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Backward Design:  

New and Innovative or What Ought to Be?  

 
Lawrence P. Creedon 

 

“…our optimistic educational ideas and slogan tend to be uniform from one education 

school and reform movement to another. Dressed-up-like-new versions of old ideas of  

still dominate … most current ‘reforms’ are repetition or rephrasing of long failed 

Romantic anti knowledge proposals that emanated from Teachers College, Columbia 

University, in the teens, twenties and thirties of the [20
th

] century. The underlying 

assumption of many ‘break-the-mold’ reforms are anything but new…this monolithic 

system of ideas have turned out to be positive barriers to school improvement…. 

 

These continually reformulated slogans have let to the total absence of a coherent 

knowledge based curriculum, but are nonetheless presented as novel theories based on 

the latest research and as remedies for the diseases they themselves have caused.  

E.D. Hirsch,  

The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t Have Them, 1996, p. 2.   

 

Could Professor Hirsch make the same observations today about the current portfolio of 

reform initiatives in education including the curriculum? Is Backward Design a 

contemporary example of what Hirsch has referred to as a Romantic, anti-knowledge 

process? What image are the promoters of Backward Design seeking to portray when 

they advocate moving forward by going backwards?  Do they really believe that coming 

to know is done by going backwards like putting an automobile in reverse and depressing 

the accelerator in order to move forward?  Or, is the term a marketing gimmick? If so 

how does that square with education as a scholarly endeavor in assisting learners in 

coming to know what they need to know in a way in which they can learn it? 

 

Backward Design is being promoted as a three to five step process for curriculum 

development. The difference between three and five steps relates to how specific each 

step is. Five is not more comprehensive or inclusive than three. It is a matter of 

packaging.  

 

Being advocated as an innovation within Backward Design is the notion that the learning 

process begins with identifying the end desired and then moving on [or backward in this 

case] to content  [curriculum] and pedagogy [instruction].  Once the end has been 

identified and stipulated [Outcome] the next step focuses on developing an assessment 

tool and process for determining if the end has been met [Rubrics]. The third step relates 

to planning learning experiences and instruction. 

 

“Ho-Humm’ not again might be running through the minds of educators who are familiar 

with the theories of learning and the history of education. Thoughts surfacing within the 

mind of the professional might be: Here we go again, the same old wine is new bottles.  
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I do not quarrel with the design steps laid out in Backward Design. My quarrel is 

with the sloganism. It is commonplace to begin any adventure by focusing on the 

outcome first. The comic placard cited below attests to that  

 

 

 

 

This short essay will be a limited piece as opposed to a general critique and partly so 

because I do not take issue with the learning theory that supports the Backward Design 

approach. As already noted my concern is with the all too familiar approach to innovation 

in education that is not innovative at all, but rather the regurgitation of previous trips to 

the same well. And, once again, the pail comes up almost dry. 

 

Purpose and Dualism  

At the root of a continuing issue in education is the dualism of purpose. For example, 

Hirsch is clear and hard in his criticism of the dualism between rigor and flexibility in the 

curriculum. He aligns himself with the proponents of rigor and criticizes the 

progressivists in education who stress flexibility as being the culprits who have led the 

education establishment astray and away from its primary purpose of essential and 

rigorous learning.  His conclusion is that the monolithic ideas... [of progressivists in 

education]...have turned out to be positive barriers to school improvement. [Hirsh, p. 2]. 

My guess is that he would include Backward Design in his criticism. 

 

By no means is Hirsch the first to recognize such discord. Morris Bigge writing in his 

classic book How We Learn [1940] while not as partisan as is Hirsch observed that the 

dualism prevalent in schools has been between the classicists and the progressivist 

advocates of the French philosopher of the Enlightenment Period Jean Jacques Rousseau 

[1712-1778]. In Hirsh's terms Rousseau might be numbered among the "Romantic and 

anti-knowledge" proponents. Nearly 70 years ago Professor Bigge noted that within the 

education community of that time there was a lot of "chatter about inner innovation and 

creative activity and about the dignity and worth of the individual" but not much positive, 

sustaining action. Bigge's harsh conclusion was that the progressivist movement had 

scarcely achieved sufficient intellectual respectability to be classed as a movement at all. 

[Bigge, How We Learn, 1940, p. 50]. In order to embrace Hirsch's view one would have 

to conclude that from Bigge's time in 1940 and Hirsch's nearly 60 years later the situation 

changed. Personally, I doubt it. 

 

When Is Backward Design Appropriate 

Backward design is not always nothing more than a marketing gimmick.  There are 

instances when proceeding backwards in deductive fashion is the norm. In the area of 

human behavior the deductive approach or proceeding backwards in decision making  

frequently characterizes how decisions are made. Three examples are cited here. To make 

the point that decision making via a deductive approach is commonplace each of the three  
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is taken from newspaper articles over a one week period of from January 13, 2008 to 

January 20, 2008 a period of time when this article was being written.   

 

1.Example One  

Writing in the New York Times magazine section in an essay “The Moral Instinct” 

[January 13, 2008] Steven Pinker referenced the American psychologist Jonathon 

Haidt by observing: 

People don’t generally engage in moral reasoning, Haidt argues, but moral 

rationalization: they begin with the conclusion, coughed up by an unconscious 

emotion, and then backward to a plausible justification. 

2. Example Two 

The International Herald-Tribune carried an article by United States columnist David 

Brooks [January 19-20, 2008] on the topic “How Voters Think.” Brooks observed: 

In reality voters…make emotional intuitive decisions about who we prefer, and then 

come up with post-hoc rationalizations to explain the choices that were already 

made… 

 

The link between the deductive process of backward decision making and voter 

behavior is evident. Brooks went on observe: People often act without knowing why 

they do what they do 

 

The link here with Backward Design in education is that while outcome based 

instruction is the preferred way to proceed, a parallel consideration must be: Why is 

the outcome, the stated end-in-view [John Dewey] significant and worthy of 

consideration in the first place? This concern is raised in Question Two of Creedon’s 

monograph Four Questions in the Pursuit of Excellence in Education to wit: “Of All 

the Things Learners Need to Know, What is it They Need to know Now and Why?” 

3.Example Three 

The third example is also from the International Herald Tribune January 19-20, 2008. 

It is an article by Ms Ginger Thompson concerning the alleged killing of Iraqi 

civilians by non-military security guards employed by the United States. Thompson  

commented on what she described as the “shoot-first culture” of some over zealous 

non-military security guards. Admittedly the “shoot-first” culture is an extreme 

example of a results focused outcome program and in no way is the inference made or 

implied as to Backward Design in curriculum development. The link is that deductive 

outcome focused programs not tempered by inductive input and rationale judgment 

can be detrimental. 

 

Backward Design and a Student Centered Design for Learning  

Backward Design without the marketing slogans of the term relates to a systemic, 

comprehensive approach to learning – a design for learning. A design for learning 

that is student centered. For decades learning theorists have promoted the notion of a 

systemic student centered approach to education, but in reality the initiative has had 

little impact. Among the latest attempts at fostering a systemic approach to education 

was the Total Quality Management initiative of the 1990s. This was spear-headed by 

the TQM world famous guru W. Edwards Deming.  Backward Design has repackaged 
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many of the aspects of TQM and a systemic approach. Recapturing the logic and 

appropriateness of TQM and a systemic approach to learning is a positive 

development of Backward Design. 

 

Personally my entire career in education has been associated with promoting a student 

centered systemic approach to education. Below it is expressed in a summarization of 

the ten components of the Student Centered Design for learning. More extensive 

descriptions of the design for learning are available in other Creedon monographs. 

 

A Ten Component Student Centered Design for Learning 
Clear and Distinct  -- Complete and Consistent 

        1.Goals  

Within the context of a democratic society to develop and implement a design for 

learning committed to the development of self-fulfilling individuals, good citizens 

and competent workers in a world maximally effective for all. 

2.Behavioral Projections  

The eleven behavioral projections represent an attempt to identify the areas of 

competence that will be needed by learners as citizens in a changing society. All 

programs must be assessed in light of their contributions to these behaviors. 

2.1  Fundamental processes    

2.2  Marketable skills 

2.3  Understanding of individuality                 

  2.4   Aesthetic experience     

  2.5   Life style of inquiry                           

  2.6   Self-motivated learning style  

2.7 Understanding of individuality  

2.8  Ability to cope with and/or  guide change                                                     

2.9   Worthy use of leisure time 

2-10 Good physical and mental Health 

2.11 Scientific Literacy 

3. Rationale  

Rationale addresses the question of -- Why? Why this or that subject? Why that 

teacher? Why those  learning materials and resources?? Why that management 

system?  Why that organizational structure? Why this learning environment? 

4. Comprehensive Concepts 

Comprehensive concepts constitute the curriculum. There are scores of 

approaches to curriculum. In this case a structure of the discipline approach is 

taken. A comprehensive concept acts as an organizing element in curriculum 

development and instructional procedures General, or big ideas, help students and 

teachers to organize the material to be learned. Concepts provide a way to view 

relationships, to order, to categorize, and to build upon previous learning. 

Concepts provide a map by which students can explore a subject in depth and 

breath. Concepts provide a skeletal framework with which to address issues 

within, as well as across, disciplines. Other approaches to curriculum are 

identified in other Creedon  monographs on curriculum such as: “Curriculum – 

What Is It?”  
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5.  Performance Objectives 

Performance objectives based on the comprehensive concepts constitute the 

instructional program and articulate learning outcomes. They facilitate a 

continuous progress approach. They flow logically from each of the 

comprehensive concepts cited for each discipline. Performance objectives have 

been identified and classified under non-repeating general objectives. Each 

performance objective relates back to one or more concepts.   

6. Diagnostic and Evaluative Tools and Procedures 

The learning style and needs of each learner ought to be diagnosed and each 

student ought to be provided with an individual education plan. Appropriate tests 

and assessment instruments ought to be identified at the same time.   

7. Student Learning Activities 

Learning activities constitute the day-to-day proceedings and occurrences. They 

will vary from teacher to teacher, and subject to subject.  They ought to be 

individualized to reflect learner needs and interests. Frequently they are expressed 

as lesson plans including: the purpose, rationale and overview of what is to be 

learned, the comprehensive concept (s)  and performance objectives being 

addressed, and the learning, and assessment procedures. 

8. Appropriate Multi-Media and Electronic Aids to Learning 

9. Classroom Management  

Classroom management is critically important. It goes far beyond a concern for 

student behavior and discipline. 

10. Learning Environment  

The learning environment ought to be such that the school is a place of learning as 

well as a place of joy. [Sizer]. It must be one that is personalized, friendly, 

accepting, supportive, humane and challenging for learners and teachers alike.  

 

New and innovative 

The concern here is that in some quarters Backward Design is packaged and promoted as 

something new and innovative. There is nothing new about the concept of beginning the 

learning process with a clearly stated purpose and anticipated outcome for the learner. 

That purpose ought to be clearly related to the learning needs of the learner. It ought to 

build on what has been learned previously. The learning needs of the learner ought to be 

at the center of the learning process. The purpose of instruction is not to cover the 

material in the textbook or syllabus devoid of the learning needs of the learner. If 

Backward Design is innovative it is because the state of the art in some quarters is to 

perpetuate an approach to learning based on covering predetermined material presented 

in common to a whole cohort of learners. A student centered approach to learning 

challenges that premise.  It strains credulity to assert that an approach to learning that 

focuses on the specific needs of the learner is new. If it is innovative it is because it has 

been without honor in education.  
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Learning is not a process of covering material.  

A program for learning that focuses on covering material can be the antithesis of 

learning. To cover a topic can remove it from view and further consideration and that is 

not what learning is all about. Rather, learning ought to be characterized by wondering, 

by questioning the adequacy of what is thought to be already known, by inquiry, by 

exploration, by discovery and by coming to know something that was not known before. 

The end product of a learning experience is to set the stage for a new learning experience.  

 

The whole process begins with the learner being conversant with what he/she needs to 

know and that begins with a clearly articulated and anticipated outcome for the learning 

experience.  There is nothing backward in design about that. It is what ought to be. 

 

Summary and Conclusion.  

As stated above the purpose of this piece is not to take issue with the central thesis of 

Backward Design.  The premise of Backward Design is that a learning experience ought 

to begin with the purpose and anticipated outcome of the experience clearly stated at the 

outset and shared with all concerned and affected. Learning is not a game of hide and 

seek. At no time in the learning process should the end in view be hidden from the 

intended learner 

 

Ipse dixit! 

Lawrence P. Creedon 
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