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1. A MULTI-DIMENSIONAL SPACE FOR LEARNING
DESIGN REPRESENTATIONS AND TOOLS

INTRODUCTION

One of the core activities teachers perform as part of their professional practice is
conceptual preparation of educational interventions of whatever type and at whatever
level of granularity: single learning opportunities and activities, sequences, lessons,
units, modules, courses or even whole programmes. A longstanding pillar in the
constant quest for didactical efficacy, this preparation and planning is a field of study
in its own right that is attracting renewed attention. This is thanks in large part to
innovation brought about by the use of digital technologies throughout the
educational sphere. The field is known by various names but perhaps the most
commonly adopted, at least in Europe, is learning design (LD). This fast evolving
field has become quite broad in scope and is now characterised by considerable
diversity and complexity. For many, this rapid development is disorienting, making
the field somewhat difficult to get to grips with. In an effort to address these
challenges, and to contribute to a more systematic view of the field and its multitude
of facets, this contribution illustrates and explains learning design in terms of one of
its central tenants, namely design representations and tools. The chapter illustrates a
set of different representation types and tools and proposes a multidimensional
framework for positioning different approaches to learning design.
To this aim, it should be noted first of all that educators adopt a wide variety of
methods, processes and tools for planning and preparing the activities they intend to
enact for and with learners. However, there is a common thread running through this
tapestry: the production of an artifact of some kind, whether it be just a few informal
notes or a more elaborate and detailed form of representation. Elucidating, shaping,
crystallizing and expressing intentions in this way is a process of design, in the sense
that it concerns the formulation of the conceptual basis of an educational intervention
in anticipation of its subsequent enactment. Representing one’s thinking in a design
artefact (of whatever form) can be regarded first of all as having a maieutic function,
in that it calls on the teacher/designer to externalize, reflect on and assess her ideas.
The design artifact then stands as a record of the author’s (or authors’) intentions,
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serving as a useful reference before, during and after enactment. Indeed, re-examing
this record in the light of the experience gained from enactment can yield valuable
insights: about initial assumptions, about the processes set in motion, about actors'
performance, about outcomes and so on. As well as contributing to the
practitioner/designer's professional efficacy and growth, these insights may be
utilised for optimising the original design and for refining it for possible reuse, either
by the author/s or by others. Indeed a key affordance of design artifacts is that they
can be used to share information and knowledge about professional practice,
especially among peers. This is a vital factor in a sector where practitioners have
traditionally operated in relative isolation, even when working in adjacent
classrooms day in day out.
So in the light of the above we can say that the essential role of the design artifact
is to capture and communicate ideas, to the benefit of oneself and of others. Of course
the advent of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) has had a
profound effect on all aspects of social communication, and the fields of endeavor
addressed here are no exception, dependent as they are on reflection and
communication processes. The use of ICT has opened up new didactical
opportunities within education, while at the same time introducing a heightened
degree of complexity both in learning processes and in their management. This in
turn calls on practitioners to reconsider and perhaps change the approaches and tools
they adopt for design, in a quest for more informed, methodologically sound and
effective practice (Conole, 2012; Mor & Craft, 2012; Earp & Pozzi, 2006; Persico,
2006). The result has been increasing interest (and innovation) in the field of learning
design, an endeavour that, for the most part, is identified with the employment of
digital tools, resources and accompanying methods to support a systematic approach
to design (Bottino et al., 2008).
This trend towards computer-supported learning design has helped to enrich,
diversify and extend the possibilities for communicating design ideas both at an
individual, maieutic level and as part of social processes. Depending on their
priorities, practitioners may want to adopt digital tools for various learning design
purposes: organising and retrieving design ideas for personal reference/reuse;
conveying those ideas to (other) actors engaged in the enactment process (learners,
facilitators, collaborating peers); passing them on to other practitioners and designers
for discussion and possible adaption/reworking, towards reuse in other settings and
contexts; sharing them with researchers as part of pilots devoted to educational
innovation of some kind.
Design artefacts can be expressed in languages and forms of different kinds,
ranging from simple outline sheets to machine-readable representations that
automatically configure a digital learning environment in which the design is
deployed and activities enacted. Currently, there exists a wide variety of
representational forms conceived for different purposes, users and contexts, and this
may make it difficult for non-specialist practitioners, especially novices, to get to
grips with the learning design field. This paper is an attempt to provide a systematic
view of existing design representations, even though the borders between the various
categories proposed can be rather blurred.
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There are a number of dimensions along which it is possible to classify existing
representations, tools and approaches in the field of design for learning. Gibbons et
al. (2008) identify 7 continuums along which it is possible to position the various
design languages: complexity – simplicity; precision – non precision; formality –
informality; personalization – sharedness; implicitness – explicitness;
standardization – non standardization; computability – non computability.
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