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formal and informal ways of gathering information. 
Not all of this evidence need translate into grades 
for the student. Defining course outcomes and class 
objectives in terms of observable student behavior is 
extremely helpful in identifying evidence of mastery. 
See: Assessing for Transfer and Application 

Step 3: Select and Frame Content 

In order for information to be learned, it must be 
framed, organized and captured in ways which 
create meaning. How we frame content around the 
meaning we hope to communicate is what makes 
the content useful in achieving a given outcome. 
Carefully framing content also helps avoid spending 
course time on interesting aspects of the content 
that fail to contribute to the learning objective. 

In selecting and framing the content, it’s important 
to take into account the skills students will need in 
order to use the information. What background, 
vocabulary or skills will they need? How will the 
deficits be remediated? 

In Learning Model language, most issues of content 
selection and framing are contained within the 
question, “What’s my plan for Prepare?” 

Many instructors want to begin course design by 
listing content ‘to cover.’ Backwards Design 
recognizes, however, that most learning outcomes 
are achievable using diverse content or through 
multiple means of engagement. Placing the selection 
of content this late in the process insures that our 
course design is focused on aiding student learning 
of content rather than covering content. 

Step 4: Determine Formative Learning Activities 

The choice of content will influence the learning 
activities that are used to engage it. The next step in 
course architecture, therefore, is to work through 
the specifics of what formative instructional/learning 
experiences will best help students learn. This is also 
the point where a general instructional strategy for 

PURPOSE  
The process of designing effective instruction which 
leads to significant learning is not always 
straightforward. Designing a successful learning 
experience is often very different from designing a 
clear presentation of ideas. This tool presents 
aspects of an Architecture process called Backward 
Design and shows how they align with the BYU-Idaho 
Learning Model. 

DESCRIPTION  
Backwards Design gets its name from the way in 
which it starts with the ‘end in mind.’ In other words, 
this process uses the articulation of overall course 
outcomes and class-by-class learning objectives to 
align every other aspect of the course design. While 
good learning can occur in the absence of detailed 
design, the probability is low that such learning is 
focused, specific, replicable or measurable against 
stated outcomes, all of which are important in a 
formal educational setting. 

The Architecture process has several steps: 

Step 1: Articulate Outcomes: 
Good course architecture begins with good 
outcomes. Outcomes allow a course to be focused 
while remaining flexible. Developing outcomes is 
described in a separate Learning Model tool. 
See: The Pr oce ss of Defini ng Outcom es 

Step 2: Determine Evidence of Mastery 

The second step of course Architecture is to define 
the kinds of evidence that will be accepted as proof 
of learning. So from Outcomes, we jump to Prove. 

Learning in the abstract is hard to measure, so the 
trick is to find observable and measurable student 
behaviors that demonstrate learning. Because we’re 
forced to use measurement of student behaviors 
(can they do the lab) as a proxy for measuring 
student learning (do they understand and can they 
apply the ideas), it’s important to seek multiple 
sources of information about student learning. 
Instructors need to identify direct and indirect, 
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the course may be chosen. Will the course be 
principally problem-based, discussion-based, 
discovery-based, built around collaborative projects 
or some other approach? However, it’s managed, the 
goal is to design effective learning experiences that 
engage students around the content in ways that 
achieve the outcomes. 

It is critical to insure that the learning experiences 
designed at this step are formative. Formative simply 
means that feedback from the activity helps the 
student improve in the future. A grade is an 
assessment of mastery, but a grade is not formative 
when it provides no coaching or instructive feedback 
to guide improvement. The overwhelming emphasis 
of a well-designed course needs to be on giving 
students formative learning experiences with timely 
feedback. Because instructors need not be the only 
source of formative feedback, this step often 
includes planning various forms of collaborative 
learning opportunities where feedback comes from 
interaction with other learners. 

As students work through feedback, they are forced 
to reflect and ponder on their previous performance. 
Designing around Teach One Another and Ponder 
helps insure that student classroom experiences are 
formative as well as informative. 

Step 5: Schedule and Allocate Time 

The next step is therefore to get the design, hour by 
hour, onto the calendar. Two hours outside of class 
for every hour in means a three credit course can 
claim nine hours weekly. Articulated outcomes, 
detailed design, engaging content meaningfully 
framed, active learning opportunities and 
performance assessment must all find a place in the 
112 or so hours that make up a course. 

Start by blocking off the major sections of the 
course. Is the class divided by Units? Labs? Historical 
periods? Projects? Sequential outcomes? Once 
you’ve decided, schedule the major performance 
assessments that figure into the grading. Schedule 
content and learning activities working backwards 

from each assessment. Within each unit, determine 
which material and experiences are reflective in 
nature (Ponder), which best belong in the context of 
classroom collaboration or instructor led 
experiences (Teach One Another), and which can be 
dealt with before class as Prepare assignments. 
Estimate the time required for each activity. 

Step 6: Develop Lesson Plans 

Lesson Planning is simply a matter of following the 
same steps to design class periods. See: L esson Pl ans 

Summary 

The Backward Design approach to the Architecture 
process therefore looks like this: 

1. Establish outcomes 

2. Determine evidence of mastery for assessments 

3. Select/frame the content to achieve the objectives 

4. Design active, engaging, formative learning 
experiences for the students around the content 

5. Schedule hour for hour working backwards from 
the assessments 

6. Break the overall plan down into lesson plans 

PITFALLS 
• Too Little Time. Course design is an iterative 

process. You’ll visit each step more than once, so 
plan sufficient time over a period of time. 

KEY ARTICLES 
 Fink, Dee. A Self- Di r ected G ui de to Designing 

 Courses for Signifi cant L earni ng (R etr i eved 3/09) 
Merrill, David. A Pebble-in-the-Pond Model for 

Instructional Design (Retrieved 3/09) 

TIPS 
• Be flexible. The steps of the Architecture process 

are helpful guides, not immutable laws. 

OTHER RESOURCES  
Website: Understanding by Design 

https://www.byui.edu/learning-and-teaching/instructional-tools
http://www.ou.edu/pii/significant/selfdirected1.pdf
http://www.ou.edu/pii/significant/selfdirected1.pdf
http://cito.byuh.edu/merrill/text/papers/pebbleinthepond.pdf
http://cito.byuh.edu/merrill/text/papers/pebbleinthepond.pdf

