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Abstract
In the midst of a global pandemic, higher education saw a modality shift to online learn-
ing that caused panic and discomfort as many instructors lacked the skills, resources, and 
didactic aptitude in this response (Lederman, The shift to remote learning: The human ele-
ment. Retrieved from https ://www.insid ehigh ered.com/digit al-learn ing/artic le/2020/03/25/
how-shift -remot e-learn ing-might -affec t-stude nts-instr uctor s-and, 2020). The current 
review discusses the impact of this article for successful learning design as well as appli-
cations, limitations, constraints and future suggestions during the COVID-19 era. Spe-
cifically, this paper is in response to the article entitled, “The process of designing for 
learning: understanding university teachers’ design work” (Bennett et al., The process of 
designing for learning: Understanding university teachers’ design work. Educational Tech-
nology Research and Development, 65, 125–145. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s1142 3-016-
9469-y, 2017). The impact of the article under review can provide  a roadmap to expert 
instruction with its focus on flexibility across interdisciplinary higher education fields of 
knowledge. In application, the findings of Bennett and her colleagues work, suggested 
designing for efficiency, broad considerations to specific details, and design and refining 
processes. The limitations of the current study under review, included having participants 
remember particular experiences of design with one-off interviews and no significant fol-
low up. Given the aforementioned limitation, the next stage of research could be to develop 
a more explanatory and then prescriptive study to explore the rationale behind design deci-
sions and strengthen implications. The descriptive framework of the current study allows 
educators and students opportunitiesto co-design authentic meaning making experiences 
given cultural relevant pedagogy. Ultimately, the current review concludes from a learning 
design perspective that focuses on culturally relevant educational ecosystems and interac-
tive media.
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Valuable impact

Higher education is witnessing an increasing shift to online learning that has caused 
panic and discomfort as many instructors lacked the skills, resources, and didactic apti-
tude in this response (Lederman 2020). Our current shift to digital is explored through 
a study entitled, “The process of designing for learning: understanding university 
teachers’ design work,” as it provides an overarching framework for the development 
of learning design among higher education professors (Bennett et al. 2017). Consider-
ing the expansion of online needs in the education industry, learning design must be 
interactive and interdependent (Engerman and Otto 2018). Bennett and her colleagues, 
explored the design processes of 30 experienced higher education instructors. All edu-
cators in the study  used approaches to design that considered student needs and prior 
knowledge (Bennett et al. 2017). While recognizing the aforementioned approach, piv-
oting to learning design has never been more critical, as we consider the heightened 
need for higher education intuitions to increase diversity, student satisfaction rates as 
well as the pressures to enhance recruitment, graduation rates, and expectations of over-
all graduate quality (Goodyear 2015). Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) can help to 
fill these gaps and can be an important element to the current research. CRP seeks to 
improve teacher education through the appreciation of the asset’s students can bring 
to their work in classrooms (Ladson-Billings 2014, Ladson-Billings 1995; Hatley et al. 
2017).

The current study under review impacts scholarship by strengthening the notion that 
learning design needs to be flexible, and technologies can be created to support repre-
sentation, adaption, sharing and implementation through broad ranging colocation prac-
tices. It opens the door to engage in culturally relevant teaching methods that empower 
learners and has the potential to push students to have critical perspectives on policies 
and practices that have a direct impact on their lives and communities (Ladson-Billings 
2014). Lastly, the impact of this paper can provide a roadmap to expert instruction as 
a process of design that provides opportunities for growth and less prescriptive con-
tent focus. Further discussion will explore the applications, limitations, constraints and 
future suggestions considering a culturally relevant lens for digital environments.

Application

Approaches that focus on learner centers lead to more meaningful co-design processes that 
implement student needs along the way (Engerman and Otto 2018; Engerman 2016; Enger-
man et al. 2019a). Bennett, Agostinho, and Lockyer found that regardless of the starting 
point in design these expert teachers iteratively considered, “learning outcomes, the scope 
of the content to be covered, their general ideas for learning activities, and their assessment 
strategy” (2017, p. 139). The findings suggested three critical features of learning design 
including designing for efficiency, broad considerations to specific details, and design and 
refining processes towards student success. These design features leave room to integrate 
student cultural competencies as assets to empower them and improve understanding. Co-
designed approaches that emphasize connections to the content, digital asset building and 
reflective practices respect the sociocultural aptitude of students and empowers them to 
take true ownership of their learning processes (Scott et al. 2010; Hatley et al. 2017).
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Designing for efficiency

For the instructors within the study, the starting point of the design work was determined by 
the nature of the nuanced design problems. As the instructors began to design their lessons, 
they redesigned class experiences for efficiency. Reasons for redesigning included addressing 
feedback from students and colleagues, updating the content covered, making changes to per-
ceived problems for learners, and changing how content is delivered to include online compo-
nents among others (Bennett et al. 2017). Efficiency was defined in terms of effectiveness and 
accommodation to student learning needs. Here we may see another opportunity for enhanced 
learning design as student’s diverse and cultural backgrounds can be assets in developing digi-
tal learning tools and instruction of content (Scott et al. 2013). CRP encourages the instructors 
to develop experiences that connect with students in social and cultural terms as well as pro-
vide opportunities for reflection. In their study on designing digital games, Scott et al. (2013) 
saw learners notice gaps in their own understanding, propose and implementing solutions as 
a result of their established connections, asset build and reflect on their processes. Efficiency 
as a CRP concept also ends with student growth into meaningful ownership of their learning 
processes.

Broad to specific detailed design

The instructor participants in this study described a macro to micro design as they needed to 
understand the unit’s overarching framework before filling in finer details. Broad frameworks 
create more opportunities for a co-designed process with students that can provide meaningful 
engagement through participation (Engerman et al. 2019b). Veteran educators understand that 
the broad structure of a lesson or unit allows room for students to respond and give feedback 
performance and knowledge gaps that need to be filled by the details of activities and content 
delivery methods. Considering the current digital age, students respond to the ability to par-
ticipate in the digital communities they inhabit (Engerman and Otto 2018).

Iterative design processes

Seasoned instructors are able to be flexible in their approaches and delivery, which could mean 
a change in technology, content, or delivery methods. The study demonstrated the impor-
tance of designing before, during and after a unit’s implementation. Much like the profes-
sional instructional design process, these design processes were nonlinear as recursive design 
required interrelated components (Dick et al. 2015). Despite the multi-disciplinary faculty, we 
see cohesion around iterative design being well known within the instructional design profes-
sion. Iterative processes of design, refine, redesign is necessary to align student needs and 
improve performance outcomes (Dick et al. 2015). In order to meet students’ needs we must 
recognize that students often engage with content in class that align with their social orienta-
tions and cultural capital (Sanford and Madill 2006; Blair and Sanford 2004; Engerman 2016).
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Limitations and constraints

The article, “The process of designing for learning,” was based on a single unit of 
analysis of teacher design within a descriptive frame through a streamlined qualita-
tive data analysis. However, we believe the limitations and constraints were primar-
ily in the one-off interviews of participants to recall professional practices opposed to 
observations and student perspectives of impact. The expert instructors within the study 
designed instructional experiences that were admittedly informed by learner centered 
approaches. If so, then more data would be useful that focuses on teacher practices 
and student responses. These are critical factors to better triangulate what teachers are 
doing, which would require observational data and learner inquiry. In addition, data on 
student inquiry could describe how the content design is being molded into specifics as 
learners fill the gaps and dictate the scaffolding that teachers perform. Students need to 
experience social and cultural value in their activities based on engagement, ownership 
and satisfactory outcomes. This is the reason we consider CRP within teacher design by 
building connections to social and cultural capital, allowing for assets to be built, and 
reflective opportunities through co-designed processes.

Future suggestions

We have provided a review towards the shift to digital based on research gathered from 
educators with cross curricular and extensive online teaching experiences in “The pro-
cess of designing for learning: understanding university teachers’ design work,” pro-
vides an overarching framework for the development of learning design (Bennett et al. 
2017). The researcher’s work shows the potential for higher education instructors 
to develop meaning experiences towards the shift to digital. The study under review 
was exploratory, descriptive in nature and fills a gap in the literature focused on the 
online higher education process which provides opportunities for further study. Towards 
a more prescriptive study of implementation, the next stage might be to develop a 
more explanatory investigation that unpacks the teacher behaviors from observation 
by embedding observation that leads to more follow up inquiry. Including a histori-
cal view, experiential view and then a reflective view (Seidman 2019) could provide 
a more detailed account of not only the descriptions but also could have provided a 
deeper level of description with stronger participant triangulation (Rossman and Rallis 
2011). In addition, a future study could include student perspectives to understand how 
their understanding informs a codesigned process narrated through a thematic analysis 
(Braun and Clark 2006). These two avenues may provide a more holistic approach to the 
learning environment and describe why teachers make specific curriculum design deci-
sions as they navigate through their online course design processes.
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