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This volume reflects a professional synthesis born out of nearly 30 years of curriculum, programme, and course design. It also encompasses learning acquired through leading a variety of academic, educational and learning design services across a range of delivery contexts within tertiary provision in two countries.

This short volume provides a guide to the 10 Principles of Learning Design. As explained in the introduction, these Principles sit between an underlying educational Philosophy and the chosen Framework for learning design. Together, with nested Models and Patterns, they represent a design architecture that ensures solid designs that meet the needs of students and society at large.

This book is intended primarily for Senior Instructional Designers, or Learning Designers, Heads of Learning Development, Subject Matter Experts (SMEs), Curriculum Managers, and University Leadership. I don't expect many Vice-Chancellors to access its insights, but many Pro-Vice Chancellors of Learning and Teaching will find much of value here. 

It is written as a guide rather than as a polemic. Tempting as it is to point out everything that is still wrong in much of what we see in university programmes and course design, a more constructive approach is to offer a guide to reflection on what universities (and colleges and other tertiary providers) should consider when designing their curricula. In addition to serving as a reflective guide for curriculum designers, it also ensures that the development or review of institutional learning and teaching strategies is grounded in practice.

Each Principle has three sub-principles to explore its purpose and unpack its practical application. Each sub-principle has three or four supporting pillars or elements that identifies their theoretical and practical basis. It has been written as a prompt to collective reflection. It is anticipate that design team members will already be familiar with most of these concepts and theories but if not, there are citations for team readings.

At the end of each Principle there is an outline of a three hour workshop. Design Team Leads are encouraged to customise these to their hearts content. They are not templates, merely suggestions. As are the ‘Reflective Questions ’ that also appear of the end of each section.  These are best suited for departmental meetings and I would suggest one question at a time be circulated beforehand to allow each team member to prepare for a response.

Finally, note that this text is written in British English and some of the terminology may need decoding. Theories and concepts are available in a Glossary at the end before the Index. 
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​Introduction to the 10 Principles of Learning Design
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There is an urgent need for a paradigm shift in tertiary education to ensure that the curriculum is responsive to the rapidly changing external environment in which institutions operate. A well-designed programme and course, built on a solid conceptual framework, means ongoing maintenance and changes to that curriculum are practical, efficient, and effective. These principles provide a strategic, systematic approach to building adaptable, future-proof learning ecosystems.

One of the most self-evident external factors influencing learner choice and the suitability of an institutional offering is the evolving nature of work. The rapid evolution of commerce, industry, and society, driven by artificial intelligence (AI) and technological disruption, has reduced the half-life of learned professional skills to roughly 5 years. This represents a challenge to the traditional model of retrospective design (teaching as we were taught). Learning leadership must pivot toward prospective design, using horizon scanning and strategic foresight to anticipate the future needs of professions rather than relying solely on historical academic traditions. Establishing the core thesis for curriculum design as content delivery is no longer appropriate. Institutions need to establish an active, multi-stakeholder act of future-making in their learning design processes.

We have seen a movement away from monolithic three- or four-year programmes, often with elaborate electives and choice pathways, towards more dynamic ecosystems, dismantling the rigid, one-size-fits-all cohort assumptions that have marginalised learners. There is increasing recognition that microcredentials are not just a commercial opportunity for institutions; they also offer an approach to modular learning design that can increase learner choice, foster situational autonomy, and create flexible and adaptive pathways.

There is also an increasing recognition that contemporary learners require deliberate scaffolding and discipline-specific critical information literacies, moving beyond the generic assumptions of technological fluency. The myth of the digital native, which preoccupied much of learning design in the 2010s, no longer exists. However, the design challenges around implementing progressive, structured, and discipline-relevant technological skills into curricula remain. As institutions move away from programmes that are seen as static until a five-year periodic review, towards a model of curriculum life cycle management, where learning is viewed as modular within a dynamic ecosystem capable of surgical renewal and reuse.

These 10 principles of learning design represent the connective tissue that sits between an institution's underlying educational philosophy and its chosen functional framework for learning design.
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IT IS IMPORTANT TO differentiate between curriculum philosophies, design principles, design frameworks, models and patterns. This is because if you approach the design process without the foundations of other supportive contexts, you risk 'building on sand'.

The web is awash with sites, often from university learning development units, that merge all of these conceptual levels and approaches under the banner of 'instructional design models'. You can substitute the word 'instructional' with 'learning' or 'educational,' depending on your context. 

In instructional design, these terms are often used interchangeably, which can lead to "conceptual fog." However, they actually represent a hierarchy of abstraction, moving from why we teach to exactly how we build a specific interaction.

Here is how these concepts differ in a functional, pedagogical context:

Table 1: Hierarchy of Strategic Layers in Learning Design

	Purpose 

	Role

	Examples


	Philosophies are high-level belief systems about how humans learn and the purpose of education. They provide the ethical and theoretical foundation for everything else.

	Setting the "north star" for the learner experience.

	Constructivism (learning by doing), Behaviourism (learning through reinforcement), or Connectivism (learning through networks). A social-constructivist philosophy dictates that your course must include peer-to-peer interaction, regardless of the technology used.


	Principles are fundamental, evidence-based rules that hold across most contexts.

	They bridge the gap between abstract philosophy and concrete design. Guiding decision-making during the design process. A strategy to inform design.

	Merrill's First Principles of Instruction (Task-centred, Activation, Demonstration, Application, Integration) or Mayer's Multimedia Principles. If you follow the "Coherence Principle," you will remove "nice-to-know" but distracting stories from your slides to reduce cognitive load.


	A framework is a structural support system for design.

	It provides a set of stages, or a "skeleton," that organises the design process or curriculum structure, manages the project workflow, or organises complex content.

	ADDIE (Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation, Evaluation) or the 8-SLDF (Atkinson's Eight-Step Learning Design Framework). Using the 8-SLDF, you ensure your learning activities align with the programme's social and educational aspirations.


	Models are simplified representations of processes or specific instructional strategies. 

	While frameworks focus on the design process, models often focus on the structure of the instruction itself.

	Visualising how different elements of a lesson or system relate to one another, Gagn
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