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Planning and Designing an Online Course
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Backward Course Design

Backward Design is a curriculum-planning framework that focuses on 
teaching for understanding.

Backward design is called "backward" because it involves first 
thinking about what students will be able to do at the end of the 
course or lesson (goals and objectives), and then thinking about 
assessments and instructional activities.

Backward design helps teachers create courses and units that are 
focused on the goal (learning) rather than the process (teaching).

https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/understanding-by-design/


The 3 stages of Backward Design

1. Identify desired results. What should students know and be able to 
do at the end of the course? ( Learning Outcomes)

2. Determine acceptable evidence that students have achieved these 
learning outcomes. These are your formative and summative 
assessments.

3. Plan learning experiences, instruction, and resources that give 
students the opportunity to gain an understanding, construct 
meaning from their knowledge, and place that knowledge into 
practice.





The goal of backward design is to achieve “constructive alignment” the coherence between 
learning objectives, assessment and teaching and learning activities (Biggs, 2003). 
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Curriculum analysis
Professional goals

• What professions and roles does the program of study prepare learners for?

• How do those goals relate to learners’ fields of practice and future professions?

• What kinds of experiences outside of the classroom might support the Professional goals of this 
course?

Program outcomes
• What are the overall goals and outcomes for the program of study your course is a part of?

• What external standards, if any, do the program outcomes align with?

• When do learners take your course in the program sequence? 

Course Learning outcomes
• What skills, knowledge, and attitudes does this course equip students with?

• What are the prerequisites for this course?

• Are there any core proficiency skills or competencies that are addressed in the course?



Domains of Learning

To think about outcomes, it is important to familiarize yourself with the three 
domains of learning: 

1. Cognitive Domain (Knowledge)

2. Psychomotor Domain (Skills)

3. Affective Domain (Attitudes)

Understanding the three domains will help you create or identify the competencies 
for your course, which is the first step in writing outcomes. 



Competencies

Competencies are broad, long-
range outcomes that refer to the 
general aims or purposes of 
education.

Course competencies target not 
only the educational goals, but 
they address the professional and 
interpersonal goals for the learner.

They help identify the general facts 
and principles (Knowledge), 
procedures and methods (skills), 
values and 
Characteristics (Attitudes) that 
learners will attain from 
completing the course.



Course Learning OUTCOMES
Course Learning Outcomes are specific and measurable statements that define 
the knowledge, skills, and attitudes learners will demonstrate by the 
completion of a course. 

Writing an effective learning outcome that is measurable involves the 
structuring of two parts, a verb and an object. The verb phrase describes the 
intended cognitive process or what the learner is intended to do, and the object 
phrase describes the knowledge students are expected to acquire or construct 
(Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001).



Bloom’s Taxonomy Verbs



HOW TO MAP YOUR COURSE

• Modules: Scaffold your Course Learning Outcomes and create a 
structure by organizing them into manageable units of learning.

• Module Learning Outcomes: Identify the specific learning outcomes 
for each module and note how they target Course Learning 
Outcomes.

• Assessments: Identify the formative assessments and the summative 
assessments. Determine acceptable evidence of the achieved learning 
outcome at different levels of mastery.

• Activities: Brainstorm the types of activities that will facilitate 
meaningful engagement, practice, and transfer of learning.

• Instruction: Determine the learning materials, resources, and key 
principles that will equip learners and provide a solid foundation of 
understanding.



Assessments

Formative Assessments

Formative assessments are ongoing throughout a course and can be incremental or 
sequential, building upon one another.

Summative Assessments

Summative assessments occur at the end of a course or at the end of a series of 
modules and typically result in a score or a grade.



Learning Activities

Think about the level of interaction this course will encompass and the kinds of 
activities that will help learners gain practice and build their skills. Learning 
activities include interactions and engagements that allow learners to practice, 
self-assess, obtain feedback, and establish retention and transfer of their 
learning. 



Instructional material

In backward design, instructional material is determined after establishing the 
learning outcomes, assessments, and activities for the course. 

Now, consider the kind of instructional materials that will best equip your 
learners to participate in activities, succeed in their assessments, and achieve 
the intended outcomes.

Think about the learning experience you want your learners to gain in each 
module and in your course as a whole.

Determine the most appropriate materials and method(s) for instructional 
delivery, which include but are not limited to: video, textbook readings, 
recorded demos, PowerPoint slides, articles, and graphics.



Alignment
• Alignment is the direct link between learning outcomes and course 

components: assessments, activities, and learning materials. 

• Alignment is a key part of backward design and is visualized through the 
course mapping process. 

• Mapping out your course will help you determine the essential assessments 
and activities that build comprehension and application of the learning 
material, leading to achievement of the expected outcomes. 

• A well-aligned course means that all components of the course contribute to 
the learner’s experience and lead them directly towards achieving the 
expected outcome.



Constructive Alignment
A well-aligned course means that all components of the course contribute to the learner’s experience and lead them directly 
towards achieving the expected outcome.



Course Map

• A course map is a visual overview of all components of an online 
course. 

• Course maps organize the structure of a course around its learning 
modules. 

• Each module is broken down into its components: module outcomes, 
assessments, activities, instruction, and then linked or mapped to the 
corresponding course learning outcome to show alignment.



Course Map 1/3
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