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ARTICLE

A Learning Design Methodology for Developing Short 
Learning Programmes in Further and Continuing 
Education
Lillian Buus and Marianne Georgsen

Over the past 5 years, teaching staff at the School of Continuing Education, VIA University College, 
Denmark, has been designing digitally supported teaching within diploma programmes and tailor-made 
courses in the fields of health, education, social sciences and management. More and more of these pro-
grammes and courses are designed as blended learning and are characterised by a short time cycle of 
design, delivery and completion. Despite a recent addition of learning design expertise to the organisation, 
there is a predominant tendency in design processes to focus on the technical setup, the content and the 
participants, and very little on the role of the teachers. The teachers’ role is challenged by a number of 
issues in relation to the growing use of blended and online learning, e.g. the task of facilitating the learn-
ing processes of the participants in new ways; a higher degree of exposure as the teacher often becomes 
the sole point of contact in online environments; communication skills needed to facilitate dialogue and 
collaboration in an online environment; etc. Furthermore, involvement of teaching staff in co-creation of 
new learning designs require skills which many lecturers do not have when they enter the design team for 
the first time, among others skills to articulate their pedagogical principles and technological imagination.

Over time, we in our roles as learning designers in the School of Continuing Education have developed, 
tested and refined a technique for user involvement in the design work, and teachers now work with 
our professional learning designer and course producer on redesigning courses or creating new module or 
courses. In these collaborative design processes, we have identified a number of challenges, which will be 
dealt with in our paper.

Keywords: learning design; blended learning; collaborative design; role of the teacher; continuing 
education; short programs

Introduction and Research Question
Vignette: Teachers A and B are going to redesign 
the module on “Practical methods in Social 
Science”, which they have often taught together. 
The institution’s learning designer has invited 
them to a workshop, where jointly they will set 
goals for the development and redesign of the 
module. The module will be used in an online 
course with a blended learning approach. Excit-
edly, the lecturers are discussing new reading 
material to use in their lectures. Likewise, they are 
impressed about how well video can act as a chan-
nel for communication between teacher and stu-
dents. As the learning designer asks them to make 
a storyboard displaying their redesign, the teachers 
make a written presentation of their own work and 
the teaching activities from an overall structured 
approach, while the student’s process and work is 
not included in the description of the design.

The teachers express their frustration with the 
fact that they are asked to reduce the number of 
teaching hours spent with the students. It is their 
belief, that only through activities in the classroom 
and through face-to-face interaction with students, 
can they observe perception taking place. The 
learning designer’s presentation of good practice 
–examples from other digital learning designs are 
received with some skepticism, as “this is not how I 
work with my students”.

The situation described in the vignette is a condensed 
example based on the authors’ experience from their 
work as learning designers in a university of applied 
sciences. The vignette illustrates very well some of the 
dilemmas facing both the teachers and the learning 
designers. The teachers’ actions in the design process are 
clearly centred around the role and work of the teacher, 
and their ideas about the new design are heavily influ-
enced by their existing teaching practice and by the log-
ics of their face-to-face courses. Technology is added to 
what they already do, rather than used in a process of 
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redesign and redefining the activities in the teaching and 
learning processes.

From the authors’ point of view, this is done without 
much reflection on the potentials of the technology in re-
thinking the course structure and learning activities from 
face-to-face into a digitally mediated form. Not even when 
re-thinking new ways of learning and digitalisation is on 
the agenda. We found that some teachers lack the experi-
ence and knowledge of educational use of technology to 
be able to spot its potential in re-designing their course. 
Furthermore, the vignette also illustrates that as a learn-
ing designer it can be difficult to inspire the team of par-
ticipants and involve them in participatory design, as the 
methods and techniques available might not be sufficient. 
Of central interest is, however, how we can accommodate 
all of these challenges in our roles as learning designers; 
how can we best facilitate the teachers in their work with 
re-thinking and re-designing their teaching?

In this paper, the authors present and discuss chal-
lenges and potentials related to the application of user 
involving techniques in learning design in an organiza-
tional setting. Research within learning design and inte-
gration of technology in teaching shows that there is a 
need for supporting teachers in the domain of design-
ing for digitally mediated teaching (Buus, 2015; Khalid 
and Buus, submitted). Based on experience from 5 years’ 
work with furthering the use of blended and online learn-
ing in the School of Continuing Education, the authors 
present a specific learning design method and the chal-
lenges it addresses. In the matter of developing digitally 
mediated teaching, there seems to be a gap in the quali-
fications of teachers. This may need to be solved through 
experience rather than through education. Previously, 
it seemed that the ones who could be involved in the 
development of blended learning were those teachers 
who had prior experience and knowledge of technology 
as well as of content matter and of teaching. In our work 
with learning design workshops we have aimed at incor-
porating knowledge about the technological dimension 
into the process of design and re-design (as well as the 
content and pedagogical dimensions), in order to include 
more teachers in this work. However, we still find this 
to be a challenge when it comes to imagining what the 
role of the teacher will be in a digitally mediated teach-
ing and learning design. Based on experience with the 
involvement of lecturers and other staff (like program 
coordinators) in the process of re-designing teaching and 
learning activities, a number of issues pertaining to both 
the professional capacity and the organizational frame 
is discussed. In this paper, we bring in our professional 
view on how organisations can improve the opportuni-
ties for teaching staff to participate fully as professionals 
in collaborative design or re-design of digitally mediated 
teaching. Through a professional unit for learning design 
and production of e-learning in the School of Continuing 
Education we are aiming for a situation where the teach-
ers themselves should not necessarily hold expertise in 
digital production.

Finally, the authors suggest a way forward in addressing 
both organizational and professional issues.

The main question addressed in this paper is:

•	 In an organisational learning design methodology, 
how can one combine the levels of activity: strategic 
level; tactical level and operational level; in such a 
way, that teachers’ design work is facilitated, regard-
less of their previous experience?

Over time, experience has given insight into challenges, 
which need consideration each time new teachers engage 
in a learning design process. Among the challenges identi-
fied are these:

•	 How to involve teachers in design when they have 
no or very little experience with on line or blended 
learning?

•	 How to establish a professional framework around 
the design work, which allows all participants to 
contribute with their particular expertise?

•	 How to design for learning in short programmes?
•	 How to support the teaching professionals in adopt-

ing the role of online facilitator as part of their 
professional teaching identity?

Defining an Understanding of Learning Design
Learning design can be defined as the methodology that 
enables teachers or designers to make more informed 
decisions in designing learning activities and interven-
tions, which are pedagogically informed and make effec-
tive use of appropriate resources and technologies. A key 
principle of learning design is making the design process 
more explicit and shareable. Learning design as an area of 
research and development combines gathering empirical 
evidence to understand the design process and the devel-
opment of a range of learning design resources, tools and 
activities (Conole, 2013; Georgsen and Løvstad, 2014).

Maina et al. (2015) state in their introduction to “The 
Art & Science of Learning Design” (Maina et al., 2015) that 
learning has the role of changing the conditions of the 
human in different ways through education. In this field, 
the teachers are the experts within each of their profes-
sional domains. However, teachers often face a lack of 
knowledge when designing for learning and especially for 
digitally mediated learning and teaching. Learning design 
can also be seen as facilitation and “a description of the 
teaching-learning process that takes place in a unit of learn-
ing” (Koper, 2006, p. 13), where interaction, joint progress, 
structure, co-creation, collaboration, and knowledge shar-
ing will be important elements. In Koper’s terminology, 
the “unit of learning” can be a course, a single lecture or a 
series of learning activities. Taking Koper’s approach fur-
ther and inspired by Conole (2007), we would say that a 
learning design:

•	 is comprised of certain learning objectives,
•	 builds upon a sequential structure or have a certain 

flow,
•	 builds on a combination of multiple learning activities,
•	 and a number of resources and learning supports are 

related to the design.
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The relations between learning designs and learning activ-
ities can be seen in a structure of nested hierarchies, and 
in this representation a learning design consists of several 
learning activities (Maina et al., 2015). Learning design as 
a methodology enables teachers to create or co-create, 
design or re-design, and most importantly to share effec-
tive pedagogically thoughtful designs and practices. In 
the early stages, research within e-learning had a strong 
focus on content and structure. In learning design we see 
a move away from focus on delivering content to students 
towards a higher degree of awareness of designing for 
learning activities (Conole, 2007).

One perspective on learning design are the following 
three ideas from Britain (2004). The first idea a belief 
that people learn better when they are actively involved 
in something. The second idea is that using an approach 
like learning design provides an opportunity for more 
structured teaching activities based on a learning work-
flow. This can help more effective learning take place. As a 
third idea, Britain (2004) states that when using learning 
designs, there is a possibility to reuse or share the learning 
designs among teachers. Working with learning designs 
bring a focus to the learning activities, which – as also 
stressed by Dohn (2010) – is important. From Britain’s 
(2004) and Dohn’s (2010) perspective learning design 
provides a framework for deep and creative reflection as 
part of the design process and furthermore on the struc-
ture of the activities in the teaching.

Conole (2013), on the other hand, defines learning 
design as:

“A methodology for enabling teachers/designers to 
make more informed decisions on how they go about 
designing learning activities and interventions, 
which is pedagogically informed and makes effective 
use of appropriate resources and technologies. This 
includes the design of resources and individual learn-
ing activities right up to curriculum-level design. A 
key principle is to help make the design process more 
explicit and shareable. Learning design as an area of 
research and development includes both gathering 
empirical evidence to understand the design process, 
as well as the development of a range of learning 
design resources, tools and activities.” 
(Conole, 2013, p. 8)

Also Conole (2013) refers to activities as especially impor-
tant. She also makes clear that learning design is about 
facilitating the process, and the possibility of making 
learning designs shareable and explicit. From the perspec-
tive of Conole (2013), awareness is on the pedagogical 
aspects, which are to be considered when working with 
learning design, and the documentation of how the pro-
cess evolves becomes important, as to be able to modify 
and adjust along the way.

Learning design is a creative process based on the 
design of new practices, activities, resources and tools, 
which will underpin particular learning objectives in a 
given educational context (Mor and Craft, 2012). Working 
with learning design should be qualified by 4 aspects: 1) 

knowledge within the subject matter, which teachers bring 
in, 2) knowledge based on pedagogical theory, where both 
the teacher and the learning designer have a big impact, 
3) a minimum of technological know-how is important as a 
teacher, but here the learning designer could supplement 
and possibly also a professional producer could be invited 
into the process, and last but not least, is it important with 
4) experience within the field of practice, which the teacher 
also brings into the design process. Furthermore, learn-
ing design should also generate innovation in these dif-
ferent areas. Participants should benefit from it based on 
the time they invest in participation, and related to their 
efforts and aims (Maina et al., 2015; Mor and Craft, 2012).

As we have seen above, there are many different terms 
and aspects involved in defining learning design (Maina et 
al., 2015), but taking an overall perspective there seems 
to be two main approaches identifying learning design; 
either as a product (Koper, 2006) or a process (Conole, 
2013). The general concept of learning design can be said 
to build on activities, collaboration and workflow, com-
bined with awareness within the four areas specified by 
Mor and Craft (2012) above.

A well-known discussion within the research field of 
learning design concerns the terminology ‘design for 
learning’ versus ‘learning design’ Researchers such as 
Goodyear & Dimitriadis (2013) and Beetham & Sharpe 
(2007) argue for the ‘design for learning’ terminology. 
This is to say that ‘design for learning’ relates to a process, 
whereas ‘learning design’ from their point of view is more 
in line with a product. The authors stress that “one can 
design for learning, but not design learning”, and that the 
teacher can’t determine what is learned (Goodyear and 
Dimitriadis, 2013).

Goodyear and Dimitriadis (2013) argue like this:

“There is a gap between a) that which has been 
designed; and b) the activities in which people 
engage (through which they learn). This means that 
one can then try to analyse the relations between (a) 
and (b). [And]… it is very rare for (a) to determine (b).”
(Goodyear and Dimitriadis, 2013, p. 2)

From our research and a literature review (Khalid and 
Buus, submitted) mapping the barriers of ICT integration 
into teaching practices, it becomes clear that teachers 
need facilitation by professional learning designers to be 
able to build a bridge between technology and pedagogi-
cal issues, which teachers face in the re-design process 
(Buus, 2015; Khalid and Buus, submitted). Often teachers 
need to re-tune their mind-set around their changed role 
in the new learning design. They need to see and think 
of themselves as having certain technical skills, as well 
as pedagogical ones. An interesting aspect, though, is to 
what degree the technical dimension is important in order 
to obtain a qualified digitally mediated learning design. 
What may be an issue, when dealing with learning designs 
in a blended learning context, is the fact that teachers are 
often left behind or even dis-empowered in their potential 
to do re-design and integrate digitally mediated learning 
activities into their teaching (Maina et al., 2015).
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Learning designers are not domain experts within the 
teachers’ field of knowledge, but usually have a peda-
gogical background combined with knowledge about 
technologies supporting teaching and learning activities. 
An important issues in this approach is the dialogue and 
collaboration between the involved teacher, the learn-
ing designer and the course producer, when co-creating 
digital teaching material and activities. Therefore, there is 
a need to look into how we can involve teachers in the 
design work so they can be creative, because they often 
turn out to have no or limited experience with online or 
blended learning and how to design digital learning activi-
ties. Taking this into consideration, it becomes important 
to find ways to facilitate – or scaffold – teachers in this 
process, which can be done in many different ways within 
the framework of learning design (Maina et al., 2015). 
Figure 1 below illustrates the process of scaffolding both 
the teacher by the learning designer (during the design 
process) and that of the teacher scaffolding the learner in 
the students’ learning process (Buus, 2015).

In the model as well as in the approach to learning 
design, teaching and learning activities rather than tech-
nology are the key foci. This approach requires a focus on 
the critical professional knowledge of the teacher, which 
needs to be put into play when designing the digitally 
mediated teaching activities (Buus, 2015). Research show 
that organisations often neglect the importance of scaf-
folding teachers when they design digitally mediated 
teaching, and rather often assume that teachers have the 
required skills and knowledge within the technological 
domain as well as sufficient time on their hands for the 
digital production.

When digitally mediated education or courses are 
designed and developed, the focus is on education and 
learning, materials, working methods for teaching and 
learning, IT infrastructure and tools, as well as the different 

competencies of the participants; those already held and 
those being gained from participating in the design work. 
Also, participation in the development process is key to 
the teachers’ motivation, ownership and skills develop-
ment. In our experience, the competences and key skill 
identified as needed for teachers is the ability to use 
their imagination to anticipate the outcome of the learn-
ing activity. They need to engage themselves in a design 
thinking approach, have a clear teaching philosophy, and 
be deliberate about which learning objectives the learning 
activities should support.

Collaborative E-Learning Design Method (CoED)
In the capapcity as learning designers, the authors of this 
paper have been responsible for supporting teaching 
staff in developing on line and blended learning. For this 
purpose, we have used a methodological learning des-
ing approach called the Collaborative e-Leaning Design 
method (CoED) (Georgsen and Nyvang, 2007; Ryberg et 
al., 2015). Different variations of the original method have 
evolved, but basically the CoED method provides a set of 
guidelines for conducting collaborative design workshops 
aimed at producing digital learning designs in the format 
of whole courses, one or more modules, or other educa-
tional activities. Based on an iterative and learning oriented 
approach to designing for learning, the method allows for 
different levels of detail in terms of the resulting design. 
The method also draws on Wenger’s social theory of learn-
ing (Wenger, 1998) with its focus on social practices and 
development. Taking Wenger’s (1998) approach to social 
learning, one of the core processes in learning is negotia-
tion of meaning, where negotiation is defined as a process 
of participation and reification. When looking from this 
perspective, design for learning in an organizational set-
ting or in a team of designers brings out communicative 
participation and ways to develop tangible outcomes. An 

Figure 1: Illustrating a scaffolding model (Buus, 2015).
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important part of the CoED method is the negotiation and 
collaboration on establishing a shared pedagogical vision 
among the participants, and being able to discuss differ-
ent values and to make a shared representation of these in 
a very flexible, yet structured manner.

Teaching staff from the School of Continuing Education 
often develop learning designs for ordinary program mod-
ules within a short time frame. The time-span for the activ-
ities can be very diverse, as it can be a specially designed 
course with a 1-week duration or it might be a 12 weeks 
course. This type of short programmes need a focused and 
well-described content, which is often seen to challenge 
the teachers in the development process. In this regard 
the authors have been conducting workshops inspired by 
the CoED method with emphasis on team based design 
work. The workshop methodology consists of four phases, 
illustrated in an example below:

•	 Phase 1: Idea and development of the design (vision) 
– what is the basic idea/what should be designed?

•	 Phase 2: Description of activities in the form of roles, 
working methods, arenas, learning goals (who, what, 
where, why?)

•	 Phase 3: Production of materials and design of learn-
ing platform

•	 Phase 4: Implementation of design (including test 
and adjustment)

A common challenge is to engage participants from dif-
ferent target groups, and to facilitate their engagement in 
dialogue and negotiation to get a broader variety of per-
spectives on the learning design process. More specifically, 
to engage participants in fruitful design work including 
integration of technology in their teaching and learning 
approach, many times proved difficult due to the lack of 
relevant experience of the participants. It became a par-
ticular aim to find ways to overcome this issue. Before 
going further into the lessons learned, we will present the 
case and the organisational framework in the following 
section.

Blended Learning in Further Education
Back in 2013, in the School of Continuing Education, a 
project on was initiated on the strategic level aiming to 
increase the occurrence of blended learning and online 
education in the educational portfolio. Although a num-
ber of employees previously had been included in similar 
initiatives, there was a lack of significant success stories 
in the field of online and blended learning. As part of 
the strategy, an ambition was formulated that the school 
should play a stronger role in the market for technology-
supported diploma and academic courses, a position 
which so far was held predominantly with traditional face-
to-face courses and programs.

In 2013, the development begun in the school of a 
method for design and construction of blended learning 
in. The goal was to meet the needs for adjusting existing 
programs and modules to incorporate a greater degree 
of online and blended learning, while simultaneously 
adapting this to the particular demands of continuing 

education with rapid development, a large number of 
short term courses, tailored products for parts of the mar-
ket, etc. At the same time, the ambition was to develop a 
way of working which combines design and production of 
new learning designs with professional development for 
the teaching staff. The efforts were supported from the 
end of 2013 with the appointment of a project employee, 
whose task was to assist the teachers in design and pro-
duction of digital materials, adjustment of the learning 
management system, etc. Through the years of 2013 
and 2014, experience was gained through development 
of a number of modules and digital teaching and learn-
ing materials, and this experience points to a number of 
organizational opportunities and challenges, which will 
dealt with in this paper. After 2014, there has been fur-
ther investment made in this way of working, and up until 
today, the school still aims to invest in capacity building 
within this area (Georgsen and Løvstad, 2014).

The approach taken in this project aimed at develop-
ing a customised design, meaning trying to meet as many 
as possible of the specific needs and requirements of the 
users in the design solution. In the organisation which 
the School of Continuing Education is part of, the usual 
approach towards IT supported teaching and learning is 
a standard solution designed to fit the needs of the vast 
majority of the bachelor programmes in the university 
college. The same learning management system (LMS) 
is in use in all programs. The design of this system has 
been adjusted by and is generally supported by the cen-
tral IT-unit, and all students and teaching staff have a 
personal account and email account connected to this sys-
tem. The LMS is mainly used for distribution of informa-
tion, teaching schedules and materials, for assignments, 
and for communication between teachers and students. 
In all of the study programmes the system has the same 
design, functionality and user interface, and as such can 
be labelled a ‘standard system’ in the organisation. This is 
a common situation in many educational institutions, and 
has the advantages of stability, professional support/help 
desk, and good integration with other standard tools in 
the institution. In the field of further and continuing edu-
cation, however, the conditions are different in a number 
of ways from those in bachelor or master programs. The 
most significant differences are:

•	 The extent and duration of the course or program. In 
short courses it is important that the use of IT does 
not take up unnecessary time or requires too much 
attention

•	 The need for user-oriented design is bigger in further 
education, as the groups of participants, the con-
tents, the ways of teaching and studying often vary 
greatly across different courses

•	 The need for user-orientation means that the organi-
zation should hold capacity to design and support a 
variety of solutions/designs for learning support

•	 Participants in further education and workplace 
learning usually connect and communicate with the 
lecturers they meet, rather than with the organiza-
tion itself. This means that teaching staff, in addition 
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to being professional teaching and content experts, 
also need to have sufficient IT-proficiency to assist 
learners with the most urgent IT-problems they may 
encounter

Thus, use of online and blended learning in further educa-
tion and workplace learning put demands on the organi-
sation to produce adjustments of existing designs and in 
some cases to develop new designs, often in short time. In 
order to maintain the position of the teaching staff as ped-
agogic and content experts, it is also important to focus 
on ways of integrating the pedagogical knowledge of 
the teachers into the design work. In this project, a user- 
oriented methodology for learning design was tested.

Based on the efforts experienced and despite the par-
ticipants’ interest, goodwill and experience with peda-
gogical IT tools, it is still a difficult and comprehensive 
task to design, develop and offer blended learning. The 
challenges are both individual and organizational; they 
concern resources and competencies; and there is a clear 
correlation between some of the challenges experienced 
by the teachers and the organizational and managerial 
priorities the area is experienced to have. Experience has 
shown that increased use of online and blended learn-
ing as well as generally increased IT use in existing edu-
cational practices requires a clear strategic priority and 
capacity building in the organization.

Data Collection During the Project
This paper is based on data collected during the last 4–5 
years in projects dealing with digital learning designs. Dif-
ferent projects, similar to the one described in section 4, 
have been initiated in this period of time. Our data is col-
lected in and after design workshops, they are observation 
data from closely followed design processes, and finally 
there are a number of both individual and group based 
interviews. Furthermore, in Spring 2014, a study was con-
ducted into the use of the institutional LMS as a kind of 
base line evidence.

During this period of time (2013–2016), approximately 
25 design processes have been completed, and design 
workshops have been organised with teachers, coordinators 
and learning designers as participants. The project had the 
main purpose of re-design existing course modules from 
face to face-teaching to learning designs with more digi-
tal materials and more on line and blended teaching and 
learning-activities. Some design processes focused on the 
development of blended learning and re-design of selected 
lectures and learning activities into an online format. The 
design of new modules, which are purely online or blended 
from the outset, has taken place to a certain degree only.

The aim of the study of LMS-use was to establish a pic-
ture of the ways lecturers utilised the functionality offered 
in the LMS. For that purpose, around 90 course sites in the 
LMS platform were evaluated. 70 of these were randomly 
selected to represent the typical use of LMS, and 20 were 
chosen to represent more advanced use (based on a selec-
tion of lecturers known to be more innovative and advanced 
that average). The evaluation showed that although the 
group of more advanced lecturers did use a wider variety of 

digital materials and tools which were not integrated into 
the LMS, there were some common traits across the entire 
population in the study: Only a limited number of func-
tions in the LMS were commonly used, most commonly 
the LMS was used for distribution of materials, information 
from lecturer to students, and handling of assignments 
from students. It seems an plausible conclusion that the 
template for course websites was highly directive for lectur-
ers’ use, and as such also a limitation on their imagination 
(except for a few innovative front runners).

To conclude the data collection after the first phase 
of the project (after app. 1 year’s work) a round of inter-
views were conducted with the participants in the work-
shops. The main findings from these interviews support 
the above conclusion that the input received for designs 
has great impact, and that stimulating the technological 
imagination of the workshop participants is no trivial task. 
In the following, we present some of the findings from the 
group of interviews conducted.

First and foremost, participants describe their experi-
ence with the workshops with of degree of ambivalence. 
Most have found it enriching to participate, and also nec-
essary for their ability to take steps to further develop the 
educational programs they are involved in. At the same 
time, most teachers have experienced the design work-
shops to be longer than necessary. The teachers thus 
describe that they do not (think they) have the time to 
enter into what they call a long-term design process – at 
the same time they express that it has been inspiring to 
participate and that after the process they include more 
digital aspects into their teaching.

Furthermore, some teachers also made statements 
about the importance of students entering a ‘controlled’ 
teaching and learning environment, which show us that 
teachers need to be in control, and letting go of the con-
trol can be an issue to them. The question of control has 
different aspects, however. For example, some prefer to 
do things themselves e.g. produce digital learning object 
and materials, although they did not currently have the 
skills to it. Also the fear of handing over control to stu-
dents was an issue, as some teachers feel they cannot keep 
in touch with what the students learn.

In interviews, the participants express difficulty with 
gaining from the collaborative element in the method. 
Several participants emphasize that they themselves 
know what they want, they are experienced teachers, 
etc., and thus they diminish the relevance of e.g. discuss-
ing their teaching philosophy. At the same time, several 
participants state that the workshops have given inspira-
tion to their own development through discussions with 
colleagues and by seeing what others have done, so this 
again shows there is an ambivalence in what is gained 
from the learning design workshops.

In the discussion of the prerequisites for the participat-
ing teachers to increase their use of IT in education, it is 
pointed out from all sides that the need for support and, 
in general, functioning technological solutions is great. 
Based on out early experience, it seems that the teachers 
desire to deliver quality education and their need to be 
in charge results in a cautious approach to innovation of 
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teaching with ICT. That quality in teaching is challenged 
by the use of ICT is reported both as an experience and as 
a point of view. To ensure quality, participants describe 
several different strategies: Use as little ICT as possible; be 
absolutely sure that the technology is stable and support 
is available when needed; only use IT solutions and tools 
you can be in charge of yourself.

It is perceived as important for the ownership of the 
participants that each workshop will result in some con-
crete products, whether these are finished teaching mate-
rials or documentation of steps in the process like posters 
with story boards or similar things. Templates or tools 
for presenting ideas and documenting decisions are thus 
important both to enhance the experience of ownership 
and to make it possible to communicate more about the 
specific designs. Finally, we found that participants in the 
workshop were strongly inspired by what was presented 
to them. This was especially true where participants did 
not have a project planned before reaching the first work-
shop and when the participants have limited experience 
with pedagogical IT applications.

In the first workshop, the learning designers used video 
for inspiration and from the interviews it appears that the 
inspirational video-based material had great impact on 
what ideas the participants themselves were able to for-
mulate in their designs.

Following this first phase, another round of design activ-
ities was conducted with 9 participants and 6 different 
design projects. Most of these were one-person projects, 
meaning that the main collaboration was between one 
individual lecturers and the learning designer. As in the 
first phase, lecturers were supported in both the design 
process and with the production of teaching materials, etc.

The first two phases of the project were characterized 
by a bottom up-approach, where the interests and ideas 
of the participating lecturers set the ambitions. This was 
followed by a call for projects, which needed approval 
from managers as well as close collaboration with the 
learning designer in the department. This call fostered 
projects which were characterised by individual support 
and facilitation of each of the projects. In total around 60 

participants have participated in design workshops and 
projects. Throughout the entire period, the department 
has supported this initiative with resources, both develop-
ment time for the lecturers, facilitation from a learning 
designer, and professional support for the production of 
digital materials. Despite a number of staff replacements, 
there has been a constant focus on facilitation of teachers 
in their design work. However, it seems that the organisa-
tional capacity has still not found the appropriate level. In 
the following section we will discuss this further.

What Have We Learned and How to Proceed?
From the experiences described in this paper, different chal-
lenges have been identified in relation to involving teach-
ers in learning design processes: Limited IT-knowledge and 
experience; lack of technological imagination, lack of con-
fidence when trying out new designs; and the need for a 
clear organizational framing of the design work are some of 
the more dominant ones.

To analyze an understand our findings, we have used 
a model describing levels of organizational development 
towards handling development of e-learning (Christensen 
et al., 2014). The model describes an organizational didac-
tic framework, naming three levels of importance: A 
strategic, a tactical and an operational level. The model 
illustrates how the three levels are interconnected and 
shape the conditions for pedagogical development of 
learning designs with blended and online learning.

The framework has three purposes:

•	 To describe the resources which need to be prior-
itized in order to realize a strategy within the area of 
blended learning;

•	 To clarify the link between the priorities in the 
organization;

•	 To describe the framework that the organization and 
its management need to make for development take 
place.

The model is described by the authors in two variations; a 
hierarchical and a dynamic version (see Figure 2 below).

Figure 2: The hierarchic and the dynamic version of the model (Christensen et al., 2014).
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The hierarchical model is the starting point when decid-
ing on the establishment of new education concepts, and 
describes a linear series of decisions, while the dynamic 
model becomes relevant when an educational model or 
concept has become a new practice. The study conducted 
by Christensen et al., show that when it comes to devel-
opment and provision of learning activities, it is not 
possible to succeed with an e-learning program without 
quality assurance of the tactical level. This includes pro-
viding ongoing and adequate support on the tactical level 
primarily in terms of resource allocation, reliable tech-
nologies, technology support and a supportive day-to-day 
management. Therefore, the hierarchical approach is cru-
cial in establishing new practices.

A key point of the hierarchical model is that the strate-
gic level must be the basis for the other levels, and these 
relate to this one. Once a new teaching practice has been 
established, knowledge and experience about and in sup-
port of this practice will be produced at all three levels. 
The three levels will then all be part of a relational and 
dynamic relationship that is reflected in the dynamic 
model. The dynamic model illustrates how mutual influ-
ence between the three levels will be achieved over time. 
An important point is that, although decisions on both 
the strategic and tactical levels are prerequisites for the 
capacity to develop and implement new learning prac-
tices at the operational level, an impact of the new learn-
ing designs needs to be demonstrated. Depending on the 

strategic goals, the impact may show itself on as educa-
tional, audience-related, economical, etc. If this does not 
succeed over time, strategic and tactical support will be 
declining.

The hierarchical and relational dimensions show inter-
dependence between management involvement and inno-
vation developed through and in the teaching practices. 
Since new ways of teaching and learning are constantly 
developed, an educational institution should provide 
space for experiments which can be assessed before mak-
ing a major strategic effort. When formulating and imple-
menting an organizational learning design methodology, 
it is furthermore important to ensure:

•	 that efforts are directed towards known and commu-
nicated goals

•	 that resource allocation is ongoing for the effort
•	 that the effort becomes sustainable, understood as 

beneficial in terms of the formulated goals
•	 that the organization continuously develops both 

its practice and its ambition level in line with the 
increasing amount of experience and knowledge

The time to shift the understanding of the organization 
from a hierarchical to a dynamic one (as illustrated in 
the two versions of the model) is identified through the 
answers to key questions at each different level in the 
model (see Figure 3 below).

Figure 3: The central questions to ask at the three levels (Christensen et al., 2014).



Buus and Georgsen: A Learning Design Methodology for Developing Short Learning 
Programmes in Further and Continuing Education

Art. 8, page 9 of 10

In the case we have presented here, the organisation 
seems to be making progress in capacity towards sup-
porting teachers at the operational level. Considering 
the experience gained from the strategic effort done so 
far, we argue that the organization School of Continuing 
Education is in the process of deciding on new educa-
tional concepts. These concepts are not yet an established 
practice. Therefore, the hierarchical model still will be the 
most sustainable approach for understanding the organi-
zational change in Continuing education, while a dynamic 
organisation is not yet achieved in this area.

At the tactical level, the organisation has now estab-
lished a unit for Learning Design, which is becoming a 
center of knowledge and a contact point for staff involved 
in developing new ways of digitally supported teaching 
and learning. The learning designer and producer in this 
unit is gaining influence on the continuing effort in the 
department, and may become a key step in establishing 
one or more professional learning communities (PLC). 
PLCs may, in the point of view of the authors, be a way 
of strengthening the operational level as well as a way to 
combine the three levels.

In professional learning communities and practice-
oriented professional development, knowledge, networks 
and experience in its own is not sufficient in building a 
learning culture.

One crucial issue is the interaction of these elements. 
Such interaction is both dependent on and contributing 
to a reflexive practice. A reflexive practice can be regarded 
as an interaction between different forms of reflec-
tion: partly the immediate reflection that accompanies 
the action, and the subsequent reflection on the action 
(reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action, (Schön, 
1983). Hargreaves & Fullan (2012) use the term ‘reflec-
tion-about-action’, which refers to reflecting on the terms 
and conditions which contribute to practice and further-
more to what may be changed in the framework to sup-
port the desired practice.

In the current case with a community of teachers, a PLC 
should support the experimental approach taken to devel-
opment of one’s own teaching practice, both individu-
ally and collaboratively. In the broader community of the 
organization, it is necessary to make this a naturally occur-
ring way of working, and to support it with e.g. earmarked 
working hour, logistics, knowledge and other resources. 
This is also an important point in the work of Christensen et 
al., 2014. Hargreaves & Fullan (2012) emphasize that there 
are no quick solutions. On the contrary, it is a long move 
and cultural change to change the organizational culture.

Since the beginning of the 1990s, the concept of profes-
sional learning communities (PLC) has had a double-sided 
story in e.g. American school development, where PLCs 
have been organized in many different forms both inter-
nally in schools and between schools, districts, states. Often 
the assessment of such communities is far more positive 
among managers and decision-makers than among the 
teachers, and they have been criticized of stiffening in tech-
nical, dazzling maneuvers, for example with a close focus 
on tests. So there is a dilemma in this, as professional col-
laboration necessarily needs to be set up, promoted and 

challenged (by managers, teachers or others), while at 
the same time, professional autonomy among teachers 
is crucial to the quality and effect of the collaboration. 
Hargreaves & Fullan (2012) speak about a difficult balance 
between ‘pushing’ and ‘attracting’; thus making it attractive 
and inspiring, but also normatively expected, to participate 
in the professional collaboration – rather than enforcing 
it through bureaucratic procedures with expectations of 
uncritical implementation (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012, 
p.  131). If professional excellence is the goal, methods 
should not be ‘implemented’ but needs to be tested, exam-
ined, interpreted, adapted and changed by the teachers 
themselves in a social learning context. Again, this is about 
the balance between freedom and responsibility – between 
the obligation to relate to ‘best practice’ and the autonomy 
to develop ‘next practice’ (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012, 
p. 50), but also about the strategic, tactical and operational 
dynamic relations (Christensen et al., 2014).

Conclusions
In this paper, we have drawn attention to the importance 
of combining the levels of activity and decision-making in 
a learning design methodology in a way which will facili-
tate the teachers’ design work as well as make an effort 
in developing an organisational framework for the design 
work and collaborative experiments. We point to the con-
cepts of professional learning communities (PLC) and 
communities of practice (COP), where professional learn-
ing designers and producers collaborate and facilitate the 
design processes in joint collaboration with the PLCs or 
COPs. Such a cultural change will have to take into con-
sideration key questions at both the strategic, tactical and 
operational level in the organisation to achieve a dynamic 
organisation characterized by a learning culture.
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