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Using Backward Design for Course Planning
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What it is

Backward Design is a framework for
course design. With Backward Design
an instructor starts course planning by
identifying desired learning outcomes
with the articulation of course goals and
learning objectives. Assessment of those
goals and objectives is determined, and
finally, appropriate learning activities and
instruction are developed.

Traditionally, faculty have approached
course design by considering teaching the
content first, striving to fit material into a
set number of lectures and/or in-class ac-
tivities, then developing assignments and
tests, and finally grading students. This
approach focuses on what the teacher
wants to do, so it is instructor-centric.

The term Backward Design comes from
starting course planning by thinking
about what the instructor wants students
to know and be able to do at the end of the
course and working backward from there.
In spite of the name, Backward Design
is forward thinking—promoting inten-
tional planning to create assessments and
course activities that support the desired
learning outcomes. Backward Design is
student-centric in that the process starts
by thinking about what students should
be able to do.

Why does it matter

Backward design focuses on the process
of learning, encouraging the instructor to
think intentionally about how in-class ac-
tivities and assessment will ensure that the
course goals and learning objectives are
met. Faculty may find it challenging to think
about the learning process instead of course
content. They are experts in the latter, but
may not be comfortable with the former.
Backward Design helps instructors deter-
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mine what material is necessary for students
to meet the stated learning objectives. This
makes it easier to decide what content to
include and what is not as important. It is
more efficient as well. When an instructor
is clear about the desired student learning
outcomes, assessing those outcomes, and
determining the class activities and related
course materials needed to obtain those
outcomes will be clearer as well. Another
benefit of using Backward Design is that
students appreciate the inherent transpar-
ency. When an instructor shares course
goals and objectives, their students know
what is expected of them. The alignment
of learning objectives and learning assess-
ments gives students clarity.

How to use it

Instructors planning a course should ask
themselves three questions:

1. What do you want students to be able
to do? (Course Learning Goals and Objectives)

2. How will you measure if students can
do that? (Aligned Assessment)

3. How will you prepare students for as-
sessments? (Design Instruction)
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I. Course Learning Goals
and Objectives

Writing good course learning goals
(expectations of what students should
be able to do by the end of the course)
and effective learning objectives (ex-
plicit statements that describe what the
students will be able to do at the end
of each class or course module) is the
first step in the Backward Design pro-
cess. (See “Writing Course Learning
Goals” and “Writing Effective Learn-
ing Objectives” in the Innovative In-
structor series.)

Il. Aligned Assessment

Next, what evidence is needed to de-
termine that students have met the
course goals? The performance tasks
or assessments chosen should be ap-
propriate to the level of the course.
Bloom’s taxonomy is a useful tool for
aligning the level of the course with
appropriate assessment. (See “Bloom’s
Taxonomy: Action Speaks Louder” in
the Innovative Instructor series.) For
example, for an introductory level
course, course goals are more likely
to focus on remembering and under-
standing. Tests/exams that focus on
asking students to identify, define, la-
bel, list, order (remembering) or cal-
culate, describe, discuss, summarize,
explain (understanding) will be appro-
priate. In a senior level seminar or de-
sign course students might be assigned
papers, comprehensive projects, or
creative tasks where they must argue,
assess, debate, evaluate, defend (evalu-

ation) or compose, construct, design,
hypothesize, show, write (creation).
Learning objectives, related to units
or modules within the course, may be
assessed by quizzes, homework assign-
ments, problem sets, or short papers
depending on the level of the course.
Self-assessments and student reflec-
tions may also be useful.

l1l. Design Instruction
Finally, appropriate instruction can
be designed for the course. Instruc-
tion should be tailored to ensure that
students are prepared for assessments.
Keep in mind that the more engaged
students are, the more likely it is that
they will learn. Active learning strate-
gies help ensure student engagement.

IV. Review and Refine
Backward Design can be an iterative
process. As you develop your assess-
ments you may find you need to refine
your objectives. Similarly, as you design
your instruction you may generate creative
ideas on how to assess students that lead
you to change your original assessment
plan.

Course instruction may take a number
of different formats—lectures, seminars,
labs, discussion sessions, studio and de-
sign classes, research or project-oriented
studies to name a few. Other variables
include class size and room arrange-
ments. For courses with large enroll-
ments scheduled in auditoriums, lectur-
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ing tends to be used more frequently.
But lectures that include active learning
strategies such as the effective use of
clickers, think-pair-share activities, and
peer learning will more likely engage
students. For labs and smaller courses,
consider using strategies such as authen-
tic learning, case studies, team-based
learning, community-based or project-
based learning to engage students

Final thoughts

Adopting a new strategy for course
design may seem daunting, but Back-
ward Design offers a more efficient,
transparent, and effective approach
for instructors and their students. By
focusing on learning outcomes rather
than course content, instructors using
Backward Design may improve both
student learning and their teaching.
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