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What does it look like in practice? What is the process? 
● Review institutional or program outcomes, or develop your own, if none are prescribed. 

● Determine how results will be assessed, what evidence will be required. Defne measurable evidence. 

● Think about how students will demonstrate profciency. 

● Design learning activities that require active learning, critical thinking, and application in new situations, 
and that include planned assessments. 

How does such a method ft into my course? 
As the basis for the design and inclusion of all learning activities in the course, you should see the results of 
the process in student work: 
● Promote authentic learning. Students work on real-world problems that are relevant to them. 

● You might ask students to conduct surveys on campus about a college service and collaborate on 
a report to the administration. 

● Be student centered. Students explore, gather, discuss, and refect on material. 
● Focus on application of concepts. Students are challenged to apply their new knowledge in unanticipated 

situations. 
● If you are re-designing a course, use the process as a checklist for analysis. Consider small changes rather 

than large overhauls: 
● You might need to translate a face-to-face element to an online environment to meet course outcomes. 

● Create an online peer review using the Blackboard Self and Peer Assessment Building Block to 
recreate the refection, collaboration, and analysis of a peer review workshop 

Further Reading: 

[Digital] LiTERACy: Backward Design Process: 
http://digitalliteracy.mwg.org/curriculum/process.html 

Authentic Learning for the 21st Century: An Overview (download PDF)
http://www.educause.edu/ELI/AuthenticLearningforthe21stCen/156769 

Book: Wiggins, Grant P., and Jay McTighe. Understanding by Design. Exp. 2nd Ed. Alexandria, VA: ASCD, 2005. [This is 
the book that started it all.]
 

What is it? 
At frst it sounds like it might be a joke or the last resort of a procrastinator. Backward design is a method that 
puts outcomes frst and works backwards to create course content to help students achieve those outcomes. 
It starts with the question, “what do I want students to know and to be able to do at the end of the course?” 
Useful in designing a new course, backward design is especially useful when you want to redesign a course 
that you have already taught.
 
Backward design is not content-driven, like courses that grow out of a desire to cover certain material or 
texts. Instead, student outcomes drive the choice of content and the development of tasks. 

Backward Design 
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