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Template: Key Course Design Questions
Course design can often be a complex and challenging undertaking. This template takes you through a series of key questions that should be answered at the start of any course design initiative.
Completing the Template

1. Read through the questions below (split into six sections and written in bold italic). They each represent a fundamental consideration of effective course design.

2. The attached blank template should be used to complete your responses.

3. Begin by completing the top section of the template: ‘Name of Course’ and ‘Aim of Course’. For the latter question you are trying to capture what it is that you want the course to achieve. (Consider if you were trying to justify the course to a third party, what would you say to them?) Clarifying this should help your focus. 

4. Now work through each of the individual sections. Refer to the guidance outlined below, if necessary, as you think about each question.

5. At the end of the process, you will have a much clearer idea of what is needed for your course to be successful, and a robust starting point for your course design exercise.

Note: The template has been created to be completed on screen. If you print it to complete off screen, you may wish to increase the size of the sections. 

Section 1: Knowledge
What skills, knowledge and behaviours are considered essential for success in the subject matter, discipline or profession?  

With this question you are trying to break down the subject matter, discipline or profession into the key skills, knowledge and behaviours that learners need to acquire, know or develop in order to master it. Think about what constitutes ‘success’ in the topic, and use this to guide you through this question. 

For example, for a management development course, you might start your analysis with the question: “What makes a successful manager?” Under Skills you may record (amongst many others) ‘people skills’, for Knowledge a key inclusion might be ‘organisational strategy’, and for Behaviour you might detail ‘professionalism’.

Section 2: Learning
How does learning occur?   

Here you need to establish how learning ‘happens’. Is it through practical application of taught skills, or is it through complex cognitive development that evolves over a period of time, e.g. problem-solving or analytical skills? By realistically assessing the process (or processes) learners will go through, you will be in a stronger position to construct an effective design for your course.

How is learning best facilitated?  

Think about the most effective way of guiding the learning. Should learners be allowed space to formulate their own ideas and concepts, or does the technical nature of the subject mean that this is not appropriate? 

What should be the role of learning professionals? 

Establish what you as the learning professional need to do to ensure that learning is supported. In some cases this might mean giving learners enough freedom to undertake tasks and activities with minimal input from you, or perhaps you need to provide regular and clear instructions, working to detailed agendas and specific methodologies. Try to break down your role into key responsibilities. 

What should be expected of learners?  

Undertake a pragmatic and honest evaluation of what you need from learners. Some courses will be relatively undemanding in terms of learner participation (e.g. listen to information being relayed, and then confirm competence via a short test). Others might necessitate a high degree of commitment, requiring learners to be exceptionally motivated, disciplined, and analytical. They also might need to be willing to accept regular feedback and constructive criticism. Think also about any pre-knowledge that you expect learners to have, and consider if this is a fair assumption to have made. 

You need to find a way to communicate these expectations to learners, perhaps by detailing them on, for example, a course descriptor, workshop flyer, email invite etc.

Section 3: Learning Outcomes
What should the learning outcomes be?  

Refer back to section 1 and the skills, knowledge and behaviours that you identified. Consider what exactly is it that you want learners to be able to know and to be able to do by the end of the course? 

The best way of communicating this information is to express it as clear and measurable learning outcomes. This way, learners have a specific idea of what they can expect to learn and can then focus on a real aim. They’re also extremely useful for people who may be considering your course – they can see exactly what they will be learning. 

Try to be as specific as possible. Is it really enough for an outcome to say, for example, ‘learners will be able to manage a team’? Managing a team involves a number of different skills and behaviours, and perhaps these should be the focus of individual outcomes. 

Section 4: Content
What content is essential?  

Now that you have expressed the skills, knowledge and behaviours that you have identified as learning outcomes, what content is essential to include in the course in order to meet this outcome? For example, you may be running a course in your organisation on international business. As a great deal of your client base is in France, a key skill that you will have noted down is the ability to speak French. You may, therefore, have expressed the learning outcome as ‘Learners will be able to speak conversational French with our customer base’.

Consider this outcome in tandem with the analysis you did determine how learning is best facilitated. What specific content and learning activities do you now think you will include? If, for instance, you detailed that learning is best facilitated by taking a directive approach, how exactly will you incorporate this, e.g. through scripted role play sessions? 

What content is desirable?  

Next, detail content that you would like your course to include. These are the elements that, while not mandatory, you consider to be worthwhile. An example of this might be a project management course that covers processes and procedures that are used within the learners’ organisation. You may wish to supplement these with additional techniques, so that learners can question existing methods in order to improve them. 

How should content be organised?  

You need to order and present content in a way that makes sense to learners, and supports their learning journey. If there is a logical structure inherent in the subject, it is usually best to present the content in this manner. If, however, there is no obvious process, you will need to make your own judgements, based on what you think will provide the most effective learning experience. There may be technical considerations that guide this, e.g. certain resources may not be available until specific dates. 

Courses that place an emphasis on self-directed learning will have their own matters to think about. You may not, for instance, be called upon to organise content, but to ensure that the means to access it is made available at certain times, as dictated by the learner.

Section 5: Assessment
What purpose(s) does assessment need to serve?  

Assessment can have many different purposes, and you should establish what these are so that you can then design suitable assessments. You may, for instance, require assessment to confirm that certain professional standards have been demonstrated. Or, you may want it to help individuals become better learners. You, quite possibly, want to achieve both of these things. 

It’s important to think of assessment in its two forms: summative and formative. Summative assessment means ‘assessment OF learning’. It is high stakes assessment (i.e. it has a direct bearing on whether a learner passes or fails a course) used to evaluate and certify learners’ performance or achievement. Formative assessment means ‘assessment FOR learning’. It is low stakes assessment (i.e. it does not have a direct bearing on whether a learner passes or fails a course) used to assist learners in fulfilling their learning potential, normally by proving feedback that helps them to understand and engage with a subject. 

What form should assessment take?  

In most cases, assessment activities should be directed by, and aligned to, their purpose. For example, if a course has been undertaken for compliance reasons, a summative end of course test that allows results to be recorded may be appropriate. Or if learners need to prove that they are competent in a specific skill, a practical test could be required. Alternatively, if you want to guide learners on a learning journey, one option is holding structured discussion sessions where you can provide direct feedback on their ideas or performance so far.

Section 6: Resources
What resources and infrastructure are needed?  

Finally, record all of the elements needed to make the course happen. This can be a combination of (to name but a few): 

· books 

· internet access 

· lecturers/tutors/trainers 

· lecture theatres 

· classrooms/training rooms 

· laboratories 

· software/internet applications 

· visiting speakers 

· moderators (for online learning) 

· time 

· money 

Source

The questions detailed in this template have been adapted from Susan Toohey’s book Designing Courses for Higher Education. The amendments have been made to take into considertation course design challenges encountered by all organisations, not just those in educational institutions. 

Source: Toohey, S. (2003, 2nd Edition). Designing Courses for Higher Education.(Buckingham, SRHE and OUP). This book can be purchased at the McGraw Hill website. 
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Key Course Design Questions

	Name of Course
	

	Aim of Course
	


	Section 1: Skills, Knowledge and Behaviours

	What skills, knowledge and behaviours are considered essential for success in the subject matter, discipline or profession?

	Skills
	Knowledge
	Behaviours

	
	
	


	Section 2: Learning

	How does learning occur? 

How is learning best facilitated?

What should be the role of learning professionals?

What should be expected of learners?




	Section 3: Learning Outcomes

	What should the learning outcomes be?




	Section 4: Content

	What content is essential?

What content is desirable?

How should content be organised?




	Section 5: Assessment

	What purpose(s) does assessment need to serve?

What form should assessment take?




	Section 6: Resources

	What resources and infrastructure are needed?




