Unit Template Overview

The unit template for the state program assessment is a hybrid model based on two publications: the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages’ (ACTFL) Integrated Performance Assessment as well as Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe’s second edition of Understanding by Design (UbD). 

The Integrated Performance Assessments (IPAs) address the national and state need for measuring student progress toward the attainment of the five goal areas of the standards: Communication, Cultures, Connections, Comparisons, and Communities as well as student competencies addressed in the ACTFL Performance Guidelines for K−12 Learners. Within a single thematic context, students complete an interpretive task first, and then apply that information to an interpersonal task where they must negotiate meaning, and finally summarize their learning in a presentational task. Both students and teachers use rubrics for feedback and scoring purposes respectively (Integrated Performance Assessment, p.8). Such a format assures the necessary connection between assessment on the one hand, and curriculum and instruction on the other. Teachers design lessons and plan experiences that enable students to perform at given levels by making instructional decisions that specifically address the IPA requirements. When the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century, or the national standards, were published in 1999, language educators made a paradigm shift from teaching and assessing the four skills of speaking, listening, reading and writing separately to integrating the three modes of interpersonal, interpretive and presentational communication, with a clear emphasis on the specific context and purpose of communication. The framework of communicative modes is fully described in the national standards on page 37.

The unit template uses the concept of backward design. In Understanding by Design (UbD), Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe explain the concept of backward design in a single question: “How do we make it likely−by our design−that more students really understand what they are asked to learn?” (p. 4) This is a departure from the linear approach described as “teach, test, and hope for the best.” (UbD p. 3). Rather than just a list of content, a curriculum based on backward design describes student performance well enough so that it is clear to the teacher what to teach, which strategies are most likely to work, and what the learner will do to demonstrate success. 

The terms “understandings” and “essential questions” in the unit template are defined in Chapters Four and Five of Understanding by Design. They are designed to help teachers come to consensus about the focus of a given unit. Wiggins and McTighe present six facets of understandings, all of which must pass the test of ”transferability.” As the name suggests “essential questions” are designed to focus on the big ideas of a unit and the authors attribute four distinct connotations to the term. When all is said and done, the following guide curriculum development: what do we want students to remember about any particular unit? Can the essential questions of one unit build the foundation for another? Over time will students gain deeper insight into the essential questions?


The use of this unit template will result in engaging all language teachers in a statewide dialogue giving them the opportunity to work together more effectively. As more teachers use the template, the collaborative network will grow. Sample units are posted on the State Department of Education (SDE) Web site at http://ed.sc.gov/agency/offices/cso/. As teachers across the state implement these units, they will be refined and enriched based on teacher input. Since the sample units are generic, schools and districts must develop language-specific elements for each unit. 

In preparation for the program assessment, a school or district may:

· use the sample units to develop language-specific versions in which teachers define the lexical content, support structures, suggested materials and resources with each language course in the school;

· use the sample units to develop language-specific versions in which teachers define the lexical content, and support structures in English, and specify suggested materials and resources for each language course; or

· develop its own units that include all the elements of the unit template and define the lexical content, support structures in either English or the target language, as well as specify suggested materials and resources for each language course

For more information, please consult:

Academic Standards for Modern and Classical Languages, South Carolina Department of Education, 2006. Go to http://ed.sc.gov/agency/offices/cso/.
ACTFL Integrated Performance Assessment, 2003 American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages. Go to www.actfl.org.

ACTFL Performance Guidelines for K–12 Learners, Yonkers, NY: American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, 1999.
Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century. Lawrence, KS: National Standards in Foreign Language Education Project, 1999. Go to www.actfl.org.
Understanding by Design, Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe, 2005. Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. Go to www.ascd.org.
