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Backward Design for
Kindergarten:
Planning for Success
from the End in Mind
Kindergarten marks a  pivotal  transition in  a
child's  life,  the  beginning  of  their  formal
education  journey.  Effective  teaching  at  this
level requires careful planning, and backward
design  offers  a  powerful  framework  for
achieving measurable learning outcomes. This
approach,  also  known as  *Understanding  by
Design*,  starts  by  identifying  the  desired
results—what you want students to know and
be  able  to  do—before  planning  lessons  and
assessments.  This  article  explores  how  to
implement backward design in a kindergarten
setting, focusing on its benefits and providing
practical  strategies  for  its  successful
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application.

Understanding  Backward
Design in Kindergarten
Backward  design  flips  the  traditional  lesson
planning  process  on  its  head.  Instead  of
starting with activities and then deciding what
to assess, it begins with the desired learning
outcomes. This ensures that all teaching and
learning  activities  directly  support  the
achievement of specific, measurable goals. The
three stages of backward design are:

1. Identify Desired Results:  What essential
understandings  and  skills  should  students
acquire by the end of the unit or year? This
involves  defining  clear  learning  objectives
aligned  with  kindergarten  curriculum
standards.  For  example,  a  kindergarten
teacher might aim for students to understand
b a s i c  s h a p e s  ( geometr i c  shapes
kindergarten),  develop  early  literacy  skills
(phonemic  awareness  act iv i t ies
kindergarten),  and  build  social-emotional
intelligence.

2. Determine Acceptable Evidence: How will
you assess whether students have achieved the
desired results? This stage involves designing
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assessments that accurately measure student
understanding  and  skills.  These  assessments
could  include  observations,  portfolios  of
student work, projects, performance tasks, and
informal  assessments  integrated  into  daily
activities.  Consider  using  varied  assessment
methods for  a  more holistic  view of  student
progress.  Think  about  incorporating  playful
assessments,  like  creating  shape  collages  to
gauge  their  understanding  of  geometric
shapes  kindergarten.

3 .  Plan  Learning  Experiences  and
Instruction: What learning activities will best
help students achieve the desired results? This
stage  focuses  on  designing  engaging  and
relevant lessons and activities aligned with the
assessments.  This  might  involve  hands-on
activities, games, storytelling, songs, and other
age-appropriate methods tailored to different
learning styles. For instance, interactive games
can  make  learning  phonemic  awareness
activities  kindergarten  fun  and  engaging.

Benefits  of  Backward
Design  in  Kindergarten
Employing  backward  design  in  kindergarten
offers several crucial advantages:
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Focused  Instruction:  By  clearly
defining  learning  objectives,  teachers
can ensure that all instructional time is
spent  on  activities  directly  related  to
those  objectives,  maximizing  learning
efficiency.

Meaningful Assessments: Assessments
become  directly  aligned  with  learning
goals,  providing  a  clear  picture  of
student  progress  and  informing  future
instruction.  This  el iminates  the
frustration of assessing unrelated skills.

Increased  Student  Engagement:
Backward  design  emphasizes  student-
centered learning experiences, leading to
higher  levels  of  engagement  and
motivation.  When  students  understand
the purpose of  their  learning,  they are
more likely to participate actively.

Data-Driven  Instruction:  The
assessment  process  provides  valuable
data that informs instructional decisions,
enabling teachers to adapt their teaching
to  meet  the  specific  needs  of  their
students.  This  allows  for  continuous
improvement  and  personalization  of
learning.
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Improved  Collaboration:  The  clearly
defined  learning  objectives  and
assessment  c r i ter ia  fac i l i t a te
collaboration between teachers, parents,
and  other  stakeholders.  This  shared
understanding  supports  consistent
expectations  and  ensures  a  cohesive
learning  environment.

Implementing  Backward
Design  in  Kindergarten:
Practical  Strategies
Here's  a  step-by-step  guide  on  how  to
implement  backward  design  in  your
kindergarten  classroom:

1.  Start  with  the  Standards:  Begin  by
rev iewing  your  s tate 's  or  d is tr ic t ' s
kindergarten  curriculum  standards.  These
standards provide a framework for identifying
the  essential  knowledge  and  skills  students
should acquire.

2.  Define  Clear  Learning  Objectives:
Translate  the  broad  standards  into  specific,
measurable,  attainable,  relevant,  and  time-
bound (SMART) learning objectives. Use action
verbs to describe what students should be able
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to do.

3. Design Assessments: Develop assessments
that directly measure the learning objectives.
These assessments should be varied and age-
appropriate.

4. Plan Engaging Activities: Develop a range
of engaging and interactive learning activities
that  directly  support  the  learning  objectives
and  prepare  students  for  the  assessments.
Incorporate  hands-on  activities,  play-based
learning,  and  technology  where  appropriate.

5.  Reflect  and  Adjust:  Regularly  review
student progress and adjust your instruction as
needed. Use the data from your assessments to
inform your future teaching. Backward design
is an iterative process.

Addressing  Common
Challenges
While  backward  design  offers  numerous
benefits,  implementing  it  effectively  requires
careful  planning  and  consideration.  Some
common  challenges  include:

Time  Constraints:  Developing  high-
quality  assessments  and  engaging
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learning  act iv i t ies  can  be  t ime-
consuming. Prioritize and delegate tasks
where possible.

Resource  Limitations:  Accessing
sufficient  resources  such  as  materials,
t e c h n o l o g y ,  a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l
development  can be  a  barrier.  Explore
free  resources  and  collaborate  with
colleagues.

Assessment Design: Creating effective
assessments for young children requires
careful  consideration.  Focus  on
observable behaviors and use a variety of
assessment methods.

Conclusion
Backward  design  provides  a  powerful
framework for planning effective instruction in
kindergarten. By starting with the end in mind
and working backward, teachers can create a
more focused, engaging, and effective learning
exper ience  for  the i r  s tudents .  The
benefits—improved  student  outcomes,  data-
d r i ven  ins t ruc t i on ,  and  inc reased
collaboration—make it a valuable tool for any
kindergarten  teacher  seeking  to  maximize
student  learning  and  create  a  positive  and
successful  learning  environment.  Remember,
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consistent reflection and adjustment are key to
mastering this approach.

Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQ)
Q1: How is backward design different from
traditional lesson planning?

A1:  Traditional  lesson  planning  often  starts
with activities and then decides what to assess.
Backward  design  reverses  this  process.  It
begins  by  identifying  desired  learning
outcomes,  then  designs  assessments  to
measure  those  outcomes,  and  finally  plans
engaging  learning  activities  that  prepare
students  for  the  assessments.  This  ensures
alignment  between  learning  objectives,
assessments,  and  instruction.

Q2: Can backward design be used for all
subjects in kindergarten?

A2:  Yes,  backward  design  is  a  flexible
framework applicable across all subject areas
in  kindergarten,  including  literacy,  math,
science,  social  studies,  and art.  The specific
learning objectives and assessments will vary
depending  on  the  subject,  but  the  core
principles  remain  the  same.
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Q3: What are some examples of acceptable
evidence in kindergarten?

A3: Acceptable evidence in kindergarten can
include  observations  of  student  behavior
during play  or  activities,  samples  of  student
artwork  or  writing,  performance-based
assessments  (e.g.,  demonstrating  counting
skills  or  reciting  the  alphabet),  portfolios  of
student  work,  and  informal  assessments
integrated  into  daily  routines.

Q4: How can I adapt backward design for
diverse learners in my classroom?

A4: Backward design allows for differentiation
by enabling you to tailor learning experiences
and assessments to meet the individual needs
of  your  students.  You  can  offer  varied
instructional  materials,  adjust  the complexity
of  tasks,  provide extra support  to struggling
learners, and challenge advanced learners with
extension  activities.  Consider  using  multiple
assessment methods to gain a comprehensive
understanding of each student’s progress.

Q5: How much time should I dedicate to
planning using backward design?

A5: The time commitment for backward design
planning varies depending on the complexity of
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the unit or lesson. It generally requires more
upfront planning than traditional methods, but
the long-term benefits  of  focused instruction
and  efficient  assessment  often  outweigh  the
initial time investment.

Q6:  What  if  my assessments  don't  show
students meeting the learning objectives?

A6: If  your assessments reveal  that students
aren't meeting the objectives, this is valuable
feedback.  It  indicates  a  need  to  re-evaluate
your  instructional  strategies.  Review  your
learning  activities,  consider  alternative
approaches, and provide additional support or
intervention  as  needed.  Remember  that
backward design is an iterative process; you
should continuously refine your teaching based
on student performance.

Q7: Are there any resources available to
help  me  implement  backward  design  in
kindergarten?

A7:  Yes,  numerous  resources  are  available
online  and  in  professional  development
materials.  Search  for  "Understanding  by
Design" or "backward design kindergarten" to
f ind  art icles,  books,  and  workshops.
Collaborating with other teachers and seeking
mentorship can also provide valuable support.
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Q8:  How  can  I  involve  parents  in  the
backward design process?

A8:  Parents  can be valuable partners  in  the
backward design process.  Communicate your
learning  objectives  and  assessment  criteria
clearly to parents. Share examples of student
work  and  expla in  how  you  are  us ing
assessments  to  inform  your  instruction.
Encourage  parents  to  support  their  child's
learning at home by reinforcing the skills and
concepts taught in class.

Backward  Design  for
Kindergarten:  Building  a
Foundation  from  the
Summit
Kindergarten. A wonderful time of exploration
and development. But behind the gleeful chaos
of finger paints and playtime lies a carefully
constructed  curriculum.  For  educators,
ensuring  this  curriculum  is  effective  and
achieves  its  goals  requires  a  sophisticated
technique: backward design. Unlike traditional
curriculum planning that begins with activities
and  then  determines  the  goals,  backward
design starts with the desired outcomes and



Backward Design For Kindergarten

Backward Design For Kindergarten

12

works  backward  to  develop  the  required
learning  lessons.  This  groundbreaking
approach ensures that everything undertaken
directly  adds  to  the  ult imate  aims  of
kindergarten  education.

This  article  will  examine  the  application  of
backward  design  in  a  kindergarten  setting,
offering practical examples and insights into its
implementation. We will unravel the three key
stages: identifying desired results, determining
acceptable  evidence,  and  planning  learning
experiences.

Stage  1:  Identifying  Desired  Results  –
Defining Success

The first stage is arguably the most crucial. It
involves  thoroughly  defining  the  knowledge,
competencies,  and  disposit ions  that
kindergartners should possess by the end of
the year. Instead of merely listing topics, this
stage requires a deeper consideration of the
core skills needed for future academic success.
For  instance,  instead  of  simply  stating
"Students will learn the alphabet," a backward
design  approach  might  define  success  as:
"Students will be able to recognize and write
the  uppercase  and  lowercase  letters  of  the
alphabet,  showing  phonemic  awareness  by



Backward Design For Kindergarten

Backward Design For Kindergarten

13

relating  sounds  to  letters."

This level of specificity is crucial  for several
reasons. Firstly, it provides clear, quantifiable
goals  that  guide  all  subsequent  planning.
Secondly, it ensures consistency between the
curriculum  and  the  ult imate  aims  of
kindergarten  education  –  to  foster  a  solid
foundation for future learning. Finally, it helps
educators  focus  their  efforts  on  the  most
important aspects of development.

Stage 2: Determining Acceptable Evidence
– Assessing Learning

Once desired results are clearly defined, the
next step is to determine how we will measure
whether those results have been achieved. This
involves  designing  assessments  that  directly
reflect with the learning objectives. Traditional
tests  might  not  be suitable  for  assessing all
aspects  of  kindergarten  learning.  Instead,  a
varied  array  of  assessments,  including
observations,  work-sample  assessments,  and
practical tasks, are essential.

For  example,  to  assess  the  previously
mentioned alphabet objective, educators could
watch students during free play to see if they
spontaneously  use  letter  recognition  in  their
games.  They  could  also  collect  samples  of
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students' writing to gauge their ability to form
letters and examine their ability to write simple
words. Finally, engaging activities, like letter
sound matching games, could offer additional
evidence  of  learning.  This  multifaceted
approach provides a more complete picture of
student  progress  than  a  single,  high-stakes
test.

Stage  3:  Planning  Learning  Experiences
and Instruction – Crafting the Journey

The  final  stage  involves  designing  learning
experiences  that  directly  support  the
attainment of the desired results and allow for
the collection of acceptable evidence. This is
where educators choose teaching approaches,
materials, and activities that engage students
and promote deep understanding.

The  key  is  to  generate  activities  that  are
relevant  and  interesting  for  kindergartners.
This  might  involve  incorporating  hands-on
activities,  activity-based  learning,  and
collaborative  projects  that  tap  into  their
natural curiosity and creativity. For example,
to  teach  about  shapes,  students  could  build
structures with blocks, create shape collages
from  used  materials,  or  play  shape-sorting
games.
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Practical  Benefits  and  Implementation
Strategies

Backward  design  in  kindergarten  offers
numerous benefits. It leads to a more focused
and  efficient  curriculum,  ensuring  that
teaching  time  is  spent  on  what  truly  is
important.  It  also  fosters  a  more  learner-
centered approach, where learning is driven by
the needs and interests of the child. Finally, it
encourages  a  culture  of  assessment  that  is
used  to  inform  instruction  and  improve
learning.

Implementation  requires  a  group  endeavor
from  all  stakeholders,  including  teachers,
administrators,  and  parents.  Regular  review
and adjustments  are  essential  to  ensure  the
plan  remains  pertinent  and  productive.
Professional  development  opportunities
focusing  on  backward  design  principles  can
further empower educators to effectively use
this influential planning tool.

Conclusion

Backward design provides a solid framework
for  developing  a  high-quality  kindergarten
curriculum that  is  effective  and relevant  for
young  learners.  By  beginning  with  clearly
defined desired results, educators can ensure
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that every component of their teaching directly
adds  to  student  success.  This  child-centered
approach not only improves learning outcomes
but  also  fosters  a  love  of  learning  that  will
endure a lifetime.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: Isn't backward design too complex for
kindergarten?

A1:  While  it  requires  careful  planning,
backward  design  is  not  inherently  intricate.
The process can be simplified and adapted to
the  kindergarten  context  using  clear,  age-
appropriate learning objectives and a variety of
engaging assessment methods.

Q2:  How  can  I  integrate  play-based
learning  into  backward  design?

A2: Play-based learning is perfectly compatible
with  backward  design.  Identify  desired
learning outcomes related to social-emotional
development, cognitive skills, or literacy, and
then design play-based activities that directly
address  these  outcomes.  Observe  students'
play  to  assess  their  learning  and  adjust
activities  as  needed.

Q3: How much time does backward design
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require?

A3:  The  initial  planning  stage  requires  a
significant dedication of time, but the benefits
outweigh the initial effort. Once the design is
complete,  the  process  becomes  more
streamlined,  enabling  more  efficient  and
focused  teaching  throughout  the  year.

Q4: What if my assessments don't show the
desired results?

A4: This is  valuable information! It  indicates
that adjustments to the teaching methods or
learning  experiences  are  needed.  Use  the
assessment  data  to  inform  revisions  and
improve instruction. This iterative process is a
key part of effective backward design.
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