
 

 

 

A Self-Directed Guide to 

Designing Courses for Significant Learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

L. Dee Fink, PhD 

Director, Instructional Development Program 

University of Oklahoma 
 

Author of:  

Creating Significant Learning Experiences: 

An Integrated Approach to Designing College Courses  

(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003) 

 



 i 

A Self-Directed Guide to 

Designing Courses for Significant Learning 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Introduction             1 

 

An Overview of Integrated Course Design        2 

Model 1: The Key Components of Integrated Course Design    2 

Designing an Integrated Course         4 

 

Initial Design Phase: Building Strong Primary Components      4 

Preview of the Initial Design Phase: Designing Courses that Promote . . .    5 

Step 1. Situational Factors          6 

Step 2. Learning Goals         8 

Step 3. Feedback and Assessment        13 

Step 4. Teaching/Learning Activities       16 

 Active Learning        16 

Rich Learning Experiences      19 

In-Depth Reflective Dialogue      19 

   Information and Ideas       21 

Step 5. Integration          21 

Final Check and Review of Initial Phase        23 

 Model 2: Criteria for Assessing Course Designs      24 

 

Intermediate Design Phase: Assembling the Components into a Coherent Whole  25 

Step 6. Course Structure         25 

Step 7. Instructional Strategy         26 

Step 8. Creating the Overall Scheme of Learning Activities     27 

 

Final Design Phase: Important Remaining Tasks      30 

Step 9. How Are You Going to Grade?       30 

Step 10. What Could Go Wrong?        31 

Step 11. Let Students Know What You Are Planning     31 

Step 12. How Will You Know How the Course Is Going? How It Went?   32 

Concluding Counsel          33



 1 

A SELF-DIRECTED GUIDE TO DESIGNING COURSES FOR SIGNIFICANT LEARNING 
 

Introduction. When we teach, we engage in two closely related, but distinct, activities.  
First, we design the course by gathering information and making a number of decisions 
about the way the course will be taught.  Second, we engage in teacher-student 
interactions as we implement the course we have designed.  The concept of Teacher-
Student Interaction as used here is a broad one that includes lecturing, leading 
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Read through the introductory comments in each step, and then complete as 
much of eaFK�ZRUNVKHHW�DQG�DFWLRQ�LWHP�DV�\RX�FDQ���,I�\RX�GRQ¶W�IXOO\�XQGHUVWDQG�D�
particular idea or have difficulty applying it to your own course, do what you can, and 
then move on.  Generally you will be able to come back later and the ideas that you 
need will be clearer. 
  

In this Guide, I first present an overview of Integrated Course Design and then 
work through each of the major phases, one at a time. 
 

An Overview of Integrated Course Design 

 
The basic components in this model of Integrated Course Design are the same 

as those found in other models of instructional design: analyze the situational 
factors, formulate the learning goals, design the feedback and assessment 
procedures, and select the teaching/learning activities.  What is distinctive about 
this model is that these components have been put together in a way that reveals and 
emphasizes their inter-
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Notice the pattern: If a teacher breaks one of the connections in a course, inevitably 
another is broken.  When two out of three key connections are broken, the course itself 
LV�³EURNHQ�´��7KLV�LV�ZK\�Lt is so important to create an integrated design. 
 
Designing an Integrated Course. In designing a course, we are gathering informa-
tion and making decisions about how the course will be taught.  We want to engage in 
both of these activities so that there is a high likelihood that the students will have a 
significant learning experience.  In order to do this, we need to work through the 
course design process in a systematic way.  This means completing each step before 
going on to the next one.  This is important because the later steps build on the earlier 
ones. For Integrated Course Design (Model 1), start by building strong primary 
components (INITIAL DESIGN PHASE); then assemble them into a coherent whole (INTER-
MEDIATE DESIGN PHASE); and finally, finish several important tasks (FINAL DESIGN PHASE). 

 

INITIAL DESIGN PHASE (Steps 1-5):  Building Strong Primary Components  
The primary components of Integrated Course Design are shown in Model 1.  

The first component in the model is to gather information about the Situational Factors 
(e.g., how many students are in the course, what kind of prior knowledge are the 
students bringing to the course about this subject, etc.) [This component is shown as 
WKH�UHFWDQJXODU�ER[��³6LWXDWLRQDO�)DFWRUV´�LQ�0RGHO���@���7KLV�LQIormation is then used to 
make the three major decisions about the course (shown as ovals in Model 1).
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Précis of the INITIAL DESIGN PHASE (Steps 1-5) 
DESIGNING COURSES THAT PROMOTE SIGNIFICANT LEARNING 

 
If professors ZDQW�WR�FUHDWH�FRXUVHV�LQ�ZKLFK�VWXGHQWV�KDYH�³VLJQLILFDQW�OHDUQLQJ�H[SHULHQFHV�´�
they need to 
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Step 1.  Situational Factors 
The first thing to do when designing a course is to size up the situation carefully.  

This means reviewing information already known about the teaching and learning 
situation and, in some cases, gathering additional information.  This information will be 
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Step 1. Worksheet 

SITUATIONAL  FACTORS  TO  CONSIDER 
 

1.  Specific Context of the Teaching/Learning Situation 
How many students are in the class?  Is the course lower division, upper division, or 
graduate level?  How long and frequent are the class meetings?  How will the course be 
delivered: live, online, or in a classroom or lab?  What physical elements of the learning 
environment will affect the class? 

 
 
 
 

2.  General Context of the Learning Situation 
What learning expectations are placed on this course or curriculum by: the university, 
college and/or department?  the profession?  society?   

 

 
 
 

3.  Nature of the Subject 
Is this subject primarily theoretical, practical, or a combination?  Is the subject primarily 
convergent or divergent?  Are there important changes or controversies occurring within the 
field? 

 

 
 
 

4.  Characteristics of the Learners 
What is the life situation of the learners (e.g., working, family, professional goals)?  What 
prior knowledge, experiences, and initial feelings do students usually have about this 
subject?  What are their learning goals, expectations, and preferred learning styles?  

 
 
 

 

5.  Characteristics of the Teacher 
What beliefs and values does the teacher have about teaching and learning?  What is 
his/her attitude toward:  the subject? students? What level of knowledge or familiarity does 
s/he have with this subject?  What are his/her strengths in teaching?   
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Step 2.  Learning Goals 
After you have reviewed the situational factors, decide what you want students 

to get out of the course. Many people take a content-FHQWHUHG�DSSURDFK�WR�WKLV�WDVN���³,�
ZDQW�VWXGHQWV�WR�OHDUQ�DERXW�WRSLF�;��WRSLF�<��DQG�WRSLF�=�´��7KLV�LV�DQ�HDV\��QDWXUDO�
approach but it generally results in an overemphasis on ³XQGHUVWDQG�DQG�UHPHPEHU´�
kinds of learning.  These are important.  But when teachers take a learning-centered 
approach, they usually identify several additional kinds of significant learning. 

 
,�UHFRPPHQG�WKDW�WHDFKHUV�DVN�WKHPVHOYHV��³:KDW�ZRXOG�,�OLNH�the impact of this 

course to be on students, 2-3 years after the course is over?  What would distinguish 
VWXGHQWV�ZKR�KDYH�WDNHQ�WKLV�FRXUVH�IURP�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�KDYH�QRW"´ 

 
When students and teachers think about what students can learn that is truly 

significDQW��WKHLU�DQVZHUV�XVXDOO\�LQFOXGH��EXW�GR�QRW�IRFXV�RQ��³XQGHUVWDQG�DQG�
UHPHPEHU´�NLQGV�RI�OHDUQLQJ���0RUH�RIWHQ�WKH\�HPSKDVL]H�VXFK�WKLQJV�DV�FULWLFDO�
thinking, learning how to creatively use knowledge from the course, learning to solve 
real-world problems, changing the way students think about themselves and others, 
realizing the importance of life-long learning, etc. 

 
$IWHU�PDQ\�\HDUV�RI�VWXG\LQJ�SHRSOH¶V�UHVSRQVHV�WR�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�ZKDW�

constitutes significant learning, I have proposed a taxonomy of significant learning. It 
consists of six major types of significant learning, with a number of sub-categories. This 
taxonomy is shown in Figure 1 (next page).  The taxonomy identifies significant kinds of 
learning that you may want to include as important learning goals for your course. 
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Figure 1 

A TAXONOMY OF SIGNIFICANT LEARNING 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              
   
One important feature of this particular taxonomy is that each kind of learning is 
interactive, as illustrated in Figure 2 (next page).  This means that each kind of 
learning can stimulate other kinds of learning.  This has major implications for the 
selection of learning goals for your course.  It may seem intimidating to include all six 
kinds of significant learning.  But the more you can realistically include, the more the 
goals will support each other²DQG�WKH�PRUH�YDOXDEOH�ZLOO�EH�\RXU�VWXGHQWV¶�OHDUQLQJ� 
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FOUNDATIONAL 
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APPLICATION 

 Skills 

 Thinking:  

 Critical, creative, & 
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 Managing projects 
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Figure 2 

INTERACTIVE NATURE OF SIGNIFICANT LEARNING 
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Step 2. Worksheet 
 

Questions for Formulating Significant Learning Goals  
 

"A year (or more) after this course is over, I want and hope that students will   �´ 
 

Foundational Knowledge  

 What key information (e.g., facts, terms, formulae, concepts, principles, relationships, etc.) 
is/are important for students to understand and remember in the future? 

 What key ideas (or perspectives) are important for students to understand in this course? 

 

 

 

 

Application Goals 

 What kinds of 
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Human Dimensions Goals 

 What could or should students learn about themselves? 
 What could or should students learn about understanding others and/or interacting with 

them? 

 

 

 

 

 

Caring Goals 





 14 

 As the students work to learn how to perform well, teachers need to provide 
IHHGEDFN���+LJK�TXDOLW\�IHHGEDFN�ZLOO�KDYH�WKH�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�³),'H/LW\´�IHHGEDFN: 

 Frequent: Give feedback daily, weekly, or as frequently as possible. 

 Immediate: Get the feedback to students as soon as possible. 
 Discriminating: Make clear what the difference is between poor, 

acceptable, and exceptional work. 

 Loving: Be empathetic in the way you deliver your feedback. 
 
Enhancing Learning with High Quality Feedback 
  Since the publication of my book, a group of educators in Scotland and England 
put together a very impressive list of 7 principles for giving feedback in a way that 
enhances student learning.  The 7 principles are listed in the Appendi[�RI�WKLV�³*XLGH.´   

 Note: The full document, the key part of which is only 13 pages long, can be 
downloaded from a website.  The URL for this website is listed in the appendix. 
                                                      

Figure 3 

AUDIT-IVE AND EDUCATIVE  ASSESSMENT 
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Step 3. Worksheet 

Procedures for Educative Assessment 

1. Forward-Looking Assessment  Formulate one or two ideas for forward-looking 
assessment.  Identify a situation in which students are likely to use what they have 
learned, and try to replicate that situation with a question, problem, or issue. 
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Step 4.  Teaching/Learning Activities 
  Often as college teachers thinking about what should happen in a course, we 
have used the trad
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Table 1 
 

LEARNING ACTIVITIES FOR HOLISTIC, ACTIVE LEARNING 
 
 

 

 GETTING  
INFORMATION 

& IDEAS 

EXPERIENCE REFLECTIVE DIALOGUE, 
with: 

"Doing" "Observing"  Self  Others 

 

DIRECT 

 Primary data 

 Primary sources 

 ³5HDO�'RLQJ�´�LQ�
authentic 
settings 

 Direct    
observation of 
phenomena 

 Reflective 
thinking 

 Journaling 

 Dialogue 

 (in or out  
    of class) 

 

INDIRECT, 

VICARIOUS 

 Secondary data   
and sources 

 Lectures, 
textbooks 

 Case Studies 

 Gaming, 
Simulations 

 Role Play 

 Stories 

  (can be accessed  
via:  film,      
oral history, 
literature) 

 

ONLINE 

 

 Course website 

 Internet 

 Teacher can assign students to 
"directly experience  _____�´ 

 Students can engage in "indirect" 
kinds of experience online. 

 Students can reflect and then 
engage in various kinds of 
dialogue online. 
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 To help you explore ways of developing more powerful learning experiences for 
your students, I suggest some ideas for each of three components of active learning: 
Rich Learning Experience, In-Depth Reflective Dialogue, and Information and Ideas. 

 
Rich Learning Experiences. As you try to add an experiential component to the 
OHDUQLQJ�H[SHULHQFH��ORRN�IRU�³5LFK�/HDUQLQJ�([SHULHQFHV�´��&HUWDLQ�OHDUQLQJ�
experiences arH�³ULFK´�EHFDXVH�WKH\�DOORZ�VWXGHQWV�WR�DFTXLUH�VHYHUDO�NLQGV�RI�
significant learning simultaneously.  What are some ways this can be done?  The 
list below identifies in-class and out-of-class activities that promote multiple kinds 
of significant learning²
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Table 2 

IN-DEPTH REFLECTIVE DIALOGUE 
 

With Whom? 

 Oneself  (journaling, learning portfolios) 
 Others  (teacher, other students, people outside class) 

About What? 

 Subject of the Course: (Substantive writing) 
What is an appropriate and full understanding of                     
this concept or topic? 

 Learning Process:  (Reflective writing) 
˹ What am I learning? 
˹ Of what value is this? 
˹ How did I learn: best, most comfortably,  
   with difficulty, etc.? 
˹ What else do I need to learn? 

Written Forms? 

 One-minute papers  
 Weekly journal writing 
 Learning portfolios (end-of-course, end-of-program)
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Information and Ideas.  In order to free up some class time for the experiential 
and reflective activities identified above, you will probably need to explore 
alternative ways of introducing students to the key information and ideas of the 
course, i.e., the content.  This might involve having them do more reading 
before they come to class.  Or it may mean creating a course-specific website 
where you put content-related material.  Or you can direct students to go to 
selected websites that have good content related to the course.   
 
Action: Other than lectures, what ways can you identify to cause students to 
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 Are there any disconnects between your beliefs and values, the student 
characteristics, the specific or general context, or the nature of the subject in 
relation to the way you propose to run the course? 

 
2.  Learning Goals and Feedback & Assessment   
  
     Issues to address include:  
 

 How well do your assessment procedures address the full range of learning 
goals?   

 

 Is the feedback giving students information about all the learning goals?   
 

 Do the learning goals include helping the students learn how to assess their own 
performance? 

 
3.  Learning Goals and Teaching/Learning Activities  
 

 Do the learning activities effectively support all your learning goals?   
 

 Are there extraneous activities that do not serve any major learning goal? 
 
4.  Teaching/Learning Activities and Feedback & Assessment   
 

 How well does the feedback loop work to prepare students for understanding the 
criteria and standards that will be used to assess their performance?   

 
 How well do the practice learning activities and the associated feedback 

opportunities prepare students for the eventual assessment activities? 
 

 A good tool for checking on integration, especially on Steps #2-4 above, is to 
use the Worksheet 1 on the following page.  First, fill in a list of your learning goals for 
the course.  If possible, have one for each kind of significant learning in the taxonomy.  
Second, for each major learning goal, identify how you would know whether students 
have achieved that kind of learning, i.e., what kind of feedback and assessment can 
you use?  Third, again, for each major learning goal, identify what students will have 
to do to achieve that kind of learning.  You will often find that the assessment and the 
learning activity are the same or very similar.   
 But working through this exercise can be very valuable by ensuring that you in 
fact have specific kinds of assessment and learning activities for each of your learning 
JRDOV�DQG�WKDW�\RX�GRQ¶W�MXVW�JLYH�³OLS�VHUYLFH´�WR�WKHP� 
 After you finish your final check (below), then you can start the process of 
assembling these several activities into a coherent whole (Phase II, starting on p. 28). 
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Worksheet 1 

Worksheet for Designing a Course 
 
 

  Ways of Assessing   Actual Teaching-Learning  Helpful Resources: 

 Learning Goals for Course:  This Kind of Learning:  Activities:  (e.g., people, things) 

 1.
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Final Check and Review of INITIAL DESIGN PHASE. A major benefit of this planning 
model is that it provides specific criteria for assessing the quality of course design.  
There are five primary criteria, four of which are illustrated by the highlighted areas of 
Figure 6 on the next page.  It suggests that good course design meets the following 
criteria. 

 
The basic design for this course is good if it includes… 
 

1. In-Depth Analysis of Situational Factors  It is based on a systematic review of all 
the major situational factors, in order to define the situational constraints and 
opportunities of the course. 

2. Significant Learning Goals It includes learning goals focused on several kinds of 
VLJQLILFDQW�OHDUQLQJ��QRW�MXVW�³XQGerstand-and-UHPHPEHU´�NLQGV�RI�OHDUQLQJ� 

3. Educative Feedback and Assessment It includes the components of educative 
assessment: forward-looking assessment, opportunities for students to engage in 
self-DVVHVVPHQW��FOHDU�FULWHULD�DQG�VWDQGDUGV��DQG�³),'H/LW\´ feedback.  These 
allow the feedback and assessment to go beyond auditive assessment. 

4. Active Teaching/Learning Activities  It includes learning activities that engage 
students in active learning by incorporating powerful forms of experiential and 
reflective learning, as well as ways of getting basic information and ideas. 

5. Integration/Alignment  All the major components of the course are integrated (or 
aligned). That is, the situational factors, learning goals, feedback and assess-
ment, and the teaching/learning activities all reflect and support each other. 

 ,I�WKH�FRXUVH�GHVLJQ�UDWHV�³+LJK´�RQ�HDFK�RI�WKHVH�ILYH�FULWHULD��WKHQ�WKH�EDVLF�
components of good design are in place. 
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Figure 6 
 

Criteria for Assessing Course Designs   
 (The major criteria are shown in bold) 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Teaching and 
Learning 
Activities 
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INTERMEDIATE PHASE  
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Action:  

 Identify 4 to 7 major concepts, issues, or topics for your course. 
 What is the appropriate sequence for introducing these to the students? 
 What initial ideas do you have for assignments or problems that would  

reflect the increasing complexity of the subject as students move from     
topic to topic? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Step 7.  Instructional Strategy 
 One important conceptual distinction needs to be made between teaching 
techniques and an instructional o9
n 
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Step 8.  Creating the Overall Scheme of Learning Activities 

 At this time you need to dynamically integrate the course structure and the 
instructional strategy for the whole course. It can be helpful to create a diagram of the 
course structure and the instructional strategy²and then find ways to enhance how 
these two components work together. Your scheme might look like this:  

                                 Figure 9 
    
Major Topics 
   in Course: 
 
  I________ 
 
 
 
  II_______ 
 
 
  III______ 
 
 
  IV______ 
 

  
 Figure 9 above is an example of only one possibility.  It would obviously need to 
be adjusted to fi



 



 

 30 
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FINAL DESIGN PHASE (Steps 9-12):  Important Remaining Tasks 
 

 Four important remaining tasks need to be undertaken in order to complete the 
design of your course. 
 
Step 9.  How Are You Going To Grade?  
 At this time, you are ready to develop your grading system.  It should reflect the 
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Step 10.  What Could Go Wrong?  

 Now "de-EXJ��WKH�GHVLJQ�E\�DQDO\]LQJ�DQG�DVVHVVLQJ�\RXU��ILUVW�GUDIW´�RI�WKH�
course. Among other things, this means checking for possible problems. For example: 

 Will the students have time to do their out-of-class assignments? 

 Will they be able to obtain the necessary resources? (e.g., How many 
students will be trying to obtain reading material reserved in the library       
at the same time?) 

Action:  What problems might arise in the course design as you envision it  
at this time?  What might you do to solve these problems? 
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Concluding Counsel. Congratulations!  You have now finished designing your course.  
There are two closing caveats for you to consider. 

 Stay Flexible.  The first point to remember is that, although developing a good 
design or plan for your course is very important, it is only a plan.  Like all plans, you 
need to keep it flexible and subject to change as it is implemented. 

 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Order Changes.  If this is your first attempt at designing a course 
EDVHG�RQ�WKLV�PRGHO��GRQ¶W�EH�GLVFRXUDJHG�LI�\RXU GHVLJQ�GRHV�QRW�UDWH�D�³��´�RQ�DOO�WKH�
steps and criteria.  It is wise to think of making 1st order, 2nd order, and 3rd order 
changes.  This simply means that on your first attempt to improve the design of your 
course, focus only on a few changes.  But be sure to make some changes in each of the 
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Appendix 
 

7 Principles of FORMATIVE FEEDBACK 

Source:  Enhancing Student Learning Through Effective Formative Feedback, by C. Juwah, D. 
Macfarlane-Dick, B. Matthew, D. Nicol, D. Ross, & B. Smith.  Higher Education Academy, 
York, England.  June, 2004. 

1.   Facilitate the development of self-assessment (reflection) in learning. 

 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources.asp?process=full_record&section=generic&id=353
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources.asp?process=full_record&section=generic&id=353

