŎŀƴΧ

Å Explain it clearly, giving examples

Å Use it

Å Compare and contrast it with other concepts

Å Relate it to other instances in the subject studies, other subjects and 
personal life experiences

Å Transfer it to unfamiliar settings

Å Discover the concept embedded within a novel problem

Å Combine it appropriately with other understandings

Å Pose new problems that exemplify or embody the concept

Å Create analogies, models, metaphors, symbols, or pictures of the 
concept

Å Pose and answer òwhat-ifó questions that alter variables in a 
problematic situation

Å Generate questions and hypotheses that lead to new knowledge and 
further inquiries

Å Generalize from specifics to form a concept

Å Use the knowledge to appropriately assess his or her performance, or 
that of someone else.

Adopted from Barell, J.  (1995) Teaching for thoughtfulness: Classroom Strategies 17

18

Enduring Understandings

What students should understand and 
be able to transfer to real life situations 
40 years or four years after this unit is 
taught?


