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xiii

PREFACE

Author Stewart Ross attended an integrated course design workshop in 2000 
conducted by L. Dee Fink (2003) where he first learned about the taxonomy 
of significant learning, which changed his professional and personal life. This 

workshop helped him realize that his concern for adding value to college student lives 
was important and necessary. He had long felt that students’ learning information 
and passing tests only to forget most of what was on the test was not good enough 
for college teaching and learning. Just as powerful, however, he was fortunate to meet 
and befriend Fink and soon became a presenter of the workshop. 

To date, he has conducted more than 160 integrated course design workshops 
nationally and internationally along with teaching this design through online courses. 
He has worked with hundreds of faculty around the world who have taken the  
workshop or had him critique their completed course designs. He has now had 
the opportunity to contribute to the book you have in your hands or are reading 
electronically. In this book we provide examples of how faculty have taken theory  
into practice, creating rich, exciting courses for their college students that lead to 
engagement, motivation, and deep learning. Faculty who use the taxonomy for  
significant learning (Fink, 2003) to create courses that lead their students to lifelong 
learning, critical thinking, and the ability to learn how to learn after the course is 
over. 

According to an anonymous workshop participant,

The principles of Integrated Course Design have the potential to let students drive 
their own learning and generate their own momentum with my role to give over-
sight, coaching, and motivation. I plan to use principles such as backward design. 
I now realize that many of the principles are for life rather than just academic 
education.

Ross began his career teaching for 1 year at a high school then 2 years at a com-
munity college before moving to university teaching. During his first year at the 
university he wrote lectures; delivered them the next day; and gave high-stakes, 
100-question, multiple-choice exams at midterm and at the final. If students did 
poorly, he never blamed himself and thought they hadn’t studied enough. He did 
not think much about giving or receiving feedback or how he might improve student 
learning; he was too busy teaching. It was all about sharing information and expect-
ing students to make it their own, somehow magically turning it into knowledge they 
could use. 

When Ross reflected on those early days of his teaching, he realized that students 
were not learning well, mainly because of his lack of knowledge about, and align-
ment of, course outcomes, assessments, and learning activities. He had never thought 
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xiv  PREFACE

much about what he really wanted students to learn and how they would learn. 
His goal had been to create mini music majors in an introductory music apprecia-
tion course. Over time, he became an award-winning instructor as he moved from a 
teacher-centered to a learner-centered paradigm.

Ross also learned much from the faculty participating in his course design work-
shops. Faculty are no longer content to share information with students hoping they 
will remember it long enough to pass tests. They are looking for powerful tools to use 
as they endeavor to increase student learning. Foundational knowledge is crucial to 
learning, but there is so much more. Students need to know how to use information. 
They need to see the connections among ideas in a course and from course to course 
and from courses to their own lives. Before graduating from college students should 
learn about themselves, develop confidence, and construct their own learning and a 
better understanding of who they are in their own ethical development. In today’s 
world our students must be able to work using innovative thinking and with people 
from diverse backgrounds. They need to deliver information and ideas through a 
variety of technologies that best communicate with their audience; and the commu-
nication needs to be collaborative rather than one way.

Setting the Tone: Good Teaching to Rich Learning

It is even more important for our students to find ways to learn how to learn on their 
own after their courses are completed and the degree is awarded. They need to learn 
about how they learn and how they plan to continue learning to advance in their 
career. This book is written for faculty who want to assist students in these pursuits, 
not so much with theory but with actual examples from experienced teachers and 
those who develop courses using significant student learning as their goal. 

In the olden days, cars had hood ornaments that identified the designer of the 
car. When driving, no one focused on the hood ornament but looked farther down 
the road to see where they were going. Not taking current course design ideas into 
consideration is a lot like focusing our eyes on the hood ornament of the car instead 
of looking down the road. Course design can’t just be about finishing the course. It 
needs to prepare students to look farther down the road. If your course design has 
been the same for a number of years, and it doesn’t prepare students to perform the 
skills they need for success in work and life, then it is time for a redesign. 

Today institutions struggle with how to retain students while preparing them for 
an ever-changing future society and workplace. Much more energy is being poured 
into showing students how a course is a part of a continuous curriculum that leads to 
the final goal of a certificate or degree. Support for student learning comes academi-
cally from learning centers that provide tutoring and advising help. We applaud this 
effort, but we can’t stop there. We need to examine the core of learning, which is the 
course and the engagement the instructor has with the student. We need to show 
how the course is a part of a curriculum that leads to a successful life and career. As 
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PREFACE  xv

much as going to school is a great experience, success in the workplace is the goal. To 
paraphrase Shakespeare’s Prince Hamlet, The work’s the thing.

Using This Book to Deliver Significant Learning

The purpose of the book is to provide you with the benefit of your knowledge and 
collective years of teaching in a variety of disciplines and of our faculty development 
experience. As in Ross’s experience described earlier, we have been faculty and admin-
istrators at two- and four-year colleges and universities and have presented at many 
international disciplinary and teaching and learning conferences. This team has been 
recognized for its outstanding teaching and educational innovations. 

In the field of faculty development we have directed teaching and learning cent-
ers on college and university campuses and led a campus network of leaders system-
wide who have conducted more than 500 workshops, webinars, and conferences for 
more than 10,000 faculty members. We have learned that all full-time and part-time 
faculty members need to be at their best as everyone is on the starting lineup on the 
academic team. This content in this book is designed for all faculty, new and expe-
rienced, tenured and adjunct. You will learn about ideas that you can implement 
immediately and those that will need deeper planning.

The overarching content of this book considers all the elements of course design 
and its overall impact on student learning, effective teaching, and institutional mis-
sion. The design of the book provides you with the opportunity to start at the begin-
ning and read to the end or examine individual chapters to gain more knowledge on a 
topic. It is meant to deliver just-in-time learning so you can benefit from the content 
of the chapter you need when you need it. Whether you are new, early, middle, or 
later-career faculty, you will be able to use the chapters as you need them for ideas and 
strategies for your work on campus. 

Each chapter follows the same format, the same way you should provide consist-
ency for your students to learn in your course design, and includes these elements:

•	 Points to Ponder is an overture to prepare your mind for the thinking and acts 
as a hook for the content. 

•	 Vignettes provide real faculty and student experiences that set the tone for 
how the chapter content plays out in teaching and learning.

•	 Content is what you should know and how it can be applied in your teaching 
to provide significant learning. Boxes titled Bright Ideas provide stories that 
detail  the experiences faculty have had in course design that worked well in 
our courses and that you can add to your courses. We also include Jot Your 
Thoughts boxes where you can write your notes so you don’t lose your own 
good ideas while reading.

•	 Reflect on This Chapter contains questions for reflection as you develop a plan 
for using the content in your teaching practice. 

•	 Action Checklists for each chapter are intended to help you apply the content 
to your course design.
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xvi  PREFACE

Chapter Overviews

Part One: Starting
Chapter 1, “Preparing for Your Course Design,” is the overture to planning for course 
design. As with any journey, some preparation is needed to set up the success of the 
endeavor. A discussion of significant learning leads to the examination of taxonomy 
frameworks. The identification of your course’s situational factors leads to a deeper 
look at the expectations others have about your course, the characteristics of the 
learners, and your own characteristics as their teacher. Finally, your analysis of the 
situational factors will help you with the pedagogical challenges you need to address 
in your design. 

Part Two: Designing

In chapter 2, “Integrating Your Course Design,” you will learn that designing your 
course properly allows you to teach interactively and provides students with signifi-
cant learning experiences. You will have the opportunity to engage in Fink’s (2013) 
integrated course design to develop and align learning outcomes, assessments, and 
activities in your face-to-face, blended, and online courses. An example of a com-
pleted three-column table (Table 2.5) demonstrates course integration that you can 
use as a model for your own course design. 

Chapter 3, “Communicating in Your Course,” focuses on planning integrated, 
multiple approaches to communicate to develop a welcoming and engaging environ-
ment for learning. A variety of communication tools and strategies are discussed to 
better engage students before, during, and at the end of the course to develop a more 
student-centered experience. Examples are provided so you can analyze the effective-
ness of current strategies on the path to designing a communication plan that can be 
integrated into the course design. 

Chapter 4, “Creating a Learning Framework,” describes and summarizes research-
based learning models and current thinking about learning processes as they relate to 
teaching and learning in various formats. This chapter provides the foundation for 
chapter 5 because it reinforces the course design model. 

To practice the theory presented in chapter 4, chapter 5, “Developing Learning 
Activities and Techniques,” describes learning activities as well as provides templates 
and sample activities and techniques appropriate to bridge the course outcomes to 
the assessments and to promote active learning and stronger student engagement. 

As accessibility for all learners is critical for student success, in chapter 6, “Mak-
ing Your Course Accessible,” you will discover how to make your course and content 
materials meet requirements of the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990). A discus-
sion of providing accommodations for student learning provides insights to broaden 
pedagogical practice, which benefits all students, not just those who need accommo-
dations. These skills are also important to teach students so they can develop their 
own accessible materials in the course and the workplace. 
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PREFACE  xvii

Chapter 7, “Integrating Learning Technologies,” illustrates that technology can 
serve as a great way to increase engagement and enhance the quality of learning expe-
riences. Identifying a need and choosing appropriate tools and strategies to embed 
in the course can support learning activities, help students meet course outcomes, 
and prepare them for work after graduation. We include a discussion about choosing 
tools that will help faculty with course management so they can spend more time 
working with students. 

Part Three: Assessing

As understanding types of assessments and strategies to use multiple measurements to 
assess the whole student will make assessing student learning more fruitful, chapter 
8, “Assessing Student Learning,” includes developing backward- and forward-looking 
authentic portfolio assessments. We include an examination of the components of 
rubric development. A crosswalk comparison (Table 8.2) demonstrates how to link 
learning activities with assessment techniques. This is a valuable addition to assist-
ing your course design as it provides ways to design using a blend of assessments 
and activities that are informal and formal or formative and summative, and offers a 
variety of learning types and possible technology requirements. Finally, a discussion 
of how faculty can use assessment results is included. 

In chapter 9, “Assessing Course Quality,” using the best practices of designing 
face-to-face, blended, and online courses provides opportunities to assess the quality 
of a course. Gathering student feedback in reflection activities and course evaluation 
surveys are ways to measure what is working and what can be improved to build a 
stronger course through continuous improvement.

Because faculty are expected to provide academic leadership in program and 
institutional assessment, chapter 10, “Assessing Your Program and Institution,” dis-
cusses the need to integrate micro to macro levels of assessment from the student to 
the course to the program or department or to the institution by providing continu-
ity for quality. Since some programs and departments and all institutions are required 
to measure their outcomes for accreditation, knowing how your course relates to the 
curriculum of the program or department and how these align with the institution’s 
mission completes the overall assessment picture. 

Part Four: Reflecting

Reflecting on your teaching is key to continuous growth, improvement, and sustain-
ability. Additionally, there are a variety of steps required for promotion and tenure. 
Chapter 11, “Reflecting on Your Teaching,” focuses on what you can do to archive 
your work to monitor your performance and demonstrate your accomplishments as 
evidence of your quality work. 

As with our students, we need to assess where we are in our practices and envi-
sion the pathway we want to take to achieve our goals. Reflection is the first step in 
thinking about your teaching and identifying where you are on your career pathway. 
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xviii  PREFACE

Chapter 12, “Learning How to Learn: Advancing Your Professional Development,” 
is a discussion of how to use professional organizations and campus resources to help 
you create your professional development plan for career advancement. 

The chapters in this book provide more than 70 Bright Ideas on teaching and 
learning with spaces for you to take notes so you can add your ideas to create an 
action plan for changes you want to implement in your courses, teaching, and pro-
fessional development. That is the first step to making the changes you think will 
enhance your teaching and significant learning for your students. Each chapter has 
an Action Checklist based on the chapter content to help you organize your next 
steps.

Two additional chapters, which are available on our website (https:// encoreprodev 
.com/book), discuss the needs of new faculty. The first chapter, “Making a Strong 
Start on Your Campus,” focuses on key questions faculty have when starting in a new 
position or on a new campus. Ranging from logistics to garnering support from col-
leagues, this chapter will help them navigate the important challenges they need to 
address first to lead to success.

Because building a relationship with your supervisor is something that will ben-
efit your work, the second chapter on our website, “Working Effectively With Your 
Dean and Department Chair,” will help you understand the role your dean or chair 
plays in the administration and help you navigate your career. This person also plays a 
significant role in your life and can help guide your direction, provide wisdom during 
academic challenges, and assist you in growing professionally.

Our philosophy is that reflection on the teaching practice is one of the most 
important tools in learning and professional development, so we provide the space to 
write your thoughts throughout the book under Jot Your Thoughts. Make this book 
your own. We intend for you to be an author too, so write your reflections about 
what you are learning. Our goal is for you to use this book as a guide to refer to so 
often that the pages will be well worn as your progress in your teaching career. 

In the back of the book, an area that is sometimes skipped over by the reader, we 
provided appendixes with additional material for use in your design. A glossary con-
tains terms that may be new to you, and outcomes for each chapter have been pro-
vided to assist your learning. We also include an Additional Readings and Resources 
section for further reading and study.

Our team of educators took great pleasure in writing this book, and we are 
pleased that L. Dee Fink has written the foreword. The ideas presented here are 
tried and true. All the team members have stood in front of their peers and shared 
their strategies to improve faculty teaching and student learning. In return, they have 
helped thousands of students achieve their dream of a successful life and career while 
providing them with the confidence to change themselves in an ever-changing world. 

All educators go through these steps in learning to teach and in developing sig-
nificant learning. You are not alone. Our goal for this book is to provide you with a 
wealth of ideas to help you design courses that provide significant learning to change 
the lives of your students and help you achieve your mission and the mission of your 
institution.
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