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Backwards Planning and Differentiated Course Design 
 

 
SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
 

1. Be able to explain the meanings of the phrases backwards planning and differentiation. 

2. Know the different “levels of learning” in Benjamin Bloom’s taxonomy. 

3. Apply understanding of Bloom’s taxonomy by using it to set differentiated learning objectives for 

a unit or class within an upcoming course. 

 

  
WHAT IS “BACKWARDS PLANNING”? WHY DO IT? 

 

“In classes run by effective teachers, pupils are clear about what they are doing and why they 

are doing it. They can see links with their earlier learning and have some ideas about how it 

could be developed further. The pupils want to know more.” 

Hay McBer (2000) 

 

Backwards planning is an approach to syllabus design that focuses on facilitating progression in learning: 

the planned development of knowledge, understanding, skills, and attitudes, over time. In “backwards” 

planning, instructors begin by describing their vision for the end of the semester, in terms of the knowledge, 

understanding, skills, and attitudes that they want students to have gained. These are the course objectives. 

Backwards planners then select assessment activities that will allow them to determine the extent to which 

students have attained the course objectives, planning to provide frequent assessment opportunities. Only 

then do backwards planners begin to select readings and in-class activities suitable to enable their students 

to make steady progress toward the course objectives over the course of the semester. 
 

 

  

Planning readings and in-class activities
What do you need to provide for students, do with 

them, and ask them to do, to move them toward the 
objectives?

What barriers to learning might your students face? 
How can you stretch and challenge students who are 

doing well?

Planning assessment activities

What can your students do that will show you the 
extent to which they have attained each of the 

objectives?

How much time do you have? What resources are 
available? Can you offer repeated opportunities for 

assessment?

Setting course objectives

What do you want students to know, understand, 
and be able to do by the end of the course?

How does this course fit into a broader scheme of 
learning? Who are your students?
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WHAT IS DIFFERENTIATION? WHY DO IT? 

 

The term “differentiation” refers to any process by which instructors, in their planning, take account of the 

fact that their students have widely varying levels of prior knowledge and ability. Differentiation includes 

(a) teaching the same material to all students using a variety of instructional strategies, and/or (b) delivering 

classes at varying levels of difficulty based on the current knowledge and ability of each student.  

 

Good differentiation is essential for: 

• Setting suitable learning challenges 

• Responding to pupils’ individual needs 

• Overcoming barriers to learning 

 

For example, if your Logic 101 class includes some students who are senior Math majors and some freshmen 

who have never heard of a schematic variable, then there is no way for you to provide an appropriate level 

of challenge for all students without differentiation! 

 

BLOOM’S TAXONOMY 

 

Bloom’s taxonomy, originally published in 1956 and revised in 2001, is the result of collaborative work by 

a group of psychologists led by Benjamin Bloom. Bloom et al sought to “taxonomize” a set of hierarchical 

educational objectives pertaining to students’ cognitive development. 

 

Bloom’s can help you to choose objectives for a course, or for a “chunk” of time within a course (i.e. a unit, 

class, or part of a class), in a way that will then help you to select resources and design lesson activities to 

provide an appropriate level of challenge for each student. Bloom’s is particularly helpful for backwards 

planners, as it helps us to distinguish our basic objectives for a course or chunk from those that will pose a 

moderate level of challenge for students, and then those that will pose a high level of challenge. 
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YOU TRY! :) 

 
1. Pick a chunk (a unit or individual class) of a course that you will teach this semester. What is it? 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

…………….………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………  

 
2. Set differentiated learning objectives using Bloom’s taxonomy as a guide: 

 

BASIC OBJECTIVE/S (ALL STUDENTS): 

…………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

MODERATE CHALLENGE (MOST STUDENTS): 

……………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………….…………………………………………………………………… 
 

HIGH CHALLENGE (SOME STUDENTS): 

…………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………… 

 

3. What resources and in-class activities can you use to enable your students to attain each of these 

objectives? 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….…

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

………….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………….………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………….…………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………  

 

Challenge! Describe a barrier to learning that students at your institution sometimes face. What can you 

do to help students to attain your objectives despite this barrier? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….…………………..

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….……………..

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………  
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… and here are some more resources to help with differentiation: 
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• Strickland, C. A. (2007). Tools for high quality differentiated instruction. Virginia: Association for 

Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

• Chapman, C. And King, R. (2005). Differentiated assessment strategies: One tool doesn't fit all. 

Thousand Oaks: Corwin Press. 

• Lawrence-Brown, D. (2004). "Differentiated Instruction: Inclusive Strategies for Standards-Based 
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Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

• Tomlinson, C. A. (1999). "Mapping a Route Toward a Differentiated Instruction". Educational 

Leadership. 57 (1): 12. 

 

 

I hope you enjoy putting this stuff into practice, and thank you for coming! ☺ 


