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The following is an excerpt from the unedited manuscript. 

 

Chapter 1 

Our Course Design System and Effective Ways to Use This Book 

Welcome to “Building a Pathway for Student Learning: A How-To Guide to Course Design.” This 

book emerged from a Course Design Retreat that we have conducted since 2008 with faculty on 

our home campuses. At that retreat, we always begin by conducting an ice-breaker activity so 

that attendees can become more familiar with us and other faculty participants. Given the 

asynchronous nature of printed books like this one, conducting such an ice-breaker isn’t really 

possible here, so a simple welcome will have to suffice. We’re excited that you’ve decided to 

join us, and we sincerely hope that you and the students in your courses will benefit from the 

experience. 

One of the driving forces behind us conducting our Course Design Retreat – and for writing this 

book – is a conundrum that exists within the higher education community. Over the past two 

decades, numerous books and articles have been published describing a seismic shift in our 

culture, from an “instruction-centered paradigm” to a newer “learning-centered paradigm” 

(Barr & Tagg, 1995; Huba & Freed, 2000; Tagg, 2003)1.  All too often, however, the design of 
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college courses has failed to reflect that shift.  Why hasn’t the higher education community has 

more widely experienced a seismic shift, and why haven’t more faculty changed the way they  

think about their courses? 

One reason –perhaps the biggest reason – course design has been slow to change is that many 

college faculty have never been shown how to apply a course design process that is truly 

focused on student learning. As graduate students, most aspiring faculty members devoted  

their time to developing a rich body of knowledge in their disciplines and honing the skills 

needed to develop a successful research program.  Once at their first job, many new faculty 

members may seek out the Teaching and Learning Center (if there is one) on their campus, and 

may even attend some of the faculty development brown bags or workshops that are available. 

However, those sessions are likely to be focused more on specific pedagogical strategies than 

on issues related to course design.  As you read this book, you will see that adding more 

pedagogical strategies to one’s toolbox can be helpful, but it is not really be sufficient to enact 

the learning-centered paradigm. The reason is that the teaching techniques one uses in a 

classroom are pieces of a larger system of the course, and new pedagogies are unlikely to have 

the desired effect if they are embedded within a course that is not well-designed. A solid 

foundation in effective course design is absolutely essential to enacting a learning-centered 

culture, and – sadly –  many faculty members have never been informed about what that 

entails.  

Lacking any additional guidance, many faculty members default to teaching their courses in the 

same way that their mentors / advisors did before them or imitating what their colleagues do 

currently. That  decision  isn’t necessarily informed by the tenets of the learning-centered 

paradigm; and it is almost never informed by the burgeoning research on how to help students 

learn.  Mounting evidence suggests that our existing way of doing business fails to lead to the 

kinds or depth of student learning that we desire (e.g., see the work of Arum & Roksa, 2011; 

Bok, 2006, 2013; and Keeling and Hersh, 2011).  

There are several books on the market that provide some background on how to design 

effective learning-centered courses. (e.g., Diamond, 1998; Fink, 2003; Richlin, 2006; Wiggins & 
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McTighe, 1998). However, while these books all have some very desirable attributes, we find 

them wanting because they are ultimately books about effective course design; they leave the 

challenging “roll up your sleeves” work of course design for readers to do on their own. In our 

experience, what faculty members need most is practical assistance related to that “roll up your 

sleeves” work. We’ve written this book to provide you with this practical assistance. 

Meeting Faculty Needs with Regard to Course Design 

Our goal, then, is to assist you in designing your courses (or in revising existing courses) in ways 

that reflect the best of what the learning-centered paradigm has to offer. As with all things, 

your success will be determined largely by the effort you put into the process. And, we should 

warn you that designing effective courses will indeed require that you “roll up your sleeves.” 

You will be building a pathway for your students’ learning, and that work is thought-intensive, 

challenging, and sometimes even uncomfortable. For our part, we are committed to providing 

you with the support you need in completing this work, and we’re confident that you will be 

successful if you see your work through to completion.  

As you peruse this book, you will notice that, while we do include at least a little philosophy 

related to effective course design, the philosophy associated with designing effective courses is 

not one of our areas of relative emphasis. (There are plenty of other books you can read to help 

you on that front, if that is what you are looking for.) Instead, we have placed a much greater 

emphasis on guiding you through the hands-on process of designing your course.  This mirrors 

the approach we have taken with our own faculty colleagues at our Course Design Retreat. 

Based on principles of backward design (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998; Fink, 2003), the retreat uses 

a mixture of instruction, individual work time, and facilitated learning community sessions to 

lead people through each element of the course design process. The culminating event at the 

retreat is a poster session in which faculty participants present the results of their course design 

work to their peers. 

Over the years, we have experimented with several different ways of conducting our Course 

Design Retreat, and – not surprisingly – we have found that some approaches work far better 
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than others. Based on our experience, we have found that faculty are most successful in 

completing their course design work if each of the following four things are true.  

1. Faculty receive practical guidance pertaining to each element of the course design process. Our 

Course Design Retreat is divided into short modules, with each module being related to a 

specific element of course design. That module begins with one of us leading a presentation 

and/or activity designed to help participants acquire some basic knowledge or specific skill. In 

this book, we’ve translated each of those modules into chapters, and each chapter begins with a 

written version of the presentation or activity.  Notably, however, we’ve tried to keep the 

opening part of each chapter relatively short; we want to leave plenty of time and space for you 

to apply what you’ve learned to your own course design. 

 

2.  Faculty have adequate time and space to do their work. As we have already mentioned, 

designing courses is challenging work. Therefore, at our retreat, we purposefully set aside a 

considerable amount of time for participants to work on each element of their course.  As you 

progress through this book, you’ll find that we encourage you to make time and space for 

yourself by inserting a series of “Workboxes” throughout the text2. These include questions that 

are meant to promote targeted reflection on your part. When you encounter one of these 

boxes, we urge you to pause, taking the time necessary to arrive at your own answers to the 

questions provided.  If you take the time to engage deeply with these workboxes, we think you 

will find them helpful in organizing your thinking with regard to the design of your course.  

 

 

3. Faculty are able to interact with their peers, both as a way to share ideas and to receive 

feedback on their work. After retreat participants complete each element of the course design 

process, we ask them to present what they’ve done to (and receive feedback from) a group of 

their peers.  We do this intentionally, as it takes advantage of what researchers know about how 

people learn. For nearly a century, psychologists have recognized that people learn better when 

they are provided with informative feedback about their performance (Thorndike, 1922).  More 

recently, Chickering and Gamson (1987) highlighted prompt feedback as one of the Seven 

Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education, and Ken Bain (2004) has argued that 

the best college teachers find ways to give students plenty of opportunities to try out their 

ideas, receive feedback, and then use that feedback to improve their work.  By building multiple 
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feedback opportunities into our Course Design Retreat schedule, we have simply adapted these 

ideas to our work with faculty. 

 

We recognize that, for many of you, setting aside time for interaction and feedback about your 

course design may feel uncomfortable. On many campuses, there are not readily-available 

venues for faculty to share ideas regarding the design of their courses.  In fact, many faculty 

members seem to view teaching as an inherently private activity, not to be discussed with peers, 

except in passing.  That strikes us as unfortunate, as it means that many faculty members miss 

out on the social support and critical feedback that helps them in so many other aspects of their 

professional lives.  Course design, done well, is both a scholarly and a deeply creative activity; it 

is the kind of work that is made better through frequent interaction with, and helpful feedback 

from, one’s peers. As you work through the book, we encourage you to take advantage of 

opportunities to share your ideas with your colleagues, especially with those from other 

disciplines, as these people are best able to provide a fresh perspective on your work.  We’ll say 

more about exactly how you can do that in the last section of this chapter. 

 

4. Faculty’s course design work culminates in a tangible product.  

As alluded to above, one of the final events at our Course Design Retreat is a conference-style 

poster session, during which participants present the results of their work to their peers. We 

have found the inclusion of this session to be an incredibly important part of the schedule. In 

creating a poster, participants are forced to pull together the work they have done at the retreat 

into a coherent form. Meanwhile, presenting their work to their peers forces them to be able to 

articulate the “why’s” and “how’s” of their course design to colleagues not familiar with their 

course.  Faculty’s ability to field questions and explain all aspects of their course design allows 

them to define their commitment to student learning in their course. It also prepares them for 

the questions they may encounter when they get back to campus and begin interacting with 

faculty colleagues and students.   

 

We have built the creation of a course poster into this book as well. At the end of each chapter 

in Part II, you will see a “culminating workbox” that synthesizes the work you have done in that 

chapter. In Chapter 9, we will ask you to pull that work forward and present it in poster form. 
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Alternatively, you can use the poster-creation application that is included on our website. That 

website includes on-line versions of each of the workboxes found in Part II, to include the 

culminating workboxes that appear at the end of each chapter. The website also includes an 

application that will automatically populate a course poster based on your inputs. Instructions 

on how to use that application are included on the website. We will have much more to say 

about the how’s and why’s of creating a poster in Chapter 9.  

 

How You Can Use This Book 

Like students in our classes, readers of this book are likely to be quite diverse, and we recognize 

that you come to this book with your own goals, time commitments, and institutional 

constraints. Therefore, while we would love for you to use this book in a way that allows for the 

rich interactions available at our Course Design Retreat, we know that your situation may not 

allow that to be the case. As a result, we acknowledge that there are multiple ways you may 

choose to use this book. Below, we will describe four different strategies that make sense to us. 

Each has its own strengths and weaknesses; we encourage you to reflect upon your own needs 

and identify which way (or ways) you anticipate working best for you. As you will see, your 

selection is likely to influence how much time you invest working through the book, how you 

use the workboxes embedded within the text, and the amount of interaction and feedback you 

solicit from colleagues as you complete your work. 

Strategy 1. This strategy will be used by those who would like to read this book from cover to 

cover to get an overview of the course design process. This is the quickest way to get through 

the book, as users will spend nearly all of their time reading the text.  They may pause for a 

while at each workbox to jot down some ideas, but they are unlikely to apply the workboxes in 

a systematic way. Furthermore, because users of this strategy may not be using the book to 

interact with colleagues, it is unlikely that this approach will lead to a deeply critical 

examination of their course design. Readers may wish to take this approach if their goal is to 

introduce themselves to the course design process, with the possibility of making a more 
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significant commitment to the course design process at a later time.  Adopters of Strategy 1 will 

hopefully gain some new ideas about the courses they teach and how they can improve them.  

a. Time Commitment: Low (< 4 hours beyond reading of text) 

b. Use of Workboxes: Quick & intuitive. If users complete the workboxes, they will do so 

with minimal input from other people. 

c. Interactions with Colleagues: None required. Work can be done individually. 

d. Use of Online Resources: Users have access to the workboxes on the web and will have 

access to the application that creates the final course poster, but they may not 

necessarily make use of these online resources. Instead, they may choose to work with 

the print version of the book only. 

 

Strategy 2. This strategy will be used by those who view the book either as a workbook or as a 

supplement to the workboxes that they may have discovered on-line. Users are likely to read 

the text more deeply, and, when they arrive at the various workboxes, they are likely to stop 

reading and spend significant time reflecting on their responses. When appropriate, they may 

even take the opportunity to interview campus colleagues (i.e., faculty, staff, and 

administrators) to help inform their answers. Exacting this deeper level of commitment will 

take somewhat longer that those who adopt Strategy 1, but it is also likely to yield greater 

insight and application to their courses. 

a. Time Commitment: Moderate (~4-20 hours beyond reading the text) 

b. Use of Workboxes:  Deep & reflective. Users will invest substantial time in completing 

the workboxes and may solicit information from campus colleagues to help inform their 

responses. 

c. Interactions with Colleagues: Modest interactions required. Users will call upon campus 

colleagues to share information to assist in the completion of the workboxes. However, 

colleagues will not necessarily review or provide feedback on the users’ work. 

d. Use of Online Resources: Users have access to the workboxes on the web and will have 

access to the application that creates the final course poster, but they may not 

necessarily make use of these online resources. Instead, they may choose to work with 

the print version of the book only. 
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Strategy 3. This strategy will be used by those who are working with a group of campus 

colleagues in a series of faculty development workshops, a faculty learning community, or even 

as part of a locally-run Course Design Retreat. As with those using Strategy 2, they are likely to 

spend significant time reflecting on each of the workboxes, and they are also likely to interview 

campus colleagues to help inform their answers. In addition, these users will also interact with 

others on their campus who are also working through the book at the same time. The increased 

collaboration will give users opportunity to bounce ideas off of other people, give and receive 

feedback, and explore the details of their courses at a deeper level. 

a. Time Commitment: High (> 20 hours beyond reading the text) 

b. Use of Workboxes: Deep and reflective. Users will invest substantial time completing the 

workboxes and may solicit information from campus colleagues to help inform their 

answers. 

c. Interactions with Colleagues: Substantial; Users will call upon campus colleagues to 

share information to assist in the completion of workboxes. Peers will also review and 

provide feedback on users’ work.   

d. Use of Online Resources: Users have access to the workboxes on the web and will have 

access to the application that creates the final course poster, but they may not 

necessarily make use of these online resources. Instead, they may choose to work with 

the print version of the book only. 

 

Strategy 4. (Available for an additional fee) Finally, this strategy will be used by those who are 

interested in working through the book with a group of colleagues beyond those found on their 

own campuses.  Like users of Strategies 2 & 3, they are likely to spend significant time reflecting 

on each of the workboxes and interview campus colleagues to help inform their answers. 

However, instead of (or in addition to) interacting with colleagues on their own campus, these 

users will join our on-line community to share their ideas with (and receive feedback from) the 

authors and peers at other institutions. This approach will be the most intensive in terms of 

time and energy, but we anticipate that it will also yield the greatest rewards. Working with 
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colleagues from beyond their own institutional context and perspective will force users to 

engage with their course design in a deep, transformative way. 

a. Time Commitment: High (> 20 hours beyond reading the text) 

b. Use of Workboxes: Deep and reflective. Users will invest substantial time completing the 

workboxes and may solicit information from campus colleagues to help inform their 

answers. 

c. Interactions with Colleagues: Substantial; Users will call upon campus colleagues to 

share information to assist in the completion of workboxes. Members of the on-line 

community will review and provide feedback on users’ work.  

d. Use of Online Resources: Users will have full access to web resources, to include review 

and feedback from the authors and other members of the on-line community.  

 

While it isn’t at all necessary for you to commit to one of these four strategies now, we think it 

is worth reflecting on how you plan to interact with this book before we get started. As we’ve 

mentioned, your choice will affect what you do when you encounter the workboxes in the text. 

For the purposes of illustration, allow us to demonstrate by guiding you through a specific 

example. 

Below, you will see Workbox 3.1, which appears in Chapter 3 related to Student Learning 

Factors. This chapter introduces the idea that effective course design starts with a focus on 

your students – who they are, what backgrounds they have, etc. Workbox 3.1 asks you to 

consider the distinctive characteristics of students at your institution and how those 

characteristics may influence their learning in your course. Answering these questions will help 

lay the foundation for the course design work you will perform in later chapters.   
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An Example 
Workbox 3.1 Student Learning Factors I 

Part A.  The Distinctive Characteristics of Students at Your Institution 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part B.  What impact will your answers in Part A have on students’ learning in your course? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Readers adopting different strategies are likely to act differently when they encounter this (or 

any other) workbox. While the following isn’t prescriptive, those differences may manifest 

themselves as follows: 
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 Users of Strategy 1 will likely reflect on the distinctive characteristics of the students who attend 

their institutions, perhaps by thinking about how they would introduce their campus to 

someone who may not already be familiar with it, and then consider how those distinctive 

characteristics might impact their students’ learning. They are not likely to interact with other 

people in generating their responses. In this instance, a reader may simply take a few minutes to 

articulate the assumptions they hold about students at their institution. 

 

 Users of Strategy 2 will similarly reflect on the distinctive characteristics of the students who 

attend their institutions and how those distinctive characteristics might impact their students’ 

learning. However, to better inform their thinking, these users might speak with colleagues on 

their campuses, to include students, staff from your Admissions or Registrar’s Office, and other 

faculty members. This will obviously take somewhat longer, but the answers it yields are likely 

to be richer and more nuanced.  A reader in this category would not only articulate the 

assumptions they hold about students at their institution, but they would also allow their 

thinking to be informed by the expertise that others hold on their campus.  

 

 Users of Strategy 3 will also reflect on the questions in Workbox 3.1 and might speak with 

campus colleagues to help inform their responses. In addition, they can also share those 

responses with members of their campus learning communities to receive feedback on their 

answers. This will allow them to determine areas of agreement or disagreement with their 

peers, and it will also allow them to revise their responses based on peer feedback. This 

additional feedback step will take still more time to complete, but will help ensure that their 

responses are both comprehensive and clearly articulated.  A reader in this category would not 

only make informed statements about the characteristics of students on their campus, but also 

open those statements up for scrutiny and questioning from institutional peers.  

 

 Users of Strategy 4 will also reflect on the questions in Workbox 3.1 and might also speak with 

campus colleagues to help inform their responses. In addition, they can also share those 

responses with us (the authors) and other members of the on-line community. Arguably, this 

will allow for the richest level of interaction and feedback, as users can share their work with 

reviewers from a variety of perspectives and campus settings. This will obviously be the most 

time-intensive of the approaches we’ve described, but we anticipate that the high level of 
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interaction and feedback will lead to the most informed results. If you choose to read and 

interact with the book using this strategy, you will make your work more publicly available and 

welcome feedback and questions from those outside of your institution and/or discipline.  

 

Regardless of which strategy you choose to adopt, we look forward to leading you the process 

of learning-centered course design. Before jumping into the details of our approach, we begin 

with a single chapter that outlines the principles of our course design process. That is the 

subject of Chapter 2. 

 

                                                           
1
 In this book, we use the phrase “learning-centered” to be consistent with the language of Barr and Tagg’s (1995) 

seminal paper. At our institutions, we use the phrase “learning-focused” to mean the same thing. 
2
 If you prefer not to write directly in the book, these workboxes are also available for download on our 

supplementary website. 


