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THE IMPORTANCE OF CLEAR LEARNING GOALS 

  

In order to teach in a way that is responsive to student needs (i.e. differentiate curriculum effectively), it is 

crucial for learning goals to be crystal clear.  Curriculum experts (e.g. Tomlinson, Wiggins & McTighe) 

recommend articulating learning goals in three types of intended outcomes for student learning: 

understanding, skills, and content knowledge.   

 

This approach to differentiating between goals is often written in the KUD format because it provides a 

frame for thinking about what students should Know, Understand, and be able to Do as a result of a 

lesson or unit of study.   

 

The “Know” goals represent facts and procedural knowledge such as “know the steps in solving the 

quadratic equation or know the names and locations of all continents and major bodies of water.  The “Do” 

goals represent skills and are transferable to other contexts such as: write persuasively for a given topic 

and specified audience, or compare and contrast similarities and differences of two civilizations.  And the 

“Understand” goals are also known as “big ideas,” “essential understandings,” or generalizations, and 

represent ideas that are transferable to other contexts (e.g. time, cultures, situations).   

 

Without clear learning goals, it would be difficult to gauge student needs (assessment) and provide 

responsive learning experiences that utilize varied materials, grouping arrangements, and instructional 

approaches.  Taking the time to develop and articulate clear learning goals is crucial if we are to 

understand and address student needs effectively and intentionally. 

 

 

“UNPACKING” UNDERSTANDING 

  

“Understand” goals are the expansive ideas that frame the details, providing the answers to the questions 

“So what?  Who cares?” of why people study the things they study.  They provide a foundation of meaning 

for students and are grounded in the essential understandings of a discipline or field of study.    

 

To help clarify the role “Understand” goals play in learning, think of a suit case.  Imagine traveling with all 

your belongings, only without the suitcase!  What a nightmare, right?  You’d never be able to keep track of 

all your items; in fact, you’d probably end up losing most of it along the way!  Facts and skills without 

focusing big ideas work in the same way – we lose them if we don’t have our “suitcases” as we go along. 

 

Through experience, seasoned travelers have developed an understanding of why suitcases are important, 

what types of traveling situations would impact the type of bag they use, and what items might be found 

within a suitcase given the context (i.e. travel plans).   

 

The novice traveler, however, would not have these understandings.  Unpacking a suitcase would help the 

new traveler makes sense of why and in what ways a suitcase is important.  Another opportunity to 

investigate three identical carry-on bags side-by-side would provide the new traveler with an understanding 

of the basic purpose of a carry-on bag.  Obviously, the differences between the bags of a business woman 

traveling to give a presentation, a grandparent attending his grandson’s first birthday party, and a college 

student traveling home for fall break would be apparent; yet, a generalization about carry-on suitcases 
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could be made.  After unpacking those bags, a conclusion might be drawn that carry-on travel bags contain 

items that meet the needs of travelers for a limited period of time. 

 

This illustration mirrors, at a basic level, the relationship between the “Understand” and the “Know” and 

“Do” goals in KUDs.  “Understand” goals operate as the “suitcase” and goals for skill development and 

content knowledge are items placed in the suitcase.  While an understand goal, like a suitcase, might be 

used for a variety of different learning destinations, teachers will pack that understanding goal with 

different knowledge and skills to provide students with a context for constructing understanding.  Learning 

activities should then be designed to help students “unpack” the big ideas, ultimately developing broader, 

transferable, lasting understandings of the topics they study. 

  

 

ANATOMY OF AN “UNDERSTAND” GOAL 

 

Writing clear goals for understanding is a skill that takes time to develop because it is far from simple or 

straight-forward.  While there is no formula for writing these types of learning goals, the components 

should be present in the anatomy of an understanding goal.   

 

Understanding goals should: 

 Be written in a complete sentence;  

 Show a relationship between two or more concepts;  

 Transfer to other times, cultures, contexts, disciplines, or situations (note: one or a combination of 

these should apply, not all of them at once);  

 Represent enduring understandings that require “unpacking”;  

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

 

Take a look at the understand goal below.  Notice that it shows a relationship between the three concepts 

of migration, needs, and social change.  While it represents enduring understandings of the field of social 

sciences and is capable of being investigated at varying levels of sophistication, it is also something that 

students from many different backgrounds might find relatable.     
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THE NECESSITY & BENEFITS OF “DIGGING FOR MEANING” IN CONTENT STANDARDS 

 

Content standards are often a mix of concepts, skills, and discrete knowledge, and require time and 

“digging” to parse out clear learning goals for understanding.  While this can be cumbersome, it is also 

worthwhile.  The metaphor for learning stated at the end of the “It’s All About Context” article holds true 

when thinking about parsing out understand goals.  Effective teachers uncover all the treasures about a 

given course of study (e.g. goals for understanding), bury them again, and structure learning experiences 

so that students are able to dig them up for themselves.     

There are many ways to go about digging for meaning in content standards in order to craft learning goals 

for understanding.  The conclusion of this article provides some ideas for how to do that.  Throughout the 

process of crafting learning goals for understanding, it is helpful to ask the following questions: 

 Why is this important for humans to understand? 

 Why is this important for practitioners in the field to understand? 

 Why is this important for students to understand?  Why would they care? 

The chart below provides some samples goals for understanding that have been parsed from various 

content standards.  Remember that these are samples and that another teacher might develop a different 

understand goal from the same set of content standards.  It is also true that the sample goals for 

understanding might also work for a different set of content standards.    

Content Standard Sample Understand Goal 

The learner will 

understand that: 

 

VA SOL: 9.7 The student will edit writing for correct grammar, capitalization, 

punctuation, spelling, sentence, structure, and paragraphing.  

a) Use and apply rules for the parts of a sentence, including subject/verb, 

direct/indirect object, and predicate nominative/predicate adjective.  

b) Use parallel structures across sentences and paragraphs.  

c) Use appositives, main clauses, and subordinate clauses.  

d) Use commas and semicolons to distinguish and divide main and 

subordinate clauses.  

 

 

A writer’s adherence to 

structures and rules are 

often vital for clarity in 

communication.  

 

 

VA SOL: 2.12 The student will edit writing for correct grammar, capitalization, 

punctuation, and spelling.  

a) Recognize and use complete sentences.  

b) Use and punctuate declarative, interrogative, and exclamatory sentences.  

c) Capitalize all proper nouns and the word I.  

d) Use singular and plural nouns and pronouns.  

e) Use apostrophes in contractions, including don.t, isn.t, and can.t.  

f) Use correct spelling for high-frequency sight words, including compound 

words and regular plurals.  

 

 

 

A writer’s adherence to 

structures and rules are 

often vital for clarity in 

communication.  
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CCS: 6.RP.3. Use ratio and rate reasoning to solve real-world and 

mathematical problems, e.g., by reasoning about tables of equivalent ratios, 

tape diagrams, double number line diagrams, or equations. Make tables of 

equivalent ratios relating quantities with whole-number measurements, find 

missing values in the tables, and plot the pairs of values on the coordinate 

plane. Use tables to compare ratios.  

 Solve unit rate problems including those involving unit pricing and 

constant speed. For example, if it took 7 hours to mow 4 lawns, then 

at that rate, how many lawns could be mowed in 35 hours? At what 

rate were lawns being mowed?  

 Find a percent of a quantity as a rate per 100 (e.g., 30% of a quantity 

means 30/100 times the quantity); solve problems involving finding 

the whole, given a part and the percent.  

 Use ratio reasoning to convert measurement units; manipulate and 

transform units appropriately when multiplying or dividing quantities.  

 

 

A proportion represents 

the interrelationships 

among four quantities.  

 

Quantities expressed in 

certain forms (i.e. ratios 

and proportions) have 

transformational 

relationships.  

 

 

VA SOL: 2.12 The student will tell and write time to the nearest five minutes, 

using analog and digital clocks.  

 

2.13 The student will  

›a) determine past and future days of the week; and  

›b) identify specific days and dates on a given calendar.  

 

 

Time cycles in a 

continuous pattern.  

 

 

MO SPS R12 MIGs: 4. Analyze how biological classifications are based on how 

organisms are related. (3.1.E.)  

a. Compare structures (e.g., wings vs. fins vs. legs; gills vs. lungs; feathers vs. 

hair vs. scales) that serve similar functions for animals belonging to different 

vertebrate classes. (3.1.D.5.a.)  

b. Explain how similarities are the basis for classification. (3.1.E.5.a.)  

c. Distinguish between plants (which use sunlight to make their own food) and 

animals (which must consume energy-rich food). (3.1.E.5.b.)  

 

 

Adaptations allow an 

organism to interact with 

the environment in order 

to survive.  

 

 

VA SOL: CE.6 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the American 

constitutional government by  

a) explaining the relationship of state governments to the national 

government in the federal system;  

b) describing the structure and powers of local, state, and national 

governments;  

c) explaining the principle of separation of powers and the operation of 

checks and balances;  

d) identifying the procedures for amending the Constitution of the United 

States.  

 

 

Systems are comprised of 

interdependent parts that 

work out individual 

purposes in order to 

ensure the survival of the 

whole.  
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SUPPORTING STUDENT UNDERSTANDING AND MEANING-MAKING 

 

Thinking, developing, and writing essential understandings is a process that requires teachers to be 

intentional about what is being taught and why it is being taught.  Ultimately, it is important to help 

students start constructing this type of thinking on their own. It is not enough to provide these statements 

of understanding to students (e.g. posting them in the classroom or on a syllabus), but to structure 

activities and scaffold the learning experiences in such a way that students “dig up” or arrive at the 

understandings on their own.  The content and skill goals should be used to help them “unpack” and arrive 

at the understandings that resemble those teachers have developed (although it will likely reflecting the 

language of students more than the original).  

 

One way a teacher might help scaffold students’ thinking is to have a debrief time scheduled for the end of 

each day or class period. Ask students to think about that day’s activity, experiment, lesson, or research, in 

ways that help guide them to construct their own understanding. Questions that can support students’ 

thinking might be asked in a small group setting or a turn-pair-share so teachers can monitor students’ 

thinking.  Or teachers might ask students to fill out an “exit card” and use this as a formative assessment 

to inform curricular or instructional decisions.  Sample questions that can help explicitly guide students in 

thinking and constructing understanding are: 

 “How does this fit with what we’ve been learning?”  

 “Is there some generalization or big idea we could make about ____?”  

 “Do we need to make modifications about our generalizations we came up with yesterday?” 

 “What happened today that made you think these modifications were necessary?”  

 “Given our revised generalization, what might we expect to see in a situation such as ____?” 
 

Teachers can then post these revised understanding statements in the classroom and keep referring 

students back to them. At the end of the unit students could write an essay, make a presentation, or 

create a project that answers a question meant to assess their understanding of the “Understand” 

learning goal, using the content they studied to support their reasoning.   
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GETTING STARTED WRITING UNDERSTAND GOALS 

 

There are no formulas or templates to follow when writing these learning goals.  The two-step guide on the 

following pages, however, contains suggestions for writing substantive learning goals that address state or 

district standards.  It is not a comprehensive guide, and you may find that a different process works better 

for you.  
 

Step 1: Standards & Concepts 
 

Directions: Begin with a set of content standards that will inform your unit or lesson.  You’ll also need a list 

of sample concepts (included at the end of this article) to use during this activity.  Select one of the 

following ways of identifying the concepts under which these standards fall: 

 

Index 

Cards* 
 

Concept & 

Standards 

Chart* 
 

Color 

Coding 
 

 
1. Cut, tape, glue, or print each 

standard on an index card.   
2. On the back of each index card 

write any concepts under 
which this standard might fall.  
You should have a few, with 
some standards naturally 
falling under more concepts 
than others.   

3. Do this for each of the cards 
with standards you created.   

 
1. Create a chart with concepts 

and abbreviations for 
standards.     

2. Indicate the standard, by 
abbreviation, under a concept 
column in your chart each time 
you identify a concept or more 
under which the standard 
might fall.   

3. Every time you find yourself 
needing a new concept, add a 
column to the chart.  

4. Do this for all of your 
standards.  

 
1. In addition to a hard copy of 

your standards, you’ll need 
quite a few different colors of 
markers, pens, or colored 
pencils.   

2. Assign a color to each concept 
you use.  Eventually, as you 
figure out what concepts 
you’ve used, you’ll create a key 
on the standards document. 

3. As you read through your 
standards, underline the 
segment that falls under a 
particular concept with that 
concept’s color.  If a particular 
segment falls under more than 
one concept, underline it 
twice, making sure all colors 
are visible.  You may have 
several colors in one standard. 

4. Do this for all of your 
standards. 

 

 

*Examples provided on the next page. 
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Index Card Example:  

Math SOL: 5.15 &16 

The student, given a problem situation, will collect, organize,  

and interpret data in a variety of forms, using stem-and-leaf 

plots and line graphs. 

 

The student will describe mean, median, and mode as measures  

of center; describe mean as fair share; find the mean, median,  

mode, and range of a set of data; and describe the range of a  

set of data as a measure of variation. 
(front) 

 

 

 bias 

 central tendency  

 communication 

 ethics 

 manipulation 

 patterns 

 perspective 

 

 

 representation 

 trends 
 

 

 

 

 

 

(back) 

 

Concepts & Standards Chart Example (partially completed): 

Concepts Standards 

Algorithm  

Application  

Balance  

Bias M 5.15; M 5.16 

Central tendency M 5.15; M 5.16 

Chance  

Choice  

Communication E 5.2; E 5.8; M 5.15; M 5.16 

Congruence  
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Step 2: Writing Transferable & Relevant Understandings 
 

(1) Take a look at the concepts that seem to have a strong presence in many of your standards.  Then 
make a list of those that seem to appear frequently.  This is a great place to start.   

(2) Look for relationships that make sense between two or more of these concepts.  Thinking about your 
students and what would seem most relevant to their interests, experiences, and ages, start working 
to construct an understand goal.  If you need to pull from your concept list again, or from the 
concepts you identified in the previous step, you may.  The point is to develop a statement that 
reflects the enduring understandings students should walk away with as a result of the unit or lesson, 
but also be “connectable” to your group of students.   

(3) 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, or situations 

 Answer the question “how?” or “why?” 

 Represent enduring understandings that require “unpacking” 

 Are capable of being investigated in varying levels of sophistication and grade levels 
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Concepts Lists: Albert Einstein said, “Never memorize something that you can look up.”  Of 

course this doesn’t always hold true, but having a list of working parts from which to choose can make the 

process of building something meaningful that much more efficient.  In the following pages, you’ll find a 

variety of general and content area concepts that can be used when developing understand goals.   

General Love Texture Interest 
Altruism Memory Value Irony 
Analysis Moderation  Life 
Approximation Mortality/Immortality Drama Love 
Balance Organization Audience Loyalty 
Behavior Patterns Character Metaphor 
Beliefs Perseverance Connotation/Denotation Motivation 
Bias Perspective Delivery Myth 
Bravery Philosophy Interpretation Narrative 
Censorship Power Memorization Patterns 
Change Progress Mood Perceptions 
Choice Regulation Performance Perspective 
Commitment Relationships Presence Persuasion 
Communication Relativity Rehearsal Power 
Compromise Revolution Set Relevance 
Conflict Rules Stage/Staging Roles 
Continuity Society  Rules 
Contribution Stability English Space 
Conviction Symbol Application Story 
Cooperation System Argument Style 
Criticism Theory Beauty Symbol 
Cycles Time Beliefs/values System 
Discovery Transmutation Change Theme 
Diversity Values Characterization Time 
Economy Victim Classic Truth 
Environment  Communication  
Ethics Art Composition Foreign Language 
Evaluation Abstraction Confidence Attitude 
Evolution Aesthetics Conflict/Cooperation Backbone 
Family Color Connection Classic 
Fear Composition Conventions Code 
Habit Creativity Creation Communication 
Hierarchy Expression Culture Comprehension 
Humanity Form Discovery Conjugation 
Humanness Line Fate Connection 
Ideals Materials Fluency Connotation/Denotation 
Identity Medium Genre Context 
Independence Metaphor Heroism Conventions 
Interaction Process Imagination Creation 
Interdependence Representation Interactions Culture 
Justice Space Interdependence Custom 

Compiled by Jennifer K. Dimeo (2011) from: Jessica Hockett, 2006 & 2011, & H. Lynn Erickson, 2002. 
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Delivery Manipulation Rhythm Hypothesis 
Fluency Measurement Technique Interaction 
Imagination Method Tone Interdependence 
Interpretation Number  Life 
Language Operation PE Location 
Message Order Competition Matter 
Patterns Orientation Discipline Motion 
Perspective Patterns Effort Observation 
Pronunciation Permutation Energy Order 
Relevance Perspective Exercise Organism 
Rules Power Fitness Past 
Semantics Prediction Form Patterns 
Structure Prime/Composite Leadership Personal 
Translation Probability Movement Perspective 
 Problem Nutrition Population 
Math Problem Solving Offense/Defense Population 
Algorithm Properties Position Possibility 
Application Proportion Space Power 
Balance Quantification Strategy Principle 
Central tendency Ratio Teamwork Sustainability 
Chance Representations  System 
Choice Rules Science Systems 
Congruence Sampling Adaptation Taxonomy 
Consequence Scale Balance Theory 
Correlation Symmetry Change Time 
Derivative System Change  

Distribution Theory Conclusion Social Studies 
Efficiency Time Conservation Action/reaction 
Elegance Translate Cycle Autonomy 
Equation Trends Cycle Cause/effect 
Equivalence Variable Discovery Change 
Factor  Earth Chronology 
Formula Music Element Citizenship 
Function Composition Energy Civilization 
Generalizations Discipline Energy/matter Community 
Graphic/visual Dissonance Equilibrium Competition 
Importance Harmony Evolution Conflict 
Infinity Interpretation Experiment Consequence 
Label Melody Force Continuity 
Linearity Performance Future Cooperation 
Logic Repetition Habitat Critical 

 

Compiled by Jennifer K. Dimeo (2011) from: Jessica Hockett, 2006 & 2011, & H. Lynn Erickson, 2002. 
 

  



Copyright © 2015 Jennifer K. Dimeo | educationalcompost.com  

For individual educator use only.  Do not copy, print, or distribute without permission from the author. 

11 

 

Culture Humanity Place Tolerance 
Cycles Immigration Populations  
Democracy Interdependence Power Technology 
Demographics Investment Preservation Access 
Direction Leadership Production/Consumption Algorithm 
Equality Location Progress Efficiency 
Evolution Migration Reform/Reformation Hardware/Software 
Expansion Needs & Wants Revolution Input/Output 
Exploration Opportunity Rights & Responsibilities Interface 
Fact/Fiction Order Ritual Storage 
Freedom Patriotism Subjugation System 
Globalization Patterns Supply/Demand Tool 
Government Perspective System Universality 

 

Compiled by Jennifer K. Dimeo (2011) from: Jessica Hockett, 2006 & 2011, & H. Lynn Erickson, 2002. 
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