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Backward course design identifies desired results 
and determines acceptable evidence, then builds 
classroom learning experiences and instruction 

upon that framework.  
In this session, participants will learn the basics of 

backward course design and see how a pre-medical 
embryology course used this method to also tailor 
the final assessment in relation to student career 

goals in the healthcare professions.  



Outline 
• Context/Background 
• General goals for M300 
• Course Development 

Institute 
• Backward Course Design 

– Step 1 
– Step 2 
– Step 3 
– Step 4 

• References 
 
 

http://tabletopwhale.com/img/posts/12-16-14.gif 



Context/Background 
• Years of anecdotal evidence from medical students re: 

– Lack of experience with embryology 
– Do not see relevance of embryology 
– Difficult subject matter 

 
• American Association of Anatomists found # of course hours and 

departmental resources devoted to embryology at all-time low 
(Drake et al., 2002; 2009; 2014) 
 

• MSCI M300:  Human Embryology 
– Goal:  To provide a solid foundation in embryology to those 

advancing to professional and terminal degrees 



1. To provide a solid foundation in embryology to those 
advancing to professional and terminal degrees 

 - Prerequisite:  Basic human anatomy course (A215) 

1. To demonstrate relevance of embryology to students’ 
future careers 

 - Course applies to Medical Sciences minor degree 
 - Fall 2013  n = 21; nursing, pre-med, PT, CNM  
 - Fall 2014  n = 17; pre-med, nursing, PA, OT, PT,  
 medical technology 

2. To develop communication and writing skills 

General goals for M300:  



But how do I 
design a course? 



Course Development Institute 
• Co-facilitated by the IUB Center for Innovative 

Teaching and Learning and Instructional Consulting 
at the Kelley School of Business 

• Open to instructors of any rank, from any discipline 
or department  

• Goal:  To provide a multiday, interactive forum with 
instructional consultants and colleagues to develop 
or redesign a course 

• Method:  Based on backward course design 
 

http://citl.indiana.edu/programs/cdi/index.php


Backward course design:  Step 1 

Course Goals 

How will my students 
be different? 

http://citl.indiana.edu/resources_files/teaching-resources1/teaching-handbook-items/designing-your-course.php 

• “By the end of the course, my 
students will be able to…” 

• Measurable and meaningful 



Course Goals 

How will my students 
be different? 

http://citl.indiana.edu/resources_files/teaching-resources1/teaching-handbook-items/designing-your-course.php 

EXAMPLES 
• Define and Identify the embryology vocabulary necessary to 

communicate effectively in this field. 
• Explain the 3D development of a human embryo/fetus and the 

relationships of structures to one another during development. 
• Analyze the effects of incorrect development (birth defects) to 

anatomy. 
 



Backward course design:  Step 2 

Course Goals 
Final 

Assessment 

How will my students 
be different? 

How will I know they 
have changed? 

http://citl.indiana.edu/resources_files/teaching-resources1/teaching-handbook-items/designing-your-course.php 

• “What evidence will they 
provide to show me that they 
have changed and achieved 
the course goals?” 

• Does not have to be during 
‘finals’ 

• Should include some higher-
order thinking 
 



Course Goals 
Final 

Assessment 

How will my students 
be different? 

How will I know they 
have changed? 

http://citl.indiana.edu/resources_files/teaching-resources1/teaching-handbook-items/designing-your-course.php 

Think about student career goals!!! 
 
Research paper 
• Choose a birth defect 
• Audience:   hypothetical family 

whose infant has (or will develop) 
this birth defect 
 







Backward course design:  Step 3 

Course Goals 
Final 

Assessment 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

How will my students 
be different? 

How will I know they 
have changed? 

What must students be 
able to think and do to 

successfully complete the 
final assessment? 

http://citl.indiana.edu/resources_files/teaching-resources1/teaching-handbook-items/designing-your-course.php 

• Measurable and linked 
to student learning 



Course Goals 
Final 

Assessment 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

How will my students 
be different? 

How will I know they 
have changed? 

What must students be 
able to think and do to 

successfully complete the 
final assessment? 

http://citl.indiana.edu/resources_files/teaching-resources1/teaching-handbook-items/designing-your-course.php 

EXAMPLE 
• Define and Identify the 

embryology vocabulary 
necessary to 
communicate 
effectively in this field. 
 
 
 

• Communicate clear 
definitions of the birth 
defect from several 
reputable sources 

• Use these definitions 
and explain further 
using appropriate 
vocabulary  

• Perform the above 
tasks with the intended 
audience in mind 
 



Backward course design:  Step 4 

Course Goals 
Final 

Assessment 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

Lectures, Class 
Activities, Readings, 

Homework 

Lectures, Class 
Activities, Readings, 

Homework 

Lectures, Class 
Activities, Readings, 

Homework 

Lectures, Class 
Activities, Readings, 

Homework 

How will my students 
be different? 

How will I know they 
have changed? 

What must students be 
able to think and do to 

successfully complete the 
final assessment? 

What must students be 
able to think and do to 

successfully complete this 
learning outcome? 

http://citl.indiana.edu/resources_files/teaching-resources1/teaching-handbook-items/designing-your-course.php 



Course Goals 
Final 

Assessment 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

Learning 
Outcome 

Lectures, Class 
Activities, Readings, 

Homework 

Lectures, Class 
Activities, Readings, 

Homework 

Lectures, Class 
Activities, Readings, 

Homework 

Lectures, Class 
Activities, Readings, 

Homework 

How will my students 
be different? 

How will I know they 
have changed? 

What must students be 
able to think and do to 

successfully complete the 
final assessment? 

What must students be 
able to think and do to 

successfully complete this 
learning outcome? 

http://citl.indiana.edu/resources_files/teaching-resources1/teaching-handbook-items/designing-your-course.php 

• Insert content 
• Plan course 

calendar 
 



Student comments and experiences 
regarding the final assessment 

• “It was a lot of work, but I got to 
learn a ton about my birth 
defect…was nice to have points 
that weren’t only from exams and 
tests.” 

• “I appreciated that Keely let us 
choose our own topics.” 

• “…got to pretend to be a 
healthcare professional, which 
made the project both interesting 
and relevant.” 
 

• More engaged in the classroom 
• Real-life relevance both 

professional and personal 
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Thank you! 

Keely Cassidy, M.S. 
kmcassid@indiana.edu  
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