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You have been asked to design and teach a course. You 
have always had your students at the forefront of your 
mind, and you want to give them the best educational 
experience you can in this new course. You don’t want to 
just give them random facts and information, so you begin 
planning out your course. Planning a course can be likened 
to planning a trip to Yellowstone National Park. Before 
you leave home, you have the destination of Yellowstone 
in mind. You plan your route, you plan your stops for the 
night, you decide how much money you want to spend, 
what you want to see and do at the National Park, and so 
on. You do a similar thing when you plan a course, and this 
is known as backward design.

The process of backward design helps you to focus on 
what is important for your students to know by the time 
they complete the course. Backward design can be used 
for course design, unit design, and lesson design with 
minimal adjustments. Backward design starts with the 
course destination in mind: what is it that you want your 
students to know and do when they complete your course? 

These are your course learning outcomes (CLOs). After 
you have determined these outcomes, you need to decide 
how to assess whether or not your students have achieved 
these outcomes. You then decide on appropriate learning 
activities you will use to prepare your students for the 
assessments. Finally, you choose content and materials that 
will provide the knowledge base needed to prepare your 
students for the assessments. Your students’ performances 
on these assessments will, of course, indicate their levels of 
mastery of the course outcomes. Therefore, everything you 
do leads directly back to the outcomes of your course. 

Course outcomes are your students’ destination, so 
everything you do in your course should help them at 
that destination. Your course’s destination isn’t the world, 
so you must narrow down your choice of destination to 
one specific place. For example, once you have chosen 
that your destination is going to be Yellowstone National 
Park, you must decide whether you are just going to 
go to the entrance gate and then go home, or if you are 
going to enter the park and visit a site or two such as Old 
Faithful. Similarly, if you are teaching Chemistry 101, you 
can’t possibly teach everything there is to know about the 
subject in fourteen weeks. You must narrow it down and 
be specific about what your students will learn in your 
class. Jill Kern, who recently visited BYU-Idaho, taught the 
following about designing outcomes: use verbs that can be 
directly observed, use single-barreled outcomes, and use a 
manageable number (three to five points) to assess. 

When you travel to Yellowstone, how will you know 
you have reached Old Faithful? You will see the sign that 
says, “Old Faithful” and you will see the geyser. In your 
course, how will you know that your students have met 
the course outcomes that you have designed? You will 
know by how well they perform on the assessments. Some 
instructors believe that they do not have assessments 
in their course because there are no final examinations, 
but they do, in fact, assess their students. There are two 
types of assessment: formative and summative. Formative 
assessments are assessments you give to your students 
along the way, such as question and answer, discussions, 
observations, in-class activities, etc. Summative 
assessments are those that sum up what your students have 
learned, such as the final examination, or a final project. 
Summative assessments do not have to be tests. They can 
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Your students will be more 
successful in achieving your 
course outcomes.
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be performance tasks, projects, papers, and the like. Once 
you have decided what your course outcomes are, you 
will also decide what assessment evidence you will use to 
have your students show that they have met the course 
outcomes. 

In order to get to Yellowstone, there are places you will 
need to pass through and things you will need to do along 
the way. If you choose to follow Highway 20 from Rexburg, 
you will need to pass through St. Anthony, Ashton, Island 
Park, and you will need to enter the park from West 
Yellowstone. You may wish to stop at the museum in West 
Yellowstone to learn more about what you will be seeing 
in the park, and you will need to pay the entrance fee into 
the park. These are some of the activities that you will do 
to prepare for knowing you got to Old Faithful, or the 
assessment. Once you have determined your outcomes 
and how you will assess them, the next step is to decide 
what activities you will do to teach and prepare for the 
assessments. These activities could include lectures, group 
presentations, field trips, videos or movies, discussions, etc. 

An important thing to remember is that if your activity is 
not essential to the assessment to show achievement of the 
outcome, you shouldn’t use it, even if it is a fantastic activity. 

Just as you cannot start teaching a course without any 
plan, you have to have a plan for your trip. For example, on 
your trip to Yellowstone you will go to Old Faithful, you 
will use the signs to help you know you are there, and you 
will pass through different cities and make certain stops. 
However, you still need to make some preparations for 
this trip. There might be road construction in Yellowstone, 
so you need to find out what roads will be closed so you 
know which route to take. You are going to want to eat, so 
you need to plan if you will bring your own food or eat in 
restaurants. You will also want to decide on appropriate 
clothing for traveling, hiking, lodging, etc. These are like 
the materials and preparations you will make for your 
course activities and assessments. 

Finding content is the last step in backward design. 
Course content can include textbooks, articles, music, 
videos, art, models, props, cadavers, small engines, etc. 
You do not have to limit yourself or your students to 
one source of content. Many instructors start with the 
content when they plan their courses but doing that will 
put your students at a disadvantage right away. If you start 
your course design focused on content instead of course 
outcomes, you won’t know if you have the best materials 
or content to teach your students. Choosing the textbook, 
then teaching the textbook means that you are using the 
publishers’ outcomes, not yours. 

In sum, if you have never used the backward design 
process before, it may seem awkward and illogical at 
first, but as you continue to use this process, you will find 
that your students will be more successful in achieving 
your course outcomes. One instructor at Brigham Young 
University-Idaho, who reluctantly agreed to design a 
course using backward design, later reported with three 
happy results: 1) her class had never run so smoothly 
from beginning to end, 2) her students had never been 
so engaged throughout the entire semester, and 3) her 
evaluations had never been as high as that semester of 
backward design. We encourage you to give backward 
design a try, and if you have questions about backward 
design, the Campus Curriculum Development team is 
available to help you.  t


