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Executive Summary 
 
 
 
This resource will go through the step-by-step process to follow when designing a Team Based Learning (TBL) module, as well as 
some examples: 
 

1. Identify lea rning outcomes: What do you want your students to be able to do by the end of this unit? 
2. Crea te Focused Applica tion Tasks (FATs): Think of relevant and complex problems tied to your learning outcomes. 
3. Write Rea diness Assura nce Test questions: Think of what concepts your students will need to understand in order to 

complete the FATs and brainstorm questions from there. 
4. Identify a nd/or develop prepa ra tion ma teria ls: These can be readings, presentation slides, a video lecture etc. 
5. Seek feedba ck: Turn to a knowledgeable peer and/or a Learning Designer for advice. 

It will also go into more detail on how to implement a TBL module and the logistics to consider: 
 

• Tea m forma tion: Form balanced and diverse teams of 5-7 students. 
• Orienta tion: Devote some time during your first class to introduce your students to the concept of TBL. 
• Incentive structure: Hold students accountable for both their individual and group efforts. 
• Peer eva lua tion method: Consider including both quantitative and qualitative forms of evaluation. 

 
 
Keep in mind that this is only a suggested guide. There is no ‘one size fits all’ approach, and the TBL method can be applied 
differently across different units. 

 

 
  



 

 

Backward design 
 

 

Are you interested in going ahead with Team Based Learning? 

Start thinking backwards. 
 

When designing a traditional unit, you may be accustomed to the following steps: 

1. Find and assign relevant readings/source material 
2. Create and deliver lectures to accompany these 
3. Design assignments and exams which test your students’ knowledge on this material 

This approach focuses on what you’d like your students to know by the end of the unit. 

Team Based Learning (TBL) focuses on what you’d like your students to be able to do by the end of the unit. 

This requires you to flip the usual process around. Instead of designing a unit in the same order as teaching, you must think first 
and foremost about your learning outcomes and keep them in mind for all the activities, tests and source materials you assign to 
ensure your students meet these outcomes. 
 

 

 

 

 

Below are some factors to consider when designing a TBL module: 

• The structure and timeframe of your unit: e.g. spread over a few months vs. delivered over only a few days. 
• The types of students undertaking your unit: level of study, international or domestic etc. 
• The nature of the content being delivered: e.g. controversial topics open for discussion vs. factual topics with clear 

answers. 
• The size of your cohort. 
• The resources you have available: teaching staff, budget etc. 



 

 

The design process 
 

 

 
 

1. IDENTIFY LEARNING OUTCOMES 

What do you want your students to be able to do by the end of this unit? 

You should think further than simply what theoretical knowledge students need, and consider 
how they can lea rn to use this knowledge to solve real-world problems. 

When writing your outcomes, try to use verbs which relate to the application, analysis and 
evaluation of knowledge. See below for some examples: 
 

Good Verbs to Use Verbs to Avoid 

Choose Understand 

Differentiate Appreciate 

Propose Define 

Select Name 

Compare State 

(Levine, R. & Hudes, P., 2014)  

 

Example Unit: ‘TBL101’ 
Good examples of learning outcomes: 

By the end of this unit, you will be able to: 

1. Identify the steps involved in creating and implementing a TBL module. 
2. Compare and contrast the TBL methodology with traditional teaching methods. 
3. Differentiate between the different tools available for administering a TBL module. 

These focus on what participants will be able to do. 

Outcomes which may need to be rewritten: 

By the end of this unit, you will be able to: 

1. Understand what TBL is. 
2. Appreciate the benefits of TBL. 
3. Name the different tools available for administering a TBL module. 

These are too focused on the a cquisition of knowledge, rather than its a pplica tion in real-world concepts. 

 



 

 

Once you have identified your learning outcomes, you can begin thinking about what your students will need to know in order to 
meet these. Your learning outcomes will serve as a guide to designing your Focused Application Tasks and writing your Readiness 
Assurance Tests. 

 
2. CREATE FOCUSED APPLICATION TASKS (FATs) 

Focused Application Tasks (FATs) are at the very core of the TBL process and will take up the majority 
of class time, so it is important that you take extra care and effort in creating these activities. 

Begin by creating a scenario. You can add restrictions and complications, as well as describing the 
consequences of making the wrong decision. 

Next, brainstorm possible courses of action. These should all be plausible, with one choice perhaps 
slightly better than the rest. 

 

Remember to keep the 4 S’s in mind to ensure the problem presented is relevant, complex, and requires the combined effort of all 
team members to be solved: 

 

The activities can be likened to a courtroom jury, where members are required to sift through a large amount of evidence in order 
to reach a simple verdict: guilty or not guilty. In this case, student teams are also given complex information to analyse, from 
which they must reach a simple, specific decision.  



 

 

  
Example Unit: ‘TBL101’ 

Here is an example FAT for TBL101, based on the learning outcome “Compare and contrast the TBL methodology with 
traditional teaching methods”: 

You’ve decided to implement TBL in your unit. At the beginning of the session, you split your class up into groups of 5-7 
students, taking care to equally distribute student qualities amongst teams. You explain the grading scheme to the class, which 
includes a 40% weighting on group activities. You explain that students will be assigned readings and video lectures to study 
before class, to prepare for the graded quizzes in each module. Each IRAT and TRAT conducted will be comprised of 10 
multiple choice questions. IRATs will be certainty-based, allowing students to split their points up between multiple answers, 
whilst with TRATs, teams will immediately know if their answer is incorrect and will have to re-attempt the question until they 
answer correctly. You also let students know that they can revisit past quiz results and view their scores online, but that overall 
class results will only be revealed at the end of the session, when the winning team will receive a prize. 

It’s now midway through the session and everything appears to be going well so far, but you’re interested in knowing what your 
students think about this new and different learning and teaching method. You decide to start a discussion thread online on 
what students’ thoughts are on the way your unit is being taught compared to other units they may be undertaking. 

Good question example: 

1. Which aspect of your unit is likely to be least fa voura ble, or lea st liked, amongst students? 
a. Being stuck in the same teams throughout the session 
b. The large amount of preparation and readings to do before class 
c. Having a significant portion of grades come from group activities 
d. Receiving immediate feedback when completing TRATs 

Answer: c. 
 

a. This is usually seen as a positive aspect of TBL, as staying in the same team helps build cohesion between students and 
fosters the development of strong interpersonal relationships.  
 

b. This may be quite unfavourable to students at the beginning of the session. However, as they start to experience TBL and 
the friendly competitiveness it brings about, they will be motivated to come well-prepared to class so they can perform 
well in both individual and team quizzes. 

 
c. The most correct answer, although open for debate. Students will often be unfavourable to the idea of group grades, based 

on previous negative experiences with groupwork in traditional units. As access to class results in this unit is limited 
throughout the session, students may not have fully realised yet that TBL teams almost always outperform the best 
individual student in quizzes. 
 

d. Students will likely appreciate being given immediate feedback. It helps them learn and remember content, as well as 
improving team dynamics. 

This question requires teams to sift through and analyse the information provided in order to make a specific choice. It is 
challenging, requiring the combined efforts of the entire team to reach their answer. It will also spark an interesting discussion 
on possible concerns students may have with the more controversial aspects of TBL and ways to reduce these concerns to 
create ‘buy in’ for the unit. 

Bad question example: 

1. List some aspects of your unit that students may not like. 

Whilst this is a relevant question, it is not very challenging and is unlikely to require input from the whole team to solve. It also 
leads to low accountability as teams are not required to make a specific choice. 

 



 

 

3. WRITE READINESS ASSURANCE TEST QUESTIONS 

When designing a Readiness Assurance Test (RAT), your first thought may be to find a relevant 
reading and then devise a set of questions based on this reading. 

However, it is important to continue with the backward design approach. 

Think back to the FATs you have created. What concepts do your students need to understand in 
order to solve these problems? Plan out your RATs from there. Using this technique, you’ll also 
ensure that the RATs designed are directly aligned with your learning outcomes.  

 

 

  

Example Unit: ‘TBL101’ 

Here are some example RAT questions for TBL101, based on the previous FAT. 

Good question examples: 

1. Which of the following is not one of the reasons why individual and group accountability are essential when conducting a 
TBL module? 
 

a. Students are motivated to make valuable contributions within their team so they can perform well in TRATs. 
b. Students are given an incentive to be well-prepared for class. 
c. Students are motivated to make valuable contributions within their team so they will receive a good 

peer evaluation mark. 
d. Students can relax because if they have a really smart person in their team, they don’t have to 

worry about making valuable contributions. 

Answer: d.  
Peer evaluations hold students individually accountable for their contributions within their team, so they can’t rely solely on 
their peers and can’t “cruise through” the module without participating. 

2. You’ve converted one of your existing modules over to TBL. Which of the following would be the best option when 
assigning source material for your students to study before a module? 
 

a. Assign 10 chapters from the usual textbook. Students have to know all of this stuff. 
b. Look at your RAT questions first, work out what your students will need to know to answer them, and find succinct 

readings or audio-visual material based on that. 
c. Use the same readings as you usually do, just have a quick look over them to make sure you’ll be able to 

base some RAT questions off them. 
d. Don’t assign any readings; most students won’t have time to look at them. You can squeeze in 

a lecture at the beginning of class time. 

Answer: b.  
This is the only option following the “backward design” approach. You also want source material to be a reasonable length to not 
overwhelm students with pre-class work. 

These questions test participants’ foundational knowledge on TBL, ensuring they are prepared for the FAT. They are also directly 
tied to the learning outcomes “Identify the steps involved in creating and implementing a TBL module” and “Compare and 
contrast the TBL methodology with traditional teaching methods”. 

Bad question example: 

1. Who invented TBL and when? 
 

a. Dr. Michael Larry in the 1970s 
b. Dr. Larry Michaelsen in the 1970s 
c. Dr. Michael Larry in the 1980s 
d. Dr. Larry Michaelsen in the 1980s 

This nitpicky question is based on a very specific fact from a reading, and is not relevant to the FAT or learning outcomes. 

 



 

 

4. IDENTIFY AND/OR DEVELOP PREPARATION MATERIALS 

The preparation materials should be determined after you have written your RAT questions. Whilst 
this may seem counterintuitive at first, by following this process, you will be less likely to develop 
trivial or picky questions based on one specific section of a particular reading. It also allows you to 
easily update your source material over time without having to rewrite your entire unit. 

Preparation materials can be readings, such as an article or a chapter from a textbook. However, if you 
are having difficulties finding succinct readings for your students to prepare for their RATs, you may 
choose to record a video lecture, create presentation slides or independent online learning modules, 
or a combination of these. 

Remember to consider the situational factors impacting your unit: students often have personal or work commitments outside of 
class, or may have other units of study to prepare for. It is important that the readings you assign are not unnecessarily long or 
difficult, so that all students have a reasonable chance at preparing for class. 

 
5. SEEK FEEDBACK 

You’ve identified your learning outcomes, created FATs and RAT questions which match these 
outcomes, chosen preparation materials to assign your students… All done! Well, not quite. 

It is strongly encouraged that you seek feedback before your module goes live to students. Regardless 
of your experience with TBL, this step should not be overlooked. 

Turn to a knowledgeable peer for content advice, or to review RAT questions. A fresh perspective will 
reveal any mistakes you may have missed, or any part of your module that may be unclear or poorly-
worded. 

You may also want to have a chat with a Learning Designer if you need advice on the delivery of 
material or how to implement TBL. 

Once your unit begins, you can continue to make adjustments where necessary to ensure learning outcomes are being met. You 
could, for example, gather feedback from your students after their first TBL session. As well as this, taking a look at IRAT and 
TRAT results online can show you questions where there may be some confusion about, as well as questions with obvious 
distractors that may be too easy for students. Using this data can help you refine your quizzes for future sessions. 

  



 

 

Implementation and 
logistics 
 

 
 

1. TEAM FORMATION 

How teams will be formed is an important aspect to consider when implementing your TBL module.  Here are some guidelines to 
consider: 

• Teams should be comprised of about 5-7 students. This ensures there are enough members to solve complex problems, whilst 
not being too large and causing ‘sub-teams’ to be formed. 

• The teams should remain the same throughout the session. This helps build 
cohesion between students. 

• You should form the teams – do not let your students pick their own teams. 

• Take care to equally distribute student qualities so teams are balanced and 
diverse. Factors to consider include: 
o Student strengths/potential academic advantages: previous study, work 

experience, mix of high and low ATARs/GPAs etc. 
This ensures all teams are on a level playing field. 

o Personality styles: introvert, extrovert etc. 
o Demographics: gender, ethnicity, age etc. This adds a variety of 

perspectives to each team, which is shown to have a positive impact on 
learning and performance during problem-solving activities (Michaelsen, 
L.K. & Sweet, M., 2008). 

• Teams can be formed during the first class of the session – the orientation. To 
ensure teams are balanced, you may wish to hand out a survey based on the 
factors to consider above, or simply verbally ask your students questions in 
class and line them up into different rows. 

• Another option is to randomise the team formation process. Whichever method you choose, transparency is encouraged. 

 

 
2. ORIENTATION 

 

It is suggested that you devote some time during your first class to introduce your students to 
the concept of TBL. This may include a basic overview of what TBL is, as well as the 
advantages of this method and why it’s useful for them. 
 

    Educating your students on TBL will help them understand the way your unit is 
structured and what is expected of them, as well as help alleviate their concerns about 
the more controversial aspects of TBL such as peer evaluation and group grading. 

 

You may choose to conduct the orientation in the form of a TBL lesson, where students read/watch material on TBL before class, 
and then complete practice IRATs and TRATs about TBL. This gives students a chance to familiarise themselves with the TBL 
method, as well as begin to work with their team in a non-threatening (i.e. not graded) environment. You could also choose to run 
a practice TBL session on concepts your cohort should already be familiar with, such as assumed knowledge they would have all 
learnt prior to this unit. 



 

 

 
3. INCENTIVE STRUCTURE 

 

You will need to determine what percentage of students’ grades will go to individual 
work, group work, peer evaluations etc. 
 
If you intend to use TBL as part of your summative assessments, please refer to the 
Assessment Policy on Group Work. At least 50% of group work assessments should be 
allocated to individual performance (Macquarie University, n.d.). 
 
If you choose to integrate TBL as a formative learning activity in your unit, keep in mind 
that for TBL to be successful, a considerable portion of grades should come from both 
individual and group efforts. 

You may wish to include your students in this decision, which will make them more open to 
the idea of being graded for group work. This can be done during orientation: devise a 
general incentive structure outline and let your students come to a consensus on the exact 
percentages for each component. 
 

It’s likely that your students will have some initial concerns about the influence group grades will have on their final mark. There 
are a couple of ways that you can reassure them: 

• Let them know that teams almost always score higher than individuals in the RATs 

• Explain to them that the TBL method leaves little opportunity for anyone to slack off and rely on other teammates for a good 
grade, as: 
o Group assignments and activities will be done during class time 
o All students are held accountable for their individual efforts through IRATs and peer evaluations, which encourages 

everyone to be well prepared for class 

 

 
4. PEER EVALUATION METHOD 

 

Peer evaluations are an important part of TBL, as they not only hold students individually accountable, but also provide them with 
valuable feedback on their strengths and weaknesses as team members. There are different ways in which peer evaluation can be 
administered, so it is important to think about what method might work best in your setting. 
 

Consider including both quantitative and qualitative forms of evaluation. 
Quantitative evaluations allow students to be graded based on their individual 
contributions to their team, providing an incentive for them to be prepared for class 
and participate. Qualitative evaluations give students valuable feedback on their 
communication and problem-solving skills in a team setting. 
 

The last thing to keep in mind regarding peer evaluations is to not conduct them too 
often, or you may risk interfering with group cohesion. A mid-session and an end-
of-session evaluation is sufficient. 

  

https://staff.mq.edu.au/work4/strategy-planning-and-governance/university-policies-and-procedures/policies/assessment
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