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Understanding by Design (aka Backward Design) is a framework  
for designing instruction where instructors begin with the goals and desired results before 
creating assessments and planning curriculum. 

Originators: Grant Wiggins & Jay McTighe 
From their Book: Understanding by Design (1998) 

 

Outline Learning Goals

Develop Specific Learning 
Objectives

Research/Choose Adaptive 
Courseware

Design Adaptive Assessments

Develop Learning Activities

Stages of  
Backward Design for 
Adaptive Learning 
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Advantages of Adaptive Courseware 
• Focuses on what students need to know, understand, and do.
• Able to design and align learning activities with learning outcomes.
• Provides comprehensive content to better prepare students

for class time.
• Provides learning analytics to inform teaching. (check out the Learning

Analytics Functional Taxonomy)

Uses of Adaptive Courseware 
• Create a pre-requisite learning experience as a diagnostic

for placement or creating a baseline for student and
whole class knowledge

• Introduce content, reinforce content, assess learning, and
provide feedback.

• As pre-work before class, or reinforce with activities after class
• Act as a review tool

In Understanding by Design, Wiggins and McTighe argue that backward design is focused primarily 
on student learning and understanding. When teachers are designing lessons, units, or courses, they 
often focus on the activities and instruction rather than the outputs of the instruction. Therefore, it 
can be stated that teachers often focus more on teaching rather than learning. This perspective can 
lead to the misconception that learning is the activity when, in fact, learning is derived from a 
careful consideration of the meaning of the activity. 

The incorporation of backward design also lends itself to transparent and explicit instruction. If the 
teacher has explicitly defined the learning goals of the course, then they have a better idea of what 
they want the students to get out of learning activities. Furthermore, if done thoroughly, it 
eliminates the possibility of doing certain activities and tasks for the sake of doing them. Every task 
and piece of instruction has a purpose that fits in with the overarching goals and goals of the course. 

Bowen, Ryan S., (2017). Understanding by Design. Vanderbilt University Center for Teaching. Retrieved 
[10/17/2019] from https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/understanding-by-design/. 
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1. Identify Desired
Results

2. Determine
Acceptable
Evidence

3. Design Learning
Experiences

Repeat the process to revise and ensure alignment! 

Think about… 

“If that is the goal, what follows?” – G.Wiggins 

“What is worth understanding?” – J. McTighe 

The 

Backward 
Design  
Process 
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Step 1: Identify Desired Results 
What are your course goals? 

In the first stage, educators must consider the 
learning goals of the lesson, unit, or course. 
Wiggins and McTighe provide a useful process for 
establishing curricular priorities. They suggest that 
the instructor ask themselves the following 
guiding questions as they progressively focus in on 
the most valuable content: 

Step 1: Guiding Questions
What should learners hear, read, view, explore or otherwise encounter? 

This knowledge is considered knowledge worth being familiar with. Information 
that fits within this question is the lowest priority content information that will 
be mentioned in the lesson, unit, or course. 
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 What skills will learners master? 

The knowledge and skills at this sub-stage are considered important to know 
and do. The information that fits within this question could be the facts, 
concepts, principles, processes, strategies, and methods learners should know 
when they leave the course. 

What are big ideas and important understandings learners should retain? 

The big ideas and important understandings are referred to as enduring 
understandings because these are the ideas that instructors want students to 
remember sometime after they’ve completed the course. 

Step 1: Guiding Questions - continued
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Step 2: Determine Acceptable Evidence  
Consider what assessments and performance tasks are needed to provide 
evidence that students understand the material. 

 Step 2: Guiding Questions 
• How will I know if students have achieved the desired results for the entire 

lesson/course? 
• How will I know if students have achieved the desired results within the adaptive 

courseware?  
• What will I accept as evidence of understanding and proficiency in the adaptive 

experience? 

What assessments are needed to provide evidence that students understand 
the material, including assessments in the adaptive courseware.  

List the assessments here (Indicate which are adaptive) 
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facts procedures 
What knowledge concepts and skills processes do students need? 

principles strategies 

Introduced Reinforced Assessed Feedback 

Step 3: Design Learning Experiences 
Plan the learning experiences and decide on learning strategies. 

Step 3: Guiding Questions 

What activities will provide knowledge and skills? (Including adaptive) 

What activities will introduce content, which ones will reinforce content, 
which ones will assess, and which will give feedback?
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What activities will be done before class, during class, and after class time?  

Before Class During Class After Class 

   

How might you design the relationship of course activities with the adaptive 
experience? *See examples of course structures using adaptive courseware.  

Step 3: Guiding Questions - continued 
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Examples of course structures with 
adaptive courseware 

Pre-assessment 

• Create a pre-requisite learning experience as a
diagnostic for placement.

• Create a baseline for student or class
knowledge.

• Consider that an adaptive experience can be
used as a placement exam.

Before Class 

• Create pre-work or class prep. activities
• Place an adaptive experience here
• Required readings
• An interactive video lecture, discussion post,

or other assignments as pre-work 
• Use the adaptive experience as a study or

Review tool
o Emphasis on a particular topic
o Use it for advising students

Options when setting up the adaptive 
experience 

• To explore the adaptive settings
• Decide on letting students move ahead or

only on the module of the week
• Set the courseware so that students can go

back and see missed questions for review

During Class 

• Start with a 10 minute talk to review or
present key definitions then have students
work on the adaptive modules in small
groups or individually.

• Create a lab environment for a portion of
class where students work on activities on
their own and raise their hand with
questions.

• Start class with a practice comprehensive
exam question.

After Class 

• Adaptive experiences assigned as
homework.

Additional Questions to Consider 
Asking Educators: 

1. Might there be a relationship between
the adaptive and non-adaptive
assessments?

2. What does mapping the adaptive
courseware content with your course
content require?

3. What will it take to know the content
and the experience of the adaptive
courseware?

4. What support and resources will you
need?
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Leveraging Learning Analytics to Inform Teaching 
How will you leverage the learning analytics to inform your teaching? 

Typical data points include: Topic Completion & Mastery, topics struggled  
with (individual & class), time on task, student confidence of answer, knowledge 
state. 

Strategies to consider: 

• Examine the class level mastery of various topics and shift your emphasis in class
on areas students are struggling with.

• Examine time on task for data to discover individuals who might be struggling.
When possible, consider offering support by sending an email, inviting them to
meet for office hours, etc. Examine the confidence level of students on particular
topics to gain clarity on the effectiveness of content presented.
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Onboarding Students 
What onboarding strategies will you design to help students successfully 
navigate the adaptive experience? 

 

• Syllabus Statement - examples
• In-class explanation
• Class-time to complete an activity
• Video orientation: Resources: Vendor created assets or create your own screencast

(work with your ID)
• Regularly share student data in class as an additional way to help students understand

how the experience is leveraged to drive the class and enhance the collective learning.

Onboarding Strategy Ideas 
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Resources 

http://bit.ly/IDStrategies%E2%80%8B
https://www.mindmeister.com/maps/public_map_shell/813038403/flow-of-hybrid-blended-courses?z=0.7
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