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Abstract. For the last two years we have been running a series of
successful MOOC design workshops. These workshops build on previous work in learning design and MOOC design patterns. The aim of
these workshops is to aid practitioners in deﬁning and conceptualising
educational innovations (predominantly, but not exclusively MOOCs)
which are based on an empathic user-centered view of the target learners and teachers. In this paper, we share the main principles, patterns
and resources of our workshops and present some initial results for their
eﬀectiveness.
Keywords: MOOCs · Learning design · Learning experience design ·
Professional development · User-centered design · Learner-centered
design
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Introduction

The MOOC phenomena has opened up the ﬁeld of online and blended education to institutions and individuals who had never before considered a depart
from traditional modes and methods of instruction. Most major universities are
either oﬀering MOOCs or in the process of developing MOOCs, while many
budget-constrained educational institutions are using MOOCs from high-ranked
universities as (open) educational resources, thus developing a new type of hybrid
education. We are witnessing institutions and individuals with literally no experience in online teaching (sometimes, with little experience in teaching at all)
facing classes of tens of thousands of students, spread across the globe. The
challenge that MOOCs present is not just in understanding and addressing the
needs of these masses of learners: before that, we need to recognise the needs,
desires, and dilemmas of the new breed of online educators, and ﬁnd eﬀective
and principled ways to address them.
Littlejohn and Milligan [9] reviewed the design quality of 76 randomly
selected MOOCs. Their results indicate that although most MOOCs are well
c The Author(s) 2016
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organised, their instructional design quality is low. Indeed, it seems that most
educators that attempt to design and develop a MOOC begin by asking themselves ‘what do I need to teach?’, or, in other words ‘what is the content I need
to cover?’. We call this a content-centric approach. The problem with such an
approach is that you can produce the most carefully selected content, in the
most professionally produced manner, but if learners do not engage with it and
make it their own - your eﬀorts will have little lasting eﬀect. In order to provide
an eﬀective and meaningful learning experience, we need to focus on the learners
- who they are, where are they now (A), and where do we want them to be (B),
and how do we guide them in their path from A to B.

2

Background

Our work is situated in the Learning Design (LD) tradition. LD is ‘the act of
devising new practices, plans of activity, resources and tools aimed at achieving
particular educational aims in a given situation’ [10]. This is a creative process;
the designer is bringing new objects into existence. Yet it is also a process of
inquiry: the designer needs to understand the situation and establish the eﬃcacy
of the objects she creates in bringing about the desired eﬀects. This duality of
LD, and the challenges that it poses, has been discussed in depth elsewhere [11].
Engaging educational practitioners in LD has beneﬁts beyond the immediate
task [15]. However establishing a design mindset is not trivial [11]. In recent
years, there have several attempts to address this issue [2–4,14]. The Learning
Design Studio (LDS) draws on these and other frameworks, to oﬀer a process
that explicitly interleaves the creative elements of design into a cycle of Design
Inquiry of Learning [12,17]. In this cycle, participants identify an educational
challenge they wish to address, investigate the context of this challenge and the
forces that shape it, review relevant theory and practical examples, conceptualise
a solution, implement a prototype of that solution, evaluate it and reﬂect on the
process.
The purpose of education, as Dewey eloquently phrased it [5], is to provide learners with the experiences that promote growth. To serve such a cause
educational design needs to adopt a clear user-centered position of empathy
[1]. This call for empathy is inline with a growing acknowledgement of the role
of empathy in design [6,7,13]. Postma et al. [13] deﬁne empathic design as ‘a
design research approach that is directed towards building creative understanding
of users and their everyday lives for new product development’. They describe
creative understanding as a rich combination of cognitive (knowledge) and aﬀective (feeling) perception of the user, which the designer can translate into new
products that will meet the user’s values, aspirations and constraints. They propose four principles of empathic design: balancing rationality and emotions in
building understanding of users’ experiences, making empathic inferences about
users and their possible futures, involving users as partners, and engaging design
team members as multi-disciplinary experts in performing user research. Despite
the importance of empathy in education, most LD methodologies do not address
the issues of empathy directly.
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The Empathic MOOC Design Workshops

Following the success of the MOOC design pattern project [16], we turned our
attention to the eﬀective support of practitioners wishing to design and produce a
new MOOC. Building on the LDS methodology, we designed a workshop format
that leads participants through a rapid cycle of design inquiry of learning, with
a clear empathic mindset, rooted in a vision of the learners, their values, needs
and constraints. This cycle ﬂows through the following phases:
1. Imagine: identify an educational challenge which your MOOC / educational
innovation will address.
2. Investigate: Characterise your learners, and describe the transition they will
achieve as a result of the educational innovation.
3. Inspire: Review evidence of eﬀective, valuable and meaningful designs, and
consider its implications for your educational innovation.
4. Ideate: Use the analysis of eﬀective and valuable designs to conceptualise
your educational innovation.
5. Evaluate: Scrutinise your solution to assess its eﬃcacy and value for future
learners.
6. Reflect: Take stock of the process you have completed, your achievements
and lessons learnt.
These phases are realised through a series of group activities: My Dream
MOOC, Personas, Transition Matrix, Force Mapping, Brief, Features and intentions, Educational Instruments, Pattern mapping, Storyboarding, Evaluation
rubrics, Presentations, Reﬂective discussion. Some of these are present in all
our workshops, others are selectively used when appropriate. The MOOC design
workshops put a strong emphasis on empathy. For this reason, even in a limited
time format, we start by considering personas and their expected learning journeys (encoded as a transition matrix). Traditionally, empathic design demands
extensive ﬁeldwork [8]. Obviously, this is not possible in a one-oﬀ workshop.
Instead, we focus on nurturing an empathic mindset. Thus, for example, when
participants do not have the capacity to construct persoanas based on observations, we ask them to choose personas from a set we provide. Even in such
a seemingly superﬁcial setup, having a persona card before their eyes prompts
participants to think, and feel, their design from a learners’ perspective.
A detailed description of the activities, with links to supporting resources,
is available under a creative commons licence at: https://www.academia.edu/
26528408/Educational Innovation design kit

4

Results

In 2015 and 2016 we ran 8 workshops, 3 of them small, private workshops (up to
10 participants), 5 open workshops at conferences (up to 50 participants). 2 of
the private workshops led to successful MOOC/online course projects. One of
these was the Amnesty Rights1X course, which had over 30,000 participants. The
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Table 1. Participant feedback from MOOC design workshops (n=18)

Question

Median Average SD

I am planning a MOOC, the workshop was valuable for
structuring my thoughts

4

3.39

1.42

The workshop raised my awareness to the challenges of
MOOC design

4

3.83

0.79

I will use some of the techniques and resources in my
work

4

4.11

0.9

I would like to engage my team in a similar, but more
detailed, design process

4

3.44

1.1

It was fun!

5

4.5

0.79

I liked .. Introduction

4

3.67

1.19

I liked .. Dream MOOC

4

4

0.69

I liked .. Challenge

4

4.25

0.62

I liked .. Personas

5

4.39

0.78

I liked .. Transition Matrix

4

4.17

0.86

I liked .. Feature Cards

4

4.17

0.79

I liked .. Design Patterns

4

4.11

0.9

I liked .. Storyboarding

5

4.42

0.79

I liked .. Evaluate

4.5

3.92

1.38

I liked .. Discussion

4

4.17

1.04

third private workshop was held quite recently, and we are hoping to see follow-up
work. Several additional workshops are scheduled for the spring/summer. Most
workshops ran for either half a day or a full day, with exceptional cases being
signiﬁcantly shorter. One workshop was conducted online, all others were face
to face. We surveyed the participants at 3 of the open workshops, and collected
18 responses. The median, average and standard deviation of the responses (on
a likert scale of 0–5) are shown in Table 1 and Fig. 1.
To the question ‘Did you get what you came for?’, we received 10 strong positive responses, 3 positive or mildly positive responses, and 2 neutral responses.
Some of the speciﬁc comments we received highlighted issues related to empathy: “I especially liked the design patterns and the concept of personas”, “(My
biggest takeaway is ...) Do take the client and his/her context as the starting
point”, “(My biggest takeaway is ...) The viewpoint that you start with personas
and the transition matrix”.
Interestingly, several participants noted: “I think everything that we discussed can be applied to ‘normal’ online courses, too”.
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Fig. 1. Participant feedback from MOOC design workshops (n = 18)

5

Conclusions

The MOOC design workshops are designed to introduce participants to a learnercentered empathic approach to designing MOOCs. This process is rooted in a
deep cognitive and emotional understanding of the target learners in the MOOC
as holistic learners, their current intentional, physical and social state, the desired
eﬀect of the MOOC, and the assets and constraints that shape their zone of possibilities. Analysis of the feedback from the workshops we had surveyed suggests
that participants recognise the main messages of the workshop, and acknowledge
their value. This analysis is conﬁrmed by the observed outcomes in the MOOCs
that have emerged from the workshop and follow-up design consultancy.
The workshops draw on the outputs of the MOOC design patterns project,
and are based on the Learning Design Studio framework. They extend this framework by adding a stronger emphasis on empathy, through the use of personas,
transition matricis, and force maps.
The workshop design has shown excellent adaptability it is ﬂexible enough
to run in as little as 75 min to a whole day. We are planning to expand this to
a MOOC design and development sprint where by the prototyping step (mentioned earlier) could be brought into the process over an intensive 3-day session
which incorporated digital content developers and media specialists to realise
the projects on a designated platform.
The resources we use in our workshops are available under a creative commons licence at: http://moocsandco.com/kit.
Open Access. This chapter is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/
4.0/), which permits use, duplication, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any
medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and
the source, a link is provided to the Creative Commons license and any changes made
are indicated.
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The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the work’s
Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in the credit line; if such material is not included in the work’s Creative Commons license and the respective action
is not permitted by statutory regulation, users will need to obtain permission from the
license holder to duplicate, adapt or reproduce the material.
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