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Abstract
This paper is a response and considers practical and design implications of the article, The 
process of designing for learning: understanding university teachers’ design work by Ben-
nett et  al. (Educ Technol Res Dev 65:125–145, 2017). Bennett et  al. guide us in better 
understanding teachers’ design practices and in discussions on how such practices could be 
improved. A key contribution of the article is presenting a descriptive model of the design 
process. As such, the article is focused on teachers’ current design work, while giving more 
limited attention to how teachers’ design practice could be improved. When looking for-
ward, this response emphasizes that teachers should be encouraged to inform their designs 
for learning and iteratively improve their designs based on reflection and evaluation. If 
teachers take time to look into what is known and deliberately learn more along the way 
through reflection and evaluation, they will improve their understanding of how to design 
for learning.
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There have been rather few studies on how teachers design for learning. One exception 
is the article The process of designing for learning: understanding university teachers’ 
design work (Bennett et al. 2017). A key contribution of the article is uncovering important 
dimensions of teachers’ design practices. The researchers developed a descriptive model 
of the design process based on interviews with 30 teachers from 16 Australian universi-
ties. Teachers followed a top-down approach in which they considered the learning out-
comes, scope of content, ideas for activities and assessment strategy. Then, they specified 
the unit in detail, verifying against the more general ideas and adjusted if necessary. When 
teaching a unit, student feedback sometimes prompted the teacher to make changes of a 
more detailed nature. More than half of the teachers described that they identified future 
changes, typically after the unit was completed, but some also made notes during the unit. 
The design work extended before, while, and after a unit was taught, and emphasized the 
importance of reflection in teachers’ design practice. A limitation of the article is that most 
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interviewees were experienced teachers who were part of professional academic bodies, 
indicating that they were more experienced and engaged in teaching and learning. The arti-
cle is focused on teachers’ current design work, while giving more limited attention to how 
teachers’ design practice could be improved.

This response suggests that the findings of the article could be understood and extended 
by considering design for learning as an informed practice. Teachers could be informed by 
‘what is known’, such as theories, research, evidence, best and good practices, and previous 
experiences, by reflecting on how such knowledge could be applied in their teaching con-
text (Oliver and Conole 2003). Being informed is also about applying professional judg-
ment to reflect and act on analyses and evaluations of teaching and learning to improve stu-
dent learning and the quality of teaching (Zwozdiak-Myers 2018). Thus, informing designs 
for learning could be based on what is known and by reflecting on and evaluating one’s 
previous designs.

In the article by Bennett et al. (2017), a majority of the interviewees began by thinking 
about the learning outcomes or considering the content area when designing a new unit. 
Although it is encouraging that some teachers draw on learning outcomes when design-
ing for learning, the designs would likely be of higher quality if teachers are also informed 
by what is known, such as research and best practices. In times where teachers must pivot 
to online learning with a short timeline, it might be tempting to conduct a ‘quick’ design 
(Hodges et al. 2020). However, an informed design is likely to be of higher quality as com-
pared with a design solely based on a teacher’s implicit assumptions about learning (Price 
and Kirkwood 2014).

An important contribution of the article by Bennett et al. (2017) is the conceptualization 
of teachers’ design practices being extended before, while, and after a unit is taught, high-
lighting the dynamic nature of design and the importance of teacher reflection. The article 
found that more than half of the teachers reflected on how the unit could be improved for 
its next iteration. This is an implicit process where teachers get a sense of what ‘worked’ 
and what did not, which inform them when adjusting the unit as it is being taught and re-
designing it the next time it is offered. Teachers could also be encouraged to evaluate their 
designs for learning with a focus on how these could be improved. For example, Hras-
tinski (in press-b) described how teachers conducted different types of evaluations, such 
as unit evaluations and questionnaires, verbal and written reflections from students, data 
from digital platforms, and assessment data, in order to understand how a design could be 
improved. When a teacher reflects on and evaluates a design for learning, there is not only 
potential to improve the design, but also to better understand how to design for learning in 
their specific context, which complements more general knowledge from, from example, 
research and best practices (Hrastinski, in press-a).

There are different ‘teacher as researcher’ approaches, such as Scholarship of teaching 
and learning (SOTL) (Hutchings and Shulman 1999) and Teaching as a design science 
(Laurillard 2012), which support teachers in gaining a deeper understanding of how to 
improve designs for learning. Having evidence to share with colleagues could be benefi-
cial and support collegial learning on how to design for learning (Laurillard 2012). While 
‘teacher as researcher’ approaches could certainly be useful, they have been adopted by a 
small part of the teacher population. All teachers design for learning, and we need to think 
about how the everyday design practices of teachers could be informed, which might be 
even more important in times when teachers need to rapidly shift to digital.

In conclusion, the article by Bennett et al. (2017) provides several important contribu-
tions. It guides us in better understanding teachers’ design practices and in discussions 
on how such practices could be improved. Many of the interviewees were thinking about 
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the learning outcomes, conducting adaptive changes responding to the current cohort, 
and reflecting on their experiences when re-designing a unit. In terms of future implica-
tions, this response emphasizes that teachers should be encouraged to inform their designs 
for learning and iteratively improve their designs based on reflection and evaluation. If 
teachers take time to look into what is known, and deliberately learn more along the way 
through reflection and evaluation, they will improve their understanding of how to design 
for learning.
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