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Are “Know” goals important? 
Two previous articles discussed the nuances and 

roles of “Understand” and “Do” learning goals 

written in KUD format (to read these articles, visit 

www.educationalcompost.com).  It often seems as 

if not much time is spent in addressing “Know” 

goals, likely because they are usually dispropor-

tionately present in written learning goals and ob-

jectives.  This is not to say that they are unim-

portant for student learning.  In fact, they play an 

important part, when understood in a greater con-

text.  This article works to clarify the role of 

“Know” goals, how they relate to content stand-

ards, and important factors for using them effec-

tively to design learning plans.    

 
What are KUDs? 
In their book, Understanding by Design, Wiggins 

& McTighe stress, “Unless we begin our design 

work with a clear insight into larger purposes[,]” it 

is not likely that understanding will occur (2005, p 

15).  If the aim is quality curriculum and student 

work toward understanding and transfer, it is cru-

cial to clearly articulate goals for understanding, 

skill development, and content acquisition.  This 

format for writing learning goals is often de-

scribed as KUDs, or “Know,” “Understand,” and 

“Do” goals.   

 

The KUD format is an effective means of writing 

learning goals because it asks learning plan de-

signers to identify exactly what students should 

Know, Understand, and be able to Do as a result 

of a unit or lesson.  In other words, it breaks down 

ambiguous learning goals or standards into types 

of learning to be accomplished, which makes as-

sessment and responsive teaching more organized 

and efficacious.  “Know” learning goals articulate 

necessary facts, procedures and discrete 

knowledge to be acquired.  “Understand” learning 

goals are essential for ensuring the learning plans 

teach to meaning rather than rote learning.  These 

goals show a relationship between two or more con-

cepts, are written in a complete sentence, and are 

transferable to other times, contexts, disciplines, or 

cultures.  “Do” learning goals are the process and 

thinking skills that students will develop throughout 

the unit or lesson.   These goals should frame lessons 

or units and anchor the corresponding assessments 

and learning activities.   

 
What is the role of “Know” goals in KUDs? 
“Know” goals, also called content goals, are the goals 

relating to context-bound pieces of knowledge such 

as: vocabulary, dates, names, and procedural “how to” 

knowledge.   These goals are important because they 

allow students to see deeper understandings in “real 

life.”  Yet helping students acquire content is insuffi-

cient for supporting understanding and transfer.  Con-

tent goals should provide a context for students as 

they “unpack” deeper understandings.  It is only when 

students are intentionally guided towards understand-

ing - by means of a context provided by content or 

“Know” goals - that they will be able to tackle real-

world challenges that do not come packaged as 

straightforward, single-faceted responses to questions 

or problems posed in isolated contexts.   

 

For example, consider this “Understand” goal for a 

social studies unit: “The migration of people to meet a 

variety of needs often acts as a catalyst for social 

change.”  Without a context, students may not truly 

understand what this means or may find difficulty in 

seeing personal relevance to the concepts presented.  

However, content can provide a concrete context as a 

means for developing student understanding.  In this 

case, learning experiences that guide students in de-

veloping and transferring this understanding to specif-

ic contexts (e.g. content related to colonization of 

North America, Westward Expansion, immigration in 
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the 1800s, and current immigration situations) 

help students obtain content knowledge for deeper 

understandings.  When content is organized and 

subsumed under deeper understandings that sup-

port transfer, work is meaningful, relevant, and 

lasting.   

 

How do “Know” goals relate to content 
standards? 

In most cases, content knowledge is outlined in 

content standards (i.e. state, district, and Common 

Core standards).  Addressing content standards in 

learning plans is an important, and often required, 

task; however, beginning and ending goal-setting 

with content standards omits essential goals to-

wards students’ meaning-making, understanding, 

and transfer of learning.  Understanding is crucial 

for lasting learning and transfer is the hallmark of 

true learning.   

 

Isolating the required content from standards while 

considering deeper meanings behind them is one 

way in which teachers can begin to parse out un-

derstand goals while assuring standards are ad-

dressed.  Just as with “Know” goals, in order to 

guide students toward meaning and transfer, stand-

ards-based objectives should be subsumed under 

more substantive “Understand” goals.  

 

How  “Know” goals be mis-
understood?  
Discrete knowledge often gets a 

bad rap.  This is understandable 

considering its seemingly over-

emphasis in standards, standardized tests, and sub-

sequently students’ educational experiences.  In-

deed, it is comparable to the I Love Lucy choco-

late factory episode where Lucy and Ethel are fre-

netically cramming chocolates into their mouths 

because they have been overloaded with the task 

of managing a rapidly approaching, content-dense 

load.  It’s no surprise that students find it difficult 

to learn and connect to such learning situations.   

 

Yet both surface knowledge and deep understand-

ing are necessary, Hattie stresses, because “one 

needs to know something before one can ’think 

about it” (2009).  Content knowledge can provide 

a context for making meaning and developing un-

derstanding.  Knowledge is a crucial component of 

a discipline as well, and each field possesses its 

own body of understandings, skills and methodolo-

gies, and knowledge.   

 

The following measures can be taken to help ensure 

that curriculum design properly emphasizes mean-

ing and transfer while addressing important con-

tent: 

 

(1) Remember that content knowledge should 

be subsumed under deeper and transfer-

able understandings.  When developing 

KUDs, a good rule of thumb  is to make 

sure that content is subsumed  under goals 

for understanding by organizing them to-

gether in this statement: 

The student will know (list content 

knowledge derived from standards) so that 

they will understand (list “Understand” 

goal).   

 

(2) When deriving “Know” goals from content 

standards focus on the essential content of 

the discipline itself.  Ask: Is representative 

of knowledge (content, facts, procedures) a 

practitioner in the field (e.g. scientist, jour-

nalist, composer, nutritionist, architect) 

would have had to acquire as a part of his 

or her training? 

 

(3) When teaching and assessing, avoid isola-

tion.  If students are to acquire content 

knowledge so that they develop deeper and 

transferable understandings, then learning 

experiences should support students in do-

ing just that.  Likewise, while assessments 

should include a variety of measurements 

of student learning, if the aim is under-

standing and transfer, students should be 

asked to use knowledge to support their 

demonstration of understandings as an on-

going part of assessments.   

 

Conclusion 
In closing, it’s useful to think about KUD learning 

goals as a part of something bigger.  While writing 
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such goals requires effort and time, it is worthy 

work to uncover meaningful learning goals to-

wards which students will work.  A dear friend 

once described her husband’s views about learn-

ing.  He believed it was the educator’s responsibil-

ity to uncover all the treasures there are to be 

found and then bury them again, designing the 

kind of learning experience that guides students in 

digging them up for themselves.  For students, un-

derstanding and meaning (i.e. “Understand” goals) 

are worthy treasures that give insight to the present 

context, provide insight for future contexts, and 

can connect to where students are.  It’s learning 

for the past, present, and future, for the global and 

the individual.  Skills (i.e. “Do” goals) provide the 

tools necessary for dig-

ging up meaning and 

for sharing learning 

with colleagues.  And 

knowledge (“Know” 

goals) are “the dig 

site” that supports the 

understanding of the 

importance of those deeper meanings.  It provides a 

concrete picture of those deeper meanings, but 

those deeper meanings are vital for interpreting 

both the current as well as future “sites.”  
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Clear Learning Goals Self-Checker
Check to make 
sure your 
Understand goals:

 Are written in a 
complete sentence

 Show a relationship 
between two or more 
concepts

 Transfer to other times, 
cultures, contexts, 
disciplines, or situations

 Represent enduring 
understandings that 
require “unpacking”

 Are capable of being 
investigated at varying 
levels of sophistication 
or across units/lessons

Check to make 
sure your 
Skill goals:

 Begin with a strong 
action verb

 Are separate from a 
context (i.e. they are 
transferable to contexts 
other than what your 
specific lesson or unit 
would explore, either 
within disciplines or 
between disciplines)

 Represent authentic 
skills within the field or 
discipline

Check to make 
sure your 
Content goals:

 Provide a rich context for 
helping students 
“unpack” the deeper 
understandings

 Focused on what is 
essential knowledge 
rather than 
fun/interesting facts

 Related to the skills 
students will develop 
and use throughout the 
unit or lesson
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