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Assessment
Did students achieve the goals?

(formative & summative assessments)

Backward Course Design – 
The Basics

SHCM Criteria:
Learning Outcomes or goals are 
things that we want students to be 
good at doing by the end of the 
course.

Check your goals. Are they:
•  Student-centered: Is the goal 

student-focused, rather than 
teacher-focused?

•  Concrete: Is the goal concrete, 
rather than vague and abstract?

•  Higher-order: Does the goal focus 
on higher-order thinking skills 
(predict, analyze, develop or 
evaluate) rather than lower-order 
skills (list, identify, classify)?

•  Measurable: Can you design an 
activity that would allow you to 
determine whether students have 
met the goal or not?

Activities
debates, reports, experiments, 

posters, presentations, 
interviews, exams, essays …

Ideas
What is the “big picture” or �

 lofty idea?

Goals
What do you want the 

student to be able to do?

Learning outcomes  
or goals

Instructional 
activities

Assessments



Lower Order Verbs:  List, explain, identify, recognize, know, compare/contrast,  
    give example, describe complex process, classify, calculate, summarize 

Ultimate outcomes – Begin at the end  (limited in number) 
•   address most challenging, complex tasks. 
•   require integration of multiple skills 
•   assessed by capstone or final project/exam 

Higher Order Verbs:  Predict, formulate, analyze, create, develop and test, evaluate historical 
context             of something new, interpret, solve, synthesize, construct 
 

Mediating outcomes – Take a step back (several in 
number) 
•  address one component of an ultimate outcome. 
•  sequenced in a logical progression. 

Foundational outcomes  - End at the beginning 
•  address lower order cognitive abilities necessary to achieve mediating 
outcomes. 
•  require learning the “language” of the discipline. 

The Hierarchical Model 
Adapted from The Graphic Syllabus and the Learning Outcomes Map by L. Nilson  

Backward Course Design - 
Writing Goals or Outcomes 



Civic Issues Speed Dating 
Your course / discipline:       

Civic issue:      
Connections between course/discipline and civic issue: 

 

Civic issue:      
Connections between course/discipline and civic issue: 

 

Civic issue:      
Connections between course/discipline and civic issue: 

 

Civic issue:      
Connections between course/discipline and civic issue: 

 



Write Goals 
Your course / discipline:       
Your civic issue: __________________________ 

Jot down the skills, disposition and characteristics a successful student would 
possess at the END of the course. 

 

Distill these skills, dispositions & characteristics into three learning outcomes. 
 

Evaluate:  Student Centered?  Concrete? Higher Order? Measureable? 

Upon successful completion of this course, a student will:  SCHM? 
 



•  Analogical or metaphorical description/creative expression (drama/role 
play).  This is formalized in the ‘Reacting to the past’ pedagogy. 

•  Case study—use of a relevant scenario to provoke application of learning  
•  “Clickers”—responding to teacher-made questions electronically and results 

can be displayed for whole class.  
•  Concept mapping – students construct a diagram showing how different 

ideas and topics are related to one another. 
•  Cooperative learning—a structured vehicle where the only means for the 

small group to succeed is by each individual making a substantive 
contribution to the task/goal.  There are many types of cooperative models.  

•  Debate or mock trial—current or historical  
•  Fishbowl discussion—inner participants discuss while outer viewers remain 

silent.  One variation is to have students lead the discussion  
•  Goal-setting  
•  Group quizzes  
•  Inquiry/discovery learning  
•  Jigsaw – different groups of students each become ‘experts’ on a certain 

topic.  Then new groups form and these new groups each contain one expert 
from the original groups.  The students then teach each other in the new 
groups. 

•  News article summaries—finding, summarizing, and explaining relevant 
content in a current news article  

•  Peer and/or self-grading—a reflective technique that promotes critical 
thinking  

•  Peer tutoring / peer instruction 
•  Presentations – poster or oral presentations. 
•  PBL-Problem-based learning  
•  Research projects 
•  Service-learning—applying academic content learned to help address a real 

community need  
•  Simulations—virtual or real-time interactions  
•  Social learning--small groups discuss answers to a teacher-posed question 

before responding to the large group. Team-based learning is a more 
structured variation.  

•  Surveys 
•  Team-based Learning 

A short (and by no means conclusive list) of 
active learning strategies  



An article titled ‘Navigating the Bumpy Road To Student-Centered Instruction’ 
By Richard M. Felder &  Rebecca Brent 
http://www4.ncsu.edu/unity/lockers/users/f/felder/public/Papers/Resist.html  
   
Faculty resources from the Schreyer Institute for Teaching Excellence at Penn 
State 
http://www.schreyerinstitute.psu.edu/Resources/  
  
Problem-based Learning clearinghouse (registration required to access 
problems) hosted by the University of Delaware 
http://www.udel.edu/inst/ 
  
SENCER (Science Education for New Civic Engagements and Responsibilities).  
Includes descriptions of Model Courses and journal articles 
http://www.sencer.net/New/index-sencer.html 
  
National Center for Case Study Teaching in Science at the University at 
Buffalo.  Includes published cases, materials for class and other resources. 
http://sciencecases.lib.buffalo.edu/cs/ 
  
Reacting to the Past 
http://reacting.barnard.edu/ 
  
The Theory Underlying Concept Maps and How to Construct and Use Them. By 
Joseph D. Novak & Alberto J. Cañas. 
http://cmap.ihmc.us/Publications/ResearchPapers/TheoryCmaps/
TheoryUnderlyingConceptMaps.htm 
  
How People Learn: Brain, Mind, Experience, and School: Expanded Edition.  The 
book is available for download (free) from: 
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=9853 

Resources for Active Learning 



Guiding Questions 
What do you wish your students spent more time doing? (reading, 
writing, discussing, working problems, etc) 

What will students do to prepare before class?  How will you know 
they are prepared? 

What will you do to prepare before class? 

What will students do in class? 

What will you do in class? 

Will the students produce a product (presentation, paper, pamphlet, 
etc? 

How will you know that the students have met your goals? 

What will ensure students are held accountable for the learning? 

Have you considered how to scaffold?  Build skills over time? 

Will students have opportunities to practice before a “high-stakes” 
assessment? 

What will you do if you encounter resistance? 

Reflect on your work 

Has designing this activity caused you to rethink or revise your 
learning goal(s)? 

After your work today, what is the first engaged-learning component 
you will implement in your class? 



Activity Planner 

What do you need? 
(Materials) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

What will you do? 
(Preparation) 

 
 

 
 

What will students do? 
(In-class planning) 

 
 
 

How will you know if 
students are 
successful? 

 (Assessment) 
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Course Assessment Guide 
Course Title:       
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Did students meet expected outcome?  If not do you … 
•  Modify outcome? 
•  Modify assessment? 
•  Modify activity? 



Resources 
Course Design 
•  McTighe, J. & Wiggins, G. The Understanding by Design 

Professional Development Workbook (2004). 
•  Designing Effective and Innovative Courses (Tutorial) - 

http://serc.carleton.edu/NAGTWorkshops/coursedesign/tutorial/ 
•  SENCER Model Courses - http://sencer.net 
 
Setting Goals / Writing Outcomes 
•  Bloom’s Taxonomy and Verbs (many online) 
•  L. B. Nilson, The graphic syllabus and the outcomes map: 

Communicating your course (2007). 
•  The Innovative Course-building Group blog -   

http://icbg.wordpress.com 
 
Activities 
•  National Center for Case Study Teaching in Science –  

http://sciencecases.lib.buffalo.edu/cs/ 
•  Problem-Based Learning Clearinghouse (U. Delaware) –  

https://primus.nss.udel.edu/Pbl/ 
•  Reacting to the Past 

http://reacting.barnard.edu/ 
 
Assessment 
•  Student Assessment of Learning Gains (SALG) Survey –  

http://www.salgsite.org/ 
•  AAC&U Value Rubrics –  

http://www.aacu.org/value/rubrics 
•  Field-tested Learning Assessment Guide –  

http://www.flaguide.org/ 
•  Angelo, T. A. & Cross, K. P. Classroom Assessment Techniques: A 

Handbook for College Teachers. (1993). 
•  Teaching Goals Inventory (Angelo & Cross) -  

http://fm.iowa.uiowa.edu/fmi/xsl/tgi/data_entry.xsl 


