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● Guiding principles
○ Engineering vs Encouraging
○ Backwards Design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005)

● Example of  student collaboration
○ Desired Results & Acceptable Evidence

● Planning process for student collaboration
○ Explain & share supports

● Bio Break
● Break out groups
● Debrief & Wrap up

Overview
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Encouraging vs. 
Engineering Student 

Learning
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Backwards Design
Understanding by Design

Grant Wiggins & Jay McTighe





Backwards Design for a Group 
Discussion Assignment 
● Desired Results

○ What is my big, ideal vision of the most awesome small group discussion 
ever?

● Acceptable Evidence
○ What specifically would I see that makes the discussion so awesome?

● Planning learning experiences
○ What do students need to do so that they can create the evidence I’m 

looking for? What scaffolds/supports do I need to create and provide 
along the way to get them there?



Desired Results
● Students are well prepared for, and in engage in, a 

deep, sustained discussion about the assigned 
readings that support each other’s comprehension 
of the material,  and expands each other’s ideas 
beyond the comprehension level

● Students build respectful, productive communities 
of learners
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Acceptable Evidence
● Before the discussion, students have thoroughly 

identified specific ideas from the readings they did 
not understand well

● During the discussion, students actively and 
consistently participate, building on other’s ideas

● During the discussion, students’ contributions are 
helpful, adding to and advancing the discussion

● During the discussion, all students ask their 
clarifying questions and share their ideas about the 
readings
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Video Example of Acceptable 
Evidence



Backwards Design for a Group 
Discussion Assignment 
● Planning learning experiences (scaffolds)

○ At beginning of term
■ Rubric and Instruction Sheet with clear expectations
■ Semi-persistent groups with defined roles
■ Exemplar discussion videos

○ Prior to discussions
■ Accessible readings
■ Reading quizzes that email results
■ Preparation Notes template

○ During discussions
■ Students choose meeting time & budget flex time
■ Group accountability
■ “Talking Points” card

Sterling Lanier  on  unsplash.com



ThisIsEngineering  on unsplash.com



At the Beginning of the Term
● Persistent groups

○ Prioritized pre-existing connections based on surveys 
and student meetings

○ Students suggested group mates; I finalized
○ Students chose Leader and Facilitator role

● Rubric
● Instruction sheet
● Exemplar video 

○ with notes connecting to rubric and highlighting why 
the video “Exceeds Expectations”



Discussion Preparation
● Accessible readings

○ Posted to LMS ASAP
○ Worked with Accessibility Office

● Google Forms Readings Quiz
○ Results sent back as email to copy & paste missed 

questions into preparation notes

● Discussion Preparation Notes
○ Google Doc template as a Classroom “assignment”
○ Sections for questions & ideas (with page numbers)
○ “Talking Points” section







During Discussion
● Building flexibility & tone

○ They chose time, they handled connection issues
○ Personal time before the discussion

● Building accountability
○ Everybody has readings, quizzes & discussion notes 

out and ready (see Instruction Sheet)
○ Common grade for everybody contributing (see 

rubric)
■ Only because there were sufficient supports for success (clear 

expectations, facilitator role)



Video of Tone
Video of accountability



After Discussion
● Feedback 

○ Comments on Discussion Preparation Notes

● Discussion Feedback Video
○ Common misconceptions from multiple groups
○ Individual group feedback
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Break Out Groups
● Goals

○ Generate and discuss clarifying questions
○ Begin brainstorming how to incorporate one or more of these elements 

into your own courses

● Discussion Prompts
○ We’ve talked about Backwards Design and a specific application to 

planning supports for group discussions. What stood out to you? What 
is an idea that you want to come back to?

○ What is something you heard/saw today that you can apply to your own 
classes this Fall? How will you modify/adapt it?



Debriefing
● Groups report out summaries or interesting 

ideas
● What new questions emerged for you during 

discussions or this presentation?



Thank you!

Questions/Feedback/Suggestions
emdickens@knox.edu

Complaints:
comments@whitehouse.gov
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