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Introduction
When we teach, we engage in two closely related, but distinct, activities. First, we design the
course by gathering information and making a number of decisions about the way the course will
be taught. Second, we engage in teacher-student interactions as we implement the course we have
designed.
In order to teach well, one must be competent in both course design and teacher-student
interactions. However, of these two activities, our ability to design courses well is usually the most
limiting factor. Most of us have had little or no training in how to design courses.
In addition, during the last two decades, research on college teaching and learning have led to
some new ideas about course design that have, in essence, “raised the bar” in terms of what is
possible. These include ideas such as active learning, significant learning, and educative
assessment.
Backward Design
The term Backward Design was coined by Grant Wiggins in 1998. Backward design is a method of
designing educational curriculum by setting goals before choosing instructional methods and forms
of assessment. Backward design of a curriculum typically involves three stages:
1. learning goals: identify the results desired
2. feedback/assessment: determine acceptable levels of evidence that support that the
desired results have occurred
3. teaching/learning activities: design activities that will make desired results happen
Integrated Course Design
Dee Fink proposes the model of Integrated Course Design, in which the components are the same
as those found in other models of instructional design: analyze the situational factors, formulate
the learning goals, design the feedback and assessment procedures, and select the
teaching/learning activities. What is distinctive about this model is that these components have
been put together in a way that reveals and emphasizes their inter-relatedness.
Integrated Course Design
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Situational Factors
The first component in Integrated Course Design is to gather information about the Situational
Factors (e.g., how many students are in the course, what kind of prior knowledge are the students
bringing to the course about this subject, etc.) This information is then used to make the three
major decisions about the course: learning goals, feedback/assessment and teaching/learning
activities.
Learning Goals
After you have gathered the information about the situational factors, your first decision is about
the learning goals, i.e., what you want students to get out of the course. What is important for
them to learn and retain, 2-3 years after the course is over? What kind of thinking or application
abilities do you want them to develop? How do you want them to keep on learning after the course
is over?
Feedback and Assessment
Using the principle of “Backward Design,” we will next turn to decisions about feedback and
assessment. The basic question here is: What will students do to demonstrate they have achieved
the learning goals we set for the course? This will usually involve some multiple-choice-question
tests but we will probably need to include other activities as well. The advantage of working on the
feedback and assessment at this early stage of course development is that when we become clear
about what constitutes successful student performance, it is much easier to develop effective
teaching/learning activities.
Teaching/Learning Activities
Then we need to formulate the appropriate and necessary teaching/learning activities. If we have
significant learning goals and effective assessment procedures, we will most likely need to
incorporate some kind of active learning into the course.
Integration
And finally, we need to check our course design for integration to make sure all the components
are in alignment and support each other. Are the learning activities consistent with all the learning
goals? Are the feedback and assessment activities consistent with the learning goals and the
learning activities?
Backward Design Tool: The 3-Column Table
The 3-column table is a primary tool that operationalizes the Backward Design principles, and is a
good tool for checking on integration. First, fill in a list of your learning goals for the course.
Second, for each major learning goal, identify how you would know whether students have
achieved that kind of learning, i.e., what kind of feedback and assessment can you use? Third,
again, for each major learning goal, identify what students will have to do to achieve that kind of
learning. You will often find that the assessment and the learning activity are the same or very
similar.
The 3-Column Table
1. Learning Goals
What do you want students
to learn?

2. Feedback/Assessment
What will students need to do, for
you and them to know whether
they have learned that?

3. Teaching/Learning
What will students need to
do, to learn that?
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Learning Goals: Taxonomies as Frameworks
Fink’s Significant Learning Taxonomy

Bloom’s Cognitive Taxonomy

Having taxonomies as a conceptual framework for identifying the multiple ways in which learning
can be significant, can help teachers decide which of the various levels of learning they want to
support and promote in a given course or learning experience. When students and teachers think
about what students can learn that is truly significant, their answers usually include, but do not
focus on, “understand and remember” kinds of learning. More often, they emphasize such things as
critical thinking, learning how to creatively use knowledge from the course, learning to solve realworld problems, changing the way students think about themselves and others, realizing the
importance of life-long learning, etc.
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Feedback/Assessment: Educative Assessment
In a content-centered course, mid-terms and a final exam are usually considered sufficient
feedback and assessment for the teacher to determine whether the students “got it” or not. But a
learning-centered course calls for a more sophisticated approach to this aspect of course design.
A set of feedback and assessment procedures collectively known as “educative assessment” is
needed to go beyond “audit-ive-type assessment” (that which is designed solely to give the teacher
a basis for awarding a grade). Educative assessment actually enhances the quality of student
learning. In the diagram below, the four key components of educative assessment are shown:
Educative Assessment
1. Forward Looking Assessment/Authentic Tasks
Identify a situation in which students are likely to
use what they have learned, and try to replicate
that situation with a question, problem, or issue.
2. Criteria & Standards
Identify criteria that will distinguish exceptional
achievement from poor performance. Then write
two or three levels of standards for each of these
criteria.
3. Self-Assessment
Identify opportunities you can create for students to
engage in self-assessment of their performance.
4. “FIDeLity” Feedback
Identify procedures you can develop that will allow
you to give students feedback that is:
 Frequent
 Immediate
 Discriminating, i.e., based on clear criteria
and standards
 Lovingly delivered
Forward-Looking Assessment/Authentic Tasks
Forward-Looking Assessment incorporates exercises, questions, and/or problems that create a reallife context for a given issue, problem, or decision to be addressed. To construct Forward-Looking
Assessment questions or problems, the teacher has to “look forward,” beyond the time when the
course is over, and ask: “In what kind of situation do I expect students to need, or to be able to
use this knowledge?” Then, create a question or problem that represent authentic tasks, i.e. that
replicates this real-life context as closely as possible. The problem also should be somewhat openended and not totally pre-structured. If necessary, certain assumptions or constraints can be
given, in order to be able to assess the quality of student responses.
Self-Assessment
It is also important for teachers to create opportunities for students to engage in self-assessment.
Later in life, students will need to assess their own performance, and they should start learning
how to do that while in the course. You may want the class to do this initially in groups, and later
individually. Somewhere along the way, students need to generate—and perhaps discuss—
appropriate criteria for evaluating and assessing their own work.
Criteria
For each assessment, you need to identify criteria and levels of standards that will distinguish
exceptional achievement from poor performance.
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Feedback
As the students work to learn how to perform well, teachers need to provide feedback. High quality
feedback will have the characteristics of “FIDeLity” feedback:
 Frequent: give feedback daily, weekly, or as frequently as possible.
 Immediate: get the feedback to students as soon as possible.
 Discriminating: make clear what the difference is between poor, acceptable, and exceptional
work.
 Loving: be empathetic in the way you deliver your feedback.
Teaching/Learning Activities: Active Learning
Often as teachers think about what should happen in a course, we have used the traditional pattern
of “lectures and discussions.” Some courses are heavy on lectures; others lean more toward
discussion. But to create significant learning, we will need new tools, new kinds of teaching and
learning activities. We need to understand, and then learn, how to incorporate more active learning
into our courses. In essence, the concept of active learning supports research that shows that
students learn more and retain their learning longer if they acquire it in an active rather than a
passive manner.
Passive Vs. Active Learning

What do we mean by “active learning”? Active-learning advocates Bonwell and Eison (1991)
describe active learning as “[involving] students in doing things and thinking about the things they
are doing.” By “doing things,” they are referring to activities such as debates, simulations, guided
design, small group problem solving, case studies, etc.
When students listen to a lecture or read a textbook, they are receiving “Information and Ideas”—
an important part of the learning process but also one that is relatively passive. To make the
learning more active, we need to learn how to enhance the overall learning experience by adding
some kind of experiential learning and opportunities for reflective dialogue.
In order to create a complete set of learning activities capable of achieving significant learning, we
need an enlarged and more holistic view of active learning—one that includes “getting information
and ideas” as well as “experience” and “reflection.”
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Two principles should guide our choice of learning activities. First, an effective set of learning
activities is one that includes activities from each of the following three components of active
learning: information and ideas, experience, and reflective dialogue. Second, we should try to find
direct kinds of learning activities, whenever possible. Indirect, or vicarious, forms may be
necessary in some cases. But when we can find direct ways of providing active learning, the quality
of student learning expands.
A Holistic View of Active Learning
Experience
Identify some learning activities to add to your
course that will give students a “Doing” or
“Observing” Experience. What “Rich Learning
Experiences” are appropriate for your course?
Reflective Dialogue
What kinds of Reflective Dialogue can you
incorporate into your course?
Information and Ideas
Other than lectures, what ways can you identify to
cause students to get their initial exposure to subject
matter and ideas (preferably outside of class)?
Instructional Strategy: The Castle Top
One important conceptual distinction needs to be made between teaching techniques and an
instructional strategy. A teaching technique is a discrete, specific teaching activity. Lecturing,
leading discussions, setting up small group work all are teaching techniques. An instructional
strategy, on the other hand, is a set of learning activities, arranged in a particular sequence so that
the energy for learning increases and accumulates as students go through the sequence.
This usually requires, among other things, that you set up some activities that (a) get students
ready or prepared for later work, (b) give them opportunities to practice—with prompt feedback—
doing whatever it is you want them to learn to do, (c) assess the quality of their performance, and
(d) allow them to reflect on their learning.
To assist in this, the “Castle Top” diagram below can help you develop a sequence of in-class and
out-of-class activities. The question marks ask you to identify the learning activity for each in-class
and out-of-class block of time. The goal is to create a sequence of activities that build on each
other:
The Castle Top

 It makes a big difference what activities you put together
and how you sequence them, i.e., what you put 1st, 2nd, 3rd, etc.
 You will not be able to achieve powerful teaching and learning,
without a powerful teaching strategy.
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Summary
Integrated Course Design
The basic design for a course is good if it
includes:
 In-Depth Analysis of Situational Factors
It is based on a systematic review of all the
major situational factors, in order to define
the situational constraints and opportunities
of the course.
 Significant Learning Goals
It includes learning goals focused on several
kinds of significant learning, not just
“understand-and-remember” kinds of
learning.
 Educative Feedback and Assessment
It includes the components of educative
assessment: forward-looking assessment
(authentic tasks), opportunities for students
to engage in self-assessment, clear criteria
and standards, and “FIDeLity” feedback.
These allow the feedback and assessment to
go beyond auditive assessment.
 Active Teaching/Learning Activities
It includes learning activities that engage
students in active learning by incorporating
powerful forms of experiential and reflective
learning, as well as ways of getting basic
information and ideas.
 Integration/Alignment
All the major components of the course are
integrated (or aligned). That is, the
situational factors, learning goals, feedback
and assessment, and the teaching/learning
activities all reflect and support each other.
If the course design rates “high” on each of these five criteria, then the basic components of
good design are in place.
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