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As an instructional designer in academia, the design process tends to include numerous levels of permissions,
allowances, and then revisions. Sometimes the need for permissions can seem to be a hindrance to the
progress, regardless of the priority, need, and impact of the impending design. This design case discusses the
struggle of managing individual and organizational expectations and how important this activity can impact
the design process. The case presents one view of a design project where strategic objectives need to be met
even with a reduced timeline. The case also shows how relying on individual enthusiasm in the absence of
inter- and intrapersonal skills and a complete needs analysis can create different outcomes for all involved.
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Context
In this design case, I discuss my experiences as a newly hired instructional designer, where I redesigned a
mandatory online certification course for faculty members. Prior to being hired, I had experience as both an
academic and a practitioner in several institutions, which were diverse in demographics, educational offerings,
settings, and strategic objectives. I took the job to be closer to family and looked forward to using my prior
experiences to create new educational innovations. It was an opportunity that I had a great hunger for because I
felt I would be challenged to be great. I remembered that feeling of being hungry for challenge when I was told
to prove that the current design did not work by redesigning a certification course; thus I accepted the
opportunity to showcase my abilities.

Faculty members completed the certification course to get approval from the institution to teach online. In my
mind, the redesigned course was an opportunity to provide faculty members with an opportunity to increase their
online learning design and delivery skills. A number of factors influenced my redesign of the existing course,
including my own lack of awareness of the institutional knowledge of the field of instructional design (ID),
insufficient access to faculty, which prevented me from adequately assessing their needs, and an impending
concern that the institution would not meet accreditation criteria for delivering online educational programs.

As most institutions fight to stay competitive and address the ongoing need for the use of online technologies,
preparing faculty to deliver online content is a major initiative. Some institutions prepare faculty by providing
access to courses offered by third-party training organizations, while others approach the need through the use of
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a homegrown solution. Institutions that choose to offer homegrown or customized solutions typically hire new
employees specifically to design and deliver a solution (Elliott, Rhoades, Jackson, & Mandernach, 2015;
Mitchell, Parlamis, & Claiborne 2015) as this provides a maximum benefit toward their strategic objectives.

The certification course was part of a mandatory professional development program which would prepare faculty
to teach in the online environments—a key initiative to assist with an upcoming accreditation exercise. It was
one of two courses that faculty could take, but this course was the only one used as a gateway for faculty to teach
online with the hope of improving the quality of the online education offered at the institution. The institution at
the time was generally familiar with online education and its associated standards but did not have clear policies
or guidelines to determine quality. Developing guidelines was integral to assessing the quality of the professional
development program due to the accreditation process, and therefore the certification course could definitely
help. The need for the course was described by senior management as directly improving the current offering of
online courses that are designed and delivered by faculty.

The Case
As a new employee charged with designing a homegrown solution, I felt committed to providing a true learning
experience for online students, albeit for this project the students would be faculty members. In this context, my
decades of experience of delivering online education guided my actions. My experience encompassed both
curriculum designer and instructional designer roles. Even though I had this expertise, I was aware that as a new
employee there was still some need to acclimatize to the cultural context, which would inform my current and
future performance as an instructional designer at this institution.

While interviewing for this position, I interpreted the need for my skills as being based on the institution’s
limited expertise in the field of ID. This interpretation was informed by discussions with panel members in the
interview process for the job and later confirmed in discussions with my supervisor at the beginning of my
employment. The expressed need that the institution wanted to grow its offerings in the online environment
underscored the need for my skills and expertise in achieving this strategic goal. This made it clear to me that my
skills could directly influence the institution, which in turn increased my willingness to share my experiences and
my eagerness to meet or exceed the requirements. Still, as I processed the directives, there were gaps in what I
was told about the institution’s history of working with an instructional designer or its understanding of the field
of ID. These gaps led me to believe that there was no clear historical precedence for formal ID; I therefore felt I
should take the initiative to direct the project. This assumption was directly related to the institution’s lack of
appreciation and awareness for the field of ID.

I was given access to the learning management system (LMS) being used at the time and was told that I could
source any other technology resources I needed. While I had other colleagues around, they were not assigned to
assist in any way, though they were accessible if needed. I was also given access to a hard copy of the existing
certification course (i.e., the online version of the course) and a copy of the assigned textbook used in the
existing course. One of the major requirements for the redesign was that the course must allow faculty to move
from one mode of delivery (i.e., face-to-face) to at least one more mode (i.e., blended or fully online).

Creating Opportunities to Share Expertise
As I was assisting a faculty member load the existing certification course into a new shell in the LMS, the faculty
member asked for assistance in delivering the course. Both the faculty member and senior management wanted
an improved learning and teaching experience, but the faculty member was not certain what improvements could
be made. This was very exciting to me, and I took the opportunity to demonstrate my knowledge and abilities.
As I continued to load the existing content into the LMS, I shared clear and concise guidelines for how faculty
should deliver content.

As I reviewed the existing course design and content and thought about the learners—faculty—I discovered that
the material was geared toward using the LMS only as a conduit for content. I noticed that faculty had limited
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opportunities to acquire actual skills for teaching online—the explicit primary goal of the course as stated in the
first learning objective, “Demonstrate relevant pedagogy and effective course design practices through the
complete design of an online or blended course utilizing the LMS.” I discussed my perceptions with my
supervisor, who challenged me to redesign the course to meet its intended objectives. I enthusiastically took the
challenge as this was an opportunity to showcase not only my instructional design abilities but also my
knowledge of online learning pedagogies and learning theories relevant to online education (Anderson, 2008).

Critical Decisions Considered
I sought answers from colleagues in my department who were at the institution longer than me by asking
questions about the existing course, such as who the audience was and what characteristics they had; these
questions received very few answers. As time passed and with my supervisor repeatedly responding saying “just
design what you said you could,” I decided to approach the redesign of the certification course by asking for
forgiveness as opposed to asking for permission (CHIPS Magazine, 2002). Asking for permission creates many
gates through which my design progression would be assessed. My concern here was that the assessors of my
design progressions would be less informed about online design pedagogy than I am, thus requiring further
explanations. This was a bold move, given my perception that the organization treated outcomes with
forgiveness for success and retribution for failure. However, by using this approach, I believed that I would meet
the aggressive schedule.

As time passed, the promised additional human resources were reassigned to other projects and those who were
available did not feel capable of assisting; hence the design team was a team of one. This meant I had to enable
myself and make decisions based on prioritizing the outlined needs of the project (Appelbaum, Hebert, and
Leroux, 1999). The requirement to have a redesigned certification course completed and ready for
implementation on a tight deadline meant that as the instructional designer, I also needed to act as the project
manager. I created the project plan and delivered all the requirements. Understanding the variety of hats worn to
get the project delivered—instructional designer, program evaluator, subject matter expert, and program manager
—meant that I also had to prioritize the task lists. These factors created a flurry of quick decisions, including not
divulging my prioritized list, which was in line with asking for forgiveness rather than permission. By not asking
for permission, I kept to my deadline and was quickly making the progress that was expected. Most of my
decisions were based on experience from previous ID projects, thus drawing on my prior knowledge in an effort
to reduce the risk of failure. In addition to the priority list, I made key decisions regarding delivery, pedagogy,
materials and resources, faculty skills, and learning outcomes.

Delivery. In developing a course that would prepare faculty to design and deliver a course in an online
environment, I had to redefine “online course” for the faculty. Most faculty expected to meet face-to-face
sometime during the certification course. But to me, this defeated the purpose. To certify the specific skill
set required for online design and delivery, I felt they should experience a fully online course.

Pedagogical (Re)Design. I specifically felt the design of the course should reflect what faculty should be
doing in their own course designs. There were rumors of student evaluations stating that the students felt
isolated in the online courses. When I first attempted to conduct the needs analysis, I found that many of the
current online courses did not have any instructor-to-student or student-to-student interactions and were not
classified as being self-paced. I believed that creating a sense of community within the redesigned course
environment would encourage faculty to reconsider how they design and deliver their own learning
environment, as has long been studied and suggested in research into online learning environments
(Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2000).

Materials and Resources. I considered using open educational resources (OER) as a source of learning
material in the certification course as an alternative source of content. The existing textbook was outdated
and there was an expressed need to not have the redesigned course affect the budget. I used my professional
network to source OERs and thought that adjusting my plans to include OERs would provide a reduced or
no cost solution while introducing faculty to new sources of information and knowledge for their own
courses. This decision led me to build relationships with faculty members who were teaching online
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elsewhere, as I sought to have someone test this solution to see if it was user-friendly. I also used these
connections for their expertise to guide some of my design decisions.

Faculty Skill Level. I assumed that the faculty had some level of technology and Internet literacy, but
recognized that there could be some variability in their readiness to pursue a fully online certification
course. Previous to this project, I had designed a self-paced module to increase students’ readiness to
pursue online education at the same institution. I felt that if I made some tweaks to the self-paced module, I
could use it as an optional prerequisite course for faculty who needed it, thus creating a mechanism to
control the skill level of learners coming into the redesigned certification course. I made this decision
because I lacked sufficient information on faculty readiness for online education. Although I made a request
for additional time to do a more thorough needs analysis, the request was denied. I was told to forget about
collecting data, just produce the design.

Course Purpose and Learning Outcomes. Selecting the topics for the certification course proved to be the
most difficult part of the design process. I was the curriculum designer and subject matter expert for the
certification course. I did my own research and based on experience and the literature I found, I decided on
the topics for the redesigned course. The activities in the existing course focused on guiding faculty
members to know the features of the LMS and how each feature functioned in the environment. The
redesigned course objectives focused on how people learn, different pedagogical approaches, and how the
LMS can be designed to illustrate a pedagogical approach (Ormrod, 1999; Anderson, 2008). I ensured that
the changes to the goals of the redesigned course directly aligned with the institution’s strategic objective of
a quality learning experience for the students. I felt that this was a sufficient justification for the changes. To
achieve these goals and objectives, I felt it was necessary to create a learning experience faculty could
recreate in their own online courses.

Showing My Value
I embraced the task of redesigning this course as a chance to showcase my knowledge and abilities to my
employers. I felt that by including a plan to outline how future enhancements to the certification course could be
handled proactively was a good move on my part. I documented all of steps I took to redesign the course as
evidence that could be used by those who delivered the redesigned course and by my direct supervisor; I saw this
as a way to manage new needs and incorporate them into any future redesigns. My planning document was in the
form of a formal report, as my superiors seemed to value this format more than an informal design journal. The
content of the report included learner reactions to the content, notes on design decisions (e.g., why an item was
in one area instead of another), and most importantly, questions from the learners. As a designer, questions are
the best way to analyze how a faculty member may approach the redesigned course. In some instances, the
questions were colored with concern, critique, being overwhelmed, or even dismissive. I reviewed the questions
in relation to the learner activity and categorized them. Some of the questions presented a lack of commitment
and low levels of participation in the course. Faculty perceived the course as a hurdle to the prize. The prize in
this instance was being certified to teach online. Where there were low levels of overall performance, I
interpreted these behaviors as faculty who were slowly learning. The redesigned course presented more new
information than the faculty anticipated, and therefore the course took much longer for them to complete, which
resulted in faculty being frustrated. The behaviors exhibited by the faculty could also indicate that the course
content was beyond the reach of the faculty. Regardless, I truly believe that when the expected effort does not
match the required performance, there may be a lack of comfort during the learning process. Finally, some
faculty participated as expected, actively engaging with the content, though with a few hiccups that could be
resolved via teaching or design prompts.

Description of the Redesigned Course and Its Infrastructure
The course environment uses Blackboard’s basic template with the color of the institution in the navigation pane
on the left (see Fig. 31.1), which included four areas. The announcements page provided the most recent of the
weekly announcements displayed at the top. The course materials section included links to each week of course
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materials along with a brief description of the topics. The course modules included 4 weeks of activities, each of
which was again divided into a sub-navigational area to the left and a content area. The navigational area
outlined a table of contents for the week, and the content area provided the detail for each of those items. The
table of contents (see Fig. 31.2) for each week displayed an introduction to the week; the learning objectives for
the week; course materials, including readings, videos, and demos; and weekly activities.

Fig. 31.1

The Blackboard course environment showing the navigation pane with the navigational items (i.e.,
announcements, course materials, discussions, and grades)

Fig. 31.2

The pedagogical design used to map the course content to the navigation pane
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The discussions section included the title and purpose of each discussion forum. For instance, a discussion forum
titled “Ask me!!” allowed participants to ask questions, and weekly discussions were titled with the week
number (e.g., “Week 1 discussions”). The grades section relied on the default gradebook for Blackboard; I
designed it to act as a checklist for completed tasks, rather than a quality check.

Intended Experience for the Redesigned Course
My intent was to redesign the certification course where each click immediately provided information, thus
reducing the three-click rule of thumb down to one or two clicks (“3-click rule | Usability.gov ,” 2013). To create
the infrastructure for the redesigned course, I attempted to manage faculty expectations by including purposively
selected Blackboard tools. I used the Blackboard module tool to create the weekly content and provided
guidance using a bulleted list of steps. I used the tools provided in the Blackboard LMS based on their function
as well as their potential for pedagogical contribution to the content. For example, I directly linked readings that
were text or available from a website to the OER source using HTML; I embedded video or simulation materials
into the course environment; and I provided instructions to complete the activities and directly linked these to
each activity (see Fig. 31.3).

Fig. 31.3

The instructional design of each week of the course content
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Pedagogical Design of Content
In order to facilitate interactions between myself and the faculty members as well as to encourage sharing and
collaboration between them, I designed discussion activities that required each faculty member to post and
respond to peers. They could base their posts on their own experience or on the literature to support their
position. For instance, they described their ideas about specific parts of their own courses. I instructed them to
read all of the discussion posts made by other faculty members and to respond substantively to three peers,
providing either a specific suggestion for improvement/enhancement or a critique with opposing view.

Distinctive Aspects of the Redesigned Course
Although the preferred method for pursuing this redesign would have included a cross-functional team with each
member having their own expertise and defined roles, I was resolved to make it work. As the sole resource, I
used weekly design cycles to test the result (Barab & Squire, 2004), in which I delivered a completed design for
one module, received and reviewed feedback on my design and content, and redesigned and incorporated
feedback into next the next module. I piloted tested the redesigned course with a group of volunteers during
development.

Fifteen faculty members volunteered to participate in the pilot course, two of whom were senior members of the
academy. My supervisor received phone calls and emails from these senior members. The phone calls and emails
were submitted as official complaints about the course to my supervisor. I received and treated each complaint as
feedback and categorized them based on elements in the design of the course, because I believed that the faculty
did not feel comfortable providing feedback directly to me. I interpreted this to mean that the pedagogical design
of the course—to create a sense of community that includes the ability to respectfully critique one another,
including the instructor—was not evident. The main complaints were about the use of Blackboard tools and the
content of the course. Specifically, they cited that the Blackboard tools in the redesigned course were
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uncomfortable to use and that the redesigned course had too much reading. Both of these concerns are addressed
below.

Conflicting Expectations
Upon investigation and discussion, I found that my decision to use a specific tool differed from the guidance
given to faculty in previously offered professional development from the institution. The faculty had previously
been taught to use the Content Item tool and I had used the Learning Module tool (see Fig. 31.4), in part to
reduce scrolling on the screens. These tools are both used to display content, but accessing the content required a
different process for each. Faculty showed immense confusion over this apparent conflict between what they had
learned previously and what I used in this course.

Fig. 31.4

Illustration of how the same course content looks when designed in Blackboard when using the Content Item
tool vs Learning Module tool

The content from the previous version of the certification course, as well as the information provided by
participants, suggested that the theoretical differences between traditional and online learning environments had
not been mentioned. Thus, they did not expect to consider how tools can be used differently to produce specific
pedagogical designs, and this was part of the issue. Faculty felt that teaching online was essentially the same
teaching activity they did every day, but using their computers. When I demonstrated that there were significant
pedagogical differences in the two approaches, faculty were confused. This meant that I could redesign the
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course again using the design principles that were familiar to the faculty, or I could provide information that
would support faculty to understand the principles I used in my redesign.

With an impending deadline, I decided to provide information supporting the principles I used in the redesigned
course by including more readings in the course. This did not add any steps to my design and delivery cycle,
which made it a feasible approach for me. However, it was not received favorably by some of the faculty
members pursuing the course who viewed it as additional reading, on top of the time they had set aside for the
certification course.

I also had to manage faculty perceptions that either the original course was taught wrong or that what I was
teaching was wrong. This put me in the unfortunate position of being seen as the champion of an approach that
faculty did not believe was correct. My supervisor explained that the institution had considerable inertia
associated with its devotion to conventional instruction and its belief that it could be translated directly to online
learning contexts. This was one of the gaps in my understanding of the history and culture of the institution.

Being asked to decide on the content as well as the design meant that I determined what learning objectives were
needed to close the gap to achieve the new learning outcomes. The new learning outcomes focused more on how
people learn and thus how to design for learning and less on how Blackboard tools work (Ormrod, 1999). The
material on how people learn was interpreted by the senior faculty members to being that they do not know how
learning occurs. I inquired more about expectations of the certification course and found that what the faculty
members expected was a technology course on the tools available in the LMS, where they were located, and
what they were used to produce; they did not expect a course about how to design and deliver online courses.
They believed they had that knowledge as they were seasoned professors.

Managing these expectations based on previous offerings was difficult to resolve. I was not given time to
perform a detailed needs analysis, in part because my supervisor saw it as an unnecessary step. I designed and
delivered the course with limited knowledge or feedback from anyone. After three pilot offerings of the
redesigned course, my redesign was rejected by my supervisor—based on the concerns from the senior faculty
members.

Underlying Aspects tThat That...spelling  Influenced the Redesigning
Process
I was employed for a specific purpose and I made many assumptions and decisions that influenced how my
performance and outcomes were received. One of these assumptions was my own understanding in managing the
expectations of any design activity at this institution. Attempting to guide my own actions by asking for
forgiveness rather than permission was a major factor that influenced the redesigned course. I attempted to
balance the demands to perform my assigned duties without fully understanding the organization’s culture; this
was a key influence on the design outcome. This balancing act required a great level of experience in managing
expectations. Having had numerous experiences in different organizations and a measured understanding of
inter- and intrapersonal skills, it was a self-guided failure.

I needed to do more homework to fully understand the organization. From my perspective, I tried to show
enthusiasm through the use of my abilities to prove worth to the organization. Because this was not included in a
statement of intent and coupled with a progress report, it was misinterpreted.

This is also pertinent for instructional designers placed under a functional arm—as opposed to the academic arm
—of the organizational hierarchy because this can contribute to differing perceptions of the role of the
instructional designer in the organization. The multidisciplinary nature of the field of ID encompasses a wide
range of professional skills and knowledge. Where the instructional designer is placed in an institution has
bearing on how they can contribute professionally to the institution’s strategic goals—especially when that
activity includes change and innovation (Dickson-Deane, Tolbert, McMahon & Funk, 2017).
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I came to the project with an expectation that I had a solution to a problem and a belief that my approach to the
solution would be received positively, but it was met with resistance that ultimately resulted in the failure of the
initiative. This failure was reflected on all those related to the project. Most importantly, I felt disappointed
because I had hoped to sell the power of the field of ID.

Lessons Learned: Moving Forward
Reflecting on my experiences and how they fit into my career has been key as I moved forward in the ID field.
Being aware of behaviors—established and covert alike—has allowed me to build my own library of lessons.
Helping those unfamiliar with the ID field understand my abilities so I can use them effectively is a skill I am
still working on. In this process, I rely on the Johari window method (Luft and Ingham, 1955), a tool that
provides a good way to categorize lessons into known-knowns, known-unknowns, unknown-knowns and, the
dreaded unknown-unknowns (see Fig. 31.5), thus allowing me to understand how to package and repackage my
own belief systems as I approach different contexts.

Fig. 31.5

Measuring interpersonal awareness using the Johari Window method
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Understanding how I have used the façade of my knowledge (i.e., known-unknowns) to guide my performance
has contributed to new knowledge and experiences and thus abilities. The drive to continue to use what is known
to me to contribute to what I believe is valuable to the field can only be attributed to my own personality. As an
instructional designer, I believe that having an element of fearlessness is important due to the problem-solving
nature of the field (Dickson-Deane & Asino, 2018). How and when that fearlessness is used is a very subjective
yet contextualized activity that each individual instructional designer must determine. Thus, this project was one
of my greatest lessons in understanding how an unknown can become known through a process of trial and error.
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