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Overview 
 
Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe, authors of Understanding by Design, developed a framework for designing 
courses called “Backward Design.” This process of course design is “backward” because it starts at the end 
(the results, the learning outcomes) and works backward to plan what assignments, exams, readings, lectures, 
discussions, and other learning experiences that need to be included to support student achievement.  
 
Backward Design places learning outcomes and student understanding at the center of course design and then 
identifies the ways the instructor can support the students. As Wiggins and McTighe say, “Teaching is a means 
to an end. Having a clear goal helps us educators to focus our planning and guide purposeful action toward the 
intended results.” 
 
The Backward Design process proceeds in three steps: 
 
1.  Identify Desired Results: What will students learn? 

(Learning Outcomes) 
 
You should first articulate your learning outcomes for the course. In other words, you should identify what you 
want your students to know, do, or value. A learning outcome is a statement that describes what knowledge, 
skills, abilities, and/or dispositions you want your students to acquire as a result of a learning experience (or 
your course as a whole). Learning outcomes typically follow a standard schema, such as:  
 

(i) Students can/will be able to…  
(ii) … action verb <<see Bloom’s Taxonomy (2001) for examples >> …  

(iii) … specific knowledge/ability/disposition that students will achieve. 
 

For example: Students will be able to read, interpret, and analyze common reference maps. 
 

In all likelihood, you will probably identify too many learning outcomes to fit into a single course, or at least 
you will find that you cannot place equal emphasis on each one. If this is the case, then you’ll need to prioritize 
your learning outcomes, starting with what’s most important:  
 

a. Which learning outcomes refer to the “big ideas” in the course that are crucial for students to 
understand? These are called “enduring understandings” and are thought to be the most essential 
learning outcomes. 

b. Which learning outcomes refer to important knowledge, skills, and abilities that students need to 
acquire? These facts, concepts, theories, and methods are important building blocks that will support 
the “big ideas” of the course (above) and will also prepare students for future learning. 

c. Finally, which learning outcomes refer to knowledge, skills, and abilities that are somewhat less 
essential? In other words, while your students might not master these concepts or ideas or processes, 
it may still be valuable to provide them with some exposure to (or familiarity with) these things. 

 

Answering of these questions will help you to prioritize which learning outcomes are essential, which are 
important, and which are less crucial (i.e., nice to know). Recognizing the relative importance of your learning 
outcomes will help you to design your course in meaningful, integrated ways. 



2. Determine Acceptable Evidence: What will success look like? 
(Course Assignments, Exams, Quizzes, Essays, Performances) 

 
The second step in the Backward Design process is to determine what you will gather as evidence that 
students are achieving the learning goals of the course. In other words, step two prompts you with the 
questions: What will it look like when they “get it”? What does student learning look like?  
 
When planning how you will collect this information, consider different types of evidence: essay exams, term 
papers, quizzes, lab reports, problem sets, group presentations, reflection papers, etc. Typically these 
evaluation methods help you to determine course grades, but they should also be understood as ways to 
gauge student achievement of the learning outcomes. In this sense, these assignments can help with both 
grades and assessment of learning outcomes. Keep in mind, however, that a student might earn a poor grade 
on a particular assignment (say, by turning it in late) but could still achieve the learning outcome (e.g., 
articulates a clear thesis statement).  
 
Conversely, sometimes our assessment methods (exams, assignments, etc.) aren’t aligned with our learning 
goals. In this case, students might earn passing grades but fail to achieve the learning goals. While these are 
simple examples, it illustrates the important difference between assigning grades and assessing student 
achievement of learning outcomes.  
 
Step two in the Backward Design process encourages us to see the difference between assigning grades and 
gathering evidence of student learning. After all, you might even ask students to complete non-graded 
activities or assignments (small group reflection sessions, mid-term course evaluations, service-learning 
projects, providing peer commentary on written papers, etc.) which can provide you with insight into student 
learning.  
 
3.  Plan Learning Experiences and Instruction: What will students do in the course?  

(Lectures, Discussions, Experiments, Readings, Homework, Projects) 
 
After you have identified and prioritized your learning outcomes and determined the ways you will check 
student achievement, you then move to planning the specific instructional strategies (learning experiences) to 
support your students. To help you with this, it might be useful to ask yourself a series of questions:  
 

 How is the best way to deliver the content my students will need to know?  
o Will I assign readings? If so, which ones?  
o Will I deliver lectures? If so, which topics or units are best delivered as a lecture?  
o Will I lead the class in discussions? If so, will I use small groups? Will I refer to case studies to 

guide discussion? 

 How can I create an active, collaborative learning environment that encourages students to feel a 
genuine sense of ownership toward (and responsibility for) their own learning? 

 What are the key examples, dilemmas, or conflicts my students need to know? What’s the best way to 
convey these things? 

 How can I reverse-engineer complex learning outcomes and provide my students with a supportive, 
step-wise sequence of learning activities? 

 How can I provide my students with the opportunity to apply their learning, or to practice a skill, or to 
reflect on their own learning? 

 How can I include active learning strategies to increase deep, long-term understanding, as opposed to 
short-term, surface-level memorization? 


