
CHAPTER 5

Learning design and innovation  
in production

For most institutions, production of microcredentials is a new 
experience that requires a shift in production procedures. This 
may involve a shift from a single educator producing a course or 
individual lectures to a team experience of producing an online 
course. It may involve speeding up production methods to offer 
the most up-to-date thinking on fast-moving areas such as com-
puter security or artificial intelligence (AI). It may involve part-
nerships between higher education institutions and professional 
bodies. If the new microcredentials are supposed to stack into a 
qualification, or into part of a qualification, then there may be  
a need to produce multiple courses at speed. Whatever the 
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situation, a shift to microcredentials can be a catalyst for rethink-
ing both learning design and course production. This chapter 
outlines the changes implemented at our own institution, the 
UK’s Open University, and methods we found successful when 
making the move to microcredentials.

The Open University

The Open University (OU) is the largest university in the UK and 
one of the largest in Europe. It was founded as a distance-learning 
institution and, for more than half a century, has offered a wide 
range of modular undergraduate and postgraduate degrees. It has 
offered wholly online courses for more than 25 years and all its 
modules are now wholly or partly online. In addition to its degree 
courses, the OU offers more than a thousand short courses free 
of charge on its OpenLearn platform. The university was also 
responsible for the creation of the FutureLearn platform, where 
universities and professional bodies from around the world offer 
a wide range of courses at different levels. Overall, the university 
has a wealth of experience in offering online courses at degree 
level, short courses, and courses aligned with professional bod-
ies. As a result, when FutureLearn launched its microcredential 
programme early in 2020, the OU was among the first to offer 
these courses.

By the summer of 2023, the OU had developed 29 microcre-
dentials and registered over 12,000 learners on these courses. It 
had also explored innovative production methods to be able to 
produce these courses fast and effectively.

The university is used to producing large numbers of modules. 
Each year, it develops around 150 new courses and these join 
over 350 that are already on offer. The process of doing this has 
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developed over time and is a lengthy procedure involving mar-
ket research, business case development, faculty checks, writing, 
filming, editing, rights checks and quality assurance. Throughout 
this time, teams from the internal Learning and Discovery Ser-
vice (LDS) work closely with faculty members.

The Learning Designer and Digital Development Edi-
tor roles are pivotal to the development and production 
of new modules and are involved right from the start, 
working alongside authors and faculty colleagues, to 
support and advise on plans. Other specialists, such as 
video and audio producers, interactive developers, and 
graphic developers, are brought in at various points in 
the development, as and when they are needed. (Leon & 
Du Baret 2022)

Innovation in production

Although this approach results in the development of high-
quality courses that may be offered for several years with only 
minor modifications, it was not suitable for the more fast-paced 
demands of a microcredential programme. Under the lead of the 
university’s head of transformation, Matthew Moran, the OU 
began to trial different production methods to reduce a devel-
opment process, which had previously taken more than a year, 
to a lighter-touch method that in some cases required only six 
weeks to complete. As Papathoma and Ferguson (2021) note in 
an internal report, three approaches were trialled.

•	 Six-week production. This works well when the course 
is authored by skilled academics who have written other 
online/short courses and can draw on existing mate-
rial, or when authors are available full-time throughout 
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the production period. Authors need to have a vision  
of the course, know its purpose, and have an idea of what  
the learning outcomes will be at the start of the produc-
tion period.

•	 12- to 18-week production. This works well when 
academics are familiar with the platform on which the 
microcredential will be offered, and when sufficient time 
has been built into their schedules for microcredential 
production.

•	 Editor/learning designer author content. Academics 
share existing learning content with learning designers 
and editors, who work full-time to develop these materi-
als into a course. Academic approval is required for the 
final content, tasks and assessment.

A major constraint is the amount of time available to work on a 
microcredential. Academics have multiple demands on their time 
in terms of teaching, research, management and administration. 
They are rarely able to set all other responsibilities aside at short 
notice to devote themselves to module development. Although 
some course shaping and rewriting can be handed to editors and 
learning designers, they are unlikely to have sufficient subject-
matter expertise to write significant amounts of new material. Fac-
ulties therefore need to build in time for academics to concentrate 
on course production and to recognise how much time this takes.

Like academics, staff from LDS working on production are 
rarely able to concentrate on one course at a time. Editors, librar-
ians, learning designers, project managers and video producers 
are typically all working on multiple projects. Matthew Moran 
dealt with this issue by creating a Microcredential Studio in 
which small teams of staff – including a project manager, a learn-
ing designer, a digital development editor and a media assistant 
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– concentrated all their efforts on specific microcredentials. The 
Microcredentials Studio developed approaches that differed from 
those used for the standard OU curriculum. These included:

•	 lightweight upfront planning;
•	 non-consecutive development by working on learning 

outcomes using a mapping document;
•	 working in collaboration with academics, using tools 

appropriate for each team;
•	 direct development on the platform, saving time and 

offering visibility of content;
•	 team members with cross-functional skills;
•	 sharing and building on existing knowledge;
•	 celebrating team successes;
•	 high levels of transparency. (Papathoma & Ferguson 2020)

An important innovation was the use of an agile approach to pro-
duction. Previously, LDS had used the ‘waterfall’ method. This is 
a sequential approach to the completion of projects, used in many 
contexts, which works through stages one by one. In the case of 
course production, the stages might include designing, authoring, 
editing and reviewing the course, before adding it to a platform 
or virtual learning environment. This approach makes it relatively 
straightforward to schedule teams and individuals to work on dif-
ferent stages of multiple projects, but it is not well suited to speedy 
microcredential production.

Agile is a cyclic and collaborative approach originally designed 
for software production. The 12 principles behind it are set out 
in the Manifesto for Agile Software Development (Beck et al. 
2021). These principles are phrased in terms of commercial soft-
ware development but can be adapted to suit other situations. 
The approach emphasises the importance of frequent meetings 
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and face-to-face conversations, of trusting motivated individuals  
to get the job done, of keeping things simple, of regular reflec-
tion, short timescales, and paying attention to good design (Beck  
et al. 2021).

The Microcredentials Studio implemented a type of agile known 
as scrum – a widely used and lightweight process framework. The 
key elements (Mills 2014) are:

•	 Small cross-functional teams. These should include  
the product owner, who has the vision and decides on the 
order in which things should be done, and the scrum mas-
ter, who facilitates communication and removes obstacles.

•	 Storytelling. Each new feature should be associated 
with a short story about the user and why the feature 
will add value for the user.

•	 Effort points. Compare the stories and give them points 
according to the amount of effort that will be involved 
in each one.

•	 Feature prioritisation. Each sprint should end with 
something that can be demonstrated, so chunks of work 
must be small enough to fit into a sprint.

•	 Sprints. A sprint should be one to four weeks long – 
enough time to deal with a set amount of effort points.

•	 Scrums. A 15-minute meeting every morning, stand-
ing up, so participants are not tempted to settle in. Three 
questions: what did you do yesterday to help finish this 
sprint? What will you do today to help finish this sprint? 
What obstacles does the team need to overcome?

•	 Sprint reviews. At the end of the sprint the team meets 
to discuss what has been achieved, and to improve work-
ing practices for the future.
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This approach required minor amendments – the pandemic 
meant that in-person standing meetings were no longer practi-
cal, so they were replaced with frequent and short meetings using 
video-conferencing software. Otherwise, the method worked 
well. The scrums proved particularly useful in making sure that 
everyone knew what other team members were working on, and 
the team could work together to remove obstacles and reduce 
hold-ups.

Another element of agile that was adopted by the Microcre-
dential Studio was kanban (from the Japanese word for sign-
board). This is essentially a way of visualising work and managing 
workflow that gives team members a view of both process and 
progress. A project is split into individual tasks and these are dis-
played on the kanban board. This can be done using sticky notes 
on a physical board, or by using an online application such as 
Trello if the team is working at a distance. Individual tasks are 
sorted into columns. These can be as simple as to do/in progress/
complete or more complex. Each column can contain an agreed 
maximum number of tasks – if one is full the team needs to con-
centrate effort there until there is space again. This highlights any 
bottlenecks in workflow.

In the case of the Microcredentials Studio, the kanban board is 
divided into eight columns. On the left is an information column, 
for links and resources that will be used by the team throughout 
the project. Next to that is the ‘Course backlog’ – the tasks that 
will need to be completed in future but are not yet being worked 
on – and then the ‘Sprint backlog’, the tasks to be worked on in the 
current week. Once a task is picked up from the sprint backlog it 
will be moved first to the preparing and authoring column, next 
to the developing and editing column, on into the enhancing col-
umn and the approving/quality assurance column, before making 
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its final move into the ‘Done!’ column. Occasionally, if plans 
change, it will be moved to the very far right, in the ‘Abandoned’ 
column. As each task is picked up, the individual(s) working on it 
and the required completion date are added.

Using kanban, the current state of the workflow is clear to eve-
ryone. It is evident what has been finished, what is underway and 
what has yet to be started, as well as the tasks people are currently 
working on, and any bottlenecks that need to be addressed. Hav-
ing the board visible during scrums can facilitate conversations 
and highlight problems that require discussion. The benefits of 
kanban include: ‘efficiency, reduced email traffic and time spent 
in meetings, building sense of common purpose and shared 
understanding, and enhancing quality of outputs’ (Moran 2017).

One of the reasons that agile approaches, including scrum and 
kanban, could be used successfully during production of micro-
credentials at the OU was the use of learning design to map out 
the different elements of the course before work began on writ-
ing it. Although learning design can be used in any context, it is 
perhaps most useful in online learning contexts where courses are 
developed by teams of specialists rather than individual educators.

Learning design

Educators have always made design decisions about how to struc-
ture the learning opportunities they create. What they have often 
lacked is a structured way of talking about, evaluating and sharing 
those decisions. This means that knowledge about what makes 
a great lesson, or a great course has sometimes been difficult to 
pass on. Learners may say a lesson was engaging, fun, fascinating 
or riveting – but it is not always clear what made it so, or whether 
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that same approach would work in a different subject area or with 
a different teacher. That is where learning design comes in.

Mor and Craft (2012) define learning design as ‘the act of devis-
ing new practices, plans of activity, resources and tools aimed at 
achieving particular educational aims in a given situation’. The 
benefits of learning design became particularly apparent during 
the pandemic when educators and institutions – urgently need-
ing to move from face-to-face to remote teaching – sought guid-
ance from others more experienced in teaching online and at a 
distance. Learning design offers a way of sharing ideas in a for-
mat that allows for a methodical yet swift adaptation of lessons 
and courses for delivery in a variety of settings and contexts, to a 
variety of learners.

Origins of learning design

Between 2008 and 2012, the University of Reading participated 
in the Open University Learning Design Initiative (OULDI), 
which introduced teaching staff to strategies that enabled them 
to think critically about their design decisions and the process of 
design. A subsequent report on the project (Papaefthimiou 2012) 
revealed the enthusiasm with which learning design was received 
amongst the teaching staff:

My view is that it’s revolutionised our thinking … about 
learning and teaching ...The thing about the process is 
that it blows your mind, you know, almost like ‘What 
can we do?’ ‘What would be interesting and different?’ 
but once you’ve blown your mind, you’ve got to say 
‘Well, what can we actually manage here?’ (Papaefthi-
miou 2012: 20, 31)
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Since then, learning design methods like the ones used in the 
OULDI project have been developed and shared by educators in 
many countries. These methods:

•	 prompt educators to think about what they want learn-
ers to achieve while studying;

•	 help educators provide the context that will enable learn-
ers to achieve those outcomes;

•	 encourage educators to take into account the diversity of 
those learners;

•	 help to promote wider reflection and discussion among 
everyone involved in developing and producing courses, 
lessons and other learning opportunities.

In 2012, a group of educators met in Larnaca, Cyprus, to bring 
together ideas about learning design. This resulted in the Larnaca 
Declaration on Learning Design (Dalziel et al. 2016), which has 
influenced subsequent thinking in this area. The authors identi-
fied several reasons for developing and using learning design:

•	 to help educators become more effective in their prepa-
ration and facilitation of teaching and learning activities;

•	 to expose educators to new teaching ideas that take them 
beyond their traditional approaches;

•	 to help educators to describe effective teaching ideas 
so that they can be shared with, and adapted by, other 
educators;

•	 to share teaching ideas among educators in order to 
improve student learning;

•	 to make implicit, private teaching ideas into explicit, 
shared ideas;

•	 to provide a way of conveying an educational idea using 
a common framework;
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•	 to share and develop good teaching practice;
•	 to support professional development to give teachers 

more time to work on other areas;
•	 to produce richer experiences for learners;
•	 to understand more about the nature of education.

Technology changes the contexts in which learning design takes 
place. For example, in online microcredentials, the structure of 
the educational experience is preserved. It is possible to look back 
at the course and see exactly what learners were asked to do, how  
the activities were structured and, in the case of discussions,  
how learners reacted. This would not necessarily be possible in a 
face-to-face teaching setting.

Learning design, when combined with technology, offers oppor-
tunities for educators to collaborate online to build lessons and 
courses together at a distance and to discuss how effective they 
are and how they could be improved. The Virtual University for 
Small States of the Commonwealth (VUSSC) is a notable example 
of this in practice. VUSSC is a network of 32 small-island devel-
oping states and African landlocked countries who collaborate in 
developing, adapting and sharing post-secondary level, openly 
licensed courses and learning materials in subjects relevant to the 
needs of people in the participating countries – including disas-
ter management, the fishing industry and tourism (Perryman & 
Lesperance 2015).  

Evaluation, which is a key component of the learning design 
process, can be easier for online courses than for face-to-face 
teaching and learning, due to teaching and learning activities 
being preserved after the course has ended. In addition, the data 
that are automatically generated and preserved by online systems 
can be used to evaluate how well things worked, where students 
engaged and where they did not.
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The advantages of learning design, particularly in relation to 
online courses, mean that it is used throughout the OU when 
developing courses and modules. It proved to be particularly use-
ful when developing microcredentials as it provided a framework 
to support the development of this new type of course. The main 
elements of that framework are scenarios, personas, learning out-
comes and activities.

Designing microcredentials

Scenario-based design is a learner-focused approach which consid-
ers early in the design process who the learners are likely to be, how 
they will engage with the course, and what they may gain from it. 
In the case of microcredentials, it supports the shift to a new type 
of course and, potentially, a new type of learner. If previous courses 
have been designed for young people who are spending several 
years working towards a qualification, scenario-based design 
helps to identify things that will need to change when a course is 
developed for older learners, who may be working full-time and  
will only engage with the course for a few weeks or months.

Scenarios help to ground discussion around the development of 
microcredentials and provide a basis for talking to potential learn-
ers or even involving them in the design process. This is not always 
possible, but if learners on a microcredential are expected to come 
from a particular institution or organisation it can be very helpful 
to discuss goals, settings, objects, actions and events with them.

The approach highlights the importance of the following ele-
ments and related questions:

•	 Actors: who is the microcredential intended for? How 
diverse do you expect the learners to be? Which coun-
tries/sectors are likely to be represented?
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•	 Goals: what are the goals of the microcredential? The 
goals of educators and learners may differ, so consider 
this question from both perspectives.

•	 Settings: identify one or two of the places where  
the learners studying the course or lesson are likely to 
be located. For example, learners may be studying while 
commuting, or during training time at work.

•	 Objects: which relevant tools and resources are learners 
likely to be able to access? For example, are they likely 
to have connectivity problems? Will they have ways of 
working together or sharing resources?

•	 Actions: what will learners be asked to do during the 
microcredential? Give a brief overview of the types of 
learning task they will be asked to engage with.

•	 Events: what is likely to happen while they are doing 
these activities? Can you foresee any potential problems?

Student personas

Scenario-based design involves thinking about the broad types of 
people who are likely to become learners on your microcreden-
tial. However, there is no average learner who can be slotted into 
any lesson. Developing personas provides a way of overcoming 
this problem and designing for unique people with specific char-
acteristics, each of whom might face different barriers to learning.

Personas have been used in marketing and design for many 
years. More recently, they have become part of the learning design 
process in education, representing a fictitious person who could 
credibly be expected to study a particular course.

A typical persona contains basic information about the char-
acter (such as their name, age, gender, geographical location and 
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employment status) and information about them that can help 
the designer, such as their likes and dislikes, goals, experiences, 
abilities, preferences, needs, motivations and other things that 
may act as barriers or blockers for that character.

Personas have value both in planning new teaching and learn-
ing activities and resources and in checking whether existing 
resources and learning activities still meet learners’ needs. Of 
course, many educators already have an informal idea of the stu-
dents they are designing their learning for, especially if they have 
been teaching for a long time. However, the unwritten, informal 
nature of this practice can mean that educators end up design-
ing for the majority of students, rather than the minority of stu-
dents who would benefit from more inclusive learning design 
approaches. In addition, they may not adjust their thinking to 
consider the specific needs of microcredential learners.

Designing for ‘outliers’ – the students who are the most differ-
ent from the ‘typical’ student body – can result in a more inclusive 
learning environment for everyone. However, it can be difficult for 
educators to maintain a clear sense of who these students are, and 
their needs, while designing. Using one or more personas helps 
to keep the learner perspective in mind. These personas provide 
a way of considering how learners will engage with the course, 
what they expect and what could cause problems. A persona can, 
therefore, be considered as a tool that helps the design process.

There are different methods of generating personas. Some are 
data-based, drawing on information that has been collected in 
a related context. Others create archetypes such as ‘the student’, 
‘the postgraduate’ and ‘the educator’. The OU uses a fiction-based 
perspective, creating personas based on what is already known 
about learners and adding this information to a student profile 
template (Open University 2020). The template includes sections 
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for background information: name, age, subjects being studied, 
first language and level of study. It also includes sections for:

•	 Practical needs – for example, those related to accessi-
bility such as video and audio transcripts, captions, and 
alternative text for images.

•	 Study motivations/career plans – for example, career 
aspirations, expectations for the microcredential.

•	 Previous educational experiences – for example, high-
est level of previous study, any experience of studying 
part-time or online.

•	 Study skills: strengths and weaknesses – for example, 
motivation, setting goals, or paying attention to feed-
back.

•	 Tuition likes and dislikes – for example, in relation to 
collaborative tasks, reflection, synchronous/asynchro-
nous discussion.

•	 Expectations of the library – for example, ability to 
access journals, e-books, databases, reference manage-
ment software, or information skills training.

•	 Living situation – for example, personal circumstances, 
caring responsibilities, level of access to Internet and 
digital equipment.

Personas should be fictional characters rather than descriptions 
of real people. In part, this is for ethical reasons, but it also means 
that a set of personas can be developed that take into account 
important aspects of the population for which the course is being 
designed. For example, you might want at least one of your perso-
nas to be studying online for the first time, to be cynical about the 
idea of microcredentials, to be accessing the course from a differ-
ent country, to be studying in their second or third language, or 
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to require a high grade to progress in their career. These aspects 
can be incorporated within personas, or a persona can be built 
around each of them. In all cases, it is important to avoid stereo-
types, so personas should be reviewed before use to make sure 
they resemble real people rather than caricatures.

It is usual to create a range of personas with different back-
grounds or different needs. This means that, as they go through 
the design process, learning designers and educators can consider 
how these personas would react to whatever it is they are design-
ing. For example, the bullet-pointed reflections below were noted 
by an educator when commenting on draft instructions for an 
assignment on a course relating to technology-enhanced learn-
ing. While considering these, she related them to one of the per-
sonas developed for the course – ‘Adam’, who works in student 
support, likes to be given clear instructions and is new to working 
at postgraduate level.

•	 Simplifying this part of the instructions and adding a 
link to the detailed guidance might be helpful for Adam.

•	 Adam needs clear instructions for written work. Could 
we use headings in this section?

•	 Saying that references to module materials are likely to 
be included implies to Adam that they are not necessar-
ily needed. Rephrasing as, e.g., ‘should include’ might 
encourage him to try harder to integrate and reference 
the ideas from the module.

•	 We have asked learners to make a connection with prac-
tice. As someone who works in student support and 
is not a teacher, Adam might be wondering what this 
should look like.
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Another educator commented on the same set of assignment 
instructions from the perspective of ‘Liz’, a persona whose study 
time is limited as she is a single mother of three who also works 
full-time as a teaching assistant.

•	 Reflecting on this synchronous event is an important 
part of the assignment. School holidays affect Liz’s study 
time and so, bearing in mind that this event falls within 
the school summer holidays, knowing both the date  
and time at this stage would help with her planning.

•	 Could these elements perhaps be displayed as indented 
bullet points? This would help Liz break the assessment 
down into different chunked tasks.

•	 Liz likes the guidance about word count for this part of 
the assignment – however, this guidance is not consist-
ent throughout this section. Could we provide guidance 
in terms of length of pages or rough word count for each 
of the sections?

Once personas have been developed that give an idea of the learn-
ers who are likely to enrol for the microcredential, it is time to 
turn attention to what they are expected to gain by studying it.

Learning outcomes

Learning outcomes give learners an idea of what will be expected 
of them during a course or lesson, and the skills and knowledge 
they are likely to acquire during their studies. Individuals can also 
use them to make decisions about enrolling for a course, consid-
ering whether they have already achieved these outcomes and 
whether they are interested in achieving them.
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Learning outcomes are typically expressed using short clear 
sentences in the future tense, explaining what learners will be able 
to do when they complete the course successfully. They should 
also be SMART:

•	 Specific – what will show the outcome has been achieved?
•	 Measurable – what aspect of the outcome can be meas-

ured?
•	 Attainable – is the outcome both realistic and challeng-

ing?
•	 Relevant – is the outcome aligned with learners’ goals?
•	 Time-bounded – how soon should the outcome be 

achieved?

Developing learning outcomes provides an opportunity to think 
about what learners will take away from a microcredential, and 
the best ways of supporting them to do this. Of course, any learn-
ing experience will have unintended outcomes, or may be used 
by learners in unexpected ways. Learning outcomes should not 
act as a constraint on learning, or a barrier to following up ideas. 
They represent, as a minimum, what a learner will take away  
from the microcredential if they complete it successfully.

Learning outcomes enable learners to select an appropriate 
course from the many that are on offer. They can be used to help 
persuade an employer to fund course registration or to strengthen 
a CV once a learner has completed the microcredential. From an 
educator’s perspective, they help to keep a course consistent for 
each cohort, even if it is taught by many educators. They can be 
used to evaluate whether a course or lesson is effective. They can 
also be used as a basis for assessment and for the construction of 
learning activities.
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Activity types

Learning design, in terms of choice of activity types, has been shown 
to influence the satisfaction and retention of students (Rienties & 
Toetenel 2016). In the case of online learning, the focus is most com-
monly on two types of activity: assimilating information and assess-
ment. Learners either read some text or they watch a video. They  
then answer some questions. The emphasis is on the acquisition 
view of learning (Sfard 1993) that is associated with the view that 
knowledge is passed on by experts. This approach is typically 
content-centric, focused on the material that will be covered rather 
than on what learners will be able to do once they have engaged 
with that content. However, although assimilative activities are 
positively correlated with learner satisfaction, they are correlated 
negatively with academic performance (Rienties & Toetenel 2016).

To avoid over-reliance on assimilative activities, the OU uses a 
taxonomy for learning design that characterises six different types 
of learning task (Open University 2021).

•	 assimilative: attending to information – activities 
include reading, observing, reviewing, thinking about 
and considering;

•	 communicative: discussing with others – activities 
include discussing, reporting, collaborating, question-
ing and describing;

•	 finding and handling information: searching for and 
processing information – activities include classifying, 
analysing, searching, visualising and using;

•	 productive: actively constructing an artefact – activities 
include creating, building, designing, drawing, compos-
ing and remixing;
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•	 practice: applying learning in a real-world or simulated 
setting – activities include practising, exploring, investi-
gating, experimenting and improving;

•	 assessment: all forms of assessment.

An aspect of learning design is discussion about how different types 
of activity will be balanced within the microcredential. Every course 
will include some assimilative activity but learners are more likely to 
remember information if they have engaged with it actively rather 
than simply reading or viewing it. The emphasis of microcredentials 
on skills for the workplace increases the importance of other task 
types. For example, most professions require practitioners to engage 
confidently with communicative tasks such as discussing, present-
ing, collaborating and reporting, so various communicative tasks 
are important within a microcredential. Depending on the subject 
area of the microcredential, productive activities, practical activities 
or information-based activities may also be particularly relevant.

A credit-bearing microcredential will necessarily include assess-
ment – the OU taxonomy emphasises that this forms part of the 
learning process. Although a microcredential may be too short 
for a tutor to mark and return assignments in time for learners 
to benefit from feedback, computer-marked assignments such as 
multiple-choice questions can be used as formative assessments. 
Rather than simply receiving a grade, learners can be automatically 
provided with feedback that explains why the answer they selected 
is right or wrong and, if necessary, they can be pointed back to the 
relevant section of the learning materials (see Chapter 7).

Course content, rights and workload

Although educators begin thinking about possible course con-
tent as soon as a microcredential is proposed, a course that is led 
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by content means that learning outcomes have to be shaped to  
suit that content, rather than learner needs. It can result in courses 
that are content-heavy, with learners spending most of their time 
watching and reading rather than engaging actively with the 
material and with each other. It may result in a course that is more 
aligned with educator preferences than with what learners and 
employers are looking for, and it can make it difficult for a team of 
authors to share their ideas.

Once the initial aspects of learning design are in place – sce-
nario, personas, learning outcomes and activity types – educators 
are well placed to think about which content will be covered at 
which point. Depending on how microcredentials are structured 
at the institution, there may be constraints on the content that can 
be used, particularly in terms of access and rights issues. In a face-
to-face situation, educators rarely consider copyright issues when 
presenting material. The situation on this varies from country to 
country because ‘[c]opyright is a territorial right, and different 
acts are permitted in different countries. You need to ensure that 
you comply with the laws of the countries in which you provide 
online resources’ (Intellectual Property Office 2014). An online 
course should take into account the laws of the countries in 
which it is offered or its students are based. In most cases, online 
course materials – which will not simply be viewed in a lecture 
but downloaded and possibly printed and shared – should not  
be used without the permission of the rights holder.

The rights issue brings with it two main challenges. First, there 
is the cost. Depending on the source, even a small image used 
once to liven up a page can cost a large amount of money to 
reproduce. Second, locating rights holders and gaining permis-
sion to use material takes a considerable amount of time and is 
best done by a specialist. The OU has a rights team that works on 
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clearing material for use but it can take weeks or even months for 
copyright holders to respond to queries.

Another limitation on content is library access. On courses for 
full-time registered students this is straightforward – they have 
access to the institution’s library, both in person and online. In 
most cases, microcredential learners will only have access to online 
resources. If they are not registered students with full access to 
facilities, then they will only be able to access the resources avail-
able to the public. This is a significant barrier because important 
texts are often located behind a paywall. Although the obvious 
solution might be to register all microcredential learners as stu-
dents, this brings its own problems. For the price of a microcre-
dential, is the institution willing to give individuals access to its 
full library, sporting and catering facilities, careers guidance and 
counselling service?

Open University microcredentials make use of open educa-
tional resources (OER) wherever possible.

Open Educational Resources (OER) are learning, 
teaching and research materials in any format and medi-
um that reside in the public domain or are under copy-
right that have been released under an open license, that 
permit no-cost access, re-use, re-purpose, adaptation 
and redistribution by others. (UNESCO n.d.)

These resources, like this book, are released under Creative 
Commons licences, which specify how they can be used – whether 
users can distribute, remix, adapt and build upon them for com-
mercial or non-commercial purposes. In most cases, using these 
resources will save both time and money. However, it is worth not-
ing that resources are sometimes shared openly online by some-
one who is not the rights holder, so some checks are still necessary.
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Once the course and activities are in place, it is helpful to 
check on the workload required of learners. With a face-to-face 
course it is often evident when students are overloaded, and  
the course can be adjusted if necessary. Online courses are less 
flexible. First, unless there are regular opportunities for interac-
tion with learners, it may not be clear when they are overloaded 
and struggling to keep up with the course. If learners do not have 
a social space where they feel confident about sharing problems, 
individuals may feel that they are the only ones struggling to keep 
up, interpreting this as a personal failure rather than as a sign 
the course needs to be adjusted. Even if an issue with workload 
is identified, it can be difficult to correct. Changing a course in 
progress is problematic because some learners may already have 
completed the tasks that are to be removed or adjusted. Changing 
a subsequent run of the course creates quality assurance issues, 
because learners receive the same certificate for different amounts 
of work. The best solution is to avoid these problems by checking 
the workload before the course opens.

The amount of study hours involved in a microcredential varies 
by institution and the way of expressing or calculating that time 
varies by country. In England, an honours degree requires 360 
credits, and one credit is expected to take 10 hours of study time 
(QAA 2013).

The term ‘notional learning time’ is used to denote all time 
expected to be spent by a student in pursuit of a higher 
education qualification. This includes independent study 
and reading, preparation for contact hours, coursework, 
revision and summative assessment. (QAA 2013: 7)

OU undergraduate microcredentials are worth 10 credits, so require 
100 notional study hours, and postgraduate microcredentials  
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are worth 15 credits and require 150 notional study hours. On a 
10-week undergraduate OU microcredential, learners can expect 
to spend around 10 hours a week studying, and on a 12-week 
postgraduate OU microcredential they will spend 12–13 hours a 
week on their study.

An evaluation of student workload (Open University 2015a) 
suggested that, according to the level of study, module-directed 
study should take from 45% to 60% of that time, with the other 
time set aside for independent study, preparation and revision. 
The situation is slightly different on microcredentials, because 
students are developing a more specific set of skills, but 10 hours 
a week at undergraduate level and 13 hours a week at postgrad-
uate levels remain maximums for a course that is to be studied  
part-time.

The average reading speed of a literate adult is usually estimated 
at somewhere around 200 words per minute (wpm). However, 
reading course content takes longer because most learners will 
read and re-read a text, perhaps returning to earlier sections, 
and usually highlighting text or taking notes. The OU’s student 
evaluation project recommended assuming a reading speed of 
120 wpm for easy text, 70 wpm for medium text, and 35 wpm 
for difficult text. For ease of calculation and to avoid arguments 
about the relative difficulty of text, this is usually interpreted as 
40 wpm over an entire course. So, for example, reading an 8,000-
word academic paper would be assumed to take a learner more 
than three hours, while reading a 2,000-word section of a report  
would take around 50 minutes. Expert educators, who are famil-
iar with the ideas and arguments, could skim read much faster 
than that, but these times are based on learners who are encoun-
tering complex ideas for the first time.
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Estimating the time learners will spend watching videos or lis-
tening to audio appears straightforward, as these recordings are all 
accompanied by information about how long they will last. How-
ever, learners replay sections, pause to take notes or take a break to 
reflect on content. The OU allows three times their running time 
for short videos and 1.5 times their running time for longer clips. 
Audio clips are assumed to require twice their running time (Open 
University 2015b). Whichever timings are selected, using a shared 
spreadsheet template to calculate total activity lengths can help 
with course writing, especially when multiple authors are involved.

Innovation in learning design: the writers’ room

The learning design process that has been developed and refined  
at the OU over the past 15 years works well when develop-
ing online courses. As was the case with production, the shift 
to microcredentials provided an opportunity to trial different 
approaches. In this case, Matthew Moran, the OU’s transforma-
tion lead, adapted a method that has been used with great success 
in the creative arts – the writers’ room.

In the film and TV industries, a writers’ room is exactly what 
the title suggests, a place for a group of writers to come together to 
work on a script or screenplay. The original Star Wars script was 
created in a writers’ room, as is The Simpsons.

Typically, this is a place for brainstorming ideas and creating an 
outline. In some cases, it is also used for fleshing out ideas into 
a full script. The aim is to bring people together who love what 
they are doing and who are excited about the project. When this 
approach works well, writers complement each other, bringing 
different skills to their joint creation.
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The process has similarities with learning design, in that the 
entire project is mapped out before the content is added. Writers 
explore existing material, come up with story ideas, break those 
down into acts and scenes, and then share these with the pro-
ducer. The producer selects one of them and takes it to the net-
work for funding or approval.

Within the room the head (also known as the showrunner) 
models the process, manages time and makes decisions. A note-
taker records suggestions about setting, storyline and characters, 
as well as recording what has been agreed. Writers discuss and 
agree elements of the script including characters, storylines, set-
tings, themes and tone. They will also map the storyline out in 
terms of ‘beats’, the smallest unit of dramatic action, each one rep-
resenting a large or small shift in the narrative. Together these 
beats establish the structure and pacing of the script as a whole.

Transferred into an educational setting, the writers’ room can 
provide an exciting and creative collaborative space in which 
the people responsible for writing a microcredential can work 
together to map out its story structure. Instead of considering the 
course as a set of content on a subject, or as a path towards learn-
ing outcomes, working in this way frames it as an unfolding story 
that learners will want to follow to the end.

Viewed as a storyline, a microcredential can take on a three-act 
structure: context, journey and resolution.

Context: This begins with a situation or a problem that engages 
the learner – the issue that motivates the course. For example: ‘We 
need to find a solution to the climate crisis’ or ‘We need better 
ways of supporting student wellbeing’ or ‘Companies are facing 
an increasing number of cyber attacks’. These are broad issues, 
so the next step is to identify a complication that the microcre-
dential can address – ‘We need to identify steps that will take us 
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towards net zero’ or ‘Student mental health is noticeably worse 
since the pandemic’ or ‘Phishing attacks are increasing’. A final 
aspect of the context is to identify a question worth asking that 
the course will address – ‘Is there a method of reducing carbon 
emissions that has been shown to work?’ or ‘What are the best 
ways of supporting the mental health of our learners?’ or ‘How 
can different parts of our organisation act to reduce the risks 
posed by phishing?’

Journey: Over the next 10 weeks, the course answers that ques-
tion by – ‘taking you through the approach that has been used 
successfully in Cuba (or another country or organisation)’ or 
‘sharing the ways that learners and educators in these three very 
different universities have achieved this’ or ‘introducing a 10-step 
framework that has worked for these organisations’.

Resolution: Bringing together academic and practical knowl-
edge to answer the question.

Context, journey and resolution may be completely different to 
the examples given here, but in each case learners are presented 
with a problem that engages or motivates them, they are taken on 
a journey that addresses that problem, and the course provides 
them with a resolution. As with any storyline, it is important that 
people are emotionally engaged. Writers can brainstorm what 
they want learners to experience, feel and connect with at differ-
ent points in the course, mapping out an emotional journey with 
high points and low points, conflict and resolution.

The writers’ room is a flexible form that provides a new way 
of approaching learning design. Microcredential teams who have 
tried it at the OU have given positive feedback – they like the 
way it offers new possibilities, centres the learner, introduces new 
ideas, provides a way of solving problems, speeds up the writing 
process, and brings the team together to have fun.
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Conclusion

Ways of designing, writing and producing a microcredential will 
vary between institutions, depending on decisions that have been 
made about the length, status and purpose of these courses. The 
approaches described in this chapter have all been implemented 
successfully at the OU. Some of them have been used for many 
years in the development of online courses. In other cases, the 
introduction of microcredentials has provided an opportunity to  
experiment, and to introduce modified versions of techniques 
that have been found to work successfully in other sectors. A shift 
towards microcredentials opens up possibilities for change and 
opportunities for reinvigorating design and production processes 
across the institution. The next chapter expands on these possi-
bilities by introducing ways in which mental health and wellbeing 
can be built into the microcredential curriculum.
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