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Course Design for HE Instructors:  
A Workbook Applying Theories, Principles, & Practices 
W. The IDI Workbook 
Step 1: Where Are You Starting? 

 
1.2 Identify Student Learning Characteristics 
 

 

In this step, you will identify required elements of your course and basic information about your 
students. You will also review previous evaluations of your courses and teaching to identify any changes 
you had identified. 

This step will help you define what you want your students to be able to accomplish at the end of the 
course - your learning outcomes. 
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1.2 Identify Student Learning Characteristics 
Results (What) 

• A list of your students’ typical current majors and university year 
• Year, age, major, and other characteristics that may impact their 

learning 
• Reflection on how this may impact your course design 

Learner characteristics define the ‘typical’ student groups. Some 
characteristics are easy to identify such as some international students, older than average students, etc. 
These differences can impact how the students learn. For example, cultural and gender differences may 
influence student involvement in a class; generational differences may influence reliance on technologies 
for learning and research; new university students may have a different mindset than seniors on 
responsibilities of faculty and students for learning, etc. 

Differences can be defined many ways including: 
• demographic differences (cultural, socioeconomic, racial, age, gender, level of education, etc.) 
• abilities and special needs 
• motivation to learn subject 
• program of study (majors) 

For more on inclusion, diversity, and accessibility and how you can support the diversity of students in 
your class, see Chapter B4. 

Overview (Why) 
If we are interested in student-centered learning, we must understand our students. This step in the IDI 
process is to identify the main types of learners you will be teaching. This becomes important as you 
progress through your redesign when you identify learning outcomes, objectives, and activities that 
appeal and work with various students. 

Understanding some of these differences can help you identify methods that may support student 
growth not just in learning your subject, but in becoming critical, life-long learners. 

Suggestions (How & What If) 
Learning Goals 
Based upon your reflections on student characteristics, you may decide to add some learning goals. You 
can use the AAC&U’s Goals of Liberal Education (What Is Liberal Education?, 2022), Fink’s Significant 
Learning categories (Fink, 2013) and the Angelo & Cross Teaching Goals Inventory (Angelo & Cross, 1993) 
to help you identify and phrase these. 

Suggestions 
1. Based on the learner characteristics, identify how important are active learning and  cooperative 

learning (Respects diverse talents and ways of learning (Chickering & Gamson, 1987). (B2, A3) 
2. Consider how the student characteristics might impact their mental models - epistemological 

level, mental schemas, margin, and ability to accept threshold concepts, etc.? How might this 
impact their ability to accept each transformative concept? (A3, A11, C2, A2, A7) 

3. Review student demographics to identify: 
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• 1st year students - epistemological considerations. (A7) 
• age & culture - potential schema/TCs. (A2) 
• experience listening to a lecture. (C6) 

4. Identify why your students are attending your course (is it a requirement or elective?). This can 
impact their motivation and personal goals.(A10) 

5. Ensure that your expectations are aligned with both student characteristics (not expecting too 
much or too little) and learning outcomes (Chickering & Gamson, 1987). (B2, A8, A9, C2, C5, C10) 

6. Especially in first-year courses, do not assume students have the prerequisite prior knowledge 
(Addy et al., 2020). Consider a first-day pre-test and/or pre-req content review. (B3, C2) 

7. Identify student support departments such as disability services and study centers to identify 
what they offer students. (A3, B1) 

8. Based on student level and major, consider which unasked questions you need to include (Why, 
What, How, What If). (B2) 

Worksheets in This Step 
1.2 - Identify Student Learning Characteristics 
 Use this form to capture demographic information such as age, gender, residency, year-of-college, 

and major. 
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Copying and Using Material from This Site 
Please note that some material may hold a copyright or creative commons license by others listed in the 
references. 
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The Course Design for HE Instructors: A Workbook Applying Theories, Principles, and Practices holds a 
Creative Commons license. If you use all or part of this material, we ask that you provide an attribution, 
do not use the material for commercial purposes, and share back any changes, additions, and/or 
deletions you make. 

Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International 

Attribution: 
Reid, P. (2023). Course Design for HE Instructors: A Workbook Applying Theories, Principles, and 
Practices. Creative Commons: BY/NC/SA. https://designgrp.online/.  

If you would like support in customizing this material or creating your course, please contact us. 
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