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ABC learning design is ‘sprint’ method now widely used to help busy 
university and college teachers review and redesign their courses for 
blended modes. 
Originally run as face-to-face workshops, in only 90 minutes teaching 
teams work together to create a visual ‘storyboard’ of activities 
representing the student journey. Assessment methods, programme-
level themes and institutional policies can all be integrated easily. 
International ABC user groups have emerged over the last five years to 
share ideas, translations and localisations. 
The 2020 Covid crisis impacted on ABC in two ways; one positive, one 
negative. As even traditionally minded universities were forced to 
‘pivot’ rapidly to online learning provision, the advantages of digital 
modes and the need for structured learning design became ever more 
evident. Paradoxically, the customary ABC on-campus workshops could 
not be run. The community responded swiftly by experimenting with 
online approaches. 
Clive Young and Nataša Perović, the UCL originators of ABC, have now 
created and trialled their own online version based on Google 
Jamboard and UCL’s Learning Designer tool.  
In this session Clive and Nataša will show how this works, compare on-
campus and online versions, and discuss how in the longer term ABC 
may be integrated into university-level educational design processes. 
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ABC Learning Design is a high-energy, hands-on curriculum 
development workshop developed at UCL in 2015. The aim was to 
create an alternative ‘rapid development’ design method to enable 
teaching teams work together to create a visual ‘storyboard’ (Young 
and Perovic, 2016). The storyboard is a visual representation of the 
student journey through a module and is made up of pre-printed cards 
representing the type and sequence of learning activities (both online 
and offline) required to meet the module or programme learning 
outcomes. The cards are based on the highly respected and effective 
‘Conversational Framework’ pedagogical model (Laurillard 2002, 2012). 
Assessment methods, cross-program themes and institutional policies 
can be integrated into the process. ABC is particularly useful for new 
programmes, or those changing to an online or more blended format. 
Extensive evaluation of the method, most recently through the 
transnational Erasmus project ‘ABC to VLE’ (2018-2020), has show that 
ABC facilitates discussion, impacts on the (re)design of the course and 
helps implement institutional education strategies. Perhaps even more 
satisfying, most participants find the collaborative sharing of practice 
helps them become more confident teachers. Before Covid, ABC had 
been run successfully at UCL where over 1000 faculty had co-designed 
over 250 modules, short courses and MOOCs. Over 170 UCL students 
had also participated. The ABC team had introduced the method to 35 
universities and colleges throughout the UK, Europe and beyond. 
Another 1000 academics and learning professionals have participated in 
these sessions, representing a range of disciplines from medical 
sciences through engineering to education and social sciences.   
Although the Covid crisis underlined the need for the structured 
learning design that ABC can provide, the ‘traditional’ face-to-face 
workshops were no longer possible. However, many institutions wished 
to continue to use the method and support it remotely. The Erasmus 
project collated tools and approaches and the project hub https://abc-
ld.org/ hub includes a number of resources and articles. Building on 
this, the UCL team created and trialled their own online version based 
on Google Jamboard and UCL’s Learning Designer tool. 
In this session we will step though the ABC LD method and activities, 
comparing the original face-to-face version with the new online 
approach and compare strengths and weaknesses of both. We will 
introduce storyboarding via Google Jamboard and the UCL Learning 
Designer and show how thee latter can be imported into Moodle. 
Finally, the team will discuss ambitions to integrate ABC into the 
mainstream educational design processes of UCL.    
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The University of London’s response to the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic 
was to move 110,000 exams taken in centres worldwide online. There 
has been an extensive evaluation of student, staff and management 
experiences. This paper explores the impact of the rapid pivot to online 
exams on programme directors’ accounts of the consequent 
examination re-design such as open book exams and reducing reliance 
on rote learning.  The extra time for online exams that was offered for 
accessing the system and uploading answers also enabled students to 
correct errors and make use of external sources. There was clear 
evidence that some staff were shifting from viewing exams as mainly a 
measurement of knowledge to seeing the potential of assessment for 
learning. There were however concerns about academic integrity and 
workload. 
The rapid pivot to online exams, although challenging organisationally, 
has made visible some limitations of exams and online exam 
technologies and has encouraged assessors to reflect on using more 
formative assessment for supporting learning. With further relaxing of 
institutional constraints on assessment design, and with appropriate 
assessment support, this could enable designers to take increasing 
more innovative approaches to assessment in the future. 
 

Session Description 
 

 



 The 2020 COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in unprecedented disruption 
to assessment particularly for timed unseen examinations completed in 
examination centres. With such assessments no longer possible, a rapid 
response was needed.  Universities had the possibilities of moving 
exams online or switching to alternative forms of assessment. These 
options challenge the dominance of unseen examinations and enable a 
consideration of the learning benefits of alternatives. Research on 
assessment in distance learning environments including the relationship 
between students’ performance and preferences when using online 
and offline assessments demonstrates the benefits of alternatives such 
as open book examinations or coursework (Abrar & Mumtaz, 2017; 
Chase et al, 2017). Technology can also help by automating marking 
and feedback, consequently improving the student experience and 
freeing teacher time and expertise for potential learning enhancements 
(JISC, 2020).  
Every year, for the majority of the University of London (UoL) distance 
learning students, assessment is via unseen, paper-based, written 
exams, taken at a location near to where our students live. In spring 
2020, 35,000 students were booked to take some 110,000 exams in 180 
countries at 600 examination centres. Due to the pandemic we moved 
110,000 exams online and we have undertaken an extensive evaluation 
of this work. This paper builds on current research to explore in detail 
the impact of the rapid pivot to online exams.  
As part of an evaluation, we interviewed 15 programme directors about 
the experience and their views on the purposes of assessment. These 
were from undergraduate and postgraduate programmes in a range of 
disciplines. The programme directors reported on short-term changes 
in assessment design when moving exams online such as open book 
exams, redesigning questions to discourage plagiarism, reducing 
reliance on rote learning, and the extra time offered for online exams 
enabled students to correct errors and make use of external sources. 
There was clear evidence that staff were shifting from viewing exams as 
mainly a measurement of knowledge to seeing the potential of 
assessment for learning (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004). There were, 
however, some tensions over academic integrity and workload. 
While some reported that the changes would be temporary and that 
they would return to previous assessment methods post-pandemic, the 
majority reported that they would wish to continue with the online 
exams using VLE technology rather than bespoke examination 
technologies. One director reported a transformation of assessment 
from exams to coursework only that was accelerated by the pandemic. 
Thus, the rapid pivot to online exams, although challenging 
organisationally, has made visible some limitations of exams and online 
exam technologies and has encouraged assessors to reflect on using 
more formative assessment for supporting learning. With further 
relaxing of institutional constraints on assessment design, and with 



 

appropriate assessment support, this could enable designers to take 
increasing more innovative approaches to assessment in the future. 
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Relational Pedagogy in virtual learning environments: A study of online 
approaches to the development of Learner Communities in Higher 
Education 
Orlagh McCabe and Stephen Powell 
Manchester Metropolitan University 
In many teaching situations there are various benefits to including 
practice that promotes relational pedagogy. Although referring 
specifically to children’s learning (Hedges and Cooper, 2018: P4) refer 
to practices of ‘reciprocity, joint involvement, intuition, wisdom and 
trust’ as offering a space for learning that connects with collective 
participants interests. These practices can in turn be successfully 
applied to HE learning contexts in order to emphasise meaning rather 
than knowledge construction.  
Curriculum designed to embed a relational approach would therefore 
encourage practice that incorporates interaction between learner and 
teacher and the promotion of relationships between individuals, 
encouraging a peer approach to learning whilst facilitating pedagogic 
practice that not only creates but also sustains learner communities. 
This is not always natural phenomenon and requires a tacit approach 
from teachers in offering an open yet respectful and supportive 
relationship with their learners (Jensen, Skibsted &Christensen, 2015). 
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This paper analyses the experiences of academic staff at a large 
Northwest institution in making the transition to fully online provision. 
Research sought to identify the limitations of a virtual environment on 
tutor’s ability to develop and sustain learning communities with their 
learners. Here, the researchers who are academic developers 
responsible for supporting 1600 academic members of staff reflect 
upon research conducted with academics to provide a critical reflection 
of their experiences of embedding relational pedagogy within their 
programmes. 
The analysis adopts a problem structuring inquiry technique used in 
Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) to identify “the main entities, 
structures and viewpoints in the situation, the processes going on, the 
current recognised issues and any potential ones” (Checkland and 
Poulter, 2006).  In this case, the problematical situation being the 
constraints placed upon tutors in developing and maintaining a sense of 
community with their learners and how the future of learning in 
universities might need to adopt in order to ensure online learner co-
construction and a student-centred curriculum is a sustainable feature 
of future HE practice. 


