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Backwards 
Mapping  
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With Charlotte Knox 

Advanced planning 
avoids pitfalls and 
surprises 
and makes your 
teaching 
more effective. 

Begin with the end in mind…and use our tools! 
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Backwards Mapping for Success 
Facilitator Notes 

“Planning is bringing the future into the present so that you can do something about it now.” 

- Alan Lakein 

SETUP: 
Materials: 

1. Standards documents for ELA, NGSS, social studies (or whatever you’re planning for)
2. All existing and in-use text books and supplementals
3. Online resources as available
4. Writing rubrics and performance tasks for the school year
5. Any other assessments you’ll be using
6. Large format poster for planning either hard copy laminated, or soft copy and shared

and projected
7. Resources for possible units that are ready to go
8. Energy boosters: coffee, snacks, etc.  This is a challenging process!

STEP 1: Introduction and Purpose: Start with Why  
Introduction to backwards mapping: What is the intent of the Common 
Core Standards?  

• Standards = What students will know and be able to do by the
end of their grade level year.

• The HOW of how they will be taught is not specified in the
common core standards.  The goal of the backwards mapping
process is to assure the standards will be addressed in a balanced
and comprehensive way, while also making important choices
about how they will be taught with the existing curricular
resources available.

• The overall goal of the CCSS is to teach for TRANSFER.  That is that students will become
increasingly independent with the skills and concepts you are teaching across the school
year.  It is less and less about memorizing content, and more and more about being able
to use critical thinking skills to achieve academic and real-life goals independently.

Article for discussion: 

http://www.edutopia.org/blog/common-core-standards-not-curriculum-jay-mctighe-grant-wiggins 

Possible process: pre/post answers to the following questions: 

1. What are standards?
2. What is curriculum? What is the goal of curricular planning?

Read the article—highlight/note-take whatever causes you to refine or change 
your thinking about the focus questions 

3. Review “pre“ questions and discuss any responses or new understandings.

http://3streamflow.com/start/
http://www.edutopia.org/blog/common-core-standards-not-curriculum-jay-mctighe-grant-wiggins
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STEP 2: Setting Targets for 2015-16 

Begin with the end in mind: what are our academic targets
for the 2015-16 school year?  

Use target setting chart: have teachers use the standards and group 
discussion to list academic targets for the coming school year.  Use 
the standards and your facilitation to make the targets as specific 
and measurable as possible.  Include district and site based targets 
along with your grade level team’s goals.  Focus on what the 
students will be able to DO independently as a result of the 
teaching, not just participating in an activity.  Include % targets for 
numbers of students you’re aiming to achieve these shared 
expectations when possible. 

STEP 3: Available Resources 
What resources do we have access to for day to day curriculum that we have found to be 
effective? Text books, internet resources, supplementals, etc.: List what’s available; make sure to 
focus on whether it’s standards-aligned to common core and rigorous enough to meet the 
demands of higher reading levels and CASPP testing challenges.  Try to avoid worksheet kinds of 
things which are low-level.  Increase focus on reading across multiple texts, writing longer pieces, 
including higher DOK activities, etc.  For example: you could make a T chart which lists materials 
on one side and “How we know they are Common Core aligned” on the other. 

STEP 4: Calendar the “Givens” 
Looking at the calendar for the year, determine what the "givens" are for the coming school year: 
testing, school-wide events, etc. Pencil in with the teachers anything you know about that will 
impact day to day teaching before you begin mapping.  Consider reducing the number of 
interruptions in school days by choosing which school-wide or grade level activities are most 
valuable.  Examples of these may include theme weeks, assemblies, fund-raisers, holiday 
activities, etc.  If there are certain fieldtrips you know you’ll get to do, put them in the calendar 
first to maximize integrating those opportunities with ongoing curriculum. Anticipate weeks with 
less teaching time such as parent conference weeks, testing weeks, report card periods etc. 

STEP 5: Brainstorm Unit Ideas to go with Grade Level Standards 
Grade level topics/concepts for units in the coming school year: 
Brainstorm a draft of the possibilities.  Start by looking at NGSS 
standards and listing earth, life, physical, and tech/engineering ideas, 
social studies topics for the grade level, and literature standards for 
the grade level.  Consider the resources available, as well.  List unit 
ideas and make sure there is a balance in-line with the standards for 
the grade level.  You can use the attached chart to make sure there is 
balance.  Take time to consider using new sources such as Common 
Core units from Engage NY or others, the EEI curriculum from 
http://www.californiaeei.org/curriculum/, teacher-created units, web-
based resources, etc. 

http://www.californiaeei.org/curriculum/
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STEP 6: Choose the units for the coming school year 
Choose units for the year by narrowing down the brainstormed list into a manageable number of 
units (consider playing the theme for Frozen…..”Let it go”).  Most units last 3-6 weeks so that 
means given interruptions in the 36 weeks for testing, etc. there is enough time to do about 6-8 
units per year, max.  In grades 3-6 the ELA CCSS needs to be covered as much as possible before 
CASPP testing which generally is scheduled around week 30 onwards.  If possible, have each 
grade level team compare their units with the others to prevent redundancy.  For example, 
students may learn about Martin Luther King, Jr. for 3 or more years in a row.  There’s also often 
an overemphasis on life science in elementary schools, make sure to note the learning 
progressions in the standards as you do this, not just the teacher’s favorite topics to teach.  
However, you also want to celebrate that enthusiasm for a topic!  You can help teachers address 
the concepts in the standards with a favorite topic sometimes as well. 

STEP 7: Block out Calendar for the Units 
Backwards mapping: grade level teams begin to pencil in the placement of the units on the 
standards poster for the year.  Consider: What does it make sense to start/end with in terms of 
the developmental nature of the school year? Where does it make sense to do certain units in 
terms of testing, school-wide events, season of the year, etc.  It’s helpful to do this either with a 
laminated version of the poster or with post-its that can move easily.  You can also project on a 
smart board or use a google doc so that everyone can see the choices as you try moving things 
around.  When possible, consider leaving a week for review/reteach/finishing up before an 
assessment. 

STEP 8: Share across the grades for Vertical Alignment 
Sharing K-6: If possible have each grade level team share out their plan with the whole school so 
that teachers know what each team is planning.  This will build a spirit of collaboration as well as 
encourage vertical alignment.  Consider making a school-wide K-6 matrix with the units for each 
grade level at-a-glance available to all staff. 

STEP 9: Micro-planning: Trimester 1 
Planning for Trimester 1: What shall we start with in the first 12 weeks of the school year?  Begin 
with week one and plan out what will happen each week.  Now is time to integrate specific 
language and speaking and listening standards into the map.  Pacing these after choosing the 
units will encourage integration of skills into context.  Make sure to include “getting to know 
you” inclusion kinds of topics and activities into the first unit.  Also use that unit to teach 
classroom procedures you want to use all year such as cooperative talk strategies/discussion 
protocols, graphic organizers, note taking procedures, organizational routines etc. 

Shared Preparation: if possible, allow time in the Trimester 1 planning session to
prepare materials and resources ahead of time.  It’s really helpful for teachers to make things for 
their whole team and encourages year-long collaboration habits. 
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Academic Targets for the 2015-16 School Year 

Begin with the End in Mind 
By the June of 2016 students in the ______ grade at ________ school will be able to: 

Standards = What students 
will know and be able to do 

Evidence: How will we observe they know or can do this? 

Reading: 

• Key ideas: what text says
• Craft and structure: how the text

says it
• Integration of knowledge:
• What’s the meaning across

multiple texts—research 
• Text and range of level:

challenge of texts

Writing: 

• Opinion/Argument, Informative,
Narrative

• Writing Process
• Written Language Conventions

Foundational Skills (K-5) 

• Print Concepts (K-1)
• Phonological Awareness (K-1)
• Phonics and Word Recognition 

(K-5) 
• Fluency ( K-5)

Science NGSS: 
• Practices 
• Crosscutting Concepts
• Core Ideas: earth, life, physical,

engineering

Social Studies 

Technology 
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Brainstorming Chart: Possible Unit Topics for 2015-16 School Year

Standards Unit ideas and resources Writing Type to integrate 

Literature: 

Look at text 
exemplars and CCSS 
for the grade level 
to get ideas for the 
kinds of literature 
expected for the 
grade level 

Science NGSS: 

• Practices
• Crosscutting

Concepts
• Core Ideas:

earth, life,
physical,
engineering

Social Studies 

Look at California 
Standards. Consider 
doing an EEI unit 
that incorporates 
environmental 
education 
http://www.californ
iaeei.org/ 
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Depth of Knowledge (DOK) and the Common Core 
What is DOK and why is it important to understand and use this concept in 

order to prepare students for the new CAASPP assessments? 
 
What is Depth of Knowledge (DOK)? 

• DOK was developed by Norman L. Webb. Webb is a senior research 
scientist with the Wisconsin Center for Education Research and the 
National Institute for Science Education. 

• DOK is based on, but not identical to the work of Bloom (1956). 
• DOK measures the degree to which students have to think during an 

academic task. 
• DOK is the suggested tool for designing assessments of learning for the 

Common Core. 

 
Same Verb – Three DOK Levels: 

Depth of Knowledge is not just determined by the verb in the question, but 
refers to the complexity of thinking required for the task. For example: 

• DOK 1 – Describe three characteristics of _______. 
Requires simple recall. 
 

• DOK 2 – Describe the difference between _______. 
Requires cognitive processing to determine the differences 
 

• DOK 3 – Describe a model that you might use to represent the 
relationships that exist within_______. 
Requires deep understanding of the topic and a determination of how 
best to represent it 

 
 

DOK Levels and Testing the Common Core: 
Depth of Knowledge is the suggested tool for designing assessments of learning for the Common Core. 
The Scoring Guides (2013) for the SBAC tests indicate the DOK level along with the standard being tested 
for each question. (example at http://sbacportal.aircast.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/G3_Practice 
Test_Scoring Guide_ELA.pdf. ) 
 
 Mathematics Mathematics ELA/Literacy ELA/Literacy 
 DOK 3 DOK 4 DOK 3 DOK 4 
Old CST 
Assessments <2% 0% 20% 2% 

New 
SBAC/CAASPP 
Assessments 

49% 21% 43% 25% 

  

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
http://sbacportal.aircast.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/G3_Practice%20Test_Scoring%20Guide_ELA.pdf
http://sbacportal.aircast.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/G3_Practice%20Test_Scoring%20Guide_ELA.pdf
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The DOK Wheel 
 

 
 
 
 

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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Question Stems for the 4 Levels of DOK 
(These 8x11 DOK Questions Stems posters are available on our website at 

www.knoxeducation.com assessments and the Common Core) 
 

  

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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Backwards Mapping for CAASPP 
 

 

 

Skills to Consider: 

1. Overall Reading Stamina: Can students read and process text on their own for 30 plus minutes? 
 

2. Overall Text Handling: Have your students internalized the ability to independently “warm up” 
or prepare to read a new text?  Do they know how to identify the main ideas in texts?  Can they 
highlight evidence to match the information they are looking for in a text? 
 

3. Selected Response Items:  (Multiple Choice) Do your students know how to consider each 
answer choice and ask themselves why one or more might be right, while others are wrong?  
Can they justify their choices?  Do they know how to read the questions carefully and find the 
key academic terms that tell them what they are supposed to do while they are answering 
those questions? 
 

4. Constructed Responses: (Written Response) Have they learned to deconstruct the question to 
know what they are supposed to include in their written answer?  Do they know how to rewrite 
the question into the topic sentence for their written response?  Do they know how to find the 
right evidence from the text to include in their written answer? 
 

5. Performance Tasks: Have they learned how to synthesize understanding from two or more 
texts on the same topic?  Can they turn that understanding into a writing task with an audience 
that may by different than the audience in the articles or videos they watched about the topic? 

 

  

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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Before the CAASPP if possible: 

1. Selected Response Items: Use the student practice and training tests with  your class:  
http://sbac.portal.airast.org/ca/practice-test-ca/ 
 
Have all students do the test with your guidance and discussion together at the same time.  
Display the test on the screen so that as a whole class you can discuss why an answer or 
selection is “right” or why others may be wrong.  Have students work in pairs to discuss their 
choices and why they made them, then have pairs share their justifications so that the whole 
class can hear the thinking behind the choosing.  Focus on Thinking Aloud with the students so 
that all students can acquire good test taking strategies and be dissuaded from just “guessing 
and moving on.”  Talk about process of elimination, and “distractors” or trick answers that test 
takers put on tests to challenge students.   
 

2. Format: Teach the students how to do all of the different formats on the practice test.  Make 
sure to call these out, especially for the two part questions. 
 

3. Academic Language: Review the question stems and academic language terms from the test 
with your students.  Provide them with a copy (see activities listed on page 18 in the 
handbook). 
 

4. Constructed Response Items: Use the side-by-side template to teach students how to answer 
in a paragraph that responds directly to the question and uses evidence from text.  Teach this 
initially with easy text, but use the question stems from the samples included in this handbook.  
You can paste text from readworks.org passages into the template and can get a “two for one” 
out of the practice by using articles on topics you want to teach anyhow.  Have students 
analyze their responses with the simple hamburger rubric, or write responses yourself that 
would give a 0, 1, or 2 score and have the students compare theirs to yours.  Have students 
practice with the released items available from the practice tests as well. 
 

5. Performance Tasks:  Teach students how to handle these tasks by using the sample items 
available for practice.  Plan for two class sessions for this.  You may also use the performance 
tasks (prompts) we’ve developed for each of the writing types which are available on the 
website here: http://www.knoxeducation.com/common-core-writing 

 

  

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
http://sbac.portal.airast.org/ca/practice-test-ca/
http://www.knoxeducation.com/common-core-writing
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Our Plan: 

Week of Activity/Times 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

  

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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Practice with Constructing Response Questions 
How to Build a Side-by-Side Practice for Written Response 

 
The new online Common Core assessments ask students to read and comprehend text in a side by side 
format with the questions to the right of the text.  The template below can be used to create 
opportunities to write about reading with any text of topic you are using in class.  Simply locate a piece of 
text on a topic you want the students to read about.  Online student magazines such as Scholastic News, 
readworks.org, and newsela.com are all good sources.   
 
Type or paste the text into the left-hand box.  It’s formatted as a table and should grow to accommodate 
the volume of text you select.  Then refer to the sample questions (constructed response samples) in this 
handbook to choose a question to respond to.  Next guide the students through the steps below to help 
them understand how to tackle these challenging tasks.  Follow the “gradual release of responsibility” 
approach as you teach: model and think aloud; then do the work together with input from the class; and 
finally have students work in pairs or on their own.   
 
 
 

Writing About Texts: Practice with Constructing Response Questions 

Directions: Read the passage on the left.  Don't forget to warm it up!  Read the question carefully.  Highlight the key 
words in the question that are telling you what you need to write about.  Use the highlighter to locate evidence from 
the text to use in your answer.  Use words from the question in your first sentence.  Write your answer in several 
sentences and include evidence from the text.  Reread to make sure you answered the whole question. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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Modeling Great Answers 
Modeling how to write a "great answer" to a constructed response question: 

 

Using the sample of the article on clean energy (see back pages of this mini-lesson), here are 
the steps you can follow to model “Great Answers.” 

 

1. Show students how to "warm up" the text:  In this example one would read the title and 
think about what kinds of energy they use, and what might make it "clean" or "friendly" 
as a way to begin predicting what information they will learn in the text. 

 

 

“Clean Energy 

Power from the Sun and Wind 

Learn about Earth-friendly energy.” 

What “energy” do I use? 

What makes it clean? What makes it friendly? 

What will this be about? 
 

 

2. Show students how to read the question carefully and highlight the key words in the 
question that are telling them what to do.  Use one color for the question and another 
for the evidence. 

 

Author 

Explain 

Defines 

Use details 

Support your answer 
  

Question 

Explain how the author defines “clean energy”. 
Use details from the text to support your answer. 
 
 

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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3. Read the passage and use a highlighter to choose which evidence you are going to use 
to answer the question in writing.  Keep reminding the students that they are looking 
for evidence about what the question asked, it this case: "How does the author define 
clean energy." 

Now more people are using clean energy. Such energy does not pollute the air. Two 
kinds of clean energy are wind power and solar power.  

 

4. Use some of the key words in the question to write the topic sentence for your 
answer.  Show them how to do this. 

 
Explain how the author defines “clean energy”. Use details from 
the text to support your answer.  

  

Topic Sentence:  

Clean energy is a term defined by the author in this 
passage as any form of energy that doesn’t pollute 
the air.  

 

 
5. Have students write their responses and then use a highlighter to locate information in 

their answer that is also highlighted in the passage. 

 

 

Text Answer 
Now more people are using clean 
energy. Such energy does not 
pollute the air. Two kinds of 
clean energy are wind power and 
solar power.  

 

Clean energy is a term defined 
by the author in this passage as 
any form of energy that doesn’t 
pollute the air.  The two kinds 
described in the passage are 
solar and wind power.  
 

 

  

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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6. Have students compare their answers to the three levels you've written as models, or 
have them rate their own answers and compare to their classmates. 

 

 

  

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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Clean Energy Sample Constructed Response Template 
(A blank version of the template is available on our website at www.knoxeducation.com) 

 

 

 

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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Student Practice Help – the Cue Card 
Cue cards can be used to teach 
students initially the steps in a 
complex thinking task.  As always, 
using the “gradual release of 
responsibility” approach for 
introducing this process will bring 
the best results for all learners.   

At first the teacher will model each 
step and think aloud during the 
steps so that students can see what 
is meant by each.  Next, the teacher 
uses shared writing and input from 
the class to walk the students 
through each step, and write a 
quality response.  Finally students 
can use the bookmark and try it on 
their own, or with a partner.  Once 
students are working on their own, 
it’s helpful to find a way for them to 
compare each other’s responses to 
the same question to help them see 
that there are many ways to 
respond to these kinds of questions.  
Students will benefit from getting 
ideas from each other.  

These cue cards are available on a 
document with 3 to a page for 
printing for students to use as a 
bookmark for individual practice.  
 

 

  

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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Using Teacher Academic Language Sheets (with Standards) 

Here is a reference guide we’ve created for you to be able to see the common core standards 
side-by-side with sample questions stems from the SBAC practice tests as well as an indication 
of the DOK level for that question/task.  You can use this tool to create questions for everyday 
assignments, monitor teaching and assessing standards, and help your students connect 
academic language to the standards as you go through the year. 

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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Using Student Academic Language Sheets 

These are academic language terms highlighted in the context of sample questions.  You can print these 
out for your students and ask them to annotate them with their own understandings of what the terms 
and questions mean.  One suggestion from a group of teachers was to have the students re-write these 
into “kidspeak,” so they will make sense to them.  Students could also use these to create their own 
questions for assignments or reading tasks. 

http://www.knoxeducation.com/
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