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Chapter 6 *

Crafting Understandings

It the hypothesls . . | introduced is true—that any subject can be taught
ta any child in some honest form—then it should follow that a curriculum
ought to be built around the great issues, principles, and values that
a society deems worthy of the continual concern of its members.
—lerome Bruner, ¥ Process of Education, 1980, p. 52

Content should be chosen so as to exemplily the representative ideas
ol the disciplines. Representative ideas are concepts that afiord an
understanding of the main features of the discipline. Thev are nol minor
or subordinate ideas; they disclose the essence of the discipline,
They are elements of the subject that stand for the whele af important
aspects of it . . . they are epitomes of the suhject.

—FPhillip Phenix, Reafms of Measning, 1964, pp, 392-323

In Chapter 2, we summarized what we mean by "understand,” stressing that it
invelves the grasp of big ideas, as reflected in thoughtful and effective trans-
fer. That transfer is typically manifested through performances Involving one
or more of the six facets of understanding discussed in Chapter 4. Now we Lake
a claser look at the nature of desired understandings. What specifically do we
aim to have students understand by unit’s end? What exactly are we trying to
get students to realize that is not abwious but important? How should we frame
these desired understandings in Stage 17

Rather than provide an immediate answer, we'll practice what we preach
and ask readers to do some constructivist work around these cuestions. Dur
approach employs a teaching-for-understanding Lechnigue known as “concept
attainment.” Your job s to try to figure out what an understanding is by com-
paring a set of examples and nonexamples presented in Figure 6.1, [n other
words, how are the examples in the first column alike? What distinguishes
them from the nonexamples in the second column?




Cradting Understandings

Figure 6.1
Understandings: Examples and Nonexamples

o AN effective story engages the raadapr * Audiencs and purpose.
L]

by setting up tensicne—throwah
avasticns, nystedes, dilemmas,
urcartaintisg—about what wi

happen next.

* When liquid water disappeara, it turis # Water covers threa-fourfhs of the
in%a water vapor and can reappear as £arths surface,
liquid i the air iz cooled.

* Corrglaticn does not ensure causality, = Things arg abways chanalns.

* Decoding is necessary but nos * Sounding cut, looking at plotures.

sufficient: in reading for meaning

Looking at Figure 6,1, what can we generalize about the examples of under-
standings compared with the nonexamples? A first observation is that all the
examples are framed as complete sentences that offer a particular proposition
of general significance—that is, they all specify something to be understood.
Secondly, the examples focus on big ideas—abstract and transferable, They
are like useful maxims, helpful in navigating a complex field., A third charac-
teristic of the understandings has to do with thelr acquisition, It is unlikely
that learners will immediately and completely understand the meaning of the
stalement simply by hearing or reading it. They will need to inguire, to think
about and work with it, In other words, the understanding will need to be
uncovered, because L is abstract and not immediately chvious.

Now let's consider the nonexamples to further highlight important distine-
lions and sharpen our emerging understanding of understandings. The first
nonexample ("Audience and purpose”™) Is a phrase, not a sentence. [t refers to a
big idea but offers no specilic claims about it. Because it is stated as a phrase,
we do not yel know what particular understanding about audience and pur-
pose the designer secks. The second nonexample MWater covers threedourths
of the earth's surface™) 5 indeed a sentence. but it does not Propose an
abstracl or transferable idea. Rather, It simply stales a straightforward fact. No
inquiry is required for understanding the claim. The third nonexampla (“Things

127



Understanding by Ceslign Znad Editian

are alwavs changing™ is a truism. It fzils to specify what exactly '.-'-'E‘- want he
learner to come to understand about the nature of the change process. Such
global pronouncements offer no new Insight or meaning as stated. The fourth
nonexample ("Sounding out, looking at plctures™) refers to a set of skills but
does not offer any useful, transferable principles or strategies about them. In
other words, it provides nothing specific and conceptual to understand,

With these distinctions between examples and nonexamples in mind, let’s
consider additional examples [rom various subjects and levels, Notice that the
examples meet the characterlstics cited above while avoiding the problems

represented In the nonexamples,

* Mo marketer can successfully satisfy all consumers with the same
product—given differences in background characteristics and consumption
preferences—so they must choose which consumers they can satisfy. (From
i college business course )

* Living things are designed to survive as individuals and as a species, yet
survival of an individual or community often requires the death of another liv-
ing thing. (From a 2nd grade unit on "Basic Needs of Living Things")

* Writing from another person's point of view can help us better under-
staned the world, ourselves, and others. (From a Sth grade unit on “fesights from
fhe Freld, " curriculum molerials developed by the Peace Corps)

* Somelimes a correct mathematical answer is not the best selution to
messy, “realworld” problems. (Fram a high school mathematics cowrse)

* Invizible diversity makes all classrooms heterogeneous. (From an onder-
gradwate education methods course)

* Photographs refllect a point of view, and can mislead as well as reveal. {From
a 48 grade interdisciplinary unit on “History Revealed Through Pholographs ™)

As these examples suggest, an un{]nn'itanding summarlzes a sought-after les-
son based on facts and experiences. Il summarizes a transferable ldea that we
want students Lo grasp evenfally. It draws conclusions from various facts that
make up the content.

Let us summarize by highlighting several distinguishing features of understandings.

l. An understanding is an important inference, drawn from the experi-
ence of experts, stated as a specific and useful generalization.

2. An understanding refers to ransferable, big ideas having enduring
value beyond a specific topic.

Enduring understandings use discrete facts or skills to [ocus on larger con-
cepts, principles, or processes. They derlve from and enable transfer: They are
applicable to new situations within or beyond the subject. For example, we
sludy the enactment of the Magna Carta as a specific historical event hecanse
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