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Abstract

Backward Design, one component of the broader Understanding by Design

framework, begins by defining the desired course outcomes and then creates assessments

and instruction that align with those outcomes. The success of backward design in

teaching adults, vocational training, and preservice teacher training suggests that learners

would also receive it well in specific courses at Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary as they are

young adults, training for a particular vocation that requires teaching ability. This project

attempts to utilize the Backward Design process in one unit of the Senior Education

course at Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary. The intent is that lesson planning with the end

goals in mind will provide a coherent learning experience and better enable the skills

learned to transfer to the learners’ first ministry context.
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Chapter I: Introduction

Identifying the Issue

Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary (WLS) is a professional school with one intended

purpose: to train students for careers as parish pastors in the Wisconsin Evangelical

Lutheran Synod. When students graduate, the Seminary assures the synodical assignment

committee that the graduate possesses the skills required of a parish pastor. Along with

other disciplines, courses in practical theology prepare students for such work. Practical

theology includes courses in homiletics, counseling, evangelism, and education. At

Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary, when a student receives satisfactory grades in the required

courses, he is considered competent in that area of study and ready, from an academic

standpoint, to be recommended for assignment into the parish ministry. 

However, receiving a satisfactory grade in the classroom is only a partial indicator

of competency. Competency means not only acquiring and demonstrating skills during

training but also successfully transferring those skills to a new environment (Wiggins &

McTighe, 2005). To produce competent candidates, by that definition, it is vitally

important that we carefully define the skills that are needed. In our Education

Department, those skills are not currently explicitly defined. The Seminary still produces

qualified pastor-teachers because those skills, if unstated, are at least understood by both

teacher and student on a course level. For example, it is understood that pastor candidates

need to be able to prepare and present a Catechism class or an adult Bible study to be

presented for assignment. That understanding has been, and remains, foundational to the

curriculum planning and the assessment of the Education curriculum.
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However, our Education department has not moved beyond the understood

proficiencies and explicitly stated which skills enable a candidate to prepare and present a

Catechism class or an adult Bible study. 

Importance of the Project

We have the starting point for effective curriculum design when we carefully

define the desired skills at the course, unit, and daily instruction levels. After we answer

“What are the outcomes we desire?”, we can then answer, “How will those outcomes be

assessed?” and then finally, “What learning experiences need to be included to

accomplish those outcomes?” (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005; Michael & Libarkin, 2016).

This process is known as backward design.

Because ED3061-Educational Programs for Children, Youth, and Adults prepares

students for teaching, an aspect of the ministry that requires a public demonstration of

skills, the students of this course will benefit from the specific naming of those skills and

a unit plan that intentionally seeks to develop them. Furthermore, students will benefit

from this unit because they will see cohesion between goals, assessments, and classroom

learning. Finally, they will benefit from seeing the backward design process modeled in

class. They will be equipped to incorporate backward design into their teaching, enabling

WLS to send out more education-literate pastors to serve the congregations and schools

in our church body. 

Project Goal

This field project seeks to answer the question: What effect does backward design

have on the motivation and engagement of seminary students as they prepare to take on
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the teaching responsibilities involved in being a parish pastor? The seminarians studied in

this project were enrolled in ED3061-Educational Programs for Children, Youth, and

Adults, a one-semester, three-credit course for seniors at Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary.

This field project consists of a unit plan for the course portion that deals with adult Bible

study. The author serves as both the instructor for the course and as the conductor of this

field project.

This project aims to use backward design in the instructional design process to

help our classroom instruction at WLS align more closely with ministry skills that pastors

use in the parish regularly. To achieve that goal, this field project asks the question: What

effect does backward design have on the motivation and engagement of seminary

students in their education training?
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Chapter II: Literature Review

Introduction

The students in ED3061 find themselves in a unique educational place. They have

a year of practical experience in the parish context gained through their vicar year.

However, having received that taste of the ministry, they are now back in the classroom

for a final year of learning. They are full-time students in an educational setting that is

not unlike the one they have been in for the better part of two decades, but they are also

adults, both in age and level of maturity. Backward design is particularly appropriate for

teaching adults. A survey of the literature reveals both significant benefits and significant

challenges to unit planning via backward design.

The Dovetail of Backward Design and Andragogy

Backward design is one component of Wiggins and McTighe’s Understanding by

Design (UbD) instructional approach. There are three stages in the process—1)

Identifying the goals. 2) Planning assessment to measure the achievement of those goals.

3) Designing instructional experiences to achieve the goals (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).

This project does not make use of every aspect of the UbD approach. This project uses

only backward design for unit planning because it emphasizes the learners’ understanding

and can transfer it to a new context outside the classroom (McCartney & Tkatchov,

2021). The matter of transfer is crucial to learners who will soon be teaching in their

congregations.

The concept of andragogy, or the teaching of adults, was popularized in the 20th

century by educational theorist Malcolm Knowles, who proposed six characteristics that
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make the adult learner unique (Knowles et al., 2015). Two of those characteristics are

significant in this project: the learner’s need to know and readiness to learn.

The adult learner needs to know the purpose of their learning and how they will

benefit from it (Knowles et al., 2015). Bain (2004) recognized that this is especially true

for post-secondary students. The need to know is often occasioned by a transition in life

or a crisis the learner faces (Knowles et al, 2015; McCartney & Tkatchov, 2021). Having

gone through their vicar year, the seniors at WLS possess a “need to know” as they

realize from experience the gap between where they are and where they want to be as

teachers.

Moreover, because they will serve as parish pastors and regularly teach in just a

few months, they come to class ready to learn. The research of McCartney and Tkatchov

(2021) states that the sequence of events in backward design “provides a structure…for

when and how designers can apply ideas from Knowles’ andragogical learning process

model.”

Importance of Goal-setting in Education

Starting curriculum design with goals offers additional benefits for learners. When

goals are explicitly stated, the learner can measure their progress about them (Chappuis,

2019). Seeing that a goal is within reach and then achieving that goal produces

self-efficacy and motivation for continued effort (Pajares & Schunk, 2001). Goal-setting

benefits the teacher as well. When teachers start their instructional planning with the

lesson’s goals in mind, they can then make informed decisions regarding which

instructional content is necessary to reach those goals and the appropriate tools needed to
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deliver that content (Mager, 1962). Furthermore, goals are necessary to assess the

learners’ progress (Mager, 1962; Chappuis, 2019).

Goal-setting in curriculum design allows the teacher to avoid what Wiggins and

McTighe (2005) call the twin sins of teaching: covering material at the expense of

understanding and student activity that does not serve a purpose. The backward design

process creates cohesion between the desired skills at the end of instruction and the

learning experiences employed during instruction (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).

The Success of Understanding by Design

The research often addresses backward design as part of the UbD approach.

Ulicinar’s meta-synthesis of qualitative studies on Understanding by Design (2021)

indicated the framework’s success in a broad range of subjects. The success of UbD was

seen in exam scores (Paesani, 2017; Bopandikar, 2018; Rubica, 2018; Acar et al., 2019),

and favorable reception by students (DiMasi & Milani, 2016). Research has shown that

backward design in particular has had a positive effect on student motivation because it

encourages teachers to set clear goals that allow students to see their progress (Zhou,

2015), to provide learners with learning activities that focus on those goals (Yurtseven &

Altun, 2017) and to provide learners with real world tasks (Yurtseven & Altun, 2017;

Rubica, 2018).

Research on the use of UbD and backward design covers many fields of

professional teacher training, including the training of both pre-service and experienced

teachers in the fields of Clinical Law (Mlyniec, 2012), Biology (Bopardikar et al., 2022),

Music (Armes, 2020), Social work (DiMasi & Milani, 2016), and Pharmacy (Wright et

al., 2018). These studies revealed that the benefits of UbD for teachers are also
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well-documented, including a greater awareness of the overarching goals of their course

(Bopandikar et al.,2022), a more defined vision of their role in the classroom (DiMasi &

Milani, 2016) and increased, open communication between teachers and other

stakeholders like department heads (Paesani, 2017; Wright et al., 2018). Bopandikar et al.

(2022) also found that training in UbD made teachers more likely to plan learning

activities specifically designed to lead learners to the stated outcomes.

Whereas most seminaries educate individuals from multiple denominational

backgrounds and for diverse professions within the church, WLS is somewhat unique in

its training of individuals from a single church body for a single profession. Published

research on the effects of backward design in seminary training is scarce, much less one

that would be an apples-to-apples comparison with WLS. Nevertheless, professor of

religious studies Christopher M. Jones found that UbD was beneficial for keeping course

design centered on essential ideas and that UbD enhanced student agency because

learners understood clearly why they were there and how they would be assessed (Lester,

2014). Research that supports the benefits of UbD, in turn, supports the benefits of

backward design because backward design plays an integral role in UbD.

In summary, backward design is a wise choice for this project in teacher training

because the success of UbD has been demonstrated in various contexts through its

wide-ranging use in higher education, especially in the training of new teachers (Mlyniec,

2012; DiMasi & Milani, 2016; Wright et al., 2018; Armes, 2020; Bopardikar et al., 2022),

and its successful implementation in religious studies courses (Lester, 2014).
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The Shortcomings of Goals in Lesson Design

Backward design starts with goals, the things we would like the student to know

or be able to do as a result of instruction. These are the learning outcomes. Hussey &

Smith (2002) point out several problems with learning outcomes. First, an emphasis on

learning outcomes promotes a managerial approach to education because those goals are

often defined by an outside entity, apart from the teacher doing the instruction. This limits

teacher freedom. Related to that, having goals requires an assessment determining

whether or not the goals were met. This can make teacher accountability a priority over

student learning. Hussey & Smith point out that learning outcomes hinder excellence by

setting the standard of good work at a certain level. Students who can exceed the standard

might settle for doing only the amount of work necessary to meet the goal. Finally, they

state that although learning outcomes are meant to achieve clarity and precise assessment,

they often prove unclear and impossible to assess accurately because they are challenging

to write in a way that adequately meets the needs of diverse learners.

Other critics say that focusing on explicit learning outcomes may lead to ignoring

emergent learning outcomes (Megginson, 1994; Marzano et al., 2001). From a student’s

perspective, learning outcomes may take the focus off of learning and instead reinforce

the idea that education is merely about passing tests (Deneen & Boud, 2014). There also

exists the possibility of the students not understanding what is being asked of them and

not being able to achieve the desired outcomes as a result (Holmes, 2019). However, even

those who remain unconvinced of the benefits of goal-based design admit that it has

potential benefits (Cox et al., 1997; Hussey & Smith, 2002).
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Challenges of Implementation

While ubiquitous in K-12 schools, curriculum revision that starts with the learning

outcomes has yet to receive widespread acceptance in higher education, including

seminaries (Michael & Libarkin, 2016). The reluctance can be traced back to the process

rather than disagreement with the idea (Gordon, 2007). Most higher education faculty,

while highly knowledgeable in their content area, do not have training in classroom

instruction or course design (McCartney & Tkatchov, 2021; Speer et al., 2022). Indeed,

this would include Seminary professors. Teachers and administrators need clarification

regarding what constitutes an outcome and how many are needed for their course.

Gordon (2007) notes that many higher education educators are unsure where to begin

defining goals and that a lack of quality examples contributes to the problem. A final

reason for the lack of implementation in higher education is that the redesigning of the

curriculum places additional work responsibilities upon teachers, many of whom already

carry many responsibilities (Ascough, 2011).

Inconsistencies in Terminology

Perhaps the biggest challenge to implementing backward design is the lack of

standard terminology in education. A survey of educational research reveals that

discrepancies exist even at this advanced level of writing (Allan, 1996). Despite their

significant differences, the terms learning goals, objectives, and outcomes are often used

interchangeably (Harden, 2002; James, 2020). One person might use the term “outcomes”

when what they have in mind corresponds more closely to what another person refers to

as “objectives.” When there is no universally agreed-upon terminology, stakeholders talk

past each other, and it is difficult for widespread implementation to gain traction.
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Ascough (2011) suggests a three-part definition. Learning outcomes refer to the

overarching impact of the course. Outcomes are often intangible and, therefore, difficult

to measure. Student outputs are measurable and refer to what the student is responsible

for demonstrating to show that learning has happened. Course objectives refer to what

and how the teacher will communicate their course responsibilities. Ascough’s definitions

correspond to the three stages of lesson design proposed by Wiggins and McTighe (2005)

and are appropriate for this project.

Summary

The literature demonstrates that despite challenges that come with a goal-oriented

approach, backward design coordinates well with the needs of adult learners and has

produced successful results in other vocational training contexts. For the approach to be

successful, it is vital to define not only the desired skills from the outset but to establish

consistent terminology to be used throughout the lesson design process.
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Chapter III: Implementation

Introduction

This project aimed to define the desired skills in teaching adult Bible study and

then closely connect those skills to the classroom through backward design in lesson

planning. The project was designed for students of ED3061, students who are typically in

their final year of seminary training, and it was field tested in that course. There were 37

seniors enrolled in ED3061, ranging in age from 25-54, with 18 students in one section

and 19 in the other. There was no textbook for the course. A daily in-class guide for each

class was prepared by the teacher and shared with the students via Google Docs. The

course was scheduled for three 50-minute class periods per week for the first half of the

semester. The author was both the researcher and the instructor for the first half of the

semester. 2023 was his first year teaching the course. The second half of the semester

focused on all-ages education in the congregational setting and was taught by a colleague.

The primary assessment for the course consisted of the student preparing a four-lesson

Bible study, with one of those lessons being taught by the student to his peers. This

in-class teaching consisted of 18 minutes of instruction and 7 minutes for peer review.

Five class periods were set aside for this purpose. The classrooms were not equipped with

flexible seating but were furnished with standard AV equipment. Students and teacher

were equipped with laptops.

Procedures

The design process began with surveying course materials from previous course

iterations. These materials primarily consisted of PowerPoint slides for each lesson,

incorporating direct instruction and procedural notes. Information gathering continued in
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conversations with departmental colleagues and the course’s previous instructor

regarding the existence of any goals that were not already explicitly stated (i.e.in the

lesson slides). This first step aimed to provide a broad overview of the topics covered in

the past and to define the skills understood previously in determining competency.

Overall course outcomes were developed and cross-referenced with stated institutional

outcomes already in print (see Appendix A). According to the three-stage backward

design process outlined by McTighe & Wiggins (2005), overall course outcomes were

then used to plan the outputs (assessments) for the semester. The instructional objectives

(the in-class learning experiences) were developed last as the means to achieve the

outcomes and to prepare for the outputs.

The lesson plans were recorded using a template that was modified for this project

(see Appendix B). The template was modified to align with Understanding by Design

lesson planning terminology. This includes the addition of sections for a Big Question

and for the outcomes, outputs, and objectives of the lesson. Each finished lesson plan was

checked using an Understanding by Design rubric to ensure alignment between the

outcomes, the outputs, and the objectives. The lesson was then implemented in both

sections of ED3061.

The means of data collection were an end-of-the-unit survey and interviews. At

the end of the unit, a survey was administered to gauge student views on the course

learning goals and the degree to which they were met. The survey used a 4-point Likert

scale, and the data was gathered in Google Sheets.

Next, interview invitations were extended to 18 randomly-selected students,

representing 1/2 of the class. The interview consisted of four self-made questions (see
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Appendix C) focusing on how the course demonstrated cohesion between the skills that

constitute competency and the classroom instruction that fostered those skills. The

follow-up interview questions also asked for the student’s views on the effect of

backward design on their engagement and motivation for the course. Interview

documents were coded and analyzed for commonalities using a constant comparative

method (Mertler, 2022).

Artifacts

The research question of this field project was: What effect does backward design

have on the motivation and engagement of seminary students in their education training?

24 of the 37 students in ED3061 responded to the “end-of-semester” survey. Their

responses indicated that they observed backward design’s influence in the connection

between the overall outcomes of the course, the outcomes of the individual lessons, and

the instructional objectives implemented to achieve those outcomes. 24 of 24 respondents

either agreed or strongly agreed that the overall goal (outcome) of the course was made

clear. 23 of 24 either agreed or strongly agreed that the major project was closely aligned

with the overall goal. 24 of 24 either agreed or strongly agreed that individual lessons

contained clearly stated goals. 24 of 24 either agreed or strongly agreed that the learning

experiences aligned with the lesson goals.

Survey responses also indicated that there is room for improvement. 6 out of 24

student responses indicated that the individual lessons did not afford learners enough

opportunity to practice the skills necessary to achieve the lesson goals. 2 out of 24 student

responses indicated that the individual lessons did not prepare them for the major project.
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2 out of 24 students said that the skills would not readily transfer to the individual’s first

call.

While the survey results indicated that students thought that the outcomes were

clearly stated and that the alignment between outcomes, outputs, and objectives was

evident, the interviews revealed to what extent the principles of backward design had an

effect on student motivation and engagement. Six of 18 students responded to the request

for an interview.

Numerous interviewees indicated that the clear and practical goals gave them a

greater than-average motivation to invest attention and time into the coursework. One

said:“There was a strong practical element to most of the assignments and that provided a

bit of motivation for doing the work. Ex. the Bible study we prepared for class is

something we can take into our ministries.” Another mentioned the sense of

accomplishment that comes from having clearly stated goals. “I have an "achiever"

personality, so after each lesson it felt like I was checking off an item of the course. and

then being able to check them off at the end of the class period.” This revealed an

additional and unanticipated connection to Malcolm Knowles’ adult learning

characteristics: adult learners are task-oriented (Knowles et al., 2015).

A small minority of interviewees, however, responded that backward design had

little or no effect on their motivation. One student reported, “I’m not sure it really

changed my motivations. That said, I did see how it would relate to my ministry and I

think that’s a very beneficial thing as we are about to head out into the ministry.” Another

added that his motivation was the same for all of his courses, “Honestly, I don't think

(backward design) made a large difference in my motivation, it just made the class feel
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more purposeful and clear. At this point in my learning career, my motivation to do every

class seems the same. I know what I want to do/be in the ministry and each class is part

of that goal!”

Backward design’s focus on transferable skills was evident to interviewees. One

remarked that the “class time used on working through SETPI (adult learning principles)

and forming good questions helped in a major way.” Another echoed appreciation for the

review of question writing: “I felt much more comfortable writing an adult Bible study

after this class. I definitely needed to review the basic principles of question writing and

how to divide a lesson. This class cemented those principles and added great insights.”

Students most often mentioned applying unique adult learner characteristics,

applying handout and slide design principles, and designing questions as the skills they

felt would transfer to teaching adult Bible study in their first congregation.

Regarding engagement, many expressed that backward design’s focus on practical

goals kept them engaged. One interviewee related: “The backward lesson design

approach created a learning environment where it was always very clear what was being

taught and very practical in explaining how these principles/skills would serve adult

education.” Learners felt that not only the practical goals but also the careful explanation

of the rationale for the in-class instruction provided both motivation and engagement

because it enabled them to see how the skills they were practicing in class aligned with

the skills they would be using in the parish. “We went through different principles of

adult education and then actually made an example using those principles.”

After expressing appreciation for the design and implementation of the classroom

instruction, one individual mentioned, however, that backward design and its regimented
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implementation made the course almost rigidly deductive. In other words, the precise

direction of goals and corresponding instruction did not leave room for inductive,

student-discovered, “a-ha” moments on the part of the learner. “It left me as a learner

feeling a less than average personal investment/involvement in the learning” This would

corroborate the criticism mentioned earlier that backward design has the potential to limit

emergent learning outcomes (Megginson, 1994; Marzano et al., 2001).

Results

The design process began with the development of overall course outcomes in

light of previously stated institutional outcomes. The overall course outcomes were then

used to plan the outputs (assessments) for the semester. The instructional objectives (the

in-class learning experiences) were developed last as the means to achieve the outcomes

and to prepare for the outputs. The lesson was then implemented in both sections of

ED3061. At the end of the unit, a survey was administered to all students in order to

gauge student views on the course learning goals and the degree to which they were met.

Finally, follow-up interview invitations were extended to 18 randomly-selected students,

representing 1/2 of the class. Six students responded to that request. Responses were

coded and analyzed for commonalities using a constant comparative method.

It is my conclusion that backward design produced more significant amounts of

motivation and engagement than course design that incorporates a more traditional

approach. Both the survey and the interviews indicated the positive effect of backward

design. The learning outcomes considered during the planning process to be the most

important for transfer were the learning outcomes that the learners felt would be the most

likely to transfer.
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Chapter IV: Reflective Essay

Introduction

Preparing candidates for the pastoral ministry entails instilling students not only

with a love for God’s Word and God’s people, but also with the ministry skills that

pastors use in the parish regularly. This project has endeavored to help our classroom

instruction at WLS align more closely with those ministry skills by incorporating

backward design in the instructional design process. This field project seeks to answer the

question: What effect does backward design have on the motivation and engagement of

seminary students as they prepare to take on the teaching responsibilities involved in

being a parish pastor?

Conclusions and Recommendations

The student surveys revealed 23 of 24 respondents were in agreement that the

learning goals were clear, that the major course assessment measured those goals, and

that the in-class learning experiences aligned with those goals as well. This demonstrates

that the key points of backward design were evident to the students. All 6 of the

follow-up interviews indicated that the practical nature of the goals-focused learning

process kept them engaged throughout the course, and 4 of the 6 indicated increased

motivation for the coursework compared to courses designed without a goals-focus.

This supports prior research (Zhou, 2015; Yurtseven & Altun, 2017; Rubica,

2018) that backward design results in greater student motivation and engagement. It

suggests that backward design could result in greater student motivation and engagement

in other courses, as well. This is especially worth consideration for seminary courses that
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are intended to teach skills used often in the parish ministry like teaching, preaching,

counseling, and evangelism.

Backward design focuses heavily on defining learning outcomes and clearly

communicating to learners the skills that they will possess when their time in class is

completed (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). All of the assessments and the classroom

instruction leading up to the assessments point to those practical outcomes.

Additionally, all of the students in ED3061 were in their last semester of their last

year of pastoral training. In a matter of months, they would be beginning at their first

parish and using the skills taught in ED3061. It is not surprising that learners have

increased motivation and engagement when the subject matter is skills that they will use

regularly and use soon. Because backward design puts those skills at the forefront of

learning, it is well suited for course design at Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary.

It is true that students could have been motivated by factors other than the

skills-focus of backward design. Some could have been highly motivated as students in

all their courses. High motivation and engagement could have been the result of other

factors like teaching style or a preference for Education as a course subject.

Recommendation #1: Based on these findings, WLS should explore ways to

incorporate backward design into their courses, especially applied skills courses.

The present research further showed that backward design contributed to a

positive teaching experience for me personally as a new teacher without formal teacher

training. This suggests that other teachers on the faculty of WLS could benefit from

learning about backward design.
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All of the professors on the WLS faculty are trained vocationally to be parish

pastors, not professional educators. Additionally, at the beginning of the 2023-24 school

year, 13 of the 19 professors on staff at WLS have less than 10 years of experience in the

classroom as teachers. 9 of 19 have less than 5 years of teaching full-time.

Based on my experience, backward design instills confidence in the new teacher.

For example, the teacher can feel confident that he has a sound pedagogical plan for his

lesson. There is no training in educational methodology or lesson planning that one

receives when he begins at the Seminary as a professor. The research is ample showing

the effectiveness of backward design on student achievement (Paesani, 2017; Bopandikar,

2018; Rubica, 2018; Acar et al., 2019), its favorable reception by students (DiMasi &

Milani, 2016) and its positive effect on student motivation (Zhou, 2015;Yurtseven &

Altun, 2017; Rubica, 2018). Backward design provides a proven structure for untrained

teachers to plan learning units and individual lessons.

The teacher can feel confident that he is spending precious class time on the

topics most important for his learners. Backward design forces the teacher to prioritize

the most important concepts of a particular learning unit and lesson (Wiggins &

McTighe, 2005). This is important because there is continually more material than there

is time for a particular lesson.

The teacher can feel confident that his assessments (outputs) will correlate with

the desired skills stated in the course syllabus (outcomes). Written tests are only one form

of assessment, but they are often the “go-to” for teachers who are new and without

specific teacher training. Students may understandably feel frustrated when expectations

for assessments are unreasonably broad (e.g. “The test will be on everything we’ve talked
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about in class for the last nine weeks”) or when the assessments ask for details that

received comparatively little time and attention during class. Backward design derives

assessments directly from stated learning goals, so using backward design allows the new

teacher to be sure that the course’s outputs match up with the course’s stated learning

outcomes.

Finally, the teacher can feel confident that his classroom instruction will correlate

with the student assessments. Backward design helps to answer the question of how to

appropriately use class time by asking a corresponding question: What will get the

students most ready for the assessments? If the assessments have been already aligned

with the overall learning goals (see previous point), there is now an alignment between

the overall goals, the assessments, and the actual classroom instruction.

A limitation of the study was that the benefits were only experienced by one

teacher in one course. Further research should be conducted to determine the

effectiveness of backward design for professors who have different levels of teaching

experience, as well as how backward design affects courses that are not skills based.

Recommendation #2: Based on these findings, WLS should offer professional

development that trains teachers in educational methodology with an emphasis on

backward design.

Both in surveys and in interviews, the majority of students indicated that having

clear and explicitly stated learning outcomes had a positive effect on the student’s

feelings about the course. This finding suggests that having clear and explicitly stated

learning outcomes could have affective benefits for students in a wide range of other

courses at WLS.
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Learning outcomes give both the teacher and the students direction for a learning

unit (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). The students at WLS are adult learners. According to

Knowles et al. (2015), adult learners have a need to know, a readiness to learn, and are

task oriented--characteristics that are well served by having clear and explicitly stated

learning outcomes (McCartney & Tkatchov, 2021). WLS currently does not have

learning outcomes explicitly stated for every course, nor does every department have

overarching learning outcomes for its area of learning.

One limitation of this study with regard to learning outcomes is the skills-based

focus of ED3061. The students were largely assessed based upon their development of a

Bible study and their in-class teaching of that Bible study. In other words, the component

skills were taught in each class period, and those skills were then united in the major

assessment for the course: the in-class teaching. While still challenging, it was

comparatively easy to develop learning outcomes with a subject that had a

performance-based assessment. Courses that are more information focused, with many

important points made covering a wide range of topics during the course of a lecture

hour, may prove more difficult when trying to define a limited number of focused

learning outcomes.

Recommendation #3: That every course at WLS regardless of theological

branch should create course-level learning outcomes, and where applicable,

department-level learning outcomes that align with the already defined institutional

learning outcomes.

Finally, this study revealed to me that writing effective learning outcomes is a

challenging endeavor. Once again there are implications for a faculty that is not
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teacher-trained. In order to write effective learning outcomes, my colleagues at WLS will

need specific guidance in how to do so.

Typically, professional educators have national, state, or local curricular standards

to use as a starting point in writing the desired learning outcomes for their course (Hussey

& Smith, 2002; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). WLS does not currently have such standards

in an official form. This is both a benefit and a challenge. Professors will have the

freedom to write their own learning outcomes without being constrained by standards

handed down from an entity outside of their classroom. The challenge is that professors

will have to write the learning outcomes from the ground up.

Corroborating the research of Gordon (2007), I found it a challenge to employ

effective verbs for learning outcomes, to know how many outcomes were appropriate for

the content, and to write outcomes that were realistic, practical, and measurable. This I

relied on the content I had learned in my education studies to put effective learning

outcomes down on paper. This is worth mentioning because my colleagues on the faculty

have not done the same advanced study in the area of learning outcomes.

A limitation of this study was that I have had training in writing learning

outcomes that my faculty associates have not had. This fact may make me biased toward

the benefits of learning outcomes. On the other hand, my colleagues have not had training

in writing learning outcomes and they might be biased against learning outcomes because

of their unfamiliarity, as well as the fact that they might have to potentially invest

precious time in rewriting their course materials.

Recommendation #4: Based on these findings, a protocol for writing

learning outcomes should be devised and shared with WLS faculty members in a
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professional development setting. This protocol should include identifying potential

outcomes, wording of the outcomes, appropriate number of outcomes, and the

criteria for well-written outcomes (realistic, practical, and measurable).

Finally, this field project has demonstrated that backward design positively

impacts the motivation and engagement of Seminary students. Backward design is only

one part of the Understanding by Design framework. If the recommendations of this field

project find successful implementation at WLS, a next step could be to do a broader

range of faculty training intended to implement Understanding by Design more fully.

UbD’s emphasis on transferable skills is a perfect match for an institution that trains

future pastors in the skills necessary for the parish ministry.
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Appendix A: Outcomes
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Appendix B: Lesson Plans
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Appendix C: Surveys

End-of-course survey

ED3061 was prepared using an approach known as backward design which is
predicated upon starting with clearly defined goals and then designing learning
experiences to achieve them. This survey is intended to gauge your attitudes
regarding the course goals and the degree to which they were met. Please rate the
following statements on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).

1=strongly disagree 2=disagree 3=agree 4=strongly agree

1. The overall goal of the course—to improve adult Bible study teaching in the
WELS—was made clear at the beginning of the course (outcomes).

2. The major project was closely aligned with that overall goal (outputs).

3. The individual lessons prepared me for the presentation of the major project
(outputs).

4. The individual lessons demonstrated clearly stated goals (outcomes).

5. The individual lessons incorporated learning experiences that aligned with
meeting the lesson goals (objectives).

6. The individual lessons allowed me to practice the skills needed to achieve the
lesson goals (objectives).

7. The skills learned in this class will readily transfer to my work in my first call
(outcomes).

Follow-up interview questions

In your opinion, did this course give a clear and practical view of the skills

needed to competently lead adult Bible study?

To what degree did this course help you acquire those skills? Please elaborate.

As you think back to the various lessons in our course, which of the lesson design

skills that you learned will transfer most readily to your work in your first call?

Name as many as apply.
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In your opinion, did the design of the course have an effect on your feelings about

the course or your motivation for doing the coursework? In other words, did the

way that the course was designed—with goals made evident and activities

specifically designed to achieve those goals—did that make any difference for

you as opposed to a course design that doesn't have those things?


