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Hi everyone, my name is Katy Little, and I’m the director of instructional technology for TILT, which is the Institute for Learning and Teaching here on campus. My team is a group of instructional designers who provide professional development for faculty to help them design and develop their online, hybrid and residential-instruction courses. In this process, we work closely with both CSUOnline and Kevin’s team at ACNS. Today, I’m going to talk about how to align assignments with learning objectives. And one thing I’d like to say before we begin is that while this is geared toward online courses, everything we talk about today is applicable to hybrid and residential-instruction courses, as well.  
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To start, I’d like to spend a few minutes talking about backward design. Traditionally, the way that courses were designed were that faculty decided what content they wanted to cover, and then that is what they presented in class. In backward design, we start with what we want the students to understand and be able to do. Then, we consider how we’ll check what they have learned. Next, we need to determine which learning activities will lead students to the desired results. And then in this model, the content comes last—so we finally determine the content we’ll present. As you can see, this is quite a bit different from letting your content drive the course. In this case, your learning objectives drive everything else.



Learning Objectives

Identify your 
learning objectives

What should students be able to do when they complete your course?

 Be specific.
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So remember that first, you need to think about what you want your learners to be able to do once they complete your course. These are your learning objectives, and typically, these are broken down by the unit or module or week of your course—so, for example, a practical approach to writing learning objectives is to frame them as responses to the phrase: Upon completion of Module 1, students will be able to discuss a, b, and c. Or Upon completion of module 2, they should be able to analyze y and z. Be specific when you write your objectives. Now, I’m not going to spend a lot of time on this since we covered it in the presentation yesterday, but remember to make your objectives measureable. Again, the knee-jerk reaction in a lot of cases is for faculty to say well, I want my students to be able to understand this or learn this, but the words understand and learn aren’t measureable. They can mean different things to different people. So as we discussed yesterday, you can do a simple Google search for Bloom’s Taxonomy for assistance in writing measureable objectives.



Assessments

Design suitable 
assessment 
strategies

 How will students show you that they’ve met the learning objectives?

 Be sure your assessments align with your learning objectives.
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Now that we have our objectives, we need to figure out how we’ll check what the students have learned. These are your formative and summative assessments.Essentially, you want your assessments to help students be able to provide evidence that they have met the learning objectives.This relates to a concept called alignment. We want to make sure that our assessments align to our learning objectives as misalignment between objectives and assessments results in confusion and frustration for students and instructors. A simple way to think about this is as a very rhythmic relationship between objectives and assessments. So, if one of your objectives is “Discuss the role of a school social worker,” but your assessment asks students to “evaluate a case study in a  school social worker”, we have a mismatch, right? Our assignment is a much more difficult than what our objective asked students to be able to do. We need to revisit and revise either our objective or our assignment to achieve alignment.  �



Activities and Content

Plan instructional 
activities; content

Which activities will lead students to the desired results?

 Determine how you will present your content.
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The last piece of our puzzle relates to our learning activities and content. So remember, we need to determine which learning activities and content will lead students to the desired results on assessments, achievement of our learning objectives. Your instructional activities should prepare students for what you’ll ask them to do on their assessments. This gives them an opportunity to practice, get feedback from you and make adjustments prior to the assessment. Examples include: Practicing case studies in groups before working on these on their ownShort papers before a longer paper with more pointsPractice quizzes with questions similar to what students will encounter on their exams Breaking down a project into stages or pieces that students submit incrementally for feedback and revisions.Finally, determine the content you will present and how you will present it. You could do short lectures or audio recordingsVideosReadings (articles, textbooks)Web sitesGuest lecturesLabsField tripsAnd so onAgain, keep alignment in mind. So our assessments tie back to our objectives, our instructional activities prepare students for their assessments and our content should map to our activities and assessments. Hopefully, at this point, you can clearly see how the tight the relationship is among these four items. 



Examples
1. Discuss Earth’s inner structure and its origin of heat (Oceanography 

– aligned with a short lecture and discussion).

2. Recognize parts of the brain, and locate given structures using 
appropriate anatomical terms (Psychology – aligned with interactive 
content that highlights parts of the brain and anatomical terms 
when moused over and a worksheet assignment).

3. Practice using a vivid memory to begin writing a story (Creative 
Writing – aligned with readings and the practice of writing through 
workshops).
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So, now that we’ve covered how to align your learning objectives with your assessments, activities and content, let’s take a look at a few course examples. Here, we have some very specific, measureable objectives and then note the content/activities or assessments that match up. (Walk through these.)



Implications for Course Design 

Course 
Goal

Learning 
Objective (1)

Assessment (1)

Content

Assessment (2)

Learning 
Objective (2)

Assessment (1)

Assessment (2)

Assessment (3)

Content

Activity

Activity

Activity
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When you design a course in this manner, you might consider including a flowchart like the one here, specific to your course, in the course syllabus to help students see the connections and relationships from your main course goals, to your objectives, your assessments and all the way down to your activities and content. This is often called a graphic syllabus and also supports the concept of transparent teaching. It helps student gain a broader understanding of how the course is organized and why you do the things you do to support their learning in the course. In essence, it gives them a course road map for the semester.KEVIN WILL NOW DO HANDS-ON PORTION BEFORE WE SHIFT TO RUBRICS.
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