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Color-Coded Course Design:
Educating and Engaging Faculty
to Educate and Engage Students

Marlene M. Preston
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University

In a weeklong seminar, "Course Design to Foster StudentEngagement and Learn
ing, "Jitculty createdcourse charts to reflect their various plansfOr an upcoming se
mester. With colorJi,1 Post-it Now, they appliedtheoreticalprinciples ofcourse de
sign. Participating in thekind ofactiveenvironmenttheymight want tocreatefOr
students. JitCtllty constructed their charts. rearranged the components to achieve
balance across thesemester, and discussed theplanswith theircolleagues. Thiscase
study includes the rationalefOr and description of"Color-Coded Course Design. "
a process that allows fimtlty to recognize and experience the powerofan active
classroom.

M any faculty have a tried-and-true approach to course design. They may
use a straightforward. teacher-centered process of receiving a teaching

assignment. choosing a book. creating assignments for the semester. and
sprinkling in some tests for "good" measure! They move on to develop their
lecture materials. pull together a syllabus. and march off to the first day of the
semester. While curriculum designers may cringe. many faculty are comfort
able with this approach. and they may be looking only for some superficial
tweaking to spark their courses. In an attempt to find a tool that would create
fundamental change in their design process. I developed a color-coded design
process that challenges faculty to consider a wide range of interdependent
course components. The following case study examines the goals. strategies.
and outcomes for a faculty development activity designed to engage faculty in
the same way that they should be engaging their students in the classroom.
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THE GOALS OF THE DESIGN WORKSHOP

The context for this case study is the annual week-long workshop offered by
the University Writing Program under the auspices ofVirginia Tech's Center
for Excellence in Undergraduate Teaching. This faculty development activity
has been in place for ten years and has recently evolved from a set ofactivities
devoted primarily to supporting faculty who are implementing writing inten
sive courses to a more comprehensive focus on course design. The logic of this
change is that faculty members need to understand how a more holistic design
framework could enhance student communication skills, promote student en
gagement, and foster intellectual development. The revised workshop would
feature integration of student writing and speaking as part of the course
plan-informal writing and speaking for processing new ideas, and formal
writing and speaking for demonstration of mastery.

As I structured a week-long workshop, "Course Design to Foster Student
Engagement and Learning," I considered many of the same components I
would advocate to faculty for their consideration in course design: needs,
goals, learners, content, environment, instructional strategies for delivery and
processing, pacing, and assessment/demonstration of mastery.

In their applications for the workshop, faculty described their areas of in
terest. Most expressed a need to heighten student involvement in their classes.
Some had recognized a gap between their current practice and the kind ofstu
dent engagement they had either read about or heard about. In broader terms,
I identified two gaps: 1) between their current practice and contemporary
learning theory, and 2) between their personal experience as students and the
experience they desired for their own students. Not only were they unfamiliar
with the learning theory, but they also had not experienced active classrooms
when they themselves were undergraduates. Especially at a research institu
tion, some felt little incentive to risk stepping out of familiar teacher-centered
design patterns.

Asexperts in the theory of their own disciplines, faculty would not neces
sarily be interested in studying the complexities oflearning theory. My train
ing in curriculum and instruction was important to them, and they would
trust me to pass along the highlights; most were more interested in applica
tion. To capture their interest and meet that need, I had to develop a plan that
would embed the theory and would produce concrete strategies for future
course design.

To heighten interest in effective course design and student engagement, a
learning environment was designed to make faculty feci safe enough to take
risks. to experiment with their course designs, and to participate fully in the
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activities designed to promote learning and application ofnew strategies. The
promotion of the workshop included the following information:

"We'll start with your course materials and consider the following as we

meet each day:

I) Ways to organize those materials for maximum student attention and
benefit

2) Approaches to classroom implementation that include student writing
and speaking

3) Choices for efficient and meaningful assessment

By the end ofour week together, you'll have a solid framework for your fall

class."
The language was chosen to frame the workshop in a way that seemed fa

miliar to faculty-promising to build on their existing materials and avoiding
any mention of group activities or playfulness! Faculty would have to attend
the workshop and build some trust before being asked to bond in base groups,
share concerns and even mistakes, and work within the kind of climate they
might eventually want to see in their classrooms-safe, but appropriately chal

lenging.

COWR-CODED COURSE DESIGN TOOL

The Color-Coded Course Design Tool became a vehicle to examine course
planning at deep levels. The use of course-design charts with poster-sized
graph paper and Post-it Notes created a colorful work environment, allowed
faculty to rearrange course components, and fostered problem solving with
peers. This approach to design extended what is offered in design texts and
templates by providing a hands-on, collaborative environment that removed
much of the abstractness inherent in design theory. Additionally, it was rooted
in a faculty member's current design approach, rather than beginning with the
curriculum designer's gap analysis based on the evaluation of multiple facets.

The Color-Coded Course Design Tool evolved from a simple chart I had
developed earlier to discuss pacing for the semester. I had created this chart as
a graphic to support my discussions with faculty about. the differences be
tween semesters with a mid-semester break and those with a late semester
break. My colleague, Margaret Hable, a consultant with our Center for Excel
lence in Undergraduate Teaching, suggested that we transfer my chart to
poster-board for each participant with exhibits of these boards around the
room. After considerations of portability and costs, I searched for chart-sized
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graph paper that we could easily hang on the walls. With Post-it-style graph
paper secured, an undergraduate student set to work creating a chart for each
participant to reAecteither fall or spring semester. She marked the dates of the
semester along the horizontal axis at the top, including breaks and exams (see
Table 6.1). She did notfill in the topics that faculty would eventually consider
in the left column. Faculty added those topics as we moved from one concept
to the next during the workshop.

TABI.E6.1
Partial Course Design Template for Fall Semester

Course Components 8/26 9/2 9/9 9/16 9/23, etc.
Week I Week 2 Week 3 Week 4

I) Content-pink

2) Delivery-turquoise

3) Assignments-blue

4) Tests and quizzes-red

5) Environment and
motivation-green

6) Processing-yellow

7) Mastery-purple

8) Skills-orange

9) Other?

DESIGN OF THE WORKSHOP

The week's design included attention to content, collegiality, and comfort for
faculty as they would be urged to shift from a teacher-centered design process
to a more learner-centered design process. We planned to provide brief pre
sentations about learning theory and assignment design, much time for fac
ulty conversation with colleagues and attention to their own course designs,
and a pleasant setting. Rather than trying to teach all the concepts related to
course design, we wanted faculty to be aware ofconcepts, feel the power of the
activities, identify useful strategies for their own courses, and find resources for



Color-Coded Course Design 99

further investigation. Any presentation about learning theory or course design
principles was briefand followed by some individual or group activity.

We used a large dining room with round tables, sufficient wall space for
the wall charts, and flexible work and eating space. Our caterer decided on
ethnic foods from various countries-a theme for each day-and we planned
reminders for faculty to think about the diversity in their classrooms as we
"visited" a different country each day. Overall, we planned for an experience
that would be friendly and productive.

Faculty were assigned to base groups comprised of faculty in similar disci
plines. These groups were used as a starting point each day although other
configurations were also made-groups of faculty teaching the same age stu
dents or teaching in the same types ofclassrooms (lab, large lecture, seminar).
Faculty moved into these groups to gain multiple perspectives as various top
ics arose.

At each table, faculty found their personal materials and "table copies" of
various resources. Each participant received gifts: a journal (a classiccomposi
tion book with the marbled black-and-white cover) for reflection writing, a
copy of John Bean's Engaging Ideas (I996), and a folder in which to collect
handouts or notes. Over the course of the week, faculty were asked to do in
formal writing in their composition books, to read specific sections in the
main text, and to review table copies of other texts. These texts included nu
merous books related to student writing and college teaching:

The Craft ofStirntific Writing (Alley, 1996)

A WACCasebook (Anson, 2002)

Knowing and Reasoning in College (Baxter-Magolda, 1992)

Making Their Own~y (Baxrer-Magolda, 2001)

New Paradigmsfor College Teaching (Campbell & Smith, 1997)

Teaching Within theRhythms oftheSemester (Duffy & Jones, 1995)

TheCourse Syllabus (Grunert, 1997)

TheTransition to College Writing (H jortshoj, 2001)

Active Learning (johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1998)

How Writing Shapes Thinking (Langer & Applebee, 1987)

Writing to Learn (Sorcinelli & Elbow. 1997)



100 10 Improve theAcademy

Grading Students' Classroom Writing(Speck, 2000)

Helping Students Write Well (Walvoord, 1986)

Thinking and Writing in College (Walvoord & McCarthy, 1990)

The texts not only supported the week's work, but also gave faculty a
glimpse ofthe resources available for their use in our teaching center and writ
ing program. Faculty reviews were written on index cards, discussed in base
groups, and compiled by the end of the week for everyone's use.

Beginning With the Known: Teacher-Centered Design Decisions
To begin work with the Color-Coded Course Design Tool, each participant
received a poster-sized chart already marked with the weeks of the semester
and a multicolored collection of Post-it Notes. Faculty labeled the charts with
their names and courses and then proceeded to label and complete the first
four rows of the chart, reflecting an existing plan for the semester. Thus, the
activity opened in a faculty comfort zone-a teacher-centered starting
point-but one that affirmed prior knowledge and acknowledged faculty as
experts, people who would be contributing their expertise to the workshop
along with the presenters. This also served as somewhat of a diagnostic activ
ity because it revealed any determination to cover material even if the time was
inadequate for student activity and processing. Attention to prior knowledge
and expectations would also be the first consideration we would want faculty
to make concerning their own students.

Row 1: Course content.To start with material the faculty knew well, our
first topic of discussion was content. Faculty were asked to bring six to eight
main topics/concepts/ideas to the first day's meeting. They were also asked to
review the course description (which some faculty admitted they had never
read before), and to bring any course goals they had established or prior syl
labi. On one color of Post-it, they listed one topic on each note and then
arranged the topics on the chart as they might be taught across the semester.
We acknowledged their expertise in this area and didn't presume to suggest
any rearrangement of topics, nor did we limit the number of topics. even
though some faculty couldn't reduce the number to eight.

Row 2: Delivery of;'ifomlation. Again, as a point of familiarity, faculty
listed their delivery strategies on a second color of Post-its, and positioned
these notes across the row. Many notes listed "lecture" in every block across the
row. A few included notes about individual student or group presentations de
signed to teach course content to the class.
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Row 3: Assignments. Reflecting an existing course or a typical plan, faculty
used a third color note for any reading assignments, graded homework, and
writing or speaking assignments. They effortlessly sprinkled these assignments
across the row with some kind of formula, such as homework every week,
writing every three weeks, and maybe an oral presentation at the end of the se
mester.

Row 4: Tests andquizzes. Still building on their typical plans, faculty then
used a fourth color Post-it to depict a pattern of quizzes and tests to coincide
with the topics and assignments.

When they had finished rows one through four of their charts, faculty
posted their charts around the room and seemed confident that they had al
ready mastered the art of course design. Some probably figured the course
planning had been accomplished, and we should move on to writing a syl

labus.

Leamer-Centered Instructional Considerations
However, we then moved on to strategies that enhance motivation, engage
ment, and long-term learning. Beginning at this point in the workshop, fac
ulty were encouraged to reexamine their assumptions about course design.

Row 5:Ell uironmentand motivation, We began to discuss various aspects
of motivation and classroom/campus climate, including prior knowledge, in
dividual differences, student goals, predictable distractions, and student en
ergy. Focusing on the need for individuals to feel connected and safe, we dis
cussed ways to build community, to create an atmosphere in which students
are not afraid to experiment and take risks. Based on the work of Duffy and
Jones (1995), we talked with faculty about the predictable cycles of the semes
ter that should be considered as part ofcourse planning:

• Early Semester: Set context. Assess skills, expectations, and prior knowl
edge. Build community.

• Mid-Semestcr: Maintain interest. Balance the routine and the surprise.
Build skills and content mastery. Alternate presenters of course content.
Weeks two through 12 most useful for presentation, processing, applica
tion of new material.

• Late Semester: Wind down. Summarize. Articulate connections of
course material to other courses. Encourage student reflection.

We assigned a fifth color for these considerations, and faculty added notes to
their course charts. Thcy were encouraged to plan time during the first weeks
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of class to capitalize on student interest and energy, to identify prior knowl
edge, and to help students set goals. They were reminded that even in our
workshop, we had immediately established base groups to help participants
connect with colleagues. We considered the placement of semester breaks,
weather, mid-week football games, seniors who are interviewing, and fresh
men who are homesick. While we may not appreciate the fact that a football
game or fraternity rush distracts our students, we suggested that faculty at least
consider their impact on the learning environment. Faculty were also urged to
plan time for reflection at the end of the semester.

As faculty acknowledged the "dead" times during the semester and the fu
tility of addressing content when students are exhausted, they broke into
groups based on the level ofstudents in their classes.Without regard for disci
pline, they shared observations and solutions related to their freshmen, sopho
mores, juniors, or seniors. They discussed ways to engage their students and
protect themselves during times when students were not likely to be responsive.

When they approached their charts with the fifth row of notes, they were
forced to rearrange some earlier notes. If the first week ofthe classwould be used
for community building and consideration of students' prior knowledge, that
first topic in the Row 1 (content) had to move to week two. If the semester had
only a late break, such as a fall break at Thanksgiving, faculty had to reconsider
the amount ofcontent they could present to fatigued students during the week
before Thanksgiving and in the week between Thanksgiving and exams.

While this row became somewhat ofa catch-all, these discussions seemed
to create the most fundamental change in the ways faculty thought about stu
dent learning and course pacing. By this point in the workshop, faculty were
beginning to experience the power of their work in teams and the advantages
ofconsulting with one another.

Row 6: Processing. How do students learn? How do they move from the
lecture to the exam to the long-term acquisition of information? Faculty dis
cussed their own strategies for learning and ways to help students understand
new concepts and make meaning for themselves. We also discussed students'
ways of knowing, based on the work of Marcia Baxter-Magolda (I992 &
2001) and the developmental levels at which students arc ready to undertake
various levels of complexity and uncertainty. Faculty were somewhat familiar
with the literature on learning styles, and this discussion ofprocessing helped
them consider ways to provide multiple types of experiences of students. We
began to consider the ways in which faculty can support students as they
process new material, connect it to concepts they already know, recognize its
value, and consider its useful application.
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Faculty reviewed the homework assignments (Row 3), and considered al
ternatives to straight-recall questions about the content ofa chapter. We chal
lenged faculty to incorporate opportunities for cooperative learning so that stu
dents could learn the value of interdependence and enriched problem solving.

We considered the literature related to informal writing and speaking. and
asked faculty to build in opportunities for reflection writing, journals. im
promptu speeches, group discussion-any activity that would allow students
to communicate their understandings and questions to others. Bean's (I 996)
text was especially useful in the consideration ofgroups and informal writing.
On a sixth color of Post-it Notes, faculty planned these activities across the se

mester.
Row 7: Demonstrating mastery. Once students have processed new ideas,

of course, they should have the opportunity to demonstrate their mastery of
those ideas. Faculty were asked to review assignments in Row 3 and the tests
and quizzes listed in Row 4 and to consider alternate ways for students to
demonstrate mastery. For example, a group presentation could replace a test
and a week of lecture on a topic. At this point in the workshop, we discussed
assignment development and formal writing and speaking. As coordinator of
the University Writing Program, I had the sense that faculty had previously
heard enough from me about the power ofwriting in their courses, so we in
vited a guest presenter to discuss the development, implementation, and as
sessment oHormal writing assignments. Faculty found the sections in Engag
ingIdeas (Bean, 1996) to be particularly helpful regarding feedback on student
papers and managing the paper load. On a seventh color ofPost-it Notes, fac
ulty added notes about formal assignments, including attention to the time
frame for outlines and drafts.

In terms ofmore traditional tests, we reminded faculty about the need for
valid assessments that matched the course goals. We provided other campus
resources to address specific assessment questions.

We also reminded faculty to plan time for thorough evaluation ofstudent
work so that students were not asked to turn in subsequent papers before pre
vious papers or essay exams had been graded. Again, faculty adjusted Post-it
Notes on various rows oftheir course charts to allow for better feedback to stu
dents. (Later a faculty member noted that she needed to line up the course
chartS for each ofher courses so that she didn't set herself up to grade major as
signments from different courses at the same time.)

Roto 8: Skill-building. Once the course components seemed set, faculty
were asked to consider student skills. Did students have the skills to write a re
search paper, present a group discussion, use Blackboard or PowerPoint? We
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reminded faculty to consider student preparation for these assignments. Had
students received formal instruction on the use of the library or the processes
for group problem solving? Faculty needed to plan time to ascertain student
skills and/or teach some of these processes before they could expect students
to perform well.

A5 faculty added the eighth color of Post-It Note for lessons in informa
tion literacy, writing process, or oral presentations, they found themselves
shifting other Post-its to create time for these "extra" lessons.

Reconsideration of Course Components
A5 faculty completed the rows of their course charts, the room was festooned
with colorful displays of their work. They were invited to explore the designs
colleagues were working on, and there was much discussion as faculty problem
solved with partners about the fit of certain course components. Over the
course ofthe week, we had invited guest faculty to join us for lunch and to dis
cuss their successes with course design and student writing. Conversations
with other participants and with faculty "experts" who visited the workshop
had sparked some new ideas about content and strategies.

Now that they had a concrete picture of the semester, faculty struggled to
fit everything in, shifting Post-it Notes on various rows. Some reviewed their
content delivery plans and sought to reduce the lecture time. Some asked for
more information about case studies as they considered incorporating group
work on cases. Others were planning to use student oral or written presenta
tions to deliver content.

Other participants added further rows for considerations unique to their
own courses. Some created a row ofcolor to show time necessary for feedback
and processing of student work so that they could better balance these de
mands with other components. Others created a row for group processes and
products so that they could see the timeline for the development of a group
project, including instruction about groups and group meeting time in classso
that faculty could monitor progress.

Syllabus Design
Although some faculty had wanted to move to syllabus design early in the
week, we cautioned them not (Q lock into a syllabus until they felt sure they
had considered all of the facets of their courses. Finally, we reviewed syllabi
components, shared various models, and attempted to see what students see
when they read a syllabus. On each table was a copy of The Course Syllabus: A
Learning-CenteredApproach (Grunert, 1997), which we had referred to during
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the week and which most faculty had at least perused by the end of the week.
The creation ofa syllabus, however, would be completed once faculty left the
workshop.

FACULlY REsPONSE

Faculty offered positive feedback about the workshop, but some of them had
to be won over as the workshop progressed. Some faculty seemed to hold onto
the notion that learning can't be fun. They seemed suspicious ofactivities that
created movement in the room, group conversation, or even laughter. Clearly
they were used to and most comfortable with a lecture format. However, most
began to come around to the warmth of the environment. greeting base
groups as they would old friends. offering to mentor others, and even dressing
for the country represented by the lunch of the day! Many hallmarks oflearn
ing communities emerged-shared work in a shared space, interdependence.
inside jokes, and course design charts as artifacts. Faculty also began bringing
their own favorite resources to share with groups. such as web sites for case
studies and lists ofgrammar reminders.

Participants returned again and again to the rows on their charts, rear
ranging and often deleting as they examined the match of the content with
course goals and student needs for long-term learning. They came to trust
their colleagues and solicit their advice when they were struggling with com
peting course components.

Ofcourse, there was one exception who repeatedly claimed that the con
cepts did not apply in his course. His body language and side comments to
those at his table nearly undermined the work of that group. He even finished
the week with a harangue to the presenters and fellow participants about the
"touchy-feely" nature of the activities. Of course, he had declined to partici
pate in most of them. so certainly he experienced no transformation. Amaz
ingly. once the workshop was over. he contacted another participant (in a dif
ferent discipline from his own) and asked for assistance with his course. The
workshop setting was apparently too public for him, but he did attend each
day and then finally created his own support system to work on course design
and instructional strategies.

As the workshop drew to a close. faculty were already considering appli
cations for the design tool. One person asked about using the Color-Coded
Course Design Tool with graduate students to give them a "picture" of the se
mester; others were considering office walls upon which to hang the charts
while they continued to experiment with the arrangement of the Post-it
Notes. Others were squirreling away pockets full of Post-it Notes so that they
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could use them later when they worked on their course charts. Many faculty
borrowed books from our center's library so that they could further explore
some of the concepts we had introduced.

At the end of the workshop, faculty feedback was positive. One faculty
member asked permission to do a mini-workshop to share the strategy with
her colleagues in career services. Participants immediately used the tool after
the workshop. One found application in her study-abroad course in Australia:

Here I am "down under" with the students studying information
technology, and we are having a ball. I used the ideas from the work
shop to design the writing assignment we are using-the workshop
was just wonderful. I will be using all the ideas as I continue work on
the new course I am teaching this fall, but I did want you to know
that the workshop had an immediate impact on me for the Study
Abroad.

Other comments included the following:

My charts are on the wall ofmy office and I'm referring to them reli
giously. I feel completely inspired for the fall; this was the best thing
that ever happened to me as a teacher.

My colleagues are so impressed by the accounts I give and the stun
ning Post-it plan that they've asked me to summarize the workshop
for them at a faculty development meeting in a couple of weeks. I
benefited from reviewing the main ideas again, and several of the
other teachers expressed interest in attending the next workshop!

I believe it shows that you can teach an old dog new tricks, as I learned
several things I intend to try out in the fall.

My class prep is going wonderfully. Yours is the best workshop I have
ever been to ... in terms ofapplying knowledge to real-life stuff.

I am continuing to work on my Post-it plan. It has been extremely
helpful for me. I am a visual learner, so this was a great way for me to
see how it will come together for the semester.

After the May workshop, faculty were invited to a reunion during fall se
mester so that they could share successes and problems-especially any new
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complexities that arose because of a course-design decision. Although the re
union meeting was held in October, one participant came in his beach T-shirt
and sandals, wanting to recall the warm days ofMay when we worked together
on course design. (Yes, he's the one who dressed in ethnic costume for the
meals, too.) Faculty discussed their use of the plan, their need for more wall
space in their offices, and the "mistakes." For example, one faculty member
scheduled a test the morning after a mid-week football game. Although he ad
mitted that he wouldn't have considered this previously, he ended up moving
the test because he realized that he could have avoided the problem had he
checked that calendar to begin with. Another had planned a final week of the
semester for reflection and review so that students could put her course into

perspective.

APPLICATION

The Color-Coded Course Design Tool could work for any course across a
broad range of disciplines. Titles of rows, colors of Post-its, activities, and re
source materials might easily be shifted to match the goals of various audi

ences.
While it was used in this workshop with experienced faculty, it could also

be useful with beginning teachers or graduate students, those who have not yet
developed a "picture" of the entire semester based on their own experience.
One faculty member suggested that she might ask her graduate students to
map out their learning plans for the semester in the same way she was mapping
out her teaching plan.

Once the group experience has been accomplished, an individual could
certainly shift the chart into a spreadsheet and could move course components
electronically. More sophisticated technology could also build on the basics as
determined in the initial design. As we prepare for the next iteration of this
workshop, we have identified an instructional technology consultant who will
work with the participants on individual plans.

CoNCLUSION

The Color-Coded Course Design Tool allowed faculty to graphically repre
sent the various course activities across a semester, identify activities compet
ing for student or faculty time, experiment as they rearranged components,
and experience the energy ofan active classroom as they interacted with each
other to develop and polish their products. As faculty were led into a realm of
design they may not have previously considered-the learner-centered design
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considerations-they were essentially forced to review their previous teacher
centered design decisions. One participant wrote for our center's newsletter:

When I first learned of this workshop, the title appealed to me because
I was looking for a way to restructure the design ofsome ofmy courses.
So, when I signed up. I was focusing on the "Course Design" aspect,
and regarding "Student Engagement" as a sort of subplot. However,
the weekJong workshop demonstrated that without sufficient student
engagement, even the most efficient course design is rather a waste of
time. Student engagement both in and out of the classroom is now the
core goal for all my classes, and the jumping-off point for my course
design, rather than an after-thought (Carroll, 2002).

The exact building blocks and colors of the chart as explained here are not
as important as faculty's growing recognition that effective course design is a
complex puzzle, demanding attention to student engagement in the learning
process.
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