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Abstract 

The thesis uses the design free open online learning materials (Open Educational 

Resources – OER and Open Educational Practices – OEP) in Higher Education 

(HE) partnerships with intermediary organisations (IOs) to explore issues in design 

and publicness. Using critical approaches to publicness and speculative, 

participatory and critical design theory, it looks inside learning partnerships to gain 

a deeper understanding of learning design practice. The objective is to inform 

learning design practice within OER/OEP at a practical and theoretical level and 

contribute to a broader understanding of design in organisations. 

The research stems from long-term engagement with opening up design practice as 

part of designing open learning materials. What emerges through these partnerships 

is that financial pressures appear to drive IOs to use free online learning to mitigate 

the loss of capacity and maintain the learning provisions associated with their 

mission. However, it became clear that something more was happening in these 

design spaces than making learning materials as design questions around who is 

the course for reached into the organisations operationally and strategically. 

To address the central question around how design questions become strategic 

questions the thesis follows a series of learning partnerships with IOs. It argues they 

open up design because they are connected to "a public" learning providers could 

not otherwise reach. The research methods are structured a design typology which 

is itself is an outcome of the thesis, suggesting design questions involve: 

• Inquiry in design which are auto-ethnographic reflections on design practice; 

• Inquiry for design, action research to support design practice including 

interviews, workshops and participant observation; 

• Inquiry through design, the combination of auto-ethnographic and action 

research to develop "designerly ways knowing". 

The thesis shows how "a public" is folded into the design process and proposes a 

way for researchers and practitioners to explore this. It finds blurring boundaries can 

create a tension between listening to and reflecting the voice of learners in the 

design process and the organisation's values where those values challenge existing 

social and structural relations. The thesis argues design surfaces existing strategic 

questions about the publicness of the organisation and the partnership. 

The thesis highlights the practical insights that arise from focusing on critical 

theories of publicness and design. First setting out an approach for examining 

design practice, focusing on how "a public" is imagined and brought into being 

through the design process. Second, by highlighting dilemmas for learning 

partnerships that emerge from the thesis. The outcomes are relevant to academics 

and practitioners within HE interested in the management of online learning design 

those engaged in partnership work, and people interested in design and 

organisations.  
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Glossary 

Action research is a mode of research whose purpose is not to observe and record 

but to observe, record and change the relations (Kemmis 2010). It is common in 

applied disciplines and other practice-based areas. 

Affective labour is used to recognise the labour that is often obscured and often 

gendered. It is the energy that connects people and things that are common to 

community development and the emancipatory and participatory approaches that 

focus on the thesis. Fraser (2016) has raised concerns about the commodification 

of affective labour, and the thesis recognises those concerns. It links them to the 

work of designers and the affective labour of all participants in the design process. 

Assemblage refers to putting together separate elements (ideas) and artefacts 

(material or technical) into curated collections. In the thesis, its use is related to 

socio-technical and socio-material collections where the relationship between parts 

is not fixed. Different parts will be folded into the assemblage as part of 

infrastructuring (Bjögvinsson, Ehn and Hillgren, 2012). 

Artefact is used to refer to things. These are material or technical things. For 

example, in a diagram drawn by people in a workshop, or a written report, the use 

of the term within the thesis goes beyond the idea that these artefacts are mere 

information, and suggests they act in the world. They are epistemic and constitute 

meaning within the flow and intra-actions of design practice (Richter and Allert, 

2011). 

Articulations are where a connection is made between two things. The use 

acknowledges the power of making those connections (Laclau and Mouffe, 2014). 

For example, after New Public Management articulated a connection between public 

goods and the efficacy of market logic, even those who would have resisted that 

connection had to acknowledge the articulation of those elements within their 

discourse. 

Auto-ethnography Ethnography as a qualitative approach, has generally rejected 

the disinterested observers’ view from nowhere to include more reflexive accounts 

that acknowledge the researcher’s presence within the research process. The 

addition of the prefix “auto-” (for “self”) reflects a school of ethnography that aims to 

capture neglected social and cultural perspectives by people inside those 

communities from inside those communities (Holman Jones, 2016, 2017). The 

thesis acknowledges these roots and links them with first-person action research, 

where the action research explicates their practice to surface issues and provide a 

view from inside the design process (Reason and Bradbury, 2013). 

Boundary-spanning in the thesis refers to the connection between organisations. 

The notion of spanning refers to the process, spanning the boundaries and the 

people, boundary-spanners (Posner, 2009; Milbourne and Cushman, 2013; 

Sandmann et al., 2014). 

Bring into being is used in relation to the process where “a public” is formed 

through being addressed. The use derives from critical theories of political rhetoric 
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(Hauser, 1998; Hauser and Benoit-barne, 2002; Hauser, 2007). In the thesis, its use 

refers to conceptualising a course as bringing “a public” into being that is useful in 

structuring speculations about who a course might be for and what it will enable 

people to do. 

Burke’s pentad The thesis uses the work of literary theorist Burke to structure 

observations within practice. Burke suggests a need to attend to the actors, the acts, 

the scene, the agency and implied motive or purpose (Burke, 1969b, 1969a). 

Constitute, sometimes constitutive, is used to reflect the idea that the artefacts or 

things created within practice, like a report of progress or the images and Post-It 

notes that arise as outcomes of a workshop, do not represent their constituent parts. 

They are within the flow of the design process, and their meaning is contextual and 

cannot be separated from what they make happen (Westerlund, 2016). Similarly, 

the ideas and inquiry tools are also constitutive, in that their selection shapes the 

outcome of the process (Bell and Willmott, 2020). 

Counter public is used to reflect the plurality of publics. The use grew out of social 

movements around race, gender and sexuality and the formation of publics around 

inequalities within social and structural relations. These counter publics provided a 

counter to dominant narratives within the Public Sphere (Warner, 2002; 2005; 

Krause, 2006; Negt and Kluge, 2016). The thesis’s use of “a public”, publics and 

publicness reflects that plurality. 

Critical design (CD) is where critical theory is applied to design practice. CD aims 

not to make useful things but to make things public. The process reflects critical 

theory through the speculation within design and the acts of making to surface 

existing structural and social inequalities and address those iniquities (Malpass, 

2017). 

Critical theory, or critical theorists, are a loose group of theorists who take Marx’s 

interest in structure and agency and the Frankfurt School thinkers like Adorno, along 

with political struggles around identity and recognition to develop theories that blend 

German idealism and Marx’s focus on class with contemporary emancipatory 

issues. The work of the critical feminist, Fraser (2007; 2010; 2017), queer theorists 

like Warner (2002; 2005) along with Negt and Kluge (2016) and Laclua and Mouffe 

(2014) are touchstones in the thesis. The thesis also draws on critical theories in 

pedagogy (Friere, 2005), technology (Feenberg, 2002) and design (DiSalvo, 2009; 

Disalvo, 2012; Malpass, 2016). 

Design is a slippery term. It is the process, so “to design something”; the term used 

to describe the discipline and those who engage in it (“designers”). It is also a 

judgement, for example, “that is a well-executed design.” The thesis eschews 

semantic debates and treats the ambiguity as productive. 

Design probes are an inquiry for design where a designer engages in structured 

inquiries with people who might engage with a product or service. It might be 

targeted to a particular design challenge or to sensitise the designer or design team 

to “the field”; the use in the thesis relates to the work of Liz Sanders (Sanders and 

Stappers, 2014). 
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Dimensions of publicness is an approach to viewing organisations that draws on 

Bozeman and Moulton (2011) work on publicness. It suggests publicness has a 

series of dimensions that relate to direct, indirect and associative aspects of 

publicness, and shape the organisation. 

Element is an idea or concept. It might have a technical presence or materiality as 

an epistemic artefact, but often not. Elements are articulated or connected, and once 

these elements are connected (Laclau and Mouffe, 2014) they shape subsequent 

discourses. It may be part of a story where things are connected either directly or 

indirectly through analogy, and the articulation of these elements shapes future 

discourses. 

Emancipatory The use of the term is twofold. First, concerning freedoms and 

emancipatory approaches to addressing inequalities that overlap with participatory 

approaches; and then specifically about different and overlapping readings of 

emancipation in education, where the thesis draws of the work of Lane (2017). 

Experience The use of the term in the thesis concerns my experiences as a design 

practitioner, my records of those experiences, and the role of experience in reflective 

practice. Here the term draws on the German term fahren, which means journey, 

and does not have the fixed subject-object relations of the English term (Negt and 

Kluge, 2016). The relations are unstable, which fits with the idea of flow, intra-

actions and the social and situated nature of practice (Shotter, 2006; Gherardi, 

2019). 

Fold The term is used in relation to the incorporation process, i.e. folding as in 

folding into a soft dough rather than the fold in a sheet of paper. Typically it refers 

to participatory approaches and how “a public” is folded into the design process. 

Flow is used along with intra-actions to describe the layering of temporal, spatial 

and social dimensions of practice and evoke the sense that the researcher and the 

research are situated within this flow (Shotter, 2006, 2013). 

Infrastructuring is a term drawn from participatory design, used to describe the 

socio-technical and socio-material assemblages to support participation in 

participatory approaches (Björgvinsson, Ehn and Hillgren, 2010; le Dantec and 

DiSalvo, 2013). 

Intra-actions The use of the term reflects the shift from research into practice which 

observes what practitioners do to recognise that the researcher is part of the 

practice as well (Shotter, 2011a; Gherardi, 2019). 

Intermediary organisations (IOs) refers to the range of actors that operate in the 

ambigious space between the state and the private sector. Rather than define these 

organisations, the thesis follows anthropologists lead and treats the ambiguity as 

being productively unstable and a space to examine what happens in these 

uncertain spaces (Lewis and Schuller, 2017). 

Liminality – the state of being between – can be structural between two 

organisations or relate to professional practice between academia and practice or 

educator and practitioner in this thesis (Dickinson, Fowler and Griffiths, 2020). There 
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is also a social psychological reading that relates to people and objects’ status. It is 

not the focus of the thesis and is drawn out in the conclusion (Stenner, 2021). 

New Public Management is an approach to managing the public sector favouring 

market models and logic to manage public goods. While it has fallen out of favour 

in some jurisdictions and sectors (Stoker, 2006), in others the approach is only just 

started to permeate (Lowe et al., 2021). 

Open is a key idea in the thesis. Open is used with reference to open education 

(OE) and the open education movement. The reading in the thesis is that what we 

see in contemporary discourses on openness and free online resources, called 

Open Educational Resources (OER) are two main competing traditions of open. 

One focuses on the role of technology, the internet and open licences for software, 

and opening up access to learning. A significant rights-based tradition in this 

discourse links to the open-source approach, and argues that publicly funded 

research and education should be publicly available. In keeping with the critical 

approaches used in the thesis here, the focus is on emancipatory approaches to 

learning (Lane, 2017). 

Openness The state or condition of being open. 

Participatory Action Research or PAR, is where the community or communities 

rather than an individual practitioner defines the nature of a challenge and engages 

in identifying the problems and the solutions. In common with participatory design, 

there is a robust empowerment agenda (Pain et al., 2013; Wicks and Reason, 

2015). The thesis takes forward the ethos in recognising the withness of action 

research and the role of others in constituting practice. 

Participatory design or PD is an approach to design that started in Scandinavia in 

the 1970s and involved academics and trade unions working together to explore 

how shopfloor workers could design the modes of production. The approach spilled 

out into community development and overlapped significantly with PAR (Sanders 

and Stappers, 2008; Sanders, Brandt and Binder, 2010). More recently, the idea 

has slipped from production to consumption, with many of the approaches used to 

fold the people who might engage with a product or service into the design process 

(Gregory, 2003). 

Pracademic is a term coined by Posner (2009) to refer to those who transition either 

from or to practice to academia and retain aspects of both identities. The thesis uses 

the term concerning my position and explores identity strategies developed by those 

occupying liminal positions. 

Practice is a slippery term. It refers to the act of acquiring knowledge or skill so a 

person practices something to improve it; how someone enacts the skill so we can 

observe their practice; and an area, so someone can (like a medical professional) 

be in practice (see section 2.3.1). 

Pragmatism is the philosophy of practice. The thesis draws on the approach to 

pragmatism as a way of understanding practical knowing that draws on the work of 

Charles Sanders Peirce (Peirce, 1998) and those who followed his interest in 
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practice logics rather than the utilitarian usage implied in some discourses, that 

suggests that the value of an idea rests on its practical utility. 

Public is a vital conceptual framework in the thesis. It is a slippery concept, and 

public is used in several ways depending on context. For example, “a public service” 

is often provided by the state for everyone, and related usages would be “public 

good” (Newman and Clarke, 2009). In this reading, “the public“ in question that the 

service good benefits or arises from is everyone. However, the thesis notes “the 

public” is a universal view, and tends to totalise experience and obscure the 

construction of publicness. Here the thesis draws on critical theory and “a public” to 

reflect the plurality of publicness. 

Publicness The state or condition of being public. 

Public Value A concept that developed from the work of Mark Moore (1995), set 

out Public Value as a strategic triangle and a rejection of the market-led New Public 

Management models that were dominating public administration from the late 1980s 

onwards. 

Reflective practice An approach to how experts know, drawing pragmatists’ work 

into practical knowledge. The work in the area draws on John Dewey (2012). It 

identifies three phases from observation of an experience through reflections on the 

experience to acting are a core component of how many applied disciplines are 

taught. 

Rich Pictures is a Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) developed by Checkland 

(Checkland, 1981) as a group exercise where people address complex problems by 

drawing images of them. The purpose is to engage in deliberative discussions about 

the image and for the researcher to attend to the discussion as much as they attend 

to the images (Macintyre, 2020). 

Socio-technical, sometimes used with socio-material, reflects the recognition of the 

world’s agency of technical and material assemblages. In the thesis, the reading of 

these relations draws on the philosopher of technology Andrew Feenberg (2002) 

and his contention that technology and material assemblages are neither fully 

determined by people nor fully determining people interactions. 

Soft Applied Disciplines Drawing on the Bechler-Biglan typology of pure and 

applied disciplines in hard and soft areas where Mathematics is Hard Pure and 

Health and Social Care and Business and Management are Soft Applied (Becher, 

1994; Neumann, Parry and Becher, 2002). 

Soft Systems Methodologies are a group of approaches with a significant overlap 

with information studies and cybernetics, which approach the socio-technical and 

material assemblages in the world systemically. SSM recognises that we need to 

deal holistically with complex or messy problems (Buchanan, 1992) with no clear 

solution, and reductive approaches are unlikely to help define or address the issue 

(Checkland and Scholes, 1990). 

Speculative design (SD) overlaps considerably with conceptual art. It accentuates 

the future focus of design practice using speculations about possible futures to 

encourage people to reflect on present social structural relations (Disalvo, 2012; 
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Malpass, 2013). In the thesis, the sense that our speculations about the future tell 

us about the present is used as part of the inquiries in, for and through design. 

Thing or thinging The meaning is drawn from the origins of PD in Scandanavia. A 

thing is a public event where people engage in deliberate discourses. Thinging is 

the process of making something public (Ehn, 2008; Björgvinsson, Ehn and Hillgren, 

2012). 

Virtual Learning Environment or VLE is an online space that structures content, 

including audio, images, text and video. The structure is typically like a textbook, 

and there are often quizzes, interactive elements and online social spaces. The 

Open University uses a platform called Moodle. 

Widening Participation or WP is a term is used to differentiate between access 

and participation. Widening Access is an approach that suggests that providing 

more places for learners means more people should be able to access learning. 

WP suggests that social and structural barriers to learning mean making more 

places available will not address underlying inequities. Therefore, to address those 

inequities, education needs to be reformed.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

The thesis focuses on publicness and design. It uses work with Higher Education 

providers (HE) Third Sector Organisations (TSO), a Trade Union and a Non-

Departmental Public Bodies (NDPB) to examine the learning design process. The 

practices examined in the thesis focus on designing free open online learning 

materials with these intermediary organisations (IOs). It is based on design practice 

that stretches back almost a decade, practice which looked to make free online 

materials more open by opening up the design process and the questions that arose 

through practice. The thesis aims to provide a view from inside the learning design 

process based on applying critical theories of publicness and design to the design 

of learning materials.  

This thesis sets out a journey where questions about who a course is for became 

questions about who an organisation is for. It leads to a research question that asks 

how it is that design questions about making freely available materials become 

strategic questions. The thesis uses a series of cases from design practice and 

critical theories of design and publicness to refine the question to examine and set 

out how this occurs. The thesis shows it is not openness or partnership that leads 

to these strategic questions: the former is a means to an end and the latter an 

expression of underlying uncertainty. The thesis proposes that, as designers fold “a 

public” into the design process, they surface existing strategic questions. How this 

occurs is detailed through a series of linked cases in the empirical chapters, 

surfacing insights that are of interest to design practitioners and academics 

interested in the use of design in organisations. 

1.1.1 Open Education  

These are partnerships between HE providers (in the main, the Open University or 

OU) and groups who use learning materials to inform and shape practice in applied 

disciplines. The partnerships aim to create freely open online learning materials or 

Open Educational Resources (OER) for practitioners to shape and define practice 

within their sector. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) defines OER as 

teaching, learning and research materials in any medium – digital or 

otherwise – that reside in the public domain or have been released under an 
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open license that permits no-cost access, use, adaptation and redistribution 

by others with no or limited restrictions. 

(UNESCO, 2019) 

Design practice within OER is emerging. It has tended to focus on descriptive 

approaches, setting out the parameters of an OER so that people can work within 

those parameters or normative accounts of what constitutes “best practice” in open 

educational practices (OEP). Academics and practitioners in Scotland were among 

the first to shift from a resource focus to a practice focus. The Scottish Government-

funded programme Open Educational Practices Scotland defined OEP as: 

… those educational practices that are concerned with and promote equity 

and openness. Our understanding of ‘open’ builds on the freedoms 

associated with “the 5 Rs” of OER, promoting a broader sense of open, 

emphasising social justice, and developing practices that open up 

opportunities for those distanced from education. 

Open Educational Practices Scotland, 2014 

I wrote this definition, and my work has contributed to OEP more generally through 

creating courses that blend normative and descriptive elements to support open 

educators1. The work in the thesis is primarily based in Scotland, while drawing on 

work that covers all four nations of the UK and the EU2. While the distinct polity in 

Scotland (as opposed to the other three nations of the UK) is not the focus of the 

thesis as a context, it does, however, matter. Scotland contains some of the poorest 

communities in the UK and Europe. For example, the World Health Organization 

(WHO) report on the social determinants of health and the model linking poverty 

and health that emerged from it is generally called the “Glasgow Effect”, after 

 

1 See ‘Becoming an Open Educator’, running workshops for organisations about the 
design of OER, and setting out a distinctive approach to OEP and sharing the resources 
on “how to” run your those workshops (https://oepscotland.wordpress.com/workshops/). 

2 Scotland is one of the four nations of the United Kingdom. The legal, health and 
education systems in Scotland were not combined with the other three nations when they 
united in 1603 – they and a range of other elements have been increasingly distinct since 
the formation of a Scottish Parliament in 1997. This distinction was emphasised by the 
referendum in 2016, in which 62% of Scots voted to remain in the EU while the UK as a 
whole voted to exit the EU. The government in Scotland follows a centre-left agenda with 
a focus on social and environmental justice. Its political alignment is closer to the 
Scandinavian model of liberal European democracies rather than the Anglo-America 
model of the rest the UK.  
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Scotland’s largest city. Scotland has observed poverty, lower life expectancy, and 

poorer health outcome3. These are sensitive political issues in Scotland, and the 

underlying inequalities continue to shape political discourses and education, with 

definitions of OEP reflecting social justice narratives. 

Concerns over the design of OER are part of a broader discourse about OER 

creation and production and use, which is part of a “practice turn” within OERs. My 

normative work set out a series of “how-to” design OER and do OEP (Chapter 2). 

These approaches were based on practices that were mainly on the fringes of 

design practice (see Chapter 3) and partnerships with TSOs to engage learners 

from diverse backgrounds (Chapter 2). Some were practical, setting out the steps 

involved in design, others theoretical. For example, the focus on scale within 

OER/OEP and the technical reading of “open” as “online” has obscured lessons 

from open and distance learning (ODL) about open which aim to disrupt existing 

social and structural relations (Macintyre, 2016a). Alternatively, applying Marx’s 

theory of surplus-value to understand the tacit assumptions within design practice 

may act as a “hidden tariff” (Macintyre, 2016b). 

1.1.2 Practice and Experience  

These papers arose out of an academic-related role as a designer and education 

researcher. In a thesis, tracing a path between theory and practice is challenging. 

First, there is the structural challenge of writing up a continuous and iterative 

process “as if” it is linear. Here, “as if” signals the recognition that there are different 

“styles” of inquiry and knowing, and that a thesis involves making decisions about 

styles and boundaries (Ison, 2013). Even practice research has a familiar path of 

defining issues, structuring inquiries, proposing and evaluating solutions and an 

acknowledgement that this structure does not represent what happened (Torrance, 

2017). The thesis recognises the artifice that writing up “as if” practice-based 

research fits neatly within the hypothetic-deductive mode of inquiry, but follows that 

traditional structure as much as possible. 

Then there is the challenge of what to include and what to omit. For example, 

concerning prior knowledge, you can set out the following dilemma. A practice-

 
3 WHO, ‘The Social Determinants of Health’ 
(https://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/98438/e81384.pdf). See also the 
report by Walsh et al. (2016) on the history and politics of excess mortality in Scotland 
(https://www.gcph.co.uk/assets/0000/5586/History_politics_and_vulnerability.pdf). 
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based thesis involves the researcher/practitioner working directly with an 

organisation; this thesis works with IOs to design free online educational materials. 

Access to work with an organisation is negotiated in relation to the value that you 

offer the organisation (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Jackson, 2012). How should the 

thesis address this issue? Should the narrative act “as if” this is an account of a 

novice, the researcher, a tabula rasa, entering “the field”, terra nullius, to acquire 

and develop their skills as a researcher and become an expert in the area? 

Even if the expertise is acknowledged, various influences provide the practitioner 

with expert status. This expertise is put into practice through a variety of activities 

which would not fit into a thesis. Within them the inquiry is inauthentic, which 

undermines the research, as the account’s authenticity is part of how a practice 

researcher determines the study’s validity (Whitehead and McNiff, 2017). How does 

a thesis account for this? In this thesis, Chapter 2 discusses the expert status.  

However, it is unclear what those critical incidences are, or how to set them out. The 

lack of clarity over what to include relates to the sense that a work (like this thesis) 

– the work (the thing made) and the work (the process), and all the individual acts 

of labour that go into it – are different things. Just as a researcher does not provide 

a detailed ethnographic account of the hours of transcription or the administration 

of travel budgets, a designer does not account for all the labour that creates a work 

(Aureli, 2018), even though the work is a sum of all those activities. Likewise, where 

the work involves a practitioner making judgements, these will be based on a 

theoretical and experiential hinterland that shapes those judgements – some of 

which are germane, some not. A third challenge adds further complexity, as some 

of the theoretical and experiential hinterlands can be easily articulated, while other 

areas are tacit, and therefore harder to explain (Gherardi, 2019). 

In this chapter and throughout the thesis I am inside practice and inside the OU. The 

reader will sense an OUness about me, borne of a long-term relationship with the 

organisation (see Figure 1-1). However, the relations between insider and outsider 

are not clear. For example, in a review of insider status by Merriman et al. (2001), 

each author shares their experience. Johnson-Bailey, a black woman who was a 

mature learner and is now an academic interviewed people with similar experiences. 

From outside, it seems like inside work, and she shared similar views and 

experiences to participants, but inside the interviews her outsider status as an 

academic became clear. Meanwhile, for Kee (Korean) and Lee (Taiwanese) 
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interviewing people from “back home” who – like them – lived in America, brought a 

sense of togetherness even if they came from very different backgrounds. 

Positionality is not fixed. 

As Rose (1997) points out, the real challenge is to understand the difference our 

positionality makes as, if we tried, we would have to act as if we could make an 

objective judgement. She suggests we cannot know the difference – the only 

solution is to write from inside and explore the contradictions of being between the 

worlds, at once doing and writing. While it is no longer acceptable to write wholly 

from outside, she suggests it is not possible to write wholly from inside either. As 

Rose notes, the idea is to write through those contradictions, to be between. More 

recent work on insider practice has emphasised the intra-subjectivities and 

encouraged accounts to focus on the flow and intra-actions (Shotter 2006; 2010) 

and emphasised the role of auto-ethnographies as being able to create a bridge 

between the inside and outside practice (Tienari, 2019). How to write from within 

practice is explored in detail in Chapter 4. 

If ethnographic accounts are a useful way to address writing from inside, how to 

deal with the experiences that formed the questions, and provide privileged access 

and insights, is less clear. The thesis focuses on the design of free, open online 

Figure 1-1 My OU and OpenLearn Journey 
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learning materials (OER) in partnership between HE providers (primarily the OU4), 

the third sector and NDPBs. Therefore, some elements are clear; for example, the 

thesis ought to account for OER/OEP (Chapter 2) along with design and publicness 

(Chapter 3), and it needs to account for those experiences – Chapter 5, which draws 

on an experiential hinterland. However, for the thesis to be more than merely an 

account of problem-solving in practice, research into how practitioners come to do 

a PhD has found that people arrive at a PhD having addressed simple causal 

relations within their practice. 

1.1.3 When a PhD is the Answer  

Chapter 2 sets out how I arrived at a point where a PhD was part of the solution. It 

is an uncertain solution as a doctorate is not only your research training – a journey 

from novice to expert; a passport to academia or industry research – it is also part 

of a broader debate about skills, productivity and employability (Durette, Fournier 

and Lafon, 2016). These different readings suggest that doctorates’ purpose is 

contested, so what is a design practitioner like me to make of it? I am already an 

expert in design practice, but a doctoral novice. One suggestion is that the purpose 

of a practitioner’s doctoral thesis is to “make the familiar strange” (Fillery-Travis and 

Robinson, 2018). For me, it was an opportunity to take the time to address the 

strangeness within practice. 

The strangeness and the recourse to critical theory from publicness and design 

arose from the difference between the socio-economic profile of those using free 

online learning resources and the promise implied by the term “open”. Open implies 

everyone, yet free online resources are used mainly by those that have already 

benefited from education. The open in OEP is like a free bus – just being free does 

not change the social and structural relations that mean it is a bus only the ablest in 

society can catch. As I have noted elsewhere, the gap creates a dissonance 

(Cannell and Macintyre, 2017), and this thesis grew out of work aimed at addressing 

this dissonance. 

The resonance between the challenge of openness and the dilemma’s faced by any 

designer of something public led to a deeper examination of design and publicness. 

 
4 The OU was the world’s first ODL provider, taking open access policy and a commitment 
to equity and joining it with emerging communication technology to offer learning to those 
who would otherwise be distanced from education. More details about the OU are 
provided in Chapter 4, along with how my socio-economic background meant I was well 
placed to develop these partnerships.  
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The strangeness arose from realising that the application of critical theory from 

publicness and design surfaced issues about organisations – strategic issues that 

were difficult to place within learning design practice. To make sense of the 

strangeness there was a need to look more deeply into the application of critical 

theory through design – something only doctoral research would allow. It means that 

OEP, in the thesis, is the context in which the work takes place. The insights from 

that context can be applied to a range of contexts where people and organisations 

design and develop freely available content.  

The thesis is the story of applying critical theories of publicness and design through 

practice to make sense of how learning design questions become strategic ones. It 

focuses on process and looks inside the use of critical theory from publicness and 

design to examine design practice in learning partnerships. While the context is 

OER/OEP, the thesis aims to talk about what happens in the flow of design practice, 

without teasing apart the elements and removing them from their context and 

meaning. Therefore, while OER/OEP is detailed, it is not the focus. It is part of a 

shift in the study of practice that moves away from asking what is going on inside of 

these people or those organisations to ask “what people go on inside of” (Shotter, 

2006 p. 272). 

1.2 The Main Contribution and Audience 

The thesis sits at the interface between theory and practice. The pathway reflects 

my journey as an academic researcher and practitioner moving between posts in 

HE and consultancy work in the public, third and private sectors, and the nature of 

the work. Posner (2009) used the term “pracademic” to describe those in public 

administration who move between practice and academia. My work focuses on 

designing learning materials and working with academics and practitioners to create 

online courses. The thesis’s contribution relates to three overlapping concerns, 

detailed below along with the audience for those insights. 

1.2.1 Publicness 

The first area relates to applying critical theoretical perspectives on publicness and 

participatory design (PD). The thesis looks at partnerships in relation to critical 

theories of publicness. Drawing on work from public administration (Moulton, 2009; 

Bozeman and Johnson, 2015a; Hartley et al., 2016), critical theory (Hauser, 2007; 

Fraser, 2010; Laclau and Mouffe, 2014; Negt and Kluge, 2016) and design (Disalvo, 
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2012; Malpass, 2017), Chapter 3 sets out these theories of publicness. From public 

administration, the thesis develops a view of organisational publicness as a series 

of dimensions: 

• direct, linked to democratic accountability or through deliberative decision 

making; 

• indirect, through financial and legal frameworks targets and oversight; and 

• associative, through shared values or norms. 

Organisations might operate to legislative and economic dimensions of publicness, 

or even be formed to respond to them. For example, changes to procurement and 

waste regulations led to the development of private and third-sector waste and 

recycling services. Governments enacted these as a response to democratic 

accountability. For TSOs which may have arisen from interest groups, publicness 

has an associative element, and they may have lobbied politicians and influenced 

electoral promises. These influences are discussed in more detail in Chapter 3. Here 

the important thing is to highlight that when an organisation makes an OER, it turns 

organisational publicness (who it is for and what it is for) to face out into the world 

through the learning materials. 

Of particular relevance to those working in design is the argument that learning 

materials create the learners, effectively bringing them into being, and they are 

developed for “a public”, not “the public”. If the materials are not clear who they are 

for, they will not reach the intended audience. If the organisation is unclear about its 

publicness, this flows through the materials. They are not clear and do not address 

the needs of learners or the organisation. Designing learning materials requires an 

organisation or partnership to (re)connect with publicness, with HE providers 

engaging with TSOs to engage different publics and connect to learners. 

Therefore, asking questions about learning materials in an organisation gets to the 

heart of that organisation. The thesis uses examples from OER (in chapters 5 and 

6) to determine how publicness and participation might be usefully employed to 

examine partnership work at a theoretical level, by applying critical perspectives on 

publics and design to partnership work in practice. The thesis also suggests that 

partnerships and participation blur the boundaries around an organisation, providing 

a valuable focus for examining theories of publicness and their application in 

practice. 
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It is also relevant to those in public administration interested in a multi-agency 

partnership and the emergence of design within those areas. It extends discussions 

on publicness and design into partnerships and suggests a way to research those 

relationships. It is also likely to interest academics and practitioners involved in 

education outreach work. 

1.2.2 Design 

The second area relates to design; the thesis argues that design should be seen as 

a form of practice inquiry. The thesis proposes the following typology: 

• inquiry in design, which is the research that designers do into their practice 

as part of their practice and the research into design practice conducted by 

others; 

• inquiry for design, the research the designer does as part of their everyday 

role making things or researching within the design process; and 

• inquiry through design, which arises from combining the two types of inquiry, 

noted above. It emerges from inquiring into designerly questions. 

It is worth setting these out in more detail, as they represent one of the main 

contributions of the thesis and are likely to be relevant to learning designers and 

those interested in design and public management. Inquiry in design is research into 

what designers do; it can be divided into two main categories. The first is where 

different disciplines apply their particular disciplinary logic to examining what 

designers do, including design researchers. For example, the interests of public 

administration researchers in the application of design methods to public services is 

an inquiry in design (e.g. Voorberg, 2017). Likewise, design researchers like Dorst 

and Cross (2001) explore design logics, and “designerly ways of knowing” are also 

inquiries in design. Both these areas are addressed in Chapter 3. The second main 

category of inquiries in design is where designers investigate their practice. Typically 

this is through action research-based approaches where the designer explicates the 

design process for other design practitioners (Sanders and Stappers, 2014). It can 

also be auto-ethnographic, with more reflexive accounts of design surfacing the 

personal nature of design work. The thesis addresses this in more detail in Chapter 

4. 

Inquiry for design is the pattern of inquiries that a designer undertakes as part of the 

making process. Here, research might be into materials or processes to make 
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something, and how people use it. For example, to make an appropriate decision 

on designing a replacement body part like a hip, the designer needs to research a 

range of different areas, including the range of movements required, the process 

used to install it in the body, the materials that might be used to make it, and the 

cost of making different options. They would also need to look at who would use it: 

surgeons and their patients. How well does the design fit with existing surgical 

practice? Does the age of the patient alter decisions about the longevity of 

materials? 

Similarly, for learning designers, educational action research about how to make 

courses (e.g. how to integrate technology in learning see Caird and Lane, 2015) and 

how people learn (e.g. how learning differs between disciplines [Neumann, 2001; 

Neumann, Parry and Becher, 2002]), or about the affordances of different pedagogic 

or technical approaches are inquiry for design. Some of the inquiry for design is 

presented in the various meta-theories reviewed in Chapter 2 (open education, or 

OE), Chapter 3 (design and publicness). How inquiry for design was conducted in 

this work is outlined in Chapter 4, and the empirical component is detailed in 

chapters 5 and 6. 

Inquiry through design arises from combining these two approaches, where 

designing and making direct the inquiries into areas that would otherwise not be 

surfaced. Inquiries through design might arise through the assembly of social and 

material relations within the design and making something, which leads to 

individuals or organisations addressing questions that would not otherwise be 

considered. As well as unique assemblages, design also asks people to think about 

things differently. For example, design involves making something, and making you 

need to imagine it being used. Speculations about future sets of social and structural 

relations created by the product or service inform present actions. Inquiries do not 

typically involve these kinds of normative speculations about what ought to happen. 

However, design inquiries require this to happen to decide how to act in the present. 

Chapter 3 sets this out in more detail, with Chapter 4 exploring what this means in 

relation to methods. Chapters 5 and 6 present the empirical material related to this 

typology. 

With the emerging interest in design as a strategy tool within organisations 

(Björklund et al. 2020), the typology is likely to interest those looking at design from 

different disciplinary perspectives. For example, it is a way for researchers 
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interested in how design is being applied to the development of goods and services 

in public administration. At present, most public sector and organisational research 

is in design, often with a focus on what designers are doing for design. The thesis 

provides a framework for understanding the different types of inquiries (and the 

different logics) employed during the design process. It will also be beneficial to 

learning designers as a way to understand and structure their inquiries and the 

pattern of shared activities that take place within a design team. 

1.2.3 Partnership 

Partnerships between HE providers and TSOs tend towards relationships where the 

HE provider controls the content. The third sector provides access to and supports 

learners in these partnerships (Cannell and Macintyre, 2017). The partnerships in 

this work involve a different kind of relationship between the partners. In this work, 

the intermediary organisational partner creates the learning material. A central 

assumption in the thesis is that openness within the partnerships allows HE 

providers to develop new ways of working with content in partnerships. Based on 

this examination of OEP partnerships, the thesis proposes an education 

partnerships typology that will be useful to education and outreach practitioners to 

develop similar approaches to partnership work (section 2.2). 

Research on learning partnerships tends to focus on the outcomes of such 

partnerships; here, the focus is on partnership as a process. Partnership as a 

process are set out in the first empirical chapters, Chapter 5. The chapter is a hybrid, 

part-empirical work, and a review of partnership theories. This hybridity is deliberate, 

as the empirical chapters follow a practitioner-inquirer model where theory and 

practice dance (Ramsey, 2011) to highlight the sense-making role of theory within 

practice. 

The thesis notes that, when partners move together, the partners make and remake 

norms and boundaries. Many of the models are about how to structure partnership 

formation and the factors and enable and constrain them. For example, developing 

collaborative ways of working, shared values, or a shared understanding of the 

problem. The thesis follows Shotter’s (2006; 2010) call for practice research to shift 

from asking what is going on inside to what is my practice going on inside of. The 

thesis looks from inside the process. It finds that partnerships create norms and the 

thesis explores how partnerships can develop their own identity and boundaries. 
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Using critical theories of publicness, it argues that the impetus for HE providers in 

partnership is that it allows them to access “a public” they would not otherwise be 

able to access. In effect, the partnership has a distinct publicness from the parent 

organisation.  

The thesis looks in detail at how that publicness is realised. It then examines the 

impact of PD work, where the learning partnership blurs its boundaries as it reaches 

out to engage “a public”. The thesis explores the reason for blurring those 

boundaries and the effect of engaging “a public” on the partnership’s publicness and 

parent organisations in Chapter 6. The empirical observations will chime with 

practitioners’ experiences of being inside partnership, and argue that publicness 

provides a theoretical basis for practitioners and researchers to explore 

partnerships. 

1.3 Structure of the Work 

This chapter now turns to structure, setting out how each subsequent chapter 

refines and develops insights into the overall research question. The thesis is 

divided into seven chapters; this section summarises each. 

Chapter 2, Practice and Context: Approaching Open Educational Practices, 

orientates the reader by setting out my position as a practitioner and how the 

concerns that shape the thesis arose through engaging with challenges in OER and 

OEP. After exploring the development of my personal theory of practice, the chapter 

sets out critical themes within OER and OEP, which frame the thesis. It argues that 

OER has tended towards a rights-based agenda and technical questions at the 

expense of pedagogic questions about openness. It sets out these pedagogic 

challenges and suggests that openness should be seen in relation to a series of 

freedoms. The chapter sets out a conceptual shift from the binary “open is good, 

closed is bad” to a dimensional approach to openness. Along with the shift from 

binary positions and outcomes, the chapter signals a focus on the process. In doing 

so, the chapter sets out two linked propositions: 

• Partnership work can be applied to issues in OEP and is an appropriate site 

to explore the design and development of OER. 

• The importance of participatory techniques and approaches and Soft 

Systems Methodologies (SSM) is a helpful way of working within learning 

design partnerships. 
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The chapter notes that there is something going on within learning spaces that 

arises from asking designerly questions to create OER. It argues that, as openness 

is not an end in itself, but a means to an end, the emergence of strategic questions 

does not relate to the openness of the learning materials. 

Chapter 3, Literature Review: Design and its Publics, starts with the premise that 

questions about openness are analogous to questions about publicness. To explore 

these connections, it reviews the literature on publicness, starting with discourses 

in public administration. It suggests that the publicness of organisations is 

dimensional. It then examines critical theorists’ accounts of publicness, arguing that 

accounts of publicness ought to recognise the plurality of publicness and examine 

the way publics are brought into being. 

It then looks at design practice, starting with the interest of business and 

management. It moves on to examine “how designers know” and then looks at what 

learning designers might discern from looking at approaches within PD, SD and CD. 

It argues for a deeper engagement by researchers into the kinds of reasoning 

employed by designers and a need for learning designers to engage with the tools 

and techniques employed by participatory, speculative and critical designers. 

It argues that design-based approach encourages the folding of “a public” into the 

design process so that the materials engage “a public”, with the desired outcome of 

the design process that the learning materials bring “a public” into being. Having set 

out the assumptions, it then returns to the question posed at the start of the thesis: 

why do design questions, like “Who is this course for?” turn into strategic questions 

about the organisation? 

As asking who a public-facing course is for is akin to asking an organisation who its 

public is, who is it for? It suggests a need to shift from why to how design questions 

about who the course is for lead to strategic questions like who the organisation is 

for. Specifically, what are the mechanisms for this process? How is “a public” 

brought into being within the design process? These questions form the empirical 

focus in chapters 5 and 6. 

Chapter 4, Methods: Design as Inquiry, is the methods chapter. It sets out the 

design as inquiry typology of inquiry in, for and through design, and elaborates what 

this means in practice: 
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• Inquiry in design aligns with auto-ethnography, where people provide rich and 

detailed accounts of their lived experience – in this case of being a design 

practitioner. The chapter then looks at inquiry for design. 

• Inquiry for design is the structured inquiry that part of design practice. This 

thesis ranges from research into the pedagogy of practice, participatory 

approaches to inclusion within design, and practical concerns around hosting 

online learning materials and learning analytics as part of the iterative design 

of learning materials. 

• The chapter suggests that the combination of inquiry in design and inquiry 

for design leads to inquiry through design. Design-led inquiries lead to 

surfacing issues that would otherwise be hidden. 

The typology structures the empirical work in the thesis and is also likely to be of 

interest to researchers exploring design in organisations. 

Chapter 5, The Hinterland, is part-empirical account of learning partnerships, part 

a review of existing literature on partnerships. The chapter suggests an educational 

partnership typology and focuses on the partnership as a process. It suggests that 

reading the pattern of activities surfaces the discursive nature of publicness within 

the partnership. It addresses what happens in these learning partnerships in two 

ways: first, a movement of organisations towards each other, where they create 

norms and boundaries. Then the partnership blurs its newly made boundaries to 

open up the design process, which is the focus of Chapter 6. The chapter highlights 

how establishing these norms makes it difficult to fold practices developed within 

the partnership back into their parent organisations. It argues that the partnership is 

not the source of strategic questions, it is an expression of strategic uncertainty, and 

an attempt to resolve them through working with others.  

Chapter 6, Volunteer Scotland, builds on Chapter 5 and explores the questions 

around publicness and participation raised in Chapter 3 and framed in Chapter 5. It 

focuses on one partnership and sets out the different steps involved in a design 

cycle of an OER. The partnership is between the Open University (OU) Business 

School Centre for Voluntary Sector Leadership and the national volunteer agency 

in Scotland Volunteer Scotland (VS). The chapter sets it out in relation to three main 

areas of activity. First, following the model introduced in Chapter 5, it looks at how 

the partners move towards each other to establish a shared understanding of the 

purpose of the partnership. The second part focuses on the design process, the 
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involvement of learners within it, and attempts to fold “a public” into the design 

process. The third activity area is producing the learning materials, which looks out 

to the learner and the partnership. 

The chapter focuses on the way publics are formed and reformed through the design 

process and provides a detailed examination of the micropractices involved in 

folding a public into the design process. It shows how inquiry for design – informed 

by inquiry in design – leads to inquiry through design. In this example, the questions 

posed and patterns of inquiry required to design a course on volunteering lead to 

broader questions about volunteering and strategic questions about the 

organisation’s values, its connection to volunteers, the purpose of learning 

materials, and the organisations capacity to deliver learning. Questions about “how 

to” design learning materials are ultimately questions about the organisation. The 

chapter argues that designerly questions within learning design surface existing 

strategic questions.  

Chapter 7, Discussion and Conclusion, begins with a series of dilemmas to 

explore the practical and theoretical implications of the research. It positions these 

dilemmas as issues for practitioners and academics in learning design and public 

administration. Starting with dilemmas around partnership work, it moves to the 

issues surfaced as organisations blur boundaries and individuals shift their positions 

to reach new learners. The chapter then looks at dilemmas associated with 

organisational publicness and the strategic questions they raise. It then looks at how 

these overlapping dilemmas coalesce into a practice model and its collapse into a 

set of tools for those engaged in learning design in theory and practice.  

Finally, the thesis draws the different elements together. It suggests critical theories 

of publicness and design as a lens within the design inquiry typology to frame the 

use of design in organisations. It will help practitioners realise the potential for 

partnerships within OE and be of interest in contexts in which is design is employed 

more broadly. It provides an overview of the potential for further work on design 

practice and identity. The growing interest in design as a strategic function relates 

to uncertainty. The thesis suggests that the view from inside the learning design 

process will provide valuable insights to those examining design practice in 

organisations. 
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1.4 Summary 

The chapter started with an overview of OER/OEP and highlighted my role as an 

experienced learning designer. It then introduced three main themes (and related 

bodies of literature) within the thesis, these are: 

• partnership work, positioning the thesis with educational partnerships 

between HE and third-sector partners and as a study of the partnership 

process rather than partnership outcomes; 

• publicness, where extending publicness is read as shaping partnership work 

with critical theories of publicness vital to following learning design 

partnerships as a process and how learning brings “a public into being”; and 

• design practice, informed by critical approaches and PD and aspects of 

speculative design (SD) to surface issues within practice. 

It set out the structure of the thesis and, in doing so, highlighted a shifting focus 

within the work: from a research question that acknowledged something strange 

was happening in these learning partnerships to a deeper engagement with those 

themes and refinement of these questions into questions about publicness set out 

at the end of Chapter 3.  

The link between theoretical propositions raised in Chapter 3, design questions that 

arise in practice and are set out in Chapter 2 and the research questions that are 

the focus of the thesis are set out in Figure 1-2 to demonstrate the relationship 

between theory and practice, setting out the journey from simple questions about 

what is going on inside these partnerships to asking what those partnerships going 

on inside of, and the focus of the thesis on how asking designerly questions leads 

to the emergence of strategic questions. Aside from setting them out here and in 

Chapter 2, this thesis does not concern itself with the questions that arose from 

experience (grey in Figure 1-2); it takes the opportunity provided by a PhD to write 

from inside, to explicate how design questions surface strategic issues. Figure 1-2 

sets out how a series of propositions, detailed in Chapter 3, relate to a series of 

design questions and issues that emerge from practice – initially surfaced in Chapter 

2 – are woven together. The areas highlighted in the bottom right are the issues 

whose resolutions are not clear, and it is those how questions that shape the thesis. 
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The next chapter sets out how the thesis arose. First, setting out my engagement 

with OEP, then explore practice itself and – finally – reviewing the literature around 

OER and OEP to frame the issues addressed by the thesis. 
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Figure 1-2 From Practice-Based Questions to Research Questions 
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Chapter 2: Context: Approaching Open Educational 

Practice 

2.1 Introduction 

The chapter is divided into three main sections. First, the labour that went into this 

work – the work done in practice to resolve issues – includes work a researcher new 

to the area might do, but that a practitioner considers part of a practicum, reflecting 

the training ground where issues that can be addressed through practice are 

addressed (Schön, 1983, 1987). The first section is about getting those simple 

problems “out of the way” at the start. Second, a review of learning and design in 

practice-based disciplines. Third, the chapter reviews literature in OER/OEP. It sets 

out a narrative where interest in free open online learning materials moves from 

thinking about the qualities of the resources and technical aspects of openness 

(licenses and data standards) to a focus on practice and broader narratives of 

openness. It positions the thesis with the shift to practice and broader narratives of 

openness. Arguing that openness is a means, not an end, and that the emergence 

of strategic questions does not relate to openness itself, the chapter signals a shift 

away from openness towards publicness as a main theme of the work. 

2.2 Partnership and Widening Participation 

The notion that partnerships are an important way to address the underlying social 

and structural inequalities that act as barriers to education arose early in my OEP. 

It was implicit in the way “we do things around here” – here being the Open 

University in Scotland (OUiS)5 where I first worked part time and then full time, from 

2010 to 2018 managing various programmes and the things we do related to the 

development and evaluation of partnerships. For example, in a partnership between 

TUs and engineering employers (e.g. Macintyre and Heil, 2013), the unspoken 

assumption is that partnerships are an effective way to create opportunities for those 

distanced from learning. The assumption arose in, for and through practice, the 

practices of a group of people who had worked for the OU since the early 1970s 

informed by educational action research in WP where partnerships are the site of 

 
5 The UK is made up of four nations, and HE is funded separately in each one. The OUiS 
is an independent legal entity funded directly by the Scottish government. The OU is the 
only HE provider in the UK that operates across all four nations. Before my work with 
OUiS, I worked with the OU as a consultant and tutor on educational research methods 
courses from 2005, and now teach in the OU Business School. 
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activity and used to provide opportunities to engage in learning (e.g. Fuller, Johnston 

and Heath, 2011). 

The way people understand this as something “that works” is illustrated in the 

following example. At a multi-agency digital inclusion group meeting on which I 

represented the OUiS, a Further Education (FE) practitioner was asked why he 

thought partnership work was the right approach to a particular issue. He said 

something like, “We cannot reach everyone, but everyone is reached by someone, 

or reaches out to someone, what we need to do is reach out to those organisations.” 

This is paraphrased; the words smoothed out through years of repetition. The causal 

links cut through the room; the politicians and agency representatives recognised 

something in it. It is a ready anecdote to be used when asked to discuss the 

importance of partnerships in my practice. Whether or not it happened is less 

important than the connection it makes and its use – a personal story to highlight an 

implicit assumption within WP. I share it here to demonstrate two points. 

First, that partnerships work is built into the foundations of this thesis; the thesis 

does not rerun questions of the effectiveness of partnership in WP. As noted earlier, 

work in education tends to evaluate whether partnership is a “what works” solution 

to engaging those distanced from education (Wiggan, 2012). When looking at how 

to design free online materials that engage those distanced from learning, you take 

the way problems have been framed in other contexts and apply them to the new 

context to see if they fit (Holcomb et al., 2009). 

The second reason for sharing the anecdote is methodological, and to highlight 

something about design. Design involves working with people, sometimes following, 

sometimes leading, supporting, challenging; and, within this, you develop a 

repertoire of anecdotes and stories to make direct and indirect points. Like many 

practice contexts, stories are essential for establishing a shared understanding and 

facilitating group sense-making (McKeon, 1953). In design practice, they can 

illustrate a point, encourage others to share “what works”, argue for one approach 

over another, shift the focus of a discussion, and can be used to probe issues 

(Sanders and Stappers, 2014). Here the story illustrates that these partnerships do 

not arrive by accident, in my OEP or in this thesis. 

Partnerships between HE providers and TSOs tend towards relationships where the 

HE provider controls the content. The third sector provides access to and supports 

learners in these partnerships (Cannell, Page and Macintyre, 2016; Cannell and 
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Macintyre, 2017). The partnerships in this work involve a different kind of 

relationship between the partners. In this work, the intermediary organisational 

partner creates the learning material. A central assumption in the thesis is that 

openness within the partnerships allows HE providers to develop new ways of 

working with content in partnerships. Based on this examination of OEP 

partnerships, the thesis proposes an education partnerships typology that will be 

useful to education and outreach practitioners developing similar approaches to 

partnership work. As well as providing a basis for further work by educational 

researchers, the typology sets out three main types of research partnerships: 

• The private, public or third sector funds research activity in HE, with HE 

providers coming under increasing commercial pressure to pursue new 

sources of finance as a way to diversify income (David J. Weerts and Lorilee 

R. Sandmann, 2008; Sandmann and Weerts, 2008). 

• The HE provider has some developed expertise that is applied to “real-world” 

problems; many traditional “knowledge exchange” activities are based on the 

idea that academic expertise might be usefully applied to issues in 

organisations or society (Wynne, 2014). 

• The partners/partnerships are the research sites common in Soft Applied 

disciplines like education, health and social care, and business and 

management. The academic partners offer their time and expertise in these 

partnerships, and the partner offers access to their organisation. The partners 

work together to surface and address issues. Much of what falls under the 

banner of “action research” falls into this category (Whitehead and McNiff, 

2017). 

The final two overlap considerably, particularly in this thesis, where the focus is on 

helping IOs develop free online learning materials. The context is learning 

partnerships with IOs developing practice-based learning materials. The thesis 

suggests there are three main types of learning partnership. These are: 

• a range of work-based learning partnerships, from placements or sandwich 

programmes where learners spend some time in the workplace, to 

apprenticeship models where the learner spend time in the education 

provider (Felstead et al., 2009); 
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• models where the issues in the partner define the curriculum (for example, 

the Middlesex Model6). In these partnerships, the degree to which the content 

of the curriculum and the outcomes for the learner are shared varies, from 

arm’s-length work experience (where the links are not clear) to negotiated 

models where the partner (often funding the student’s place) is involved in 

the design of the programme; and 

• WP partnerships where the learning provider works with an organisation that 

can reach learners they could not otherwise reach are IOs acting as 

advocates for, or providing services to promote, inclusion (Fuller, Heath and 

Johnston, 2011). Typically, the learning provider holds the content and the 

partner holds the contextual knowledge. 

The focus of the thesis is the final of these – work with IOs to develop learning 

opportunities. Research in learning partnerships tends to focus on the outcomes of 

those partnerships. Here the focus is not on the partnership or the outcomes, but 

the process. 

2.2.1 Open Education Practice and Design 

So far, the narrative has alluded to the influence of scholarship in WP, OE and 

educational action research with partnership as an implicit theme. Turning now to 

explore what it means to develop a curriculum in partnership means teasing out 

those influences. These partnerships make OER. My route into designing OER 

started in 2011 when I was chosen as a short-term fellow (nicknamed “Shorties”) in 

the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) Support Centre for 

Open Resources in Education (SCORE). My fellowship application was related to 

an issue in OUiS, working within a Community Energy Scotland (CES) partnership. 

The OU-accredited provision is based on investing in high-quality multimedia 

content. The high costs of this production model are offset by selling a standardised 

product at scale7. There might be a degree of contextualisation if different legal or 

professional standards exist, but it is a standard product in the main. 

 
6 Professional practice and work-based learning at the University of Middlesex 
(https://www.mdx.ac.uk/courses/professional-practice-and-work-based-learning). 

7 Part-time learners pay a fee in the UK, even in jurisdictions like Scotland, whereas full-
time HE is free. A similar pattern was in place when HE was free in England.  
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When CES approached the OU to turn their face-to-face programme on energy 

efficiency in community buildings into an online one to gain reach and support 

communities across Scotland, I thought OER might be a solution. I had written some 

early OER when the OU launched the UK’s first OER platform, OpenLearn, in 2008. 

Shortly afterwards, the OU launched LabSpace as a place for anyone to create 

OER. LabSpace (which became OpenLearnWorks, then OpenLearnCreate8) 

seemed to solve how OUiS might create Scottish content without going through the 

OU production model. The OU operates at scale: individual courses are produced 

by subject matter experts working with multimedia teams. The upfront costs are 

high, but these are recouped over time through the thousands of learners who take 

the courses (see Figure 2-1). 

 
8 OpenLearnCreate is a platform the OU provides to host free learning offered in 
partnership with other providers or for other providers to use to share their content 
(https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/). 

Figure 2-1 The OU and OpenLearn Production Model 
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The Scottish Government supported the partnership with CES, and through 2011 

and 2012 I worked directly with CES to design and develop the course. It was clear 

from the start that my ideas about partnership were an outlier of the SCORE Shorties 

(58) and the fellows (14). Aside from my work, which was outside the academy, all 

the reported projects focused on encouraging academics to create OER or 

institutional changes in policy within HE to support openly licenced content (McGill 

et al., 2013). 

The approach was based on the OU’s production model and earlier work on 

developing some of the OU’s early online-only courses. However, two other 

influences were significant, providing important “sensitising concepts” (Nicolini, 

2009) which shaped the work. The first relates to work as user experience (UX) 

designer OU on a software “start-up” called Social Learn (later, some features 

became part of the OU part-owned Massive Open Online Course [MOOC] platform 

FutureLearn)9. UX designers apply a range of approaches from social psychology, 

technology research, anthropology, sociology and engineering to direct inquiries to 

develop products or services around the needs of people (Norman, 2016). With 

CES, I folded in some aspects of digital anthropology and UX into the OU model. 

The second influence was community development. Having worked as a community 

development consultant in the West Highlands, I was sensitive about the term 

“user”. User is a passive term, whereas participatory community approaches 

recognise that, without a sense of ownership, it is difficult to embed changes to 

practice (Árnason, Nightingale and Vergunst, 2016). 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) became part of my response to working in 

partnership and the challenge of presenting the content to learners within 

communities (Macintyre, 2013). PAR comes in different forms, but the central 

tenants treat people as experts in their own lives and work with them to identify 

issues and develop solutions (Kemmis, 2006). For the communities supported by 

CES, learning was for doing. They wanted to learn about the energy performance 

of their building and to improve the performance of their building. The materials 

needed to support the learners in a range of contexts, and as a team, we needed to 

 
9 Martin Weller was the original director of SocialLearn and recently (12 October 2020) 
blogged about the programme (http://blog.edtechie.net/sociallearn/25-years-of-ou-2008-
sociallearn/). 
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make sure we thought through how the content and structured inquiries we set out 

would work across those contexts. 

Borrowing the idea of “personas” from UX development (Beyer and Holtzblatt, 

2013), and using approaches from SSM (e.g. Rich Pictures, see Checkland, 1981; 

Checkland and Scholes, 1990), I worked with communities and CES community 

support workers, we came up with “rich descriptions” of a series of imagined 

communities. When thinking through the learning journey, these communities 

became a guide we could refer to when asking what this meant. While it was initially 

a way of ensuring our design reflected the concerns of communities, eventually, it 

became folded into the resource itself, with the imagined communities used to guide 

learners through the inquiries. 

Having presented the work at the second UK-wide conference on OER, I wrote the 

work up in a special issue of the Journal of Interactive Media Education (JIME, see 

Macintyre 2013). In the article, I admitted the course itself was mainly used by 

practitioners, despite the focus on communities. A design team, led by community 

energy practitioners and producing a course for communities, had created a course 

used mainly by other community energy practitioners10. In the paper referring to this 

problem, I suggested this was because “we each make openness in our own image” 

(Macintyre, 2013). It was an intuitive observation that sounded right. However, it 

lacked any explanation, like why it sounds right and what mechanisms might sit 

behind this observation. It was a problem that arose in my practice that I could not 

resolve. The issue is revisited below, and the theoretical basis for the problem is set 

out in Chapter 3 in relation to publicness and explored in more detail in the empirical 

chapters. 

2.2.2 Emerging Design Practices11 

The tools and techniques emerged from entangled influences and a particular 

context, and like many practice experiences, they are difficult to unpick from the time 

 
10 The course was aimed at communities in Scotland; however, it gained a degree of 
traction in Sub-Saharan Africa, where CES was developing renewable energy schemes.  

11 The research in this section draws on formative work I published in peer-reviewed 
sources prior to my PhD. All appropriate ethical permissions were sought. For example, in 
the work with Scottish Schools, along with ethical approval from the education authority, 
informed consent was obtained at the level of the school, the teacher, the pupils (all over 
16 and legally adults in Scotland) and their parents or guardians. 
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and place they developed (Shotter, 2006). However, these ill-fitting solutions 

provided a vital stepping-stone in my design practice, where openness involved: 

• working with organisations outside the academy who wanted to use OER to 

enable a change in social and structural relations; and 

• the use of PAR and SSM to develop learning materials with practitioners and 

learners. 

These were ways of working out a set of heuristic frames that guided what to do but 

did not adequately explain what was going on in these partnerships. The issue with 

CES was an issue of the “wrong learners” using the course. It seemed a case of not 

enough participation, an instinct that arose out of work with communities and the 

use of PAR-based approaches in my consultancy work. However, while this practice 

area shaped my understanding, I was less clear about framing the solution. I 

recalled analogous discourses in the PD that emerged from the Scandinavian TU 

movement in the 1970s (Gregory, 2003). Between 2014 and 2017, I engaged in a 

series of what Sanders and Stapper (2008; 2014) call “design probes” to explore 

participatory approaches to designing learning materials. 

The first was with a third-sector group supporting people in fuel poverty; this involved 

working with social housing tenants experiencing fuel poverty to create a range of 

learning materials about fuel poverty for those in fuel poverty (Macintyre, 2014). The 

process took over a year; it was slow and time-consuming, building trust, confidence 

and capacity, and in the end the materials did not seem too different to what we 

might have developed on our own. However, the language was subtly different. The 

form factor (leaflets that could be easily printed on a home printer) differed. The 

sense of ownership of the materials among the design team meant they acted as 

crucial advocates for change in their community. 

The second was in a rural secondary school. Here the challenge of developing an 

interdisciplinary curriculum concerning Scottish Government reforms to teaching 

and learning ushered in the Curriculum for Excellence. I approached it as a design 

challenge, treating young people as experts in their own lives. I asked them to use 

SSM (see Checkland, 1981) to identify a problem for 16 to 18-year-olds in the local 

area. We developed a design brief around each of those challenges, and then we 

split into design teams to create a series of prototype solutions (Macintrye, 2014).  
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The probe forced me to codify an approach to design and SSM to define messy 

problems, then moving on to design to frame and reframe the issue became a key 

component of my practice. SSM became part of my design practice during the 

partnership with CES, particularly Checkland’s Rich Pictures (Checkland, 1981) to 

solve messy problems. Seddon’s work on SSM as an academic and a consultant 

(notably for the the UK Government) sets out the key role of systems approaches in 

the development of public policy. He suggests a need to focus on the purpose of 

public policy and the engagement of citizens in establishing that purpose and how 

it is measured (Seddon, 2008). Checkland (see Checkland and Poulter, 2006) is 

clear that SSM is not a recipe but a way of thinking (something examined in more 

detail in Chapter 4). The probes allowed me to see the limits of SSM, in particular 

tools like “Rich Pictures”, where imprecise use can tend towards forcing an answer, 

pushing for consensus when the facilitator should be listening for dissensus 

(Macintyre, 2020).  

Here the focus is on the “fuzzy front end” of design. At the ideation stage, three 

things emerged from the design probes that became important stepping stones in 

my practice: 

• the need to think about the tools and techniques used to encourage learners’ 

participation and listen to learners within the design process; 

• a normalised approach to using SSM as part of the early divergent “fuzzy 

front end” of the design process where people are encouraged to frame the 

issues and explore possible solutions; and 

• a need to reach a shared view on an issue and develop a shared 

understanding of the future solution. 

The next partnership was with a UK-wide conservation charity, to explore engaging 

older people in citizen science (Macintyre, 2015). Working with a group of older 

people (a core group of six with another eight attending on occasion) over an 

extended period, the group explored older people’s engagement with the outdoors 

and how that engagement might be used to collect biological data. The prototype 

created by the design team was a police notebook with a pro forma – a deliberately 

low-tech solution chosen by the team to reflect their sense that older people like 

them are less likely to engage with technology. However, as the design process 

moved from defining the problem to converging around a solution, the participants 
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did start to use technology. They began to bring tablets and digital cameras to the 

workshops, adding printed images of birds and plants to the notebooks. 

It seemed like being engaged in the design process to develop something for people 

like them was changing their behaviour; they were no longer people like them. 

Participants talked about growing more confident about going outdoors, about 

changing weather patterns and climate change, about community and the sense 

young people have to move away to get jobs. It became clear that the process was 

important, not the outcome. The national charity shifted from looking at the group as 

a means to create a prototype solution to viewing the process as a way to engage 

people in the outdoors. The examples coalesced into the third set of stepping stones 

within my practice: 

• a need to focus on the process, not the outcomes; and 

• a need to recognise that the process might be the outcome. 

2.3 Practice, Learning and Design 

The learning materials that I design are practice-based and within the Soft Applied 

Disciplines, where learning is for doing. The term “Soft Applied” draws on Becher-

Biglan typology of Hard Pure (e.g. Maths, Physics, Chemistry), Hard Applied (e.g. 

Engineering and Technology), Soft Pure (e.g. History and Philosophy) and Soft 

Applied (e.g. Education, Health and Social Care, Business) (Neumann, 2001; 

Neumann, Parry and Becher, 2002). These are disciplinary areas that aim to talk 

about practice and talk to practitioners. There is always a sense of liminality in these 

disciplinary areas, and a great deal of angst about whether academics deal with 

practical problems that matter to practitioners or theoretical problems that matter to 

academics (see Bartunek and Rynes, 2014). Practical knowing, or “phronesis” as 

Socrates called it (to differentiate it from episteme, the search for universal 

knowledge and techne the search for practical contextual knowledge), is enacted 

through praxis, through doing (Kemmis, 2009). 

The thesis is an explication of practical knowing in design that explores the use and 

development of theory in practice. What Ramsey (2011) calls the dance between 

theory and practice is complicated in the thesis because the design practice (the 

practice being studied) is being examined by a practitioner and involves the design 

of learning materials to support practice development (the outcome of the process). 
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These become entangled in theory and practice within the work. Jarvis (2008) 

separates practice research into two types of inquiry: 

• Practitioner inquiry, which might involve some primary inquiries in context or 

secondary research drawing on policy or academic literature. They can be 

reflective accounts of practice to gain a deeper understanding. For example, 

an educational practitioner looks to explicate particular issues within their 

context (see Whitehead and McNiff, 2017; Kemmis, 2010). 

• Inquiry into practice is where researchers use a particular theoretical lens to 

explore practice, practitioners’ actions and academics’ role in examining 

practice. For example, anthropologists embed themselves within design 

practice to observe and codify what designers do (Smith et al., 2016; also 

discussed later in chapters 3 and 4). 

The distinction is vital in the thesis; it is a practitioner-led inquiry that speaks to 

academics and practitioners. As Jarvis (1999) highlights, to do so, it must talk to 

theory about practice and theory for practice. It must be helpful to others who occupy 

a similar position to my own, people who design learning materials at an operational 

and strategic level while also contributing to knowledge about practice and the 

development of meta-theories of practice. It also speaks to the process of structuring 

an inquiry. Not just how theory might arise from practice but how theories about 

practice are applied. To do so, the thesis needs to set out a transparent approach 

to practice. 

2.3.1 Practice as Learning 

While there are different approaches to understanding practice, most agree on the 

core components of any turn to practice as being about individuals, actions, context, 

goals and artefacts (Gherardi, 2016). In practice, knowing is situated; this makes it 

difficult to discern. This difficulty is reflected in the shift from examining the things 

within a practice to examining processes (Gherardi, 2017). Designers and 

educators’ interest in the process has led them to draw on pragmatism. For 

example, Dewey’s work How We Think (1997) has been influential in the pedagogy 

of practice. Indeed, pragmatism is so deeply embedded in these disciplinary areas 

that the tools like reflective practice are named, but the underlying philosophical 

basis in pragmatism is not. Likewise, Schön’s (1983) studies of design spaces have 

influenced the way designers think about design practice and design education. 
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The first detailed examination of practice was developed by an American scientist 

and philosopher of science, Charles Sanders Peirce (Peirce, 1992, 1998, 2012), in 

the late 1800s early 1900s, who coined the term “pragmatism”. He aimed to set out 

pragmatism as a philosophy of practice. Peirce’s work, particularly on logics and the 

identification of two types of inductive logic, has been important for practitioners and 

is discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, which looks at design logics. Peirce 

identified three areas of practice, which he called, firstness, secondness and 

thirdness. With firstness, the experience; secondness the response to it; and 

thirdness contained the experience, the response and the reflection upon our 

reaction. 

Dewey (1997) built on the work of Peirce and developed it in relation to how experts 

come to know. Here, the focus was on how people make decisions, how they learn 

to make decisions, and the appropriate way to educate them. Dewey teases out the 

notion of reflective thinking and how someone we regard as knowing moves from 

an observation or experience through to action via reflective thinking. The model set 

out by Dewey is the basis for reflective practice. Before looking at the models that 

have emerged on reflective practice, it is worth exploring the terms “experience”, 

“reflection” and “action” in reflective practice cycle as they are ambiguous. 

While the term “observation” is often used within reflective models (Schön, 1983, 

1987), following Dewey and emerging work on practice that highlights the embodied 

nature of practice, the term experience is used. The thesis reads experience in 

relation to critical theory. Here the understanding of experience draws on the 

German term Erfahrung. Erfahrung does not have the linked and stable subject-

object connotations of its closest English equivalent. Instead, the root is fahren, 

which is German for journey or travel. It is unstable, risky and aligned with what 

emerging practice scholars suggest happens in the flow of practice (Gherardi, 

2019). Just as significant is the overlap with the work of critical theorists Negt and 

Kluge (2021), for whom the term Erfahrung captured the unstable relations between 

the person and the public or, more accurately, “a public”, to capture their sense of 

counter publics looking to destabilise existing social and structural relations. 

The plurality and openness of the term in their work seeded a range of political 

actors to explore everyday activities and seek to change society. The thesis 

accounts for this by setting out an approach to recording experience as a social and 

situated performance done with others in Chapter 4, with reference to performance 
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theory (Burke, 1969b, 1969a). More problematic is the term reflection. It is at once 

something that seems knowable and challenging to define. Dewey (1997) suggests 

reflective thoughts have four parts: an issue, reasoning on the possible solutions, 

collecting further evidence through observation, and an evaluation of the possible 

solutions. Pragmatist and reflective practice theorists try to get away from the lack 

of specificity in the account by pointing to Polyani’s work on tacit knowledge. They 

suggest reflective knowing is the knowledge that is hard to communicate (Canning, 

2008). The challenge for an educator and a designer is that assessment is often 

through reflective practice account within applied disciplines. Here, the Dewey 

exposition is opaque, and the reference to Polyani leaves us expecting a learner to 

write an account of what they know while suggesting they know more than they can 

say. To address the issue, practice theorists have set out a series of models for 

reflection. Eraut (2000) suggests tacit knowledge has three parts: an understanding 

of the people and the context in which you are operating, knowing how to perform a 

complex set of actions of process in a routine way, and being able to draw on sets 

of tacit rules as part of intuitive actions. He suggests three types of thought 

processes are in play: 

• intuitive, where you recognise the pattern of activities within a particular 

context and apply knowledge and experience to a situation that can be hard 

to explain or define in the moment (and therefore tacit) but may be possible 

to define later. 

• analytical – often this is about using evidence from practice your own or that 

of others or applying theory to explore practice in a structured and systematic 

way. 

• deliberative, where personal experience of theory and practice is analysed to 

make sense of a situation and inform future actions. This often gives way to 

intuition as the person encounters similar experiences in the future. 

Eraut (2000) suggests that deliberation is effectively a mix of analytical and intuitive 

reasoning and about more than the sum of its parts. He notes that practitioners use 

intuition when they are experienced, things “feel right”, and there is a degree of 

certainty. Or – in the case of work in the thesis – something does not feel right. 

Deliberation tends to characterise less certain spaces where you work with others 

and are willing to set aside experience to explore an issue with others to address 

those uncertainties. Jarvis (1999) suggests a need to recognise theory’s different 
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roles in practice. Theory about or for practice, sometimes he calls this meta-theory 

includes content knowledge, which is a theory for practice. For example, to become 

a physiotherapist, you need to understand the body’s anatomy. However, it also 

includes academic disciplines examining what practitioners do so that medical 

sociology might produce theory about practice. The value of theory about practice 

is based on disciplinary norms. As Gherardi (2016) notes, it is not necessarily 

designed to be helpful to the practitioner. However, it may be applied to understand 

what practitioners are doing. Critical theory and the PD and CD approaches set out 

above play this role in the thesis where they frame observations within workshops. 

The second area Jarvis (1999) highlights is theory of practice. These are the 

theories that arise from and for doing. It is not just theory from practice. Jarvis 

suggests that, in the process of reflecting on actions, the practitioner might reach 

for theories for or about practice, sometimes implicitly as an expert reaching for 

ready heuristic devices that can be applied, sometimes searching for meaning in 

analogous experiences or new ideas. Dorst and Cross (2001) note that analogous 

reasoning is a common design practice where issues and solutions are framed and 

reframed. Here these meta-theories are experienced as information about the 

practice, only starting to become theories of practice when applied in context. When 

there is a dissonance between theories about and for practice and practitioners’ own 

experiences, the practitioner will develop their theory of practice. The inquiries 

associated with it are how theories arise from practice. 

While Jarvis is useful for understanding how people integrate theory into practice 

and how theory arises from practice as part of reflective practice, it is less clear on 

practice’s social and situated nature. Emerging narratives on practice highlight that 

practice is social and situated, and recognise that they occur in social and material 

intra-actions (Shotter, 2010; Gherardi, 2019). Brookfield’s (1998) theory of practice 

overlaps with Jarvis in relation to meta-theory. It expands on the idea that our 

personal experience shapes our understanding of practice by looking into our own 

lives and reaching out to others. These are: 

• our lives and autobiographical experiences of learning and being a learner; 

• empathy with our learners, seeing through their eyes and walking in their 

steps; 

• sharing with our peers and listening to and learning from their experience; 

and 
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• using theoretical literature to frame our experiences and categorise them. 

He suggests that these are a series of lenses that the practitioner uses to explore 

an experience. Here the sense of acting in concert with others is apparent. 

Reflection and action are not solitary self-directed activities.  

Pragmatists do not consistently articulate the status of action, i.e. how we act in the 

world and how it acts on us. The status of the actions is set out in more detail in 

Chapter 4, which explores pragmatists’ understanding of action, where meaning 

arises through connections with the social and the material and actions are relational 

and contextual. Without prefiguring the methodology too much, it is worth noting that 

critical theorists (detailed in Chapter 3) and pragmatism (here and in Chapter 3) 

make similar assumptions about how we act in the world. They assume people can 

make observations and act upon the world, and those observations and actions are 

relative to our position. They assume that meaning arises through interaction, 

emerges from those interactions, and is thus highly contextualised (Abbott, 2004). 

Alterations in the material world enacted by people also shape the way people act 

in the world. Pragmatists’ basic assumption is that agents with agency act in the 

world, and those actions are part of a set of social and structural relations (Dewey, 

1997). Therefore, pragmatism can comfortably account for critical theorists’ social 

constructivists and relativist positions. 

The section has set out the practice models of knowing and a cycle where an 

individual moves from a concrete experience and their observations of that 

experience to critical reflections on that experience. As they do, they develop a plan 

of action and then act on those plans through iterative cycles of experience, action 

and reflection that are the staple of reflective practice models (e.g. Schön, 1991). In 

doing so, the section looked at the different components of the cycle, with a 

particular focus on the reflective component and how we are to understand, interpret 

and plan based on fluid experiences and occur in the flow of intra-actions with others 

(Shotter, 2010). The section set out a series of models to understand and structure 

reflection. It suggested that the purpose of reflection can be analytical (logical 

consistency), creative (develop new ideas), and evaluative (the veracity of 

knowledge claims) (Jarvis, 2009). The balance of these will vary and be different for 

a practitioner engaged in a structured inquiry compared to a researcher examining 

practice. The thesis is positioned as a practitioner-led inquiry into practice where the 
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reflective element is a vital component. The section then looked at models that 

explore how reflections are framed. 

Brookfield (1988) draws out the personal aspects of reflection, situates them in 

relation to our engagement with others, and notes the autobiographical nature of 

reflection. He highlights the role of empathy and how we work with others. 

Autobiographical and ethnographic techniques are a vital component of many 

practitioner accounts, particularly where the account of practice is informed by 

critical theory. There is an emerging literature on auto-ethnography that draws on 

critical theory (see Taguchi and St. Pierre, 2017). Empathy and acknowledging the 

shared nature of work are vital components of design work, where you need to think 

through who you design for and with (Sanders and Stappers, 2008). In that sense, 

it mirrors the emerging focus on practice as intra-actions and part of a flow 

(Gherardi, 2019). 

Brookfield (1988) and Jarvis (1999) also focus on the role of theory within this cycle. 

What is helpful about Jarvis’s approach for a practitioner-led inquiry is that it extends 

the reflective practice approach already deeply embedded in applied disciplines to 

look at the relationship between theory and practice. It sets out a cycle where theory 

can be about practice, encountered by practitioners it is explored through their 

actions, only becoming useful for practice once it has been used. It is helpful in two 

ways: it provides a way of thinking through how to design practice-orientated 

materials that support the incorporation of learning materials into personal 

practitioner theory of practice. It also provides a way to understand the role of theory 

in practitioner inquiries, as agentive (Charmaz, 2016), with the capacity to frame 

experience and shape action. 

2.3.2 Learning Design 

Soft Applied Disciplines focus on learning as iterative and relating to practice; in 

these contexts, the learning and any benefits are only realised through their 

application. The pedagogic approach within Soft Applied Disciplines is informed by 

Peirce’s (1998) work on pragmatism and the idea that information is “know about”, 

and learning is “know-how”, which arises in for and through doing (Dewey, 1997). 

This idea of “know-how” flows through these disciplinary approaches (to learners 

and the people those learning might support). For example, in education, outreach 

practices within WP tend towards social constructivism. The practices recognise we 

all “know-how” to do things and reject the “deficit model” where learners are 
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assumed to be “empty vessels” into which we pour information (Miller, Macintyre 

and McKenna, 2018a; Miller, Macintyre and McKenna, 2018b). 

Pragmatists’ view of learning is that the benefits exist as a potential only realised in 

use. Within the assembly of knowledge, activities, skills, materials, and so on, that 

make up a course. The way it is realised varies. It might be through passing an exam 

that demonstrates appropriate knowledge or skills to perform a particular role, 

perhaps through improvements to performance or acquiring a new skill in your 

personal or professional life. Whatever the value is, the learner needs to do work to 

realise the benefit, and this means that the value of learning is always co-produced 

(Fenge, Fannin and Hicks, 2011). Thus, for learning designers, the design decision 

is where learners will find themselves on a continuum between co-design and co-

production (Bovill, 2013). 

In the design probes cited earlier, people are recognised as “experts in their own 

lives”, and their expertise is valued. The design process is collaborative and based 

on the “know-how” of participants. It involves a high degree of engagement, and the 

outcomes may not be what is anticipated. Some courses include co-design 

elements, and Chapter 3 looks at participatory approaches to learning in more detail. 

However, most courses start from a different place. The outcome of the learning 

journey is specified, with learners expected and expecting to “know about” and 

“know-how” to do things by the end of the course. Thus, while the design probes are 

a valuable way to explore participation, applying participatory approaches to 

learning design is not straightforward. As the UK Quality Assurance Agency report 

on co-design found, space for this kind of approach within the formal accredited 

curriculum is constrained (Bovill 2013). In addition, the partnership with CES 

(Macintyre 2013) suggested the creation of OER offered opportunities to work with 

“know-how”. It hinted at openness in partnerships and the use of tools from PD and 

SSM to explore the limits of participation. 

As the examples above suggest, practice can work with intuitive knowing. However, 

a thesis requires us to turn tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 2009) into saying what and 

how we know. For example: 

• for a practitioner, the question is not whether there are limits to participation, 

as experience shows there are. The question is how those limits are defined 

and by whom; 
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• the question is not whether partnership is appropriate or realizes appropriate 

outcomes, but what is going on in these partnerships; and 

• finally, it is not whether participatory design approaches can be applied to the 

design of learning material but what arises from their application. 

2.3.3 Summing Up 

The section set out some of the influences on this work; these are the things that 

are rarely surfaced, but are implicit in practice. Sometimes these have been 

articulated in articles, blogs or workshops, but mostly they are folded into practice. 

Until that point, the theory was for practice, and it was useful while in use. However, 

practice moves on, and so must the practitioner, to the next partnership, leaving little 

time to capture any formalised theory from practice (Whitehead and McNiff, 2017). 

Embarking on doctoral research recognised a hole in my design practice, and I 

needed time to address it. Something was missing, and I was missing something. 

Design’s insistence that you stop thinking about for and start thinking about with is 

a crucial part of design practice. Even if not all learners are involved in the design, 

some involvement from some learners is seen as “a good thing”. If the learners you 

design with are the learners you want to reach, you will be better able to reach them. 

However, as the examples earlier highlight, these participatory approaches are 

uncertain. They tend towards normative accounts of what should happen and, 

occasionally (as in my work), descriptive accounts of what did happen. The holes in 

my practice emerged during the shift from outcomes to process, from the gap 

between the explication of practice to a critical approach to practice. It was no longer 

tenable to apply participatory approaches uncritically in my work – not least because 

what was emerging from asking designerly questions related to issues that did not 

directly relate to the learning materials.  

The route to that deeper understanding of how to reach learners, the limits of 

participation and what design surfaced was through a deeper understanding of 

publicness and design is the critical theories of publicness and design set out in 

Chapter 3. For the moment, the chapter returns to OER and OEP as the role of 

freely available online materials in creating dissonance in practice and surfacing 

strategic questions is not clear. 
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2.4 Open Education from Resources to Practices 

The previous section set out a personal history of OER and OEP. This section looks 

at the practice turn within OER more generally. It suggests that, while the OER 

always draws on the confluence of low transaction costs associated with sharing 

online, open software licenses and a long tradition of OE (a radical movement), OER 

has focused on the technical aspects of openness. The chapter sets out how these 

older traditions of OE (from ODL), with their pedagogic focus, have pushed back 

against the narrowing of the focus of OER, and looks at challenges to the technical 

reading of OE and OER from within the movement. In particular, it: 

• sets out an approach to openness in education where open is understood as 

a series of freedoms; 

• suggests a role for partnership work as a way to foster openness by blurring 

the boundaries around the academy; and 

• highlights a lack of research into partnership work with OER/OE and a need 

for more robust theoretical perspectives. 

2.4.1 Open Education and the Emergence of Open Educational Resources 

OER emerged as a movement in the mid-1990s, first through the development of 

digital “learning objects” that could be shared, and then formalised by David Wiley 

in 1998 when he coined the term OER and set out the 4 Rs – later the 5 Rs – of 

OER (Wiley, 2005). These are: 

• reuse, you have the right to make use of the resource; 

• remix, you have the right remix it with other content; 

• revise, you have the right to make versions of it; 

• redistribute, you have the right to share it; and 

• retain, which gives the right to own a copy and to put controls on use.12 

OER arose from a confluence of the low transaction costs of sharing material online, 

the application of open licensing typically used in the open software movement, and 

a series of pedagogic approaches which emphasise the need for the value of 

 
12 Adapted from the free Open University course, ‘Becoming an Open Educator’ 
(https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/course/view.php?id=2274). 
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learning to be shared equally in society. The balance between these elements has 

tended to favour the technical challenges in its broadest sense. For example, they 

address questions of interoperability (how digital things work across different 

platforms), technology adoption at an individual and organisational level, and 

ensuring the appropriate use of licences. These themes are discussed in more detail 

in Chapter 2. 

OER emerged in the late 1990s, early 2000s and are based on bringing three things 

together: 

• low transaction costs associated with sharing information online; 

• a licensing system from the software sector used to protect the rights within 

open-source software13; and that 

• learning materials should be freely available to educators and learners. 

It arose in the US where early advocates like David Wiley (who coined the term 

OER) viewed the internet and open licences to share learning materials with 

educators and learners online. The movement initially focused on “learning objects”, 

so texts, presentations, and rich media that educators would share with fellow 

educators. The Joint Information Services Council (JISC) led activity in the UK, 

which supported HE and FE providers to develop online capabilities14. The materials 

were shared online directly or indirectly by developing large repositories of free 

online learning materials – like the now-defunct OER platform, JORUM. This was a 

repository where people could download lesson plans and slides, image 

assessment strategies, books, etc. (JORUM JISC, 2011). 

While the initial focus was on educators sharing existing content, first in the United 

States and then, soon after, in the UK, educators started to develop OER aimed 

explicitly at learners. The early developers of these courses promoted what they 

called a constructivist pedagogy. In this worldview, learners are self-directed and 

can put together a learning journey relevant to their needs by engaging with relevant 

open materials and engaging with others (Andersen and Ponti, 2014). These early 

 
13 Typically, OER are licenced using Creative Commons, which offers a series of licences 
giving users different rights (https://creativecommons.org/). The ideas stem from the open 
software movement. Wikipedia is an example of a platform with open-source code and 
content (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Open-source_software). 

14 For information about JISC support for OER in the UK, see this archived project page 
(https://www.jisc.ac.uk/rd/projects/open-education) [3 December 2019].  
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MOOCs were later referred to as cMOOCs (c for constructivist) to differentiate them 

from xMOOCs, which have become the dominant form. xMOOCs follow a more 

traditional teacher-student model. Many are based around the expert educator, 

often a well-known academic, using video and sometimes some text or forums to 

present material online. xMOOCs are part of a broader shift within OER from an 

approach driven by education technologists to an OER landscape dominated by 

large, prestigious private US providers and private companies connected to Silicon 

Valley (Weller, 2015). These overlapping narratives have led to competing accounts 

of what the ‘open’ in OER and MOOC really means. 

For example, early advocates of OER had concerns about the pedagogical 

approach within xMOOCs and many other free courses, suggesting the lecture 

theatre model fails to account for the affordances of online media as they simply 

replicate the lecture theatre or the textbook online. They also expressed concerns 

around the narratives employed by commercial providers, for example, the tendency 

for these large providers to suggest that “education is broken”, and the inference 

that only those from outside education can fix it (Weller, 2013). These arguments 

suggest, as OER has moved from the margins to the mainstream, it has tended to 

entrench the position of prestigious HE providers which have somehow been “taken 

over” by big business. Looking at the dominant providers in the OER landscape, the 

OU has the non-profit OpenLearn and the for-profit FutureLearn; MIT and Harvard 

have the non-profit edX platform, Stanford has the for-profit Coursera platform in the 

US. These are all established providers with either a reputation for good online 

learning or high-quality research and teaching. The sense that OER has tended to 

entrench the reputation of existing providers seems to be borne out. 

Pedagogic questions are also raised, for example, in examining learners’ 

experience on a learning design MOOC by the commercial provider Coursera. The 

team at Edinburgh University found that learners were overwhelmed by the volume 

of comments in the forums. They found that most of the learners became lost and 

struggled to keep up with the demands of the course (Knox, 2014). The suggestion 

is that OER/MOOCs assumptions about self-directed learning have failed to learn 

the lessons from ODL. Early approaches to ODL also assumed self-directed 

learners, with correspondence materials sent out with little information on how to 

learn in this way or support to do so. However, the assumptions broke down as 

learners failed to complete courses and ODL providers recognised that being 

distanced from learning was more than a spatial relationship; it was also a socio-
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economic one (Latchem, 2014). Those debates directly influenced the Supported 

Open and Distance Learning (SODL) development by the OU in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s. The critique of OER from ODL is part of a broader push by those in 

ODL to reclaim OE narratives from OER/MOOCs. OER and MOOCs have come to 

dominate the conversation about OE, with recent histories of open education 

starting with the first OER (for example, Blessinger, 2016; Mourik Broekman, Hall 

and Byfield, 2021). Even ODL journals like Distance Education have become 

dominated by OER and MOOCs; an analysis of publications found that OER and 

MOOCs have dominated its pages since 2010 (Zawacki-Richter and Naidu, 2016). 

However, there is some pushback against a history of openness which starts with 

OER/MOOCs. For example, ODL scholars have highlighted older discussions of 

open, noting the wax and wane of more and less open learning systems from the 

Cathedral Schools in the 16th century to the development of “entry exams, post-

WWII expansion of HE and recent contraction of state support for HE” (Longstaff, 

2014). At the same time, others have examined open as a meme whose meaning 

changes over time. The core of open is a more just and equitable society. However, 

the way open was understood when the University of London set up its external 

programme and its “People’s University” was different from when Allen Lane 

publishers set up Penguin books to make literary fiction more affordable. It was 

different again during the formation of the OU by the Labour Government and the 

coercion of the OU by the Conservative and Liberal Democrat coalition that led to 

the OU creating the privately owned MOOC platform FutureLearn (Lathcem, 2014). 

The prevalence of MOOCs brought tensions to the surface in this period. To 

understand these tensions, a more nuanced understanding of openness is required. 

2.4.2 Towards an Understanding of Openness 

So far, the narrative has suggested a tension between OER and broader OE/ODL, 

but has not dealt with the underlying issue over what open means. While the 

technical definition of open in OER is around the 5 Rs: reuse, remix, retain, 

redistribute, revise (Weller 2013), the broader sense of open is less clear. Lane 

(2009), who set up the OU’s OpenLearn platform, approaches openness in relation 

to freedoms and emancipation rather than the rights-based approach of the 5 Rs. 

Lane expressed openness as the freedom to use, share and distribute materials, 

and so on. Focusing on freedom encourages the practitioner to reflect on things that 

might enable those freedoms and things that might constrain them. More recently, 
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Lane (2017) has expressed openness as an emancipatory agenda, suggesting we 

think about OE/ODL as: 

• emancipation through education, where the purpose is to overcome barriers 

experienced by learners and educators so policies and practice to open up 

access to learning. Generally these look to change society within existing 

power relations and do not seek to change the structures themselves; 

• emancipation of education, an attempt to free learning from existing social 

and structural relations. Emancipation has two components: first the 

empowerment of groups to challenge those structures; and secondly the 

learners and educators working together to create new knowledge and new 

pedagogies; and 

• emancipation from education, where people are free from systems 

altogether. They are self-directed learners, autonomous and able to develop 

and navigate their learning, akin to autodidacts. 

Emancipation from education is what many early advocates imagined that OER 

might enable: self-directed learners navigating their way through a range of free 

learning materials to curate their learning journeys. In many ways, the loss of faith 

in technology and the internet to disrupt social and structural relations is part of the 

OER story. The OU’s Martin Weller’s early advocacy for online and open in writing 

(Weller 2013; 2015) and his blog – the ed techie15 – traces this journey from early 

hope in the transformative power of technology to a loss of faith. 

Open universities have focused on emancipation through education, changing 

individual lives, but not doing anything to change relations in the society. Often this 

is about changing the learner to fit the expectations and norms of society rather than 

seeking to change social and structural relations that exclude people from learning. 

Emancipation of education relates to more radical pedagogies, so thinkers like 

Friere (2005) promote emancipation through education to change social relations. It 

is perhaps best to consider these as different ways of thinking about openness 

within education than as overlapping and competing narratives within OE, OER and 

ODL. For example, in WP, there is a tension between providing access to learning 

for those distanced from it and the role of those personal transformations in 

 
15 At the time of writing (October 2020) Weller is reflecting on 25 years at the OU 
(http://blog.edtechie.net/). 
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destabilising their connection to the communities they come from (Cannell and 

Macintyre, 2017). 

Others have sought to problematise openness itself, noting the tendency to think of 

open as the opposite of closed and the suggestion that open is regarded as a 

normative value, something that is good, with more open being better than less open 

(Edwards, 2015). Open is treated “as if” it is apolitical, and this is accentuated in 

education, where questioning openness is seen as questioning the idea of sharing 

knowledge. Within OER, critics of openness are often cast as being cynical about 

the opportunities afforded by online, afraid of technology or attempting to maintain 

existing social and structural relations (Bayne, Knox and Ross, 2015). 

However, open is not neutral, and opening up one possibility involves closing 

another. For example, one of the critical challenges in OER is to make sure people 

can find content. It involves developing a schema for classifying knowledge and 

developing metadata standards within that schema to classify learning materials. 

The metadata is structured, organised and stored by knowledge professionals. 

However, the professionalisation of knowledge schema may lead to closing it from 

lay discourses on information literacy (Edwards, 2015). It makes it easier for one 

group of people (those who understand the information literacy practices of 

knowledge professionals) to locate content at another group’s expense. To put it 

simply, when one door opens, another is closed. Moving beyond open as a neutral 

and universally “good thing” means seeing open through the acts involved in being 

open at an organisational level and an individual one. Even at a personal level, this 

includes seeing openness as crossing personal and professional pedagogic norms 

and the degree of openness discerned by the discomfort experienced in crossing 

those boundaries (Collier and Ross, 2017). 

Part of the problem is that the older pedagogic traditions and social discourses on 

open have become subsumed within questions about the internet. One way to think 

about it is to think through the difference between access and participation. Imagine 

a community has issues with people accessing a set of services that are no longer 

available locally, and there is no public transport. The chosen solution is to provide 

a bus. The bus is an access solution. The participation questions are, what if people 

cannot afford the bus, what about people who cannot get to the bus stop, those with 

mobility problems who might not be able to get on the bus, and so on (Farrington 

and Farrington, 2005). Online enables access, and as people work to open up 
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access, the tendency is to focus on the infrastructure to enable that access and 

privilege of content (Knox, 2013). Hence the tendency within OEP to focus on 

practices to create OER that enable access, making sure there is a bus, rather than 

asking whether people can use it. 

The section has tended to be critical of a technical understanding of openness 

(whether digital or legal). However, those of us who draw on OE/ODL are not 

arguing against a technical focus, but pointing at pedagogic readings of participation 

and openness. The argument is that openness should not be conflated with access 

but read in relation to emancipation and the freedom to participate. The section does 

not argue that those things do not matter. They matter, but they need to be read as 

part of a dimensional approach to openness. There are aspects of open that are 

neglected by focusing on open as a binary notion or a technical question. The 

following two sections explores this in more detail where the emphasis is on 

understanding openness as a means to an end.  

2.4.3 Open Educational Practices Towards Participation 

The section looks at how scholars and practitioners have engaged with open as 

participation. Academics and practitioners connected with ODL providers have 

started to develop models that incorporate lessons from ODL. For example, they 

are taking “found” OER and working with TUs to develop support models, which 

union learning representatives (ULRs) then manage, providing place-based 

facilitation of free online materials (Cannell and Macintyre, 2017). Like many 

approaches in WP, these models reject the content approach implied by a focus on 

resources. Instead, they explore contextual factors and draw on ideas of learning 

that look to understand the ways factors that distance people from learning layer 

over each other from learning and acknowledge people are experts in their own lives 

(Miller, Macintyre and McKenna, 2018a). 

Some practitioners are embedding themselves in those contexts rather than hoping 

that learners find the resources or draw people to them through the social models 

highlighted above. For example, Coughlan and Perryman (2013; 2015) have gone 

to the online spaces where communities of people are already discussing complex 

issues and engaged in discussions about how OER might be developed to meet 

those communities’ needs. These are mainly privately owned, for-profit platforms 

with issues over privacy and ownership and opaque operation of algorithms within 

their systems (Fuchs, 2014a, 2014b). Nevertheless, Perryman and Coughlan (2013, 
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2015) argue that, as issue-based communities have arisen on these free-to-use 

platforms, OE practitioners need to go to where people are, even if it is on private 

platforms. For example, while working with autism “self-help” groups, they found 

reaching into existing communities to help them find relevant research and learning 

materials was challenging on several levels. These challenges include suspicion 

from people in the community and questions being asked by academic colleagues 

regarding the legitimacy of the work. However, going to where people are rather 

than waiting for them to come to you is a model where academics play a role, 

reaching out to communities and allowing communities to reach into the academy 

to shape scholarship of practice (Coughlan and Perryman, 2013; Perryman and 

Coughlan, 2013). Later, this model explored how it might work in health-based 

online communities in the Global South and found that local animators could play 

an essential role in translating (linguistically and contextually) existing free 

resources and creating new ones (Coughlan and Perryman, 2015). Here openness 

went two ways: out into the world, but also folding discourses from these 

communities into the academics’ understanding of practice. 

2.4.4 Realism and Idealism in Open Educational Practices 

A crude characterisation of discourses on openness might be that, on one side, 

there are the idealists and the other realists. OE idealists can be split between those 

with a technotopian vision in which the internet changes social relations at a 

fundamental level, and those with a pedagogic vision where learning changes social 

relations. Each of these visions has its problems which proponents of the other is 

keen to point out. One of the issues for the technical idealists is that their idealism 

assumes that technologies are not social and situated, that they can be neutral 

vehicles for other ideas. However, technology is not neutral, but neither is it 

deterministic; it does not wholly determine what people do. While technology 

development is social and situated, it is not wholly socially determined (Feenberg, 

2002). Researchers examining the role of technology in learning suggest a way 

around the issue of determinism and social context is to follow Actor-network 

Theories (ANT) – an approach to looking at socio-technical, socio-material relations 

by examining actors and networks, including non-human actors (Fenwick, Edwards 

and Sawchuk, 2015), and their role in learning. 

The strength of seeing it in this way is illustrated with the earlier example, which 

looked at metadata standards in OER. Making content open through developing 
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technical systems to define metadata standards involves experts in data 

architecture and information retrieval. Their expertise is within the system, and those 

familiar with the assumptions built into the technical system can access it. Those 

less familiar need to learn the norms employed to access them. The formation of 

actors within this network makes it easier for those familiar with professional 

discourses to find free learning. However, this openness may come at the price of 

closing of access for other ways of classifying data (Edwards, 2015). Examining the 

technical idealist in this way highlights the way those idealistic visions rub up against 

social and structural inequalities in society. 

The problem for the pedagogic idealist who think about OE as restructuring society 

is that their ideal involves recognising that learning cannot be open in an unfair 

society. Therefore, this idealism often collapses into a critique of present social 

relations. As Lane (2017) noted, we need to seek emancipation for learning through 

recognising that curriculum design is a hegemonic act (Apple, 2019). Addressing 

this hegemony means developing radical pedagogies that address the underlying 

inequalities in society. Those in OE would argue that its overtly political nature is 

part of this, as would those engaged in WP (Cannell and Macintyre, 2017). 

If these are the dreamers, then what is realism? Partly, it can be read as how 

providers align openness with other operations. For example, at the OU, OER and 

MOOCs are viewed as an extension of organisations’ marketing by raising 

awareness of “the brand” – a way to recruit students (Law and Perryman, 2017). It 

could be argued that realism means accepting the overlapping factors that distance 

people from learning, and openness is about working around existing structures to 

create routes into learning, what Lane (2017) called emancipation through 

education. However, it is also the case that the focus on the technical aspects and 

making things open tends to treat openness as an end in itself. The realists work 

towards open while the idealists recognise that open is a proximate end – it is as a 

means to an end (Morrell, 2009). 

2.5 Issues in Open Educational Practices 

The purpose of the chapter was to introduce the reader to the relevant literature on 

OER/OEP, set out the challenges for designers of OER and address how 

practitioners (including my practice) have addressed those challenges. 
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Theory from practice, or practical theory, is highly contextual; ideas and insights are 

relevant to people in context (Shotter, 2006, 2008). At the same time, expressing 

practice within an academic context and the ability to talk about practice involves an 

attempt to move beyond the particular and the contextual to unpick the entangled 

logics within each knowledge domain (Barry, Born and Weszkalnys, 2008). The 

entanglements are difficult to unpick, and the issues addressed by them are messy, 

without clear answers (Law, 2008). 

Design is about making, putting things together, not taking things apart, and as such 

it is more akin to educational action research that addresses issues through doing 

things (Kemmis, 2010). In design, making involves modelling and prototyping. 

Rather than begin with detailed questions about a context to take things apart, it 

starts from a position of knowing about “the field” and engages in structured inquiries 

to surface issues. The flow is essential. As Gherardi (2019) highlights, these 

complex entanglements should be seen as data in motion; the focus is not on the 

things but the flow. 

The chapter situates the issues in OEP in relation to who the materials are open to, 

noting that – despite the rhetoric – the reality is that those engaging with OER are 

often well-educated professionals (Cannell and Macintyre, 2017). It positions the 

challenge with broader issues around educational equity. It sets out how the 

development of my “personal theory of practice” led to applying various approaches 

from that broader tradition of open education. 

Having set up dichotomies around OEP as a battle between technical rationalists 

and educational idealists, the notion is rejected. Instead, the chapter settles on a 

dimensional model, suggested tensions and movement are captured within Lane’s 

(2017) typology of: 

• emancipation through education, where is the purpose is to overcome 

barriers experienced by learners and educators within existing power 

relations; 

• emancipation of education, where there is an attempt to free learning from 

existing social and structural relations, through empowering learners to 

create new knowledge and pedagogies; and 
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• emancipation from education, where people are free from systems 

altogether. They are self-directed learners, autonomous and able to develop 

and navigate their learning, akin to autodidacts. 

Thinking above process and movement means moving away from OE/OER/MOOC 

dichotomies and beginning to think about dimensions of openness. OEP is shifting, 

and a recent special issue of the JIME has focused on social justice OER use and 

reuse practices with a particular focus on the Global South (Bali, Cronin and 

Jhangiani, 2020). While the focus is on use practices rather than the design 

practices that are the focus of the thesis, they do promote a process focus within 

OEP and argue that this needs to stretch into learning design. Therefore the focus 

on process and critical theory within the thesis is timely. 

The dimensional reading proposed here recognises that there is no one 

understanding of openness – even within an institution. For example, many of the 

authors cited in this review have worked or do work for the OU (e.g. Cannell, 

Checkland, Coughlan, Cronin, Crook, Cross Edwards, Heil, Ison, Lane, Perryman, 

Weller), they have different approaches to openness and as the review notes people 

like Lane and Weller have changed their views on openness over time. It is not 

credible to imagine that an organisation or an individual will only hold one view of 

OER/OEP. They may work towards a worldview where learning is free from existing 

social and structural relations while working within existing structures to overcome 

barriers. 

Figure 2-2 illustrates this as a diagram. Note the space. An HE provider might have 

drivers that push it towards a reading of openness as overcoming barriers driven by 

government targets while still having people like me who believe the role of learning 

is to empower learners. Design involves asking who is this for, to whom it is open, 

how to achieve being open and how to know if it has been achieved. Is open an end 

in itself, or does it touch on other dimensions of openness? These are questions 

about organisational values and how they approach openness as a public good 

(Morrell 2009).  
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Research into how designers conduct research suggests their inquiries are driven 

by challenges encountered in their design practice (Crouch and Pearce, 2012). 

Here, the context is the design of publicly available learning materials. The practices 

shared in this chapter involve prototyping. They blend meta-theory about practice 

and develop a “personal theory of practice” into exploring “the field” from a practical 

and theoretical perspective. Challenges structure the inquiries. In those inquiries, 

the designer “discovers” more challenging questions. 

The chapter sets out the questions surfaced in the figure at the end of Chapter 1, 

questions resolved through design practice, and these practitioner inquiries led to a 

deeper interest in partnership, publics, design and practice. The shift to a new set 

out questions is part of a broader thematic arc within the chapter. There is a shift 

from binary positions and outcomes to focus on dimensions and processes. In doing 

so, the chapter set out two linked propositions: 

• partnership work can be applied to issues in OEP and is an appropriate site 

to explore the design and development of OER; and 

• participatory techniques and approaches and SSM are helpful ways of 

working within learning design partnerships. 

These propositions are about where practice occurs (in partnership), the tools and 

techniques used (participatory and systems), and an understanding of openness as 

a dimensional and layered concept rather than a binary one. In this reading, 

openness is a means rather than an end. Thinking of it as a means to an end means 

Figure 2-2 Dimensional Freedoms within Open Organisations 
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you need to imagine that end, a destination open educational practitioners work 

towards, with different people tracing different paths. 

Education practice often focuses on outcomes, modelling an outcome, evaluating 

whether a set of practices had the desired outcome, or looking at a process to 

improve the outcome (Reason and Bradbury, 2013). Hence the push for more 

openness as an end in itself. As an experienced practitioner, I have chased better 

outcomes. The idea that opening up the design process can help designers move 

beyond technical openness and access towards participation and the practices 

detailed in this chapter are based on better outcomes. In the thesis, open is not an 

end in itself, it is a means, and this is why the thesis does not focus on OER/OEP 

directly. 

The thesis focuses on process and movement and largely ignores the outcome. 

Because I have walked with these activities for so long, the path they trace has 

become so familiar that it has become strange (Fillery-Travis and Robinson, 2018). 

Doctoral research provides an opportunity to address the strangeness – a 

strangeness that relates to writing from inside the learning partnerships. The chapter 

shows that openness is, as a means rather than an end, not the object of interest; 

openness does not help us understand how learning design questions become 

strategic ones. Chapter 3 argues that publicness provides an appropriate theoretical 

frame to understand learning partnerships as a process, and looks in detail at the 

design practices role in surfacing issues within the process. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review: Publicness and Design 

The review is split into two parts: the first part is about publicness within the public 

and the third sectors, including critical perspectives. The second leads the reader 

from mainstream design practice to the margins of design work. The review presents 

the literature with protagonists developing particular paradigms within the 

mainstream narratives, focusing on a specific set of narratives. It recognises the 

formation of groups around ideas with an internally validated internal logic 

(Feyerabend, 1996) and argues that ideas need to be seen in their context. In a 

practice thesis, the context has two components: the context of the ideas developed 

and the context in which they are applied. As Kuhn (1996) highlights, researchers 

are a product of their time and their place, “normal science” is built around 

paradigms, shared understanding among groups of people that resist or spread new 

ideas. 

The ideas explored in this chapter are “sensitising concepts” (Nicolini, 2009) that 

arose through practical engagement, often at the margins of the literature. The 

elements articulated in the review arise from a desire to inquire into practices on the 

margins and to write about the voices from the margins as part of a critical inquiry 

(Denzin, 2016). The structure of a narrative involves making connections between 

things; these connections are not neutral. The interactions and connections 

encouraged in everyday life are unmediated. This articulation of elements, these 

connections that seem normal, are deliberate and have become sedimented over 

time (Laclau and Mouffe, 2014). Each review ends with the margins because it has 

them at the end, making them seem inevitable, yet as is clear in Chapter 3, I started 

at the margins and worked my way in. 

3.1 Publicness 

3.1.1 Introduction 

In this thesis, publicness has two aspects: the publicness of the learning materials 

and the publicness of the organisations creating them. The chapter argues that to 

develop a deeper understanding of the freedoms enabled by openness (Lane, 2009, 

2010, 2017), there is a need to develop a deeper understanding of publicness. As 

the openness of the learning materials relates to publicness, put simply, if materials 

are open, the answer to who they are open to is everyone. They are public 

resources, which begs the question, what do we mean by “publicness”? 
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The second aspect relates to who makes these resources; OER were first 

developed by publicly funded learning providers in the US to respond to the 

marketisation of HE and financial barriers to learning. Indeed, the idea that publicly 

funded learning ought to be publicly available is a tenet of the open movement. Lane 

(2010, 2012) points to the difference between the original OE movement, which was 

state-funded, and the rush to MOOCs, often privately funded or developed by 

marketised HE providers, as a significant issue. Within this public-private tension, 

Weller’s “Battle for the Open” (2013; 2015) is a battle between Silicon Valley and 

the state-funded providers to get to tell the story of openness. 

The question posed by Lane and Weller, both at the OU and by prominent figures 

in OER/OEP, is, can private organisations create genuinely open and publicly 

available resources? As highlighted in the previous chapter, openness is contested. 

Questions about the private sector’s role in openness are part of broader debates 

about who delivers services and ask us to consider what public and private mean. 

For example, while publicness can relate to who funds something or who delivers it, 

the complex relationships between state and non-state actors involved in the 

delivery of public services in places like the UK suggest that the sense that 

publicness means the state is no longer tenable (Newman and Clarke, 2009). While 

the importance of publicness has been highlighted in the OER/MOOC literature, 

there is no detailed analysis of what publicness means in the context of OEP. This 

lack of insight is compounded when OEP occurs in partnership, which is explored 

in more detail in the findings. 

This section aims to address that gap. First, it looks at the publicness of 

organisations, specifically Public Value. It suggests that publicness is discursive, 

with a series of dimensions that operate on organisations regardless of whether they 

are publicly or privately owned (Bozeman and Moulton, 2011). The section then 

turns to the publicness of the learning materials and takes an in-depth look at 

discourses on publicness. Drawing on critical theory, it suggests “the public” is a 

hegemonic notion and argues for a need to think about the plurality of publics and 

counter publics (see Fraser, 2007, 2010). It differentiates between “the public” and 

“a public” and suggests a need to examine the way issues are articulated within 

discourses about “the public”, in particular, the role of those discourses in bringing 

“a public” into being within a partnership and through the design process. 
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3.1.2 The Publicness of Organisations 

Publicness is a slippery idea; it refers to interests, people, places, views, and 

organisations. It is typically understood as the public sector and its services, the 

legal and democratic structures that support deliberative decision making and 

people, often the citizens of a nation or state. Sometimes it is all these, with “the 

public” expressing an opinion in public spaces, to elect governments to run public 

services (Newman and Clarke, 2009). As the state has restructured the way it 

provides services, particularly in the US and the UK, the question of publicness 

becomes even more challenging to discern. The privatisation of publicly owned 

companies and the involvement of private companies in state provision under 

Margaret Thatcher in the UK in the 1980s (Harvey, 2007a, 2007b) decoupled public 

services from the state. Later shifts under the “Third Way” Clinton-Blair nexus in the 

1990s encouraged TSOs to become providers of goods and services on behalf of 

the state (see Rees, 2014). As who delivered public services broadened, publicness 

was no longer about the organisation that delivered them. Therefore discourses 

within public administration about the state’s role and those working within it also 

changed in response to the creation of quasi-markets (Le Grand, 2004). One of the 

most influential ideas that emerged was New Public Management (NPM). NPM took 

models from the private sector and applied them to the state. The application of 

NPM varied spatially and temporally, and different sectors adopted NPM at different 

times. For example, while its influence on the UK state has mostly faded, it took a 

late grip on UK HE as the UK’s Westminster government introduced high tuition fees 

and more instrumental measures of the value of learning (Peters, 2013). It also 

involved a shift in assumptions, with those using public services seen as customers 

and more than customers as self-interested rational consumers (Denhardt and 

Denhardt, 2000, 2015). 

3.1.2.1 Public Value 

While academics and policymakers challenged the application of private-sector 

models to deliver public services, they often accepted the administration-centric 

view of the public sector doing all the “rowing” was no longer tenable. The sense 

that those in office ought to steer a way through market forces present in NPM 

(Weiss et al., 1995) was also challenged. In particular, who gets to design, manage 

or deliver public services came into question, with questions around steering (by 

whom, for whom) being replaced by more active perspectives, including questions 
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about how people serve “the public” (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015). One of the 

most influential ideas that emerged from opposition to private-sector models in the 

public domain was “Public Value”. It was a term coined by a US-based researcher 

(Moore, 1994) who suggested that public sector managers ought to engage in value-

seeking behaviour. Moore argued that, to manage public goods and act in the public 

interest effectively; there is a need to balance three elements of what he termed a 

strategic triangle. These are: 

• the need to account for the creation of Public Value (demonstrate value-

seeking); 

• the ability of the organisation to create value (the resources and capability to 

create value); and 

• the authority they have to create value (the legitimacy they have to create 

value). 

Moore’s approach has been challenged on several levels. For example, if it is a 

descriptive account of what successful managers do, then where is the empirical 

evidence? If it is a normative account of what they ought to do, then what aspects 

of moral philosophy is it based on, and, critically, does it afford too much power to 

those in public office (Mintrom and Luetjens, 2015; Rhodes, 2016)? However, 

despite reservations, the sense that it was a valuable idea for academics and 

practitioners remained, and competing interpretations of Public Value emerged. Of 

those, the most influential was Bozeman (e.g. Bozeman, 2002a, 2008; Bozeman 

and Sarewitz, 2011), who took a moral philosophy approach to define what Public 

Value(s) might be. Bozeman argued there was a need to extend Moore’s metaphors 

from the private sector. He borrowed ideas from economics on market failure (where 

the state intervenes when private markets fail) and suggested that we might be able 

to discern Public Value through examining its absence – Public Value failure (PVF). 

In Bozeman’s view (2002), assessing PVF is assessing the actions of organisations’ 

or individuals’ “core Public Values”. He sets out a series of normative values which 

are lacking in effective Public Value creation. They include: people being unable to 

communicate Public Values through democratic deficit, private monopolies on 

public goods, the ability of some to hoard public goods, scarcity of public goods 

provided by the state, short-term approaches, lack of human dignity and the 

curtailing of freedoms. Bozeman attempted to address the critics of Moore by setting 

out a series of Public Values that a “good society” ought to hold, and using a 
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Popperian null hypothesis (Popper, 2002), linking this to Euro-American moral and 

political philosophy in order to create a space for empirical research. The most 

apparent problem with the approach is that it is a “voice from nowhere” based on 

enlightenment perspectives that ignore perspectives from the Global South (see 

Connell 2007 for a detailed account of the differences between moral and political 

philosophy in the Global North and the Global South). 

Bozeman himself stepped away from PVF and the search for universal values to 

explore publicness. Moore’s work also shifted towards the “authorising 

environment”, and both became engaged in political philosophy and deliberative 

decision making in work on the Public Sphere. For Moore, decision making and the 

complex range of actors engaged with value creation became critical, and value 

became intimately tied to “the public” (Moore, 2014). For example, examining the 

heterogeneous spaces of public sector delivery, Moore suggests that the third-

sector strategy, whether acting as advocates for groups or through service delivery, 

should be driven by the “strategic triangle”. The value they can deliver is tied to the 

organisation’s values, values that derive from the organisation’s development out of 

specific public interests, and their connection to those interest groups (Moore, 

2000). Ultimately, much of the work in Public Value has shifted from looking at value 

creation for to value creation with, and many of those who based their research and 

practice on Moore (and to some extent Bozeman) now look at co-

production/design/creation (see Bryson et al., 2016; Bryson, Edwards and Van 

Slyke, 2018). The interest is an acknowledgement that whatever Public Value is, it 

is not abstract but something that comes through use and reflects the way the 

contemporary political economy addresses questions of the democratic deficit or 

authorising environment through working directly with “the public” within the design 

and delivery of services (Sancino, 2016). 

3.1.2.2 Dimensions of Publicness 

Bozeman’s work developed in a slightly different direction. The first shift was to 

extend the normative approach to values within PVF to explore publicness more 

generally. Influenced by Habermas (2018), he set out two additional Public Values. 

As an underpinning value, the Public Sphere and Progressive Opportunity were 

used to broaden how “the public” can inform normative accounts and the range of 

voices contributing to deliberative decision making (Bozeman and Johnson, 2015b). 

The second shift was the suggestion that publicness might be read from the degree 
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to which an organisation finds itself and its operations bound by political authority, 

and this means researchers could compare an empirical account of publicness with 

a series of normative ones within different political contexts (Bozeman and Moulton, 

2011). For example, exploring the state funding of science in the US, the suggestion 

is that one develops a set of Public Values using policy, opinion polling and 

Bozeman’s criteria and then engages in a Public Value mapping exercise using 

these as a heuristic tool to structure deliberation (Bozeman and Sarewitz, 2011). 

Moulton and others developed dimensional publicness and used it to explore 

publicness in a range of other contexts. For example, Moulton’s (2012) research 

into the post-2008 crash in US private mortgages explored how private mortgage 

lenders acted (or not) in the public interest. She highlighted the importance of legal 

frameworks in shaping actions. However, there was also the sense of private 

providers, particularly small-town local banks in the US, seeing themselves as acting 

in the public interest and the sense in which they might associate themselves with 

a particular community and develop associative publicness. 

Moulton extended this idea to research the third sector. She found associative 

publicness is not a given, with TSOs being more bound by political authority as they 

moved closer to the state through contracting and away, as the state requires third-

sector groups to diversify income. third-sector groups can find themselves 

attempting to balance the state’s expectations to be aligned with their values and 

the expectations of a range of private and other third-sector funders to align with 

their values (Moulton and Eckerd, 2012). Research into third-sector groups in the 

UK National Health Service (NHS) finds a similar pattern. They compete with other 

third-sector groups and the private sector to deliver services. These providers 

indicated they felt like the public sector and publicness flowed through their values 

and operations, giving them a sense of normative publicness (Hall, Miller and Millar, 

2016). The research suggests publicness is dimensional, where the dimensions are: 

• direct, linked to democratic accountability or through deliberative decision 

making; 

• indirect, through financial and legal frameworks, targets and oversight; and 

• associative, through shared values or norms. 

Within these three areas, organisations and individuals will experience publicness 

differently at different times and in different places. This suggests a need to see the 
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publicness of an organisation as discursive, with differences arising from how direct, 

indirect and associative dimensions of publicness are read and understood. For 

example, a homeless charity in London with service-level agreements with the UK 

government started to collect immigration information about rough sleepers. In 

response to concerns about those activities within the Public Sphere (the UK press, 

notably The Guardian), the charity stopped collecting the information. Later, the 

organisation raised concerns about the public response if the UK Home Office 

brings back the scheme16. There is nothing illegal about what the organisation did. 

However, in balancing direct (charity law and legal requirements), indirect (funding 

and service contracts) and associative (values and reputational risk) dimensions of 

publicness, they became entangled in the ambiguous relationship with the UK 

government’s development of a “hostile environment” for migrants. 

3.1.2.3 Associative and Normative Publicness 

The examples above suggest that organisational values and associative publicness 

are about the stories an organisation tells itself about itself, and the stories it tells 

others about itself, along with how others see it. For third-sector groups, associative 

publicness relates to the people who establish the organisation, those who share its 

values, who work there or volunteer, and the people the organisation engages with 

to enact those values. It suggests that the publicness of an organisation enables 

some aspects of its operations and constrains others. Applying dimensional 

publicness to the homeless charity is the balance of indirect aspects of publicness 

(controlling the operations through funding) and associative publicness related to 

how people think the organisation should act is where the tensions lie. 

 
16 For the original report see Corporate Watch report from 2017 “Round Up” 
https://corporatewatch.org/the-round-up-rough-sleeper-immigration-raids-and-charity-
collaboration-2/ for reporting on investigations into this from Liberty and The Public 
Interest Law Centre see: Townsend M (2017) “Home Office used charity data map to 
deport rough sleepers”, The Observer, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-
news/2017/aug/19/home-office-secret-emails-data-homeless-eu-nationals (last accessed 
5 December 2019); Taylor D (2017) Charities referring rough sleepers to immigration 
enforcement services” The Guardian 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/mar/07/charities-giving-home-office-details-of-
rough-sleepers-says-report (last accessed 5 December 2019); Taylor D (2018) Homeless 
charity aided deportation patrols in search for rough sleepers” The Guardian, 
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/mar/05/st-mungos-homeless-charity-helped-
target-rough-sleepers-to-deport (last accessed 5 December 2019) Townsend M (2019) 
“Secret plan to use charities to help deport rough sleepers, The Observer, 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/jul/06/home-office-secret-plan-charities-deport-
rough-sleepers (last accessed 5 December 2019);  
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Dimensional publicness is a useful heuristic that could be applied to an educational 

example such as the partnerships detailed in section 2.2. Delivering open learning 

is part of the OU’s sense of itself and others’ sense of it, even within its original 

charter instigated by the then Labour Government. However uncomfortably radical 

approaches might sit in the OU (often at the margins, see Chapter 2’s discussion on 

Couglan and Perryman, 2015), they are part of the OU. As an HE provider, the UK 

state shapes the OU legally and financially. The state partly funds its operations and 

even mandates what it can charge for its services. Its sense of self draws on the 

values that formed it. It is accountable to those foundational values. While other 

dimensions of publicness might pull on those associative ties, including new 

associations, those foundational associative ties to a particular image of openness 

are significant. To understand ties in more detail, the chapter looks at critical 

perspectives on publicness. 

3.1.3 Critical Approaches to Publicness 

The previous section acknowledged the importance of Habermas’s Public Sphere 

in developing an understanding of publicness. Habermas’s (2018) work emphasises 

its role in acting as a deliberative space where “the public” debates matters of 

interest and opinions are formed and reformed. Here, publicness is understood 

beyond government operations or “the public” receiving services and includes civil 

society. Publicness is enacted through meetings, public forums, and crucially 

intertextually. Texts play an essential role in the classic Public Sphere by Habermas, 

a historical account of the emergence of this liminal space read through the 

correspondence of the emerging bourgeois and their literary artefacts (Warner, 

2002, 2005). One of the issues for those working in this space is that the public is 

conflated with how the democratic process works. The focus on representational 

democratic structures can lead to managing the kinds of value questions that “get 

asked”, or the opportunities provided to engage in decision making (Dahl and Soss, 

2014). Likewise, there is a need for Public Value to address the barriers to public 

life. In particular, how different public beliefs are encouraged and used to gain 

advantage and how particular groups promote their interests. For example, the way 

lobbies inform policy, and increasingly fragmented government structures, rather 

than seeking to change or reflect “public opinion”, look to narrow debate and activate 

existing beliefs to support their agenda (Jacobs, 2014). 
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How representative are representative democracies when taking part in the Public 

Sphere? This depends on a series of norms and behaviour. The norms of behaviour 

within it are defined by those in positions of power (Negt and Kluge, 2016). Fraser 

(2007) suggests several issues with the way Habermas understands “the public”. It 

starts with the tendency to conflate citizenship of a nation-state with being a member 

of “the public”. Here we see two issues: first, it ignores those individuals who reside 

in but are not citizens of a state. Second, it tends to ignore problems that cut across 

state boundaries and develop transnational organisations that attempt to articulate 

particular agendas or deal with these problems. However, this particular critique of 

the Public Sphere is outwith the scope of this thesis. 

Fraser (2007) second critique of the Public Sphere is relevant; it draws on the first 

and asks how representative these spaces are. The artisanal Public Sphere 

described by Habermas is a collection of carefully crafted publications from an 

emerging middle class in the 18th century. However, these quickly became taken 

over by the interests of capital. The economic interests of those things that 

supported the Public Sphere were also interested in how they could give life to their 

businesses (Negt and Kluge, 2016). Fraser (2007) suggests examing the Public 

Sphere with the following criteria: 

• The legitimacy criteria are split into inclusiveness and participatory parity: 

• inclusive, meaning open to all those with a stake in the outcome; 

• parity with all enjoying an equal chance to participate. 

Then the efficacy criteria concern translation and capacity: 

• translation is the ability of power in civil society to be turned into 

administration and legal power; 

• capacity, which is the ability of the state to realise the will of the public. 

Taken as a whole, this means recognising discourses in the Public Sphere are not 

always open and democratic. While it claims to represent all and is totalising, in 

reality, it operates as a system of exclusion and inclusion. Partly the exclusion 

system relates to the forms of communication, which creates a challenge for those 

looking to shape discourses within it, including educators.  

Looking at discourses about workers’ rights, Negt and Kluge (2016) highlighted the 

following paradox: engaging in discourse in the Public Sphere requires people to 
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abstract their experience. Indeed, like academia, the very thing that is valued as an 

intellectual endeavour is the ability to abstract experience. However, in abstracting 

those experiences, one is alienated from them. Those who engage in those 

deliberative spaces become distanced from the very experiences that provided them 

with the legitimacy to operate in the space. A similar argument is made about 

crossing from practice to academia: as the practitioner spends more time in 

academia, so the value of their connection to practice fades, and their ability to 

speak from practice and to practice diminishes (Bartunek and Rynes, 2014). The 

observation has practical implications for a learning designer working with 

practitioners to create practice-based learning materials, this is explored empirically 

in chapters 5 and 6. 

Staying with the focus on publicness of this chapter, the sense is of knowledge from 

practice being abstracted from the experience in order for it to become legitimate 

knowledge about practice. It creates a challenge for designers who (like me) design 

learning materials for and with practitioners. Partly, this relates to the professional 

discourses involved and the types of rhetoric within these deliberative spaces. It 

creates a tension between the need to engage with “the public” at the vernacular 

level by attending to lay discourses (Hauser, 2007) while still attending to 

professional ones. In participatory approaches, from community development 

(Shaw and Mayo, 2016) to design (Sanders and Stappers, 2008, 2014) and 

education (Pain et al., 2013), there is a deep concern over the degree to which we 

look to shape those whom we look to include rather than shaping the systems 

around those who are excluded. The structure of participation is essential, and 

Fraser’s (2007) criteria are a valuable guide for the practitioner when assessing just 

how participatory participation is within the process you design. 

3.1.4 The Third Sector as Counter Public 

The thesis focuses on HE and TSOs, registered charities, a TU and NDPBs. While 

the legal structure of each is different, and so is their genesis, they are all IO 

operating in the ambiguous space (e.g. Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2012; Kivimaa, 

2014; Dey, Schneider and Maier, 2016; Ramirez, Clarke and Klerkx, 2017). Rather 

than define these organisations, the thesis follows anthropologists’ lead and treats 

the ambiguity as being productively unstable and a space to examine what happens 

in these uncertain spaces (Lewis and Schuller, 2017). 
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It uses them to examine how publicness, IO as counter publics and the plurality of 

publics. “A public” or a counter public form around an issue. The formation occurs 

through the articulation of elements through connecting ideas about the issue(s). 

Addressing those issues within the Public Sphere attracts interest from those 

persuaded by the particular articulation of elements within the discourse. These 

publics are not ephemeral, as Bozeman (following Habermas’s later refinement of 

work on the Public Sphere) noted, there is a difference between the structure that 

supports discourses and the discourses themselves (Bozeman and Johnson, 

2015b). 

At some point, the articulation of elements sediment and form structures. What is 

important to emphasise is that third-sector groups are part of those structural 

relations. For example, in the discussions of homeless charities and immigration in 

sections 3.1.2.2 and 3.1.2.3 when Corporate Watch and the human rights charity 

Liberty articulate a set of elements, they make connections. They hold up to the light 

the enactment of a set of policies by these charities, which lead to a material change 

in people’s lives – they are deported. It can engage in those deliberative discussions 

about the role of homeless charities in this space through its own complex set of 

socio-material relations and in relation to the existing structures within the Public 

Sphere, in this case, The Guardian newspaper group. Accepting that the articulation 

between elements within a discourse has materiality means also recognising the 

material manifestations of the state, or indeed a third-sector provider, are also 

discursive and part of the way “a public” is brought into being. It is through the 

material and rhetorical manifestation of services that “a public” using those services 

is brought into being (Laclau and Mouffe, 2014). 

Acknowledging the role of IOs (in their broadest sense) as part of those structural 

relations and engage in shaping discourses in the Public Sphere is clear. Once they 

are sedimented into an organisational structure, the sense that these organisations 

arose from counter publics who coalesced around an issue is less clear. Hauser’s 

(Hauser, 1997, 1998, 2001; Hauser and Benoit-barne, 2002; Hauser, 2007) 

extensive work on rhetoric in Public Sphere and counter publics explores how 

rhetoric and acts of persuasion form into groups giving rise to political movements 

and structures to support those movements. Just as Extinction Rebellion and Black 

Lives Matter are “making things public”, engaging people and then developing 

structures to support that engagement, so did the World Wildlife Fund and the 

Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. 
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For the learning designer, the sense that a third-sector group is a structure that 

arose from and is linked to counter public is an opportunity to engage with “a public” 

you might not otherwise reach. The section provides a theoretical explanation for 

the practice-based observation set out in Chapter 2, that partnerships are valuable 

for reaching hard-to-reach learners. However, it also presents a series of challenges 

to the unquestioned acceptance of the access to those publics the groups provide, 

particularly how groups bring a public into being. 

3.1.5 Bringing “A Public” into Being 

The structure and process to support participation in deliberative decision making 

are important. However, it is not just process; critical approaches to publicness also 

involve a conceptual turn. The turn relates to the way “the public” is understood; 

when one talks about “the public” the sense is it is “out there” and has a view 

(Hauser, 1987, 2007). There are two problems with this: 

• the idea of “the public” simplifies relations, often neglecting the way it is 

contested by different interest groups and changes over time; and 

• the sense there is a public out there to be consulted, with have opinions they 

are waiting to share. 

To address the first problem, we need to accept a more dispersed sense of the 

public. Identity politics and social movements are part of a pluralistic notion of “the 

public”, Negt and Kluge (2016) use the term “counter publics” as a way to talk about 

“the working class”, and later Negt in an interview (Krause, 2006) clarifies it stands 

for all those who are oppressed. It is a public that emerges, often in an unplanned 

and chaotic way. Somehow it fuses people together even if and as they disagree on 

specific points. Through those disagreements, the counter public learns, evolves 

and develops—IOs in civil society form in this way. For example, while much has 

been made about the role of privately owned social media platforms in the 

resistance to authoritarian rule in states in the Middle East (Morozov, 2015), referred 

to in Western media as the “Arab Spring”, research into how groups formed and 

developed suggest that casual associations within football supporters’ clubs were 

more critical to the genesis and ongoing management of these social movements 

(Alexander and Bassiouny, 2014). 

When thinking about discourse and “the public”, we must be careful not to conflate 

public with people, and not assume that a public is the same as the public. There 
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are two reasons for this: first, it assumes that a public exists before being addressed 

(Warren, 2002). “Is the audience for a new work of fiction or a product out there 

waiting?” is the same question as “Does “the public” exist before the service?” or 

the assumption that the audience for a free online learning resource exists before 

the resource. “A public” is brought into being through the making process, including 

the making of free online courses. 

The second reason is that references to “the public”, such as speaking for “the 

public” and claiming to act on their behalf, seeks a universal view. It effectively 

totalises and homogenises experience, and tends towards a “view from nowhere” 

(Fraser, 2004). The view from nowhere ignores the different publics and temporal 

and spatial variation within those publics. It also tends to be a view from the Global 

North, obscuring other ways of knowing and being in the world. It leads to legitimate 

accusations of neo-colonialism and obscures the experience of people with origins 

in the Global South (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2012; Connell, 2014). For a learning 

designer, this presents a challenge: 

• first, it pushes the focus onto thinking about the role of question formation on 

the shape of the response. It means attending to the types of rhetoric and 

acts of persuasion and the to and fro of those deliberations, rather than 

outcomes (Warner, 2002); and second 

• it relates to who gets to ask questions, what those questions are, and how 

they can ask them. Suppose public opinion is a considered evaluation of a 

public problem as envisaged in many normative accounts of the role of the 

Public Sphere (including those of Habermas). In that case, our attention is 

often on the aggregated results, when it should be on the discussion and 

critically how it came to be considered worthy of public scrutiny (Hauser, 

2007). 

Questions about how an outcome arises draw us to focus on the process. Critical 

approaches to publicness suggest a need for inquiry methods that get inside 

practice. It means being situated, and this is what makes inquiries difficult. Gherardi 

(2017) suggests a need to move away from things within practice to examining 

processes. Addressing the questions posed by critical theories of publicness means 

attending to the intra-actions or flow (Gherardi 2019) within practice, and methods 

need to reflect this. Chapter 4 looks at appropriate methods to study design practice 

in more detail. 
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3.1.6 Towards an Understanding of Publicness and Openness 

The extended exploration of publicness argued for a need to look at “a public” and 

plurality in publics rather than “the public”. It suggests these publics are formed 

discursively through the articulation of elements, and these articulations have 

symbolic and material forms and can coalesce into groups or organisations. These 

differences are apparent in how scholarship and practice articulate elements within 

their arguments and socio-technical assemblages. For example, returning to the OE 

discussions in chapters 1 and 2, advocates of OE often accept the technical 

assemblages (of information technology, legal frameworks and technology 

management) associated with making content freely available online. However, in 

drawing on “older” approaches to OE and suggesting that technical openness is only 

one component, they articulate an additional set of elements to shape discussions 

on openness. In particular, they suggest that openness is not merely concerned with 

opening up content through open licences and the use of the low transactions costs 

of the internet to cross boundaries. However, opening up requires considerations of 

boundary-crossing generally. These are associative aspects of publicness and 

connections to broader discourses on OE that shape their understanding of 

openness. 

Extending beyond discourses within OE itself, the idea “a public” is brought into 

being through being addressed suggests that an OER brings “a public” into being. 

“A public” persuaded by the particular articulation of elements within the course and 

engaged by the socio-technical assemblage that brings it into being. Following this 

logic suggests that, rather than seeing OER/MOOCs as being open to “the public”, 

they should be read as being open to “a public”. Significant implications for the 

design of open learning materials arise from recognising that the articulation of 

elements within a course brings “a public” into being. 

Suppose courses are an expression of the publicness of an organisation, then that 

publicness has dimensions. Those dimensions might relate to a connection to 

particular publics or interest groups (counter publics). It may have arisen during the 

organisation’s development as it articulated particular ideas, or through who the 

organisations act for or engage with. In this argument, the dimensions of publicness 

shape how the organisation articulates openness. At a theoretical level, this seems 

to explain the practical observation that organisations tend to make openness in 

their own image (Macintyre, 2013). It also hints at an explanation for what is 
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happening within OE partnerships. Each partner will understand openness in their 

own way. 

When learning providers enter into partnerships to provide routes into learning for 

those distanced from education, this movement extends the organisation’s reach. 

Typically, this is through education, though, in some radical and activist pedagogies, 

it can be of or from (Pain et al., 2013; Hawthorne-Steele, Moreland and Rooney, 

2015). Concerning publicness, it can be understood as an attempt to extend the 

organisation’s publicness and reach “a public” they would not otherwise be able to 

reach. The partnership offers the possibility of destabilising the articulations and 

assemblages within present organisational forms. At the same time, the 

organisation sits within a series of dimensions of publicness (Moulton and Eckerd, 

2012). These are: 

• direct, linked to democratic accountability or through deliberative decision 

making; 

• indirect, through financial and legal frameworks targets and oversight; and 

• associative, through shared values or norms. 

These can enable or constrain the educational freedoms the organisation seeks. 

Theorising about practice is useful and provides a plausible explanation for the 

patterns introduced in chapters 1 and 2. However, the reading of publicness 

developed in this part posed some significant challenges. Chapter 2 suggested 

partnership and participation have a crucial role in developing OER that realise the 

promise of being open to everyone. The review of publicness problematises this on 

several levels. It highlights participation issues, poses critical questions about how 

an organisation brings a public into being, and undermines the notion that learning 

materials can be for everyone. It suggests there is no “the public”. There are publics. 

An organisation develops from and supports “a public”. It suggests that, for the 

designer commissioned to design a course about a topic or for an audience, a critical 

reading of publicness means interrogating the assumptions within the commission. 

Critical theories of publicness suggest a need to interrogate: 

• the articulations made within the assumptions; 

• how those articulations are made; and 

• who is allowed to make those articulations and arrive at those assumptions. 
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A critical review of publicness has provided an ability to go inside the question and 

guide observation within the design process – something explored in detail in 

Chapter 6. 

3.2 Design 

3.2.1 Introduction 

The prominent place of design-based approaches in some of the most successful 

global companies has given design a lustre that has attracted interest from various 

disciplines. This section starts with the interest shown by the business and 

management community, specifically those exploring the kinds of organisations that 

focus on the thesis. Starting with an overview of design, it then suggests the interest 

lies in the way designers identify and work with problems, and it allocates space to 

exploring design logics. It then looks to three overlapping approaches to PD, CD 

and SD, suggesting these approaches as a way to bring together questions of OE, 

partnership and publicness. 

3.2.2 Management’s Design Turn 

This section sets the scene for a deeper engagement with designerly ways by 

exploring the interest of business and management scholars in design. As an 

applied discipline, business and management draws its legitimacy from its 

connection to practice, and much of the early interest in design-based approaches 

arose in practice and was written about in journals aimed at practitioners. For 

example, a search of the practitioner-focused business publication the Harvard 

Business Review database (November 2019) found the magazine has published 

7,158 articles on “Design Thinking”, of which 4,042 are case studies. There is a 

similar interest in design in the public and third sectors, with publicly funded and 

third-sector programmes across Europe embedding design in their identification of 

issues and the generation of solutions (see Yee, Joyce and White, 2016) and third-

sector case studies (see Voorberg, Bekkers and Tummers, 2015 for a review of 

public policy). The introductory section looks at the confluence between design and 

how organisations work, starting generally and focusing on public administration and 

the third sector. 

Much of the interest in design stems from the success of companies that have 

adopted design-based approaches, particularly those in Silicon Valley. It is linked to 

the emergence of UX design as a distinct approach, which combines graphics and 
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interface design with research approaches from the social sciences, notably 

anthropology. The tools and techniques grew from designers and anthropologists 

working in IT firms to understand human-computer interactions. Early pioneers like 

Lucy Suchman (an anthropologist who worked at Xerox Palo Alto researcher centre, 

see Suchman, 2002, 2011) and Don Norman (formerly a researcher into the 

psychology of mathematics who worked for DARPA, Apple and Hewlett Packard) 

the approach became formalised (see Norman, 2016, focused on “user-centred 

design”). It pushed designers of products and systems to develop more rigorous 

approaches to understanding the wants and needs of people using goods and 

services through the design process, from conceptualisation (ideation) through 

prototyping and testing and in production. 

Design agencies like IDEO (Tim Brown is chair)17, and the overlap between these 

agencies and academic partners like MIT Media Lab and Brown’s work with 

business academics like Roger Martin, spanned the boundaries between academia 

and practice18. Their work led to academic collaborations leading to the application 

of “Design Thinking” to a range of social issues, which in turn led to a growing 

interest from the public sector (and related areas) in design (Brown, 2008; Brown 

and Martin, 2015). 

The growth and development of specific units within government on design are often 

tied to the digitisation of government services. For example, Scotland is now a 

“digital by default” nation, which means that people need to make a case for a 

service being provided another way apart from digital. Within the digital directorate 

sits the service design team. Their work looks at how designers can work within 

government, using approaches like the UK Design Council’s “Double Diamond” and 

UX tools (discussed in detail in the next section) to bring “users’” voices into the 

digital transformation process19. This interest has brought many of the tools and 

 
17A profile of Tim Brown is available on the IDEO site (https://www.ideo.com/people/tim-
brown). 

18 Roger Martin writes across business and design for practice and academic journals 
(https://rogerlmartin.com/). 

19 For information on “Digital by Default” see here: 
https://www.gov.scot/policies/digital/digital-transformation/ The design service is relatively 
new and quite fluid, for example in “A Scottish approach to designing public services” 
(https://resources.mygov.scot/37f87d5/designing-public-services-in-scotland/why-we-
need-design-for-public-services-in-scotland/a-scottish-approach-to-design-for-public-
services/, last accessed 5 December 2019). The focus is on complex needs and 
fragmented services with drawings of systems maps looking at the causes of the causes, 
inserted to emphasise that digital is not just a digital issue. This site has been updated 
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techniques associated with UX design into the public domain. As a Europe-wide 

research programme has shown, public service design is a broad area that often 

covers complex multi-agency partnerships in various parts of governments that are 

not always connected (Design Council, 2013)20. 

Partly, this is an interest in how design can help create value and the role of “Design 

Thinking” in helping solve “messy problems”. It is how policy designers might use 

Public Value as a “sensitising concept” (Nicolini, 2009) within their design practice 

(Mintrom and Luetjens, 2015, 2017). As noted in section 3.1.2.1, public 

administration’s interest in Public Value fell away as “the public” was collapsed into 

value creation (see Bryson et al., 2016; Bryson, Edwards and Van Slyke, 2018). The 

folding of these together is manifested in interest in collaboration, service design, 

co-production/design/creation and the role of “the public” in creating value in 

academia and practice. For example, Osborne’s (see Radnor et al., 2014; Osborne, 

Radnor and Strokosch, 2016) work on public services and logics sets out an 

approach to service design in the public sector that places co-production/creation at 

the centre of value creation in public services. The International Research Society 

for Public Management (IRSPM) formed a Special Interest Group (SIG) in 2018 on 

design-led approaches, and I have been active in the SIG since its inception. In the 

recently formed Design Justice Network21, and to an extent in the IRSPM SIG, 

questions emerge about the assumptions that would inform those design principles. 

Suggesting the folding of customer logic from service design into public services is 

inappropriate, and expressed concerns about forced co-production as coerced 

 
and a link at the top now pushes the reader to a more corporate site on digital resources 
in Scotland Digital Scotland (undated): “Digital Resource Scotland” 
(https://resources.mygov.scot/alpha/). However, all is not entirely well; the UK 
government’s rollout of its digital Universal Credit service (based in Newcastle) struggles 
to attract and retain designers, with job adverts at the time of writing (December 2019) 
running on a range of recruitment websites. The Design Justice Network is a group of 
service designers using design-based approaches to support what they regard as 
negative social outcomes associated with the application of design in public services. 
They formed a Scottish chapter in November 2019.  

20 In this report – “Design for Good” – case studies are drawn from Wales, England, 
Finland and Denmark. The emphasis is on the process user needs, create solutions and 
agile prototyping, collaboration in the design of services is highlighted as is the UK Liberal 
Democrat–Conservative Coalition Government’s “nudge unit”, which looked at how the 
behavioural psychology used by privately owned internet service providers to increase 
platform use might be employed in the public sector.  

21 The Design Justice Network is an international group with nodes in different countries 
who are concerned about the application of design logics and the way they application of 
those logics might obscure or accentuate existing social and structural inequalities 
(https://designjustice.org/).  
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production (Alford, 2016) due to public sector cuts. Nevertheless, publicness and 

design are entangled within research and practice as they are increasingly folded 

into the way states engage in the development and delivery of services. 

3.2.3 Designerly Ways of Knowing 

The previous section looked briefly at the interest of business and management and 

public administration in design. However, it did not address what design is and what 

it is that designers do. The problem is that design describes the things that are made 

(like a plan or prototype), the process of making (designing), the people that make 

it (designers), the industry itself, and the aesthetic appreciation of those things (it is 

designed well). There is a slipperiness to design work that means design can be the 

intentions, the process, the people and the outcomes. The thesis focuses on the 

process and the people. It asks what is it that occurs during the design process and 

who is involved in it. Walter Gropius, from the influential design school the 

Bauhaus22, suggested that design and designers were managers of process, 

arguing that designing involved more than merely coming up with new ideas but 

also thinking through how those ideas would be put into practice. While some might 

not agree that designers are managers and may express concerns about the 

impulses towards a totalising vision of design (Wigley, 2019), the sense that design 

involves a series of processes and the fact that the designer needs to be concerned 

with how they manage those processes remains. This section looks at the structure 

of the design process and research into how designers know. 

3.2.3.1 Design as Process Management 

Design as process management has become formalised over time. For example, in 

interaction, UX (and to an extent, service design) commonly used in the public 

service digitisation programmes discussed above, the design process is mapped 

with a series of sequential steps, starting with “empathy”, in this approach you: 

• start with the development of an empathic understanding of an issue; 

• define the problem and a “design brief”; 

 
22 The Bauhaus (German for bau to build and haus a house) was an influential school of 
architects and designers set up in 1919 and led originally by Gropius in Weimar Germany. 
There is extensive information at one of the remaining Bauhaus locations 
(https://www.bauhaus-dessau.de/en/index.html). 
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• develop ideas or challenging perspectives on the problem; 

• prototype solutions based on the ideas and, if needed, return to earlier steps; 

and again 

• test the prototypes with people, which may mean returning to earlier steps 

(Beyer and Holtzblatt, 2013). 

The most influential version of the model is the Stanford Design School (D School)23, 

which is typically presented as a series of sequential boxes (see Figure 3-1). 

Figure 3-1 "Design Thinking" Empathy to Iterative Testing 

D School’s model is often used on services and software, while the UK Design 

Council’s original “Double Diamond” from 2004 (see Figure 3-2) is often applied to 

products and has similar steps. A discovery phase encourages divergent thinking, 

followed by a definition phase that converges around a specific focus and the 

definition of the problem and its codification into a design brief. The process then 

enters a development phase exploring potential solutions, and then a convergence 

and the delivery of working solutions (Ball, 2019). While this has recently been 

updated (September 2019) to add principles and engagement along with methods 

and leadership as overarching themes, the approach remains the same. It is cycles 

of exploratory activity where people are encouraged to “think outside the box” or 

“many flowers to bloom” and other such phrases, following a shift from divergent 

thinking to convergent thinking shown in Figure 3-2 as the double diamonds.  

 
23 The Stanford Design School Empathy Model and their approach to setting out a 
process for Design Thinking, which they turn into a series of courses, has been influential 
in design schools around the world (https://dschool.stanford.edu/). 

Empathise Define Develop Prototype Test 
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3.2.3.2 How Designers Know 

Generating and refining ideas and developing solutions all involve specific 

reasoning, and how designers think and know is one of the most critical research 

areas. A lot of this work looks at the heuristics employed by designers, how expert 

designers develop routines and assumptions that allow them to recognise the nature 

of an issue and “test” different solutions (see Schön's 1987 exploration of reflective 

talk in design spaces). The title of this section (3.2.3) is from Cross (2006), whose 

work explored what designers do and the different ways designers approach issues 

in their practice. With Dorst, Cross was influential in setting a framework for 

understanding how designers think (Dorst and Cross, 2001). To explain the 

approach, they set out a simple premise: design is all about creating value; it 

involves transforming things to create that value. What is transformed and how it is 

transformed will affect value creation. Dorst (2011) express it as follows (Figure 3-

3).  

Figure 3-2 Updated Design Council Double Diamond (copyright UK Design Council, 
reproduced under Fair Use) 
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He suggests that this simplified form can be used to understand how designers 

solve issues. 

If we know what people need to address and how they will go about it, we 

can predict the outcome; this relies on deductive reasoning. 

If we know what the things are and have observed the result, our issue is 

how to we are how it occurs. This form of logic involves developing a series 

of working ideas about how and involves inductive reasoning. 

Designers often have the desired outcome and know the components and therefore 

need to discover a working principle. Discovery science often proceeds in the same 

way. Some historians of science suggest science proceeds through various “styles” 

or ways of knowing about the world, which shape how and what we know (Crombie, 

1995). Crombie suggests there are six forms. They are: 

• deductive (where one builds from what is known and on what is known); 

• experimental (theory verification); 

• analogical (building models in order to understand the process); 

• hypothetical (inductive reasoning associated with discovery science); 

• taxonomic (classification of things, e.g. species); 

• statistical (through pattern-seeking); and 

• evolutionary (through relatedness). 

While the deductive has the oldest lineage, this is not a progression of paradigms 

(like Kuhn) but rather a series of overlapping and linking narratives within science, 

each bubbling to the surface at different times and in different places. Scientists 

evaluate theories in several ways, through whether the hypothesis predicts 

something that can be measured (like a Higgs Boson), through being repeated and 

verified by others in experiments, through statistical analysis, though careful 

Figure 3-3 Design Logics Based on Dorst (2011) 

What 
[things] 

How  

[working 
principle] 

Result 
[observed 
outcome] 
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examination of assumed knowledge interestingly, through simplicity and elegance. 

The latter is Ockham’s Razor; the simplest solution is usually the best (Tibbetts, 

2013). Indeed, as Kuhn (1996) has pointed out, when the explanations get complex 

and overly fraught, or the simple explanation contains extensive provisos, it is a sign 

that the observation no longer supports the explanation, and a new explanation is 

needed. 

Designers use many of the approaches set out by Crombie (1995), making things 

to understand them, classifying things, looking for inspiration in related areas, 

developing a working hypothesis (as set out by Dorst and Cross, 2001) and 

experimenting. Designers also look for simplicity and elegance as they incorporate 

aesthetic judgement into reasoning (Okham’s Razor). However, the most significant 

difference is that, while scientific approaches tend to proceed to and from 

observations, designers work from aspiration and anticipation, not observation – 

because they cannot observe the outcome as it does not yet exist. The style of 

reasoning is called abductive reasoning; and it comes in two forms. Dorst (2011) 

calls them: 

Abductive 1, in this form of reasoning, the aspired value or result is known 

and there working principle on how to achieve it. What is missing is the what 

or thing that might allow the designer to define the issue and the range of 

potential problems. 

Abductive 2 involves reasoning where you only know the value or result you 

aspire to achieve. Here you need to understand what to create and develop 

a working principle of how to achieve it. 

“Abduction” is a term coined by Peirce (2012) to explain what happens in scientific 

discovery. He suggests a need to unpick inductive reasoning to understand how the 

“best guess” of a hypothesis arose. He was interested in exploring how intuition or 

similarity informed the development of scientific theories before inductive reasoning 

might be applied. Peirce’s work on abduction and how experts think led to the 

development of pragmatism. Peirce, “the father of Pragmatism”, influenced people 

like Dewey (1997), and their work on understanding reflective practice has 

influenced a range of applied disciplines, including design. It is not to say that 

designers do not use the different “styles of knowing” suggested by Crombie (1995), 

indeed – as will become apparent in Chapter 4 and then in chapters 5 and 6 – they 

all form part of the designer’s toolkit, they just use them differently. These 



73 

differences are important, as they will shape design inquiries. The following section 

explores particular ways of knowing within design by examining practices on the 

fringes. Chapter 4 then sets out design as a form of inquiry. 

3.2.4 Design Fringes 

The previous section highlighted that design is a process; it is a creative act, a 

pattern of activities involving applying particular logics, tools and techniques. The 

designer sets out the approach that makes up design work, and designers also 

define the spaces in which design practices occur. These spaces, sometimes called 

studios, more recently labs, are often open-plan with tables, soft seating, 

whiteboards with drawings or prototypes, walls covered in Post-It notes, large visual 

displays and Apple computers. The assemblages within these “creative spaces” are 

carefully curated, and the material structures, the tools and techniques used within 

those spaces, and the people in them, are carefully defined (Carroll, 2006). The 

imagery of the creative space is compelling; it is how designers look in media 

representation and how designers represent themselves. Indeed, my own office 

looks very much like this, a series of visual displays, iPads and various electronics, 

a Herman Miller chair, birch ply shelves, a large black desk and a collection of mid-

century Robin Day chairs, a whiteboard and various guitars. This section looks to 

problematise this vision by examining the fringes of design practice, first exploring 

PD then looking at aspects of CD and SD. 

3.2.4.1 Participatory Design 

PD, sometimes referred to as cooperative design, has its roots in industrial relations. 

It developed out of teams of academics, trade unionists working together to explore 

how shopfloor workers (the people who made things) could become more involved 

in designing the things that were made and how they were made (Gregory, 2003). 

Initially, PD focused on makers, then spilled over into those who used those things. 

The adoption of some of the approaches by high-profile companies like Lego was 

essential for the development of ideas around co-design (Sánchez de la Guía, 

Puyuelo Cazorla and de-Miguel-Molina, 2017). 

PD also informed approaches to social issues, overlapping with co-design and PAR. 

Those developing the approach were often practitioner-scholars, less concerned 

with defining the terms and more concerned with the tools and techniques that would 

allow more people to be involved in the design process. PD involves including non-
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designers in the design process before it was folded into product and service design. 

Inspired by PD’s left-learning political stance in the 1970s, PD tools and techniques 

were used by researchers in their activist research (Sanders, Brandt and Binder, 

2010). This move towards participation within design ran alongside a range of other 

community-based approaches, including community, community theatre and a 

range of PAR approaches were also developed around the same time. These 

approaches were highly political (Robertson and Simonsen, 2012), with participation 

(as in OE) seen as an opportunity to learn from communities and engage in social 

transformation (akin to Lane, 2017 emancipation of learning). 

What participatory approaches did was extend the types of people who took part in 

design and redefine where design work took place (Sanders and Westerlund, 2011). 

PD work involves the development of participation frameworks. The dimensions of 

participation include who is involved, what are they involved in, the roles they 

occupy, the kinds of shared things are created, the breadth and depth of 

involvement, when are they involved and for how long (Carroll, 2006). In action 

research, this might be considered a matter of ethics; the roots of PD in labour 

market relations mean these ethical obligations are political acts. Hence, inclusion 

was not the responsibility of an individual (say a facilitator) but a collective 

responsibility (Kelly, 2018). 

PD poses questions around who is included and how people are included; these 

questions overlap with the earlier discussion of publicness. Notably, Fraser’s (2007, 

2010) approach to social justice set out a series of criteria around inclusion, 

participation and the capacity to translate participation into action. Within the design 

space, this question involves ensuring the presentation of things (like perspectives 

or problems) and the representation of things (like solutions or prototypes) address 

Fraser’s criteria. As PD practitioners highlight, care needs to be taken over treating 

the things made in the design process as representing something other than what it 

is. They are unstable solutions, open to challenge; they are not fixed. Design is 

about imaging future sets of social structural and material relations, and PD is about 

imagining what “ought to be”. Thus, the things made in the design process constitute 

those possibilities rather than represent them, as this implies a fixity to the 

articulation of elements within the things made (Westerlund, 2016). 

In PD, this led to an interest in “infrastructuring”, the assemblage of things that 

support inclusion in design, and continuing to support inclusion beyond design 
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means imaging a future where people are continually engaged (Bjögvinsson, Ehn 

and Hillgren, 2012). For example, a long-term design partnership in Malmö worked 

with migrants as part of a hip-hop collective. While the design work started focusing 

on music and art over time, it became about identity and representation of “people 

like me” in Swedish society. In turn, this led to a series of interventions across a 

range of different media, including direct action performance art in a department 

store to draw attention to the way non-white bodies were observed in semi-public 

spaces (Björgvinsson, Ehn and Hillgren, 2012). 

This approach to PD involves creating a space that ensures that those involved can 

continue to “make things public” within the design space. However, participation and 

the techniques used in PD must not become hegemonic, as work in the Global South 

suggests that participation in PD means different things in different contexts 

(Winschiers-Theophilus, Bidwell and Blake, 2012). This group of researchers use 

the term “thinging”, from the Norse word to describe the actions that happen when 

something is made public; to making something a public issue is called thinging 

(Bjögvinsson, Ehn and Hillgren, 2012; Le Dantec and DiSalvo, 2013). This use 

derives from actor-network theorist Latour’s (Latour and Weibel, 2005) work on 

design and publicness, which uses the terms “things” (for the elements within an 

assemblage) and “thinging" to talk about the articulation of elements that occurs in 

making an issue public. The sense of PD as a space where it is not just things being 

designed, but the relationship between things that are being established, shifts the 

focus. It is not just who takes part or where. The structures and systems that support 

inclusion and exclusion within the design process are vital. 

3.2.4.2 Critical Design and Speculative Design 

All design is speculative, as design involves imaging a set of future possibilities 

within the present. Imaging is an integral part of the creative process. For example, 

when a woodcarver creates a sculpture, they imagine the thing in the wood then 

work to realise it. Our appreciation is an appreciation of that imagined form and their 

skill in realising it (Gell, 2016). Speculation in SD is not always about imagined 

futures or arrangements of things, but can be speculations about the present. 

Speculation comes in two primary forms: speculations based on existing social and 

structural relations that look at how they might unfold in the future and speculations 

based on different sets of social and structural relations in the present and how they 

might unfold (Auger, 2013). 
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An example of speculation based on future relations are the creative acts associated 

with speculating about the future relationships in different climate change scenarios, 

from business-as-usual to increases and different levels of reduction in temperature. 

These speculations can also be about normalising sets of future relations. In many 

science-fiction films, technologies are presented as part of everyday life. They make 

concepts or technologies that do not exist seem plausible. In the film Minority Report 

the detectives use gesture technology to control visual displays, based on research 

from MIT, and now it has been “made real” onscreen, companies are looking to 

create it (Kirby, 2010). Speculations ought to be uncanny. They ought to have a 

bridge from the present to the future. For example, the success of Orson Welles’s 

War of the Worlds radio broadcast relied on how it mimicked the form and function 

of public information broadcasts of the time. It also said something about the 

present, playing on existing invasion fears associated with political tensions 

between the US and the Soviet Union (Auger, 2013). SD is about the present as 

much as it is about the future. 

Like PD, CD and SD is concerned with surfacing articulations between elements 

that would otherwise be hidden. They are concerned with the plurality of 

perspectives highlighted earlier in the discussion of publics and counter publics 

(Hansson et al., 2018). Speculation over the future is part of PD, SD and CD 

(Sanders and Stappers, 2014). While SD encourages people to think about present 

relations through speculation and present or future relations, critical approaches to 

design often do not attempt to think about plausibility or practicality (Banu, 2015). 

CD is closer to conceptual art. It involves playing with the function of things that goes 

beyond function. Critical designers do not attempt to explain but deal with the 

relationship between things. They treat design as a discursive practice and highlight 

discursiveness by making the relationship between things ambiguous (Malpass, 

2016). Often, CD practice will use speculation to evoke positive or negative visions 

to encourage those viewing or participating in the work to examine present relations. 

For example, the creation of “Not an Umbrella” as part of the “Sentient City Survival 

Project” involved creating an umbrella with a range of infrared lights which would 

disrupt video surveillance technology and facial recognition (Disalvo, 2012). 

The overlap between these different approaches, the focus on process, on surfacing 

hidden relations in imagined futures suggests that we ought to view SD and CD as 

belonging to a broader set of critical practices, despite the different terminology. 

With SD engaged in ambiguous information and socio-technical relations, CD 
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involved ambiguous relationships to surface socio-cultural relations (Malpass, 

2013). This suggests a CD and speculation role to surface differing ways of 

operating in the world. 

3.2.5 From Design Models to Processes 

This part started by looking at the interest in design within business and 

management. It noted that value creation in public services and public, third- and 

private-sector engagement had been collapsed into a sense of services with which, 

along with digitisation, has led to the development of an interest in design at several 

levels. The narrative highlighted two aspects of design: design to manage the 

process and design to arrive at creative solutions. The formalised process 

management structures in design all follow a similar path: 

• exploring an issue (emphasising and including people in the process); 

• converging on a shared understanding of the issue, perhaps codified into a 

“design brief”; 

• testing potential solutions or approaches, with all the cycles of returning to 

the problem definition this implies; and 

• prototyping solutions and perhaps beginning the cycle again. 

It is what designers do (see Ball, 2019), and the heuristic is used to describe 

individuals’ approaches and how groups might work. The UK Design Council 

“Double Diamond”, shown in Figure 3-2 (section 3.2.3.1), is a codification of this 

approach. This is “how to” do design, and guides exist on how this works for OE and 

in OEP. Indeed, the genesis of this work was based on the development of a series 

of guides for educators developed as part of a Scottish Government programme to 

support OEP in Scotland (Cannell, Page and Macintyre, 2016)24. The sense is of 

design as a management process, a formula, a series of steps to follow that will 

result in “good design” – whatever that might mean. 

The narrative then looked at how designers think. Suggesting that the interest in 

design is in the application of “Design Thinking”, in particular how designers arrive 

at “best guesses” or working principles that they use to frame an issue (Dorst, 2011). 

 
24 The Appendices contain a series of slide decks to prompt speculation, these are 
introduced in Chapters 4 through 6. Questions about the codification of design are 
addressed in Chapter 7 and in the conclusion.  
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Typically, designers work from an imagined situation in some future set of social and 

structural relations and look at how they might articulate elements in the present to 

develop those things in the future. The lessons for learning design are interesting, 

learning is social and situated, and a future set of relations. When a curriculum is 

designed or an OER created, the OER anticipates the learner that might use the 

course. It anticipates a learner at the start of the journey, crucially as they will be at 

the end of the course. In face-to-face teaching, teaching the framing and reframing 

in anticipation of a future learner involves adjustments to practice, in the moment 

reflections in action, and reflections on action (Schön, 1983). 

In ODL/OE and OEP, materials are developed in advance but anticipate those 

adjustments. Therefore, openness becomes an exercise in speculating on possible 

futures and anticipating the needs of a broad range of learners. Open universities 

develop routines and ways of working to address this issue. For example, the OU’s 

SODL is designing support “in the world” into the materials. The model involves 

seeking partnerships with organisations who might “know learners” and thus provide 

insights and support learners with complex and overlapping needs. 

Finally, this part looked at work on the fringes of design practice, first going back to 

the roots of co-designs work with people to explore PD and then looking at 

speculation and criticality in design to surface hidden articulations inform design 

practice. As highlighted in the earlier discussions of activist partnerships, engaging 

in a participatory way involves questions of power, power over, power with, and 

power from (Starhawk, 1991). PD involves using tools and techniques to explore 

how power is articulated through elements within the here-and-now and imagining 

how they might be configured in the future. These participatory approaches often 

involve a political move from power over to power with and from (Sanders and 

Stappers, 2014). The approaches involve working with others to create a space to 

examine and represent the strangeness of everyday life. Here, participants can 

critically engage with the socio-technical/material assemblages, speculate about 

alternative futures and presents to surface issues and develop new ways of looking 

and being in the world. 

Together, the work on design as a way of knowing, SD, CD and PD ask the designer 

to consider how the process is managed when people are included, who is included, 

how they are included, and to what end. These are the questions posed at the end 

of section 3.1 of this chapter. PD and CD practice appear to offer a way of thinking 
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about design practice that addresses those issues. However, while these 

approaches are appropriate in the contexts in which they are employed, aside from 

the common political stance of moving towards emancipation between early OE and 

these design approaches, the significance to the design of learning materials is 

under-researched. 

Chapter 2 set out some examples of how they had been applied in my practice in a 

series of “design probes”. In these probes, the outcome was the process itself, not 

the things that were designed. As a learning designer paid to create courses, it is 

not tenable for me to create a process. I cannot say that they have not designed any 

learning materials at the end of the learning design process, but instead have 

designed a participatory process; there needs to be an outcome. As a researcher I 

am afforded the time and space to create a work that does not ask what, and instead 

writes about process from inside, asking how.  

3.3 Approaching Publicness and Design Practice 

Sections 3.1 and 3.2 have been mainly literature reviews, positioning the thesis with 

work on publicness and design. Section 3.1 looked at the publicness of 

organisations. It suggested a dimensional view of publicness, where the private, 

public and IO are shaped by publicness in different ways. The dimensions are: 

• legislative (legal structures which enable or curtail operations); 

• financial (direct through funding or service provision, indirect, e.g. taxation); 

and 

• associative (Bozeman and Moulton, 2011; Moulton and Eckerd, 2012). 

The focus was on the associative elements, the publicness that arises through 

organisational norms, the stories an organisation tells itself about itself, and the 

societal expectations, the stories others tell about the organisations. It argued for a 

plural understanding of publicness (Fraser, 2007, 2010) and linked associative 

publicness and counter publics. In doing so, it suggested that third-sector groups’ 

association with “a public”, particularly “a public” that a learning provider might not 

otherwise be able to reach, may be an influential factor within learning partnerships. 

The review of publicness touched on areas crucial to a learning designer, notably 

when section 3.1 suggested a need to view a course as bringing “a public” into 

being. For a learning designer, it suggests the learner is not “out there waiting”; 

therefore, a learning designer must think through how the course and the learner 
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come together. This sense of a course bringing “a public” into being was positioned 

with participatory approaches to publicness within design. Section 3.2 argued that 

design should be viewed as process management and then set out a series of 

issues that question how designers manage the process. Starting with how 

designers know, design logics are presented as anticipatory (Cross, 2006), as 

imaging a set of future social and structural relations and bringing them into being. 

Work on SD highlights the need to understand how assumptions about the present 

shape the future (Malpass, 2016) and how speculations about the future shape the 

present. Section 3.2 looked at how assumptions about the present might surface by 

developing a participatory approach to design. It presented the design process in 

relation to deliberative discussions about social and structural relations and linked 

this to Fraser’s (2007) concerns about deliberative decision making. 

The literature reviewed in this and the previous chapter can be folded into practice 

as part of the “sensitising concepts” (Nicolini, 2009, 2012) that inform my design 

practice. Like the emancipatory approach to openness set out in Chapter 2, the 

critical theories in publicness and design draw on Marx’s focus on social and 

structural relations to analyse inequalities and address questions of what to do about 

them. The critical approaches tighten practices grip on specific ideas. Crucially: 

• OER are not created for “the public”. They bring “a public” into being that 

relates to the publicness of the design process, including participation with 

all those affected (Fraser, 2007); 

• organisational publicness is dimensional (Moulton and Eckerd, 2012), and 

these dimensions shape the design process; and 

• design involves anticipation (Auger, 2013; Banu, 2015), and it involves 

imaging “what the learner will be able to do in the world at the end of the 

learning journey” [the exact phrase I use in workshops]. 

They are heuristics, or as Dorst and Cross (2001) would say, “frames”, thrown 

around an issue to build a link between a set of issues and the potential range of 

solutions. Chapter 2 suggested that, to make something open, you need to open up 

the design process, and it detailed a series of design probes where people were 

folded into the design process. Participatory approaches reach out and engage 

people. Therefore, PD is always going to change the publicness of an organisation. 

The question is not whether they do or not, but to observe the mechanisms to ask 

how the change occurs.  
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This chapter suggests that a critical reading of publicness and design can help 

surface what occurs when you open up the design process. Design folds “a public” 

into discourses about who a course is for and, ultimately, who the organisation is for 

– these are strategic questions. The chapter provides a theoretical base for 

exploring what happens when a design-based approach encourages the folding of 

people into the design process that sits behind the propositions set out at the end 

of Chapter 2. It allows us to see that a design process brings “a public” into being. 

What the chapter does not show are the mechanisms for this process: those issues 

in practice highlighted at the end of Chapter 2. 

How does folding “a public” change strategic discourses within an organisation? 

How is “a public” brought into being within the design process? The first of these 

questions requires careful observation of the design process, and the empirical 

material in chapters 5 and 6 allocates space to this. As set out at the end of Chapter 

1 (Figure 1-2), critical theories of publicness and design reviewed in this chapter 

suggest the second question can be broken down further: specifically around how 

“a public” comes into being, and the need to focus – within the design process – on: 

• the articulations made within the assumptions; 

• how those articulations are made; and 

• who is allowed to make those articulations and arrive at those assumptions? 

Chapter 4 looks at methods for design inquiries, sets out how the design inquiries 

in this thesis were conducted and suggests a typology for design inquiries to refine 

these questions as part of the empirical material. 
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Chapter 4: Methods: Design as a Form of Inquiry 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter goes back to basics to address Cash’s (2018) much cited call in Design 

Studies25 for more apparent methods in design research. He suggests that 

designers tend towards descriptive or normative accounts where methods are 

deeply embedded in the tools or there are no clear methods. Where inquiry methods 

are clear, they are borrowed from other areas. Critically, he highlights that there is 

no design methods journal. He argues that the lack of methodological norms means 

designers need to set out their methods from the base up. 

Umberto Eco’s slim volume How to Write a Thesis (Eco, 2012) suggests that a thesis 

has objects and instruments. Objects are the things that interest you; in this thesis, 

these are the processes within the design of online learning materials. The 

instruments are the means you use to study those things; this chapter focuses on 

the instruments. Eco says that the choice of instruments is, to an extent, the 

researcher’s. The important thing is that the instruments (or methods) are suitable 

for understanding the things you want to study (the objects). Silverman (2013) 

suggests a methodology (including a methods chapter like this one) should signal 

the assumptions you make and the general way you approach the issue, before 

going into detail about the instruments you will use. 

This chapter addresses the suitability of the instruments in three ways: 

• the first part looks at how people have studied practice, the assumptions 

about the world within the literature reviewed and the social constructivist 

methodlogical position as the most suitable for the research; 

• the second part looks at what design inquiries look like in practice, detailing, 

sampling and the method used for data collection and analysis; and  

• the third part proposes a model for design inquires. 

These three things are required in a methods chapter, where the crafting of the 

inquiries is part of the inquiry. The assumptions made about the world in theory and 

 
25 Cash call for more methodological rigour in design research conducted by designers or 
else they risk losing out to those social scientists and their approaches is the most cited 
article in Design Studies. Design Studies has an impact factor of 3.090, and along with 
Design Issues, is one of the main journals in design.  
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practice shape what we regard as data (Cunliffe, 2011). Therefore, the methods 

chapter allocates space to review how researchers have examined practice and 

then establish an internal logical consistency and methodological position before 

setting out how practice-based research is done in the thesis. 

Data collection and analysis is based on action research and ethnographic 

approaches. The final part of the chapter sets out how the thesis addressed the 

practitioner inquirers’ challenge. It sets out a typology for design-based inquiries that 

emerged from theory and practice during the doctoral research: 

• inquiries in design, which are inquiries into what designers do and how they 

know; 

• inquiries for design, which are the structured inquiries that designers conduct 

as part of designing and making; and 

• inquiries through design arise from the combination of inquiries in and for 

design, and asking designerly questions. 

The chapter argues that, while each of these components is within the flow of the 

design process, being aware of them is vital. The different forms of inquiry and their 

relationship are about setting out the methodological rules. It is part of recognising 

that the rules and structures shape the process and the outcomes. In a design 

thesis, being self-conscious involves being open and transparent about how 

methods of inquiry form social and structural relations (Charmaz, 2016). It is about 

what you write down and being self-conscious about what you “write up” (Schostak 

and Schostak, 2013). 

4.2 Review of Research into Practice 

Nicolini (2012) suggests that the study of practice requires picking the methods that 

suit the context. The theories and methods should be considered a toolkit for 

examining practice. Within practice, the methods include the conceptual tools you 

use to make sense of ethnographic observations and guide They are agentive 

(Charmaz, 2016; Taguchi and St. Pierre, 2017). Therefore, the chapter examines 

critical theory and pragmatism as a methodological lens, treating them as theory 

about practice.  

Studying practice and what is regarded as a valid way to know about practice 

depends on assumptions about the world. The previous section set out a series of 
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assumptions about social worlds within the literature reviewed, and practices 

detailed in chapters 1–3. However, the Chapters did not look at how to study practice 

nor examine whether the theories within the chapters were congruent. The first part 

of this section looks at how people have studied practice, so the methods they use 

with a specific focus on action research and ethnography. The second part of the 

section looks at the assumptions  

4.2.1 Action Research 

Action research is at the core of education and the study of organisations, and as a 

design practitioner, it sits at the heart of my approach. Action research is a broad 

area. For example, for some action researchers, the researcher is in the process. 

Part of what they do will be unstructured observation and engagement. For others, 

action research is highly structured inquiries into practice like experiments into the 

qualities of materials. Examining the educational action research reported in the 

thesis and the designer-led design research can be challenging if the goal is to 

discern the research methods. Often, there is no methods section in published 

papers in WP or OER/OEP. In design, the design process is itself the method. For 

example, Sanders (Sanders and Stappers, 2008, 2014; Sanders, Brandt and 

Binder, 2010; Sanders and Westerlund, 2011; Auger, 2013) sets out her approach 

to designing things, and those tools and techniques are the thing being studied and 

the way they are being studied (to return to Eco’s idea design is the object and the 

instrument). 

Design effectively collapses the mode of inquiry into practice. Like design, 

educational action research involves addressing issues through acting. For 

example, speaking of educational action research, Kemmis says, “practical 

problems are problems of what to do … their solution is only found in doing 

something” (Kemmis, 2007, p. 172). The question is how to structure and 

understand the pattern of doing, and what sense that doing is a form of inquiry. In 

general, people divide action research into three types: 

• First-person approaches to action research involve the practitioner 

positioning themselves as an active inquirer into their context (Reason and 

Bradbury, 2013), as in Whitehead and McNiff’s (2017) influential work on 

action research as living theory. They call for practitioners to explicate their 

practice to allow others to look inside it and learn from it is an example of this 

mode of action research. 
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• Second-person action research involves structuring inquiries with others to 

develop a shared understanding of an issue to enact a change within the 

context. It might involve a team working within an organisation to explore an 

issue and change practice (Reason and Bradbury, 2013). Participatory 

approaches can also be grouped under this heading, with participatory 

designers actively looking to work with others to address collective issues. 

• Third-person action research looks to extend the call for change beyond a 

particular context, and enact systemic change. The idea is to widen the call-

to-action beyond the original context. The three categories are not exclusive. 

For example, educational action researchers like Leigh-Anne Perryman and 

Coughlan (2013; 2015) apply first and second-person action research to 

change the discussions about what it means to be an academic. 

Typically, action research will operate in all three areas, and methods will vary 

depending on the context. In first-person action research, as in auto-ethnography, 

the voice is personal. The value of auto-ethnographies is that they provide access 

to a deep understanding of a particular set of social and structural relations. In 

second-person action research, the question is about inter-subjectivities – are these 

your inquiries, or others’ inquiries, and how does that sit within a thesis that is all 

your work? Third-person action research, which extends the call-to-action beyond 

the context, involves questions of generalisability and objectivity so that action-led 

inquiries in one context can be applied in others (Reason and Bradbury, 2013). 

4.2.2 Ethnography 

The previous section clarified the status of action in the thesis, building on the 

discussion of practice set out in section 2.3.1. Here the focus is on experience and 

the tools to observe experience. First- and second-person action research rely on 

tools and techniques from ethnography, and there is a rich tradition of using 

ethnographic approaches to study design practice (see Gunn, Otto and Smith, 2013; 

Smith et al., 2016). Sometimes this is by anthropologists embedded in design 

practice. For example, Tim Ingold started as a social anthropologist investigating 

nomadic peoples. Influenced by the phenomenological approach of Heidegger, he 

coined the term “taskscape” to account for the material transformation of people and 

things as a series of practices or tasks people engage in as part of placemaking 

(Ingold, 1993).  
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Applying his ideas about practice and observing design practice, Ingold (with Gatt, 

2013) suggests that ethnographers approach designers in two ways: first, as they 

approach any other act of making through observation; secondly, as a study of a 

particular way of knowing about the world. Bringing these together, Gatt and Ingold 

(2013) argue that anthropologists ought to think about an ethnography of or for 

design but instead think about “anthropology by means of design” (p. 145). They 

suggest that the real value for the anthropologists’ engagement in the design space 

is how design requires the ethnographer to participate in the design process and 

focus on making. The focus on the process of making provides a structure for the 

fieldwork. 

Ingold’s work is grounded in the anthropological tradition of using observations to 

understand social relations. As a phenomenologist, it is not surprising that he uses 

these observations to point out the difference between making and knowing. Like 

those interested in craft, he collapses knowing into making (Valentine, 2011; Bell 

and Vachhani, 2020). In inquiries on the craft side of design, knowing is through 

making, and the expression of knowledge is embodied in the things that are made. 

As highlighted in Chapter 3, making is a critical way that designers come to know. 

For example, in SD, the objects and the process of making those things and how 

people interpret them demonstrate knowing (Hansson et al., 2018; Di Salvo 2012). 

Ingold draws on making as a form of inquiry – not just his collaboration with makers. 

In doing so, he highlights the way ethnographies are made and unmade. In many 

ways, the application of the work of Ingold to design is similar to arguments within 

design that look to undermine the design as something particular, to suggest 

everyone is a designer (Tan 2012). 

Alongside anthropologists’ engagement and use of ethnography to look at design, 

it is also worth noting the use of ethnography by designers. The work of Lucy 

Suchman (2002: 2011) and Don Norman (2016) noted in Chapter 3 is essential. 

Both played an important role by introducing the importance of watching what 

people do (sometimes called “users”) and learning from their use of or experience 

with products and services as a crucial part of design. With her background in 

anthropology, Suchman employs the term “user” with more care than it is presently 

employed, which was vital in setting out participant observation in design practice. 

Here, designers employ ethnography, using participant observation to understand 

people to design for use. For example, in Chapter 2, my work on fuel poverty 

(Macintyre 2014) used long-term observations of energy strategies and first-person 
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accounts to shape the learning materials’ design. However, it was also part of a 

series of “design probes” to understand my design practice. Here there is an overlap 

between the observations of participants as part of the design process and the 

designers’ observations about their practice. Here the designer is something like an 

auto-ethnographer. The observations narrate the actions of the self along with 

others, and involve personal reflections about practice. 

4.2.3 Craft, Art, History and Practice 

Ethnographers and action research dominate chapters 1–3. However, the methods 

employed by the theorists in the previous chapters do not rely on those approaches. 

For Negt and Kluge (2016), embeddedness is demonstrated through knowledge of 

theory, so the logical consistency of the argument and practice. Both are politically 

active in the TU movement, and both are engaged at a practical level in the Public 

Sphere as journalists, writers and filmmakers. Fraser (2007) on gender or Warner 

(2002) on sexuality are writing about practices in the Public Sphere. What they write 

is based on their experience of those identities and how they shape their inquiries 

into those contexts. Therefore, while these studies are not embedded in “the field” 

in the same way as an ethnography might be, those connections are essential. 

In that sense, historical accounts derived from being deeply embedded in the 

sources are not too dissimilar from ethnographic accounts that are also interested 

in a narrative to understand the context and communicate that understanding to 

others. The work of Negt and Kluge (2016), Laclau and Mouffe (on identity politics, 

2014), Fraser (on gender and the Global South 2007; 2009) and Warner (on 

sexuality, 2002) are part of the way the left has embedded itself in archival sources 

to address contemporary issues. For example, Warner uses a range of 

contemporary sources from film to advertising and historical accounts to highlight 

queer culture as a critique of the grand historical accounts which have obscured 

queer stories (Warner, 2005). 

The intertextual accounts are compelling because they draw on established 

techniques for analysing texts and images. Often the insights arise from 

“discovering” hidden sources. Warner, and to an extent Habermas’s (2018) account 

of the bourgeois Public Sphere, is based on surfacing untold stories. Likewise, Negt 

and Kluge’s reposte to Habermas through their focus on the proletariat Public 

Sphere is a collection of historical commentaries drawing on Negt’s experience (he 
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was a student under Habermas) and analysis of the contemporary media based on 

Kluge’s work as a writer and filmmaker. 

The thesis is not a historical work. It is about the design of online learning materials. 

However, the conceptual frames are based on these kinds of narrative accounts and 

provide lessons on dealing with contextual representations. They suggest that, 

rather than analyse them in the context you are in, you need to address them in the 

context they were made. As in the PD theory reviewed in the previous chapter, the 

artefacts are not representative. They are constitutive (Westerlund, 2016). The 

meaning arises in the intra-actions and changes with intra-actions (Shotter, 2006). 

The understanding of inquiry is closer to craft in that knowing is experienced and 

demonstrated through making. Gell’s (2016) influential account of craft suggested 

that our engagement with the arts and craft process is about making. When we look 

at the finished item, we appreciate the skills that went into the making, the maker’s 

experience, the materials they used and the ingenuity of the ways they are put 

together. He suggested that inquiries into craft should not focus on the finished 

item’s affordances or qualities, but the structures and processes embedded within 

them. 

4.2.4 Researching within Design Practice  

The focus on process within section 4.2.3 aligns with action research focus on 

process and how things occur. Ethnographic approaches within design note that 

ethnography is a tool for designers to examine how as part of their design inquiries. 

It suggests that, if addressing how questions and to write from within design practice 

requires an approach to studying design practice that is clear about the different 

tiers of action research: 

• First-person action research is about the authenticity and fidelity of the action. 

It is part of a dialogue between the practitioner and the making process that 

is the same in craft (see Valentine 2011) as in action research. With auto-

ethnographies (first person accounts) central to data collection 

• Second-person action research is about how that process happens with 

others and how they are integrated into inquiries. In this approach, the 

inquiries understand knowing as making and knowing through making. Here, 

tools and approaches from PD are important, with ethnography and the focus 

on how shaping the observations. 
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• Third-person action research, where you look for change beyond the context 

in which you operate. The aim of critical theorists and designers who imagine 

different sets of social and structural relations is a result of first- and second-

person action research. 

The section on ethnography highlighted the role of ethnographic methods for 

observing practice, your own (first-person action research) and your work with 

others (second-person action research). In design inquiries, the tools someone 

uses within their craft are lenses whose focus arises in and through practice. 

They draw on experiences shaped by and leading to a thorough conceptual 

understanding of what to do – a key question for action researchers (Kemmis 

2010). The next section explores underlying assumptions that shape questions 

about what to do in the thesis and how this shapes data collection and analysis 

is set out in sections 4.4 and 4.5 (specifically Figure 4-4). 

4.3 Towards a Logic for Research into Design Practice 

To shift action research from being about insights gained in a context to meet the 

needs of research to speak to a boarder context, there is a requirement to clarify the 

assumptions within the action and the inquiries. Being clear allows others to see 

how it might be applied in analogous contexts. Some of this relates to contextual 

factors and thinking through a particular set of practices’ internal logics. Some relate 

to the methods themselves – e.g. the kinds of knowledge that are privileged and 

thinking through the different methods that action researchers might employ. It 

means there is a need to interrogate what Nicolini calls “sensitising concepts” (2009) 

and what design theorist Dorst calls “frames” (2015). In the thesis, there are three 

main areas of interest. These are: 

• from education practice, ideas about publicness and ideas from design with 

educational ideas drawn from pragmatism, educational action research, 

emancipatory pedagogies, socio-technical/material approaches, SSM and 

critical theories of education; 

• about publicness which started with critiques of neoliberal approaches to 

public management before quickly moving on to questions of publicness and 

discourses informed by Habermas’s (2018) critical perspectives, 

synthesising identity politics and intersectionality with class-based analyses 

of social and structural relations (e.g. Warner, 2002); and 
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• design, which starts with its feet in pragmatism and an interest in how 

designers know before shifting into concerns around participation and critical 

theories of design, which draw on discourses about identity and class and 

socio-technical/material approaches. 

The status of action which drives inquiry in these approaches draws on two schools 

of thought: critical theories, which stem from Marx’s interest in structure and agency 

(see Harvey, 2018) to address inequities; and Peirce’s pragmatism (1992, 1998, 

2012) and the interest in the logics of inquiry which shape how people know in the 

world. Marxists draw attention to the material (physical world), relationships between 

people and things, and dialectics. Marxism is informed by ideas about emancipation 

and liberty. It is idealist, as Marxists argue people can act in the world to make a 

difference. However, Marxist idealism is tempered by observations of social and 

structural inequalities in the world. Social structure is essential for critical theorists, 

as these structures maintain existing social and structural relations. For those 

inspired by Marx, surfacing issues is only the first step; the aim is to do something 

about those inequities (Harvey, 2007b; 2007a). Ultimately, ideas shaped by 

Marxism are optimistic, as it views individuals as being able to change society – 

hence the emancipatory agenda of education theorists informed by this approach 

and the focus on changing relations within critical theory. The placement of exploring 

social and structural relations to change them sits at the heart of the thesis. 

Pragmatism’s core assumption is that people act in the world and have agency; they 

can change how they and others act and alter the material world. Alterations 

enacted by people in the material world also shape the way people act in the world. 

Pragmatists’ basic assumption is one of agents with agency acting in the world, and 

those actions are part of a set of social and structural relations (Dewey, 2012). They 

are not so different from Marxists’ interest in social structures, individual agency and 

collective action.26 While theorists like Fraser (2007) or Harvey (2018) would argue 

that those structures are part of a system of oppression maintaining the capitalist 

system, Dewey suggests the structures are required to enable a fair and open 

society. They agree on the importance of structure, and both are optimistic about 

 
26 One issue worth highlighting is that, in general, design and education “know” 
pragmatism through Dewey rather than Peirce, and Dewey was highly critical of Marx. 
However, his critique is in relation to the functioning of democracy and reflects Dewey’s 
debate with Lippman over who gets to decide in a democracy (Dewey, 2016). Where 
Dewey writes about Marx is it more to do with his interest in liberal democracies and views 
about Stalin’s brand of Marxism rather than a broader rejection of Marxism by pragmatists 
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human nature. Dewey might be more optimistic than Marx about people’s ability to 

act for the “common good” because he believes it can be achieved through the 

deliberative democratic process (Abbott, 2004). 

The shared focus of pragmatism and critical theory suggests a shared worldview. 

While these theories represent a worldview (Wellenschauung is the SSM), SSM is 

an approach to surfacing that worldview by thinking systematically. Thinking 

systemically involves an analysis of a system to identify the underlying assumptions 

about the world. Chapters 1 through 3 draw on systems’ boundaries and 

connections in different ways. There are the connections between people and 

things, so socio-material or socio-technical connections and approaches that 

acknowledge that people act in the world and, through those actions, make things 

and connect those things. This work's influence appears in Chapter 2 within work 

on online learning (e.g. Edwards, 2015) and about the role of technology in learning 

(Feenberg, 2011). 

The focus is on the connections, with a need to ensure that the difference between 

the system as represented in the model and the system as it is is made clear 

(Checkland and Poulter, 2006). Therefore, practitioners need to be mindful that the 

models are not a representation but arise from the tools and techniques used to 

collect the information (Jacobson, 2019). In that sense, SSM is more a way of 

looking at the world and to the privilege within your observations than explaining 

phenomena. Similarly, ANT Law (2008) suggests that ANT is a way to think about 

the connection between material things (living and non-living things) and meaning 

(ideas or theories). It assumes connections are conceptual and physical. These are 

approaches to understanding the world that rely on a call to follow the connections 

(e.g. Gherardi, 2010). Like critical perspectives and pragmatism, the call to follow 

the connections in SSM is based on the idea that people act in the world and interact 

with each other. 

Given the focus on practice in the thesis, the congruence of action’s status within 

the different sets of literature is crucial. The assumptions suggest to study design 

practice that, rather than decontextualising the knowledge, accounts need to be 

highly contextual, making subjectivities visible. The accounts are reflexive first-

person accounts. However, first-person accounts also need to address the question 

of shared work within second-person action research. Shotter (2011) points out that, 

rather than seeing these as interactions when embedded in a context, they are intra-
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actions – acting in concert with others as part of the process. Shotter calls this “flow”, 

so the intra-actions with others within the context are also surfaced. Otherwise, the 

ability to speak from practice and to practice is undermined, as the inquiry is not 

sufficiently embedded in the context. Hence, Chapter 2 allocated space to how I 

have engaged with educational action research and design-based inquiries to 

establish myself as a legitimate actor in the scene. 

Pragmatists and critical theorists (especially those interested in class and 

intersectionality, e.g. Hauser, 2007) are social constructivists. While there is a 

spectrum of views in general, pragmatists and critical theorists assume relativist 

positions. Both assume people can make observations and act upon the world, and 

those observations and actions are relative to our position. They assume that 

meaning arises through interaction and emerges from intra-actions, and is thus 

highly contextualised (Abbot, 2004). Therefore, experience, or Erfahrung (with its 

unstable subject-object connotations set out in section 2.3.1), happens within the 

flow of practice (Gherardi, 2019). Through the intra-actions, acknowledging that you 

act, experience and observe within the flow, not outside of it, is vital to an account 

of practice (Shotter, 2006), with SSM a tool within that flow – which returns us to the 

tools used to study practice. 

4.4 Research Design, Cases, Ethics and Positionality 

The previous section explored the challenge of locating appropriate methods of 

inquiry within what is a social constructivist approach. It suggests an approach to 

studying practice from within, attending to the intra-actions and flow (Shotter, 2013; 

Gherardi, 2019; Bell and Vachhani, 2020). It identified approaches from the arts and 

craft (embodied knowing) and anthropology (auto-ethnography), and action 

research as appropriate ways to research design practice.  

In this reading of design, design practice is a structure that can guide observation, 

it is a way of doing action research. The designer is a facilitator of the process, akin 

to an actor and a director within the scene. The performative nature of design has 

arisen as a suggestion throughout the thesis, in Chapter 2 when looking at 

community development and WP, with reference to the German Weimar-era design 

studio Bauhaus in Chapter 3 and Gropius’s suggestion that designers merely direct 

creative process (Wigley, 2019), and in this chapter in relation to ethnography and 

how to act in the world.  
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Having explored the conceptualisation of practice research in design, this section 

sets out how I performed the role of designer-researcher in the thesis. It sets out 

how the research was conducted, starting with case methods and the selection of 

cases, then looking at ethical issues, before setting out data collection and analysis. 

4.4.1 Sampling and Cases  

Yin (2018) suggests that researchers use cases when they want to understand a 

phenomenon that will require in-depth engagement where the phenomena are 

closely related to the context. Removing them from the context will affect our 

understanding of the phenomena. The empirical focus on learning design in 

partnership lends itself to a case study. In case research, the framing of the case on 

learning design in partnership and the question of how design questions become 

strategic ones sets the case boundaries rather than the fact that it is one 

organisation or another. 

Following Yin’s work on replicability and developing multiple cases to ensure the 

validity of insights, the empirical work develops a series of cases. Here, the focus is 

on observing phenomena in one case and looking for similar patterns in an 

analogous case. The observed phenomena sensitise (Nicolini, 2012) the researcher 

to the issues, allowing them to observe it in different contexts. The distinct but 

analogous contexts provide a sense of generalisability (Yin, 2018).  

The data collection strategy is designed to "zoom in" on sensitising concepts 

(Chapter 5) from a series of cases (set out in tables 4.1 and 4.2)27, and then explore 

the issues in depth through a more detailed examination of one case in Chapter 6. 

The most significant part of the empirical work and the findings is a partnership 

between the Centre for Voluntary Sector Leadership (CVSL) at the OU Business 

School and VS, a NDPB. The case is introduced in Chapter 6. The other 

relationships that shape the empirical material in the thesis are from a series of 

partnerships, set out below. The partnerships are introduced in the following way: 

• an overview of the leading partner of the partnership; 

 
27 Names and organisations have been anonymised, and participants and organisations 
gave informed consent to being involved in the research; the information and permission 
slips can be found in Appendix 1; questions around ethics and insider status are explored 
in the next section. 
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• the prominent people involved in the partnership (roles and institutional 

affiliation); and 

• the type of work involved and the outcome of the partnership. 
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Table 4-1 Open University-led Partnerships with the Third Sector and Trade Unions 

Large Health Charity 

Description Main characters The work 

LHC is a high-profile and established health 
charity in the UK which focuses on funding 

research into cures for a particular illness. As 
it waits for a cure, it funds treatment and 
support individuals and families experiencing 

the disease. It has a developed training 
programme for medical professionals which 
is increasingly moving online.  

Carol Harper (LHC Head of Online Learning), 
Dierdre Fullerton (a nurse practitioner 

contracted to write a course by LHC), Vicky 
(Medical Doctor and part of a team contracted 
to write a course by LHC).  

LHC started working with the OU as part of a 
blended learning programme. Later, the focus 

turned to developing courses together. Carol 
and I led the first course. At the start of the 
thesis (2017), two further courses were in 

progress that involved folding practitioners 
(as a proxy for “a public” into the design 
process). At the time of writing, the 

partnership has developed three courses 
together. 

Large Trade Union 

Description Main characters The work 

LTU is one of the largest TUs in Europe. It 
covers a range of sectors. LTU’s learning has 

traditionally been face-to-face. More recently, 
LTU has been exploring online learning and 
enhancing its social mission by engaging with 

learners who are not union members.  

Paul O’Neil (Regional Coordinator with LTU); 
David Turner (Online Platform Manager at 

LTU), Pauline MacLeod (Sector Organiser 
with LTU), Iain Watson (National Coordinator 
with LTU), Peter (Director of OU Partnership 

Programme). 

LTU started working with the OU as part of a 
formal workplace learning programme. Later, 

following interest from the broader union 
learning movement, LTU explored online 
learning for non-unionised Health and Social 

Care staff. Learning materials were adapted 
with sector staff but never made live. The idea 
was to co-design support models with front 

line staff, but the partnership stalled in 
2018/2019. 
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Table 4-2 Consultancy Work 

Academic Youth Justice 

Description Main characters The work 

AYJ is an Erasmus-funded programme 

joining HE providers and youth justice 
academics across the EU. The programme 
ran from 2017 to 2019. Each partner created 

a free online course that mapped onto a 
Masters programme shared between each 
academic provider.  

Karen Moffit (Academic Lead and 

Programme Manager AYJ), Graeme Murty 
(Academic Researcher and Learning 
Technologist AYJ).  

The programme was based on workshops I 

ran as part of a government programme. The 
idea was to work with academic youth justice 
partnerships in each justice in a participatory 

way to develop practice-relevant knowledge 
and with local groups to use participatory 
approaches to design support structures. The 

materials would then be turned into a 
professional Masters programme aimed at 
practitioners. The partnership developed the 

free courses, but progress on the Masters 
stalled due to Brexit. 

National Environmental Charity 

Description Main characters The work 

NEC is a Scotland-based national 
environmental charity linked to an 
international network based of groups. It is 

based in a University. The focus of the 
organisation is environmental education.  

Barbara Knight (Director of the NEC), 
Samantha Phillips (representative of UK 
Government). 

NEC had funding from the UK Government to 
develop a suite of learning materials about 
sustainability that promoted “British values”. 

The materials were aimed at schoolteachers 
in Scotland in the first instance to promote 
them more widely longer term. My role was to 

facilitate the design workshops. 
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4.4.2 Ethics, Access and Positionality  

Anthropologists are acutely aware of observing and recording others and using 

formal language to distance themselves from the activities they write down and later 

write up. They acknowledge the power and authority of the neutral account, and 

these questions around the positionality of the researcher have given rise to a 

positional shorthand (Denzin, 2016). For me, I am a middle-aged white male with 

two children who comes from a Gaelic speaking working-class background in a 

remote rural area in the West Highlands of Scotland and continues to live in that 

area. It is a shorthand that has become problematic (Light et al., 2016). I can polish 

my working-class credentials by noting I was born in a workers’ camp in the early 

1970s and spent my childhood living between a caravan and my grandparent’s two-

room house on Skye (an island of the West Coast of Scotland). Though personally, 

I find the performance of working-class identity and the agentive inclusion (Baltaru, 

2020) of underrepresented groups unpalatable while the social and structural 

inequalities that create these patterns remain. 

Alternatively, an entrepreneur, having set up my first business at school (grass 

cutting), then another just after university (retail and software design), another in 

design and publishing after the rural development research institute I worked for 

closed. Maybe it is my work with social enterprises. It could be the educational action 

researcher set out in Chapter 2. It might be the management consultancy roles I 

have generally occupied since leaving an “academic-related” management role in 

HE. Maybe it is the various labouring jobs I have done, or being an ex-firefighter. It 

could be living in a low energy house I built on a small farm in an area where my 

close and extended family have lived for generations. However, I mostly think of 

myself as a parent, a partner, part of a wider local family someone who likes working 

outside but spends too much time in front of a computer. 

Details matter, not simply as part of being methodologically self-conscious 

(Charmaz, 2016), but because of the context. They matter because the OU was the 

first open university in the world, a place whose mission is to connect people with 

learning opportunities the ability to reach into communities distanced from learning 

(Weinbren, 2015; Rayner and Marsden, 2019) – people like me. However, like most 

HE providers in the UK, the OU is quite middle class28, and my role was often to be 

 

28 See The Working Class Academic network for research into this area 
https://workingclass-academics.co.uk/ The UK sector support body Advance HE has 



98 

an authentic working-class person who could go to a meeting with a TU. However, 

I can pass based on my somewhat classless West Highland accent and code-

switching.  

The shadow of the OU hangs over the thesis, but how does it hang? The expertise 

set out in Chapter 2 and half the empirical material in the thesis relies on the OU as 

an HE partner, and I have worked for the OU since 2005. Even where the OU is not 

involved access to the cases as a site for the research relies on those experiences. 

For an experienced practitioner the matter is not getting access to an organisation, 

it is about access to conduct research, about shifting the relationship. All the cases 

detailed in the thesis are with organisations that approached me, that wanted to 

work with me because of those experiences (see Figure 4-1).  

 
started to collect data on the socio-economic status of HE academic staff, see here 
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/equality-higher-education-statistical-report-
2020 (the data is behind a paywall) 
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However, my OUness is not quite as it seems, as positionality is not fixed, it is 

contextual (Merriam et al., 2001). In Chapter 2 my OU journey was set out, here 

(Figure 4-1), it is set out with one of its mirrors – a parallel story that emphasises my 

consultancy and voluntary work. The question is, does my OUness and ability to 

work within OU production models arise from being inside the OU, or does it arise 

Figure 4-1 My OUness and their Mirror outwith the OU 



100 

from having worked in print media a decade before I started with the OU just as it 

was digitising, and running a design company. These experiences meant that when 

I started with the OU I knew the production model and I had experience of the digital 

transformation happening in the organisation at the time. The only roles I have had 

with the OU where I was not a consultant were where I worked on short-term 

contracts on external programmes – I was brought in to face out into the world. As 

Rose (1997) highlights how cannot get an objective view of insiderness, we can only 

address the contradictions. The thesis does this through being methodologically 

self-conscious (Charmaz, 2017) in the way it accounts for the flow of practice. 

For the partners in the thesis, the flow of practice was as likely to rest on non-OU 

experience around digital transformation as knowledge of OU systems. For 

example, Chapter 6 notes that, for VS, my voluntary work in community 

development was what provided my legitimacy. That is not to say there are not 

issues – these are surfaced in chapters 5 and 6. The aim is it to highlight that 

informed consent here is not around access itself, it is the shift from designer-

practitioner to PhD researcher.  

This highlights an ethical challenge for practitioners, action researcher Brydon-Miller 

(2013) notes the ideas about informed consent assume research is being done to 

people and not with people, whereas action research is based on a shared 

understanding of an issue or problem where the researcher is only one of the 

collaborators. All the organisations in Chapter 5 gave signed permission to use the 

work as examples in the thesis. Some are easily identifiable through the 

collaborative work; others are commercial relationships where there are no traces 

of involvement. However, all these work relations, set out in tables 4.1 and 4.2 and 

which form the basis of Chapter 5 are anonymised to avoid identifying some and not 

others. The forms and letters used to inform participants (organisational and from 

workshops) about the research and the consent forms are enclosed in Appendix 1. 

However, Brydon-Miller (2013) suggests this is not enough: the role of the 

researcher is to embody values, to recognise the value of everyone’s contribution 

(as PD does) and following Fricker (2008) to become a virtuous listener. In this 

model ethics is not just about position or permission, it is about the fidelity of the 

accounts and their role in shaping actions.  
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4.5 Data Collection and Analysis  

While the design practices the questions and the cases within the thesis have 

structure, the structure emerges from the participants, including myself. We are 

inside it and form the structure we are inside of (Shotter, 2006). As noted earlier, we 

need to be clear about that position. However, how to accomplish it is not clear. This 

section looks at writing from inside, setting out a literary framework used to structure 

data collection and analysis and then using examples to illustrate its use.  

4.5.1 Writing about Inside from Inside  

In design, the idea is to create an atmosphere that enables people to engage with 

each other to imagine a future set of relations and then make it happen. To capture 

that atmosphere, the thesis leans on auto-ethnography and writes from inside, and 

this flows through what is written down and how it is written up. While, emerging 

work on practice focuses on flow and intra-actions and a need to write from inside 

(Shotter, 2013; Gherardi, 2019; Bell and Vachhani, 2020). However, these are 

normative accounts of what should happen rather than practical insights about how 

to capture that atmosphere. Anderson (2009) defines atmosphere as the “collective 

affects” (p. 77). She suggests it is ambiguous – we can discern its presence and 

absence, it relates to subjects and objects, it is hard to define, yet we are aware of 

it. It shifts the emphasis from the objects or things themselves onto the relationship 

between the elements.  

The interest in atmosphere and the affective labour that goes into creating it is part 

of a shift towards exploring indeterminacy. The indeterminacy of atmosphere means 

it does not lend itself to analysis (Billle et al., 2015). The work of literaray theorist 

Burke is relevant here. He argues that the literary strategies work as narrative 

accounts because they reflect norms in our society, so instances where the 

relationship between the scene, the acts or the actor creative narrative tensions 

through transgressing norms reflect relationships between those things in society.  

Burkes works A Grammar of Motives (1969a) and A Rhetoric of Motives (1969b) 

extend literary techniques away from the stage and page, out into the world. In a 

Grammar of Motives, Burke suggests a need to consider the relationship between 

five things, these are: 

• the act, what is done; 
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• the scene, where it occurs; 

• the agent, who is doing it; 

• the agency, how they go about it; and 

• the purpose, the reason for it. 

Burke is careful. He suggests that the purpose cannot always be readily discerned, 

and we rely on the relationships (what he calls ratios) between the act, the scene, 

the agent, and the agency, to arrive at a purpose or motive. At its most 

straightforward, the instruction now appears in contemporary creative writing 

classes, “Show, don’t tell”. Allow the reader to infer the purpose or the motive from 

how you structure the act, scene, agent and agency.  

For example, Burke suggests we think about two practitioners side-by-side, using 

the same process and the same tools to make the same thing. That the agents are 

different is obvious, but the acts, the scene, the agency appear the same. What 

about the purpose or motive? Burke suggests we cannot know the motive. We can 

infer a purpose from the practice and extension of the agency into the material world, 

as evidenced by the artefacts they make. However, Burke suggests we cannot 

discern the motive outside the relations between the elements as the purpose or 

motive cannot be separated from the context. It is always folded within the acts, 

scene, the actors and agency.  

As well as shaping Goffman’s work on performativity (Goffman was Burke's PhD 

student, see also Goffman, 1990) Burke’s work anticipates later work on social 

constructivism as it focuses on the construction of social relations, the difficulty of 

unpicking them, and the possibilities of different actors experiencing things 

differently (Cunliffe, 2011). Without a structure, I was concerned that my 

ethnographic notes taken as part of first- and second-person action research would 

drift away from focusing on the flow and tend towards participant observation rather 

than recognising my role within the design process (Rogers et al., 2012).  

4.5.2 Data Collection 

During the design work and throughout the thesis, observations of self and others 

were recorded in notebooks. I have been in the habit of recording meetings, 

telephone calls, workshops and even interactions on the social/work boundary in A5 

hardback books in colourful gel pens since 2010, and the books are lined up in date 
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order in my office. A meeting starts with the date, the time, the topic and the people 

present. 

A reflective note is simply a date and a theme, the notebooks are unlined, and the 

notes sprawl across pages and are a mix of writing, drawings of things, grouping 

and arrows drawn at different angles. They are a partial record of what occurred and 

a partial exploration of meaning, trying to reach between and across encounters to 

make connections at a practical and a theoretical level between analogous cases 

(Yin, 2018). 

As will become apparent in the empirical chapters that follow, the notes use Burke’s 

pentad as a lens to focus on the observations and the record of those observations 

(see Figure 4-2). The thesis filled three 240-page plain page notebooks in the data 

collection phase. The notes are intra-actions. They record what happened and what 

needs to be done and attempt to make sense of what happened and what needs to 

happen next. They also reflect the role of theory in practice, with diagrams and notes 

Figure 4-2 Burke's Pentad and the Design Typology 
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often including reference to the literature and whether it helped interpret experiences 

and support the work. Here the notes serve as a record of the role of theory in 

shaping methods and practice (Taguchi and St. Pierre, 2017). 

In addition to the notebooks, at the start of the PhD, I began using the app 

Evernote29 to make audio notes. These were part-reflection and partly a record of 

meetings. The recordings let me set out a richer sense of the scene, the actors, acts 

and agency. As the memoing progressed I tagged the recordings into emerging 

themes and organised them into folders. They served as an aide memoir. The 

recordings were a thought, a turn of phrase, or captured reflections in action and on 

action. Sometimes these were in the office. Often, they were while walking the dog 

on the shore below the croft. These ran between April 2017 and April 2019. Overall, 

62 recordings were transcribed, ranging from two to ten minutes.  

The fieldwork was conducted in 2018, and a selection of notes (70 A4 pages in 

Microsoft Word) was transcribed in 2019 as part of the writing process. As Figure 4-

3 highlights, transcription was not always possible, as my notebooks tend to be 

visual rather than textual. The observations (text or audio) were not simply data 

collection, they were sense-making, seeking out patterns. The purpose of the notes 

was not simply to record what occurred; they were part of guiding action. The notes 

were shaped into progress reports and updates, emails to sense check a meeting – 

they are agentive in that they make things happen.  

 
29 Evernote is a memo app that allows you to add audio, typed and handwritten text and 
images. Each note can be tagged and is then available across all your devices.  



105 

Along with the audio notes, the notebooks I typically typed up descriptions of 

experiences straight afterwards and tended to render scribbled figures into digital 

versions as the empirical chapters were written up. In the empirical chapters, when 

I set out a scene, I stay close to what was written down in those initial notes and 

reproduce many of the sense-making figures in subsequent chapters and the 

appendices. 

Figure 4-3 Image of Notebook alongside Computer Version for Clarity 
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In addition to the artefacts I created design involves making. The artefacts created 

as part of the design process by participants or by me are performative (Bardzell et 

al., 2016). In design, they are not a record that represents what happens. Instead, 

they are constitutive (Westerlund, 2011). They reflect and are part of doing. The act 

of making then with others – whether it is the materials from a workshop or 

participants watching me frantically scribble what they say – is part of the 

atmosphere. The artefacts and the actions sustain the affective atmosphere of the 

encounter (Kolehmainen and Mäkinen, 2021). It says, “I am listening; what you say 

matters.”  

Here, Burke’s pentad use signals a shift from observation and actions for doing to 

observing and actions as part of an academic inquiry. In the notes from a workshop, 

the focus is on the scene, who is present, what they are doing, the connections they 

make, how they articulate particular elements, etc. Sometimes the acts are at a 

distance. They are directed by telephone, email or shared drives and folders. 

Following Feenberg’s (2002) understanding of technology as shaping and shaped 

by social and structural relations, these spaces are regarded as scenes in the same 

way that the pubs and café’s or cars and trains are regarded as scenes and a vital 

part of the record. They are part of “the field” in what is effectively a multi-site 

ethnography across different physical and virtual spaces (Costa, 2013). 

Using Burke’s pentad as a structure for the notes performs two functions. First, it is 

a way to write about the intra-actions within design practice that attends to the 

situated nature of knowing by accounting for the articulations (in Burke’s language 

ratios) between elements. The second thing it does is make visible the role that 

note-taking has as a layer of interpretative analysis. Notes are always a partial 

impression, shaped by assumptions about the world set out in the sections in this 

chapter. The following section looks at this in more detail. 

4.5.3 Data Analysis and Action 

The first phase of analysis is a person’s choice about what to record and what not 

to record (Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2013). While what to write down is always 

the first layer of analysis, there are further layers of analysis. The auto-ethnographic 

notes and audio files are shaped by Burke’s pentad and by the sense that, for a 

design practitioner, the concepts (meta-theories) about practice inform what you 

observe (Taguchi and St. Pierre, 2017), what you write down and what you write up 

(Schostak and Schostak, 2013). 
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Insights are captured in auto-ethnographic accounts in the notebooks and audio set 

out in section 4.5.2. As part of second-person action research, they are exchanged 

with others in “meeting notes” or long email strings to sense-check the accuracy of 

the account, sometimes informal reports, sometimes in phone calls and text 

messages. When conducting inquiries for design, the analysis is iterative and 

ephemeral. The frame used to explain or understand an issue is “good enough” to 

move forward with the design process, and it may be reframed later (see Dorst, 

2015). 

Here, a process focus becomes essential. If an account is instrumental and 

outcomes-focused, even one of the PD processes, the temptation is to show how 

involving others shaped the outcome, good or bad. It becomes a test of the efficacy 

of the approach. However, a process focus is less interested in “what works” and 

more engaged in how it works from within the process itself (Shotter, 2006).  

The shift is towards the scene agency ratio. Participatory methods encourage the 

designer to pay attention to and actively seek others’ involvement in inquiries, 

including analysis. Participatory approaches are always about the development of 

a shared understanding. They are akin to second- and third-person action research 

(Reason and Bradbury, 2013). It changes the focus of analysis as the insight into 

the social context is not the individuals’ insights and analysis; it arises from and 

operates within the context. The thesis follows what Cunliffe calls ( 2011) a pluralistic 

view of inquiries. She suggests that we assemble a range of data collection methods 

that reflect our underlying assumptions about the world when we craft our research. 

Following Cunlifee’s (2011) and Shotter’s (2006; 2011) approach involves a shift 

from thinking about group action to supporting an individual’s (my) understanding of 

an issue, to recognising that participatory approaches and second-person action 

research involve shared sense-making (Burns, 2014).  

The shift from the individual note taking of first-person action research to shared 

sense making as part of the sifting and filtering of data to surface themes is set out 

in Figure 4-4. In these contexts, data collection and analysis are with others. The 

issues lead Silverman (2013) to urge caution over using formal coding with 

ethnographic notes, even audio recordings. As the typical process of coding and 

memoing from data in qualitative research is interrupted by shared sense-making, 

Burns (2014) suggests action research is not seeking representations of artefacts 
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or causal relations within assemblages but looking for things that resonate with 

people. He suggests that resonance has two aspects: 

• first, it allows you to identify the importance of something and directs attention 

and action; and 

• second, resonance allows you to take something that resonates in one 

context and place it in another to see if it is a legitimate issue for others in the 

process. 
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Figure 4-4 Data Collection and Analysis in Design Research 
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The salience of themes arises from observing actions (Burns, 2014), and in 

education research into cases Cousins (2009) used the term “critical incidences” to 

describe a similar sifting of data. Gherardi (2019) also uses the term “resonance” to 

evoke a shared sense-making. For example, people often use analogies when 

dealing with complex or unfamiliar problems (Ball and Christensen, 2009). You can 

look at how people use analogies, where they draw those from, how they connect 

themselves and others to those analogies, and which ones resonate with others. 

This is the approach that is followed in the thesis. In chapters 5 and 6, meeting notes 

(mine and those gathered by others) are shared and meaning is explored together 

as meaning is made, with analysis through sharing ideas that resonate.  

4.6 Introducing a Typology of Design as a Form of Inquiry 

When you read education papers or design papers, they do not have a methods 

section like this one. The methods are within the details of the action in education, 

and in design, they are embedded within the tools. The lack of clarity about methods 

became apparent while I gave a paper on design as a form of inquiry at the 

Qualitative Research in Management Conference in Albuquerque, New Mexico 

(Macintyre, 2018). As I responded to a question about the logic of inquiry in design-

based research, it became apparent that the person asking the question and I were 

talking at cross purposes. Later I recognised that what Shotter (2006) calls 

“withness” was making it difficult for those who were not “with me” to understand my 

approach to design-based inquiries. Like this chapter, I went back to basics to 

interrogate the assumptions within the instruments. From that examination, the 

following typology emerged, and the remainder of the chapter is given over to the 

following areas: 

• inquiry in design, which is inquiry into design practice, either conducted by 

researchers looking at what designers do, or by the designers themselves; 

• inquiry for design, which is inquiry into materials or processes, people or 

practices that inform or shape design; and 

• inquiry through design, which arises out the combination of inquiries in and 

for, and surfaces areas otherwise hidden. 
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4.6.1 Inquiry in Design 

Inquiry in or about design comes in two forms: there are inquiries into what it is 

designers do. For example, in public administration, work like Voorberg et al. (2014; 

2015) involves social researchers looking at design practitioners’ work. There is also 

a notable tradition of examining design among pragmatists, Schön’s (1987) work on 

the practicum is influential, and there is also a rich tradition of anthropologists 

“hanging out and asking questions” in design spaces (see Gunn, Otto and Smith, 

2013; Smith et al., 2016). As a first-person action research auto-ethnography the 

thesis is more closely aligned to the second approach: designers writing about their 

practice. 

In the work of academic and practitioner Liz Sanders, she engages in structured 

inquiries that are in part for design but are also a way to understand her design 

practice. She explicates her practice, clearly setting out the tools and techniques, 

people’s responses to them and her reflections on their use as a guide to others. 

Thus, her design practice inquiries guide other designers (see Sanders and 

Westerlund 2011; Sanders and Brandt 2010; Sanders and Stappers 2008; 2011). 

Designers set out detailed accounts of what they did, and record their reflections on 

them because knowing in design is social and situated. They explicate their practice 

as a guide to others engaged in first-person action research (Ramsey 2011).  

The contextual detail is an attempt to represent how practitioners come to know. In 

these accounts, things that are typically hidden are surfaced. Surfacing those 

relationships is part of being critical. It is part of recognising that writing is not neutral. 

What is written down is a choice, just as we choose what to “write up” (Schostak 

and Schostak 2013). Writing is itself a way of sense-making, with the structure that 

comes from writing forcing the writer to ask themselves to find an order in the 

patterns they observe. Recognising the partiality of accounts arises from 

recognising that the inquirer is not a disinterested observer recording the 

interactions of others, but is deeply embedded, engaging with theory and practice 

as part of what Shotter (2011) and Gherardi (2019) term intra-actions of practice or 

“flow”. 

There are norms to social research. Suppose we accept that the methodological 

rules within a discipline are not neutral tools and techniques used to describe social 

and structural relations, but that instead they create reality (Law 2008). Then, trust 

in the inquiry arises from the way it sets out and adheres to the methodological rules, 
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leading to trust in the generalisability of the results (Charmaz, 2016). Law (2008) 

suggests that this tautology is not a problem, like Feyerband (2002) in Against 

Method, Crombie (1995) on history and styles of scientific knowing, Law argues that 

one set of methodological rules is no better than another. Pointing out the role of 

methods in shaping how we understand the world is not about having no rules but 

having clear rules. It recognises that the validity of some forms of inquiry is accepted. 

The case for them has been made; they produce reliable, valid and rigorous results. 

Following them means neither your results nor your methods are called into question 

(St. Pierre, 2017). 

The rules of writing this kind of ethnography are at the margins. Whitehead and 

McNiff (2017) highlighted that you should expect your methods to come under 

increased scrutiny when you step outside those accepted norms. Denzin and 

Giardina (2017) argue that the loose set of approaches he calls critical inquiries 

(including participatory, emancipatory and transformative approaches used in this 

thesis) are often subject to the most scrutiny, as they seek to go beyond reporting 

social relations and actively seek to destabilise them. 

Writing about PD tends to reflect the context and personality of the designer. It can 

be playful or provocative. It can draw on different disciplinary influences to be 

innovative within the design process and mirror that creative spirit within the writing 

(Light et al., 2016). For example, in PD, Sanders (with Stappers 2008; 2011) just 

write – they write about what happened in the workshops, setting out the tools and 

surfacing their uncertainties about meaning. In this thesis, Burke’s pentad provides 

a structure for the ethnographic accounts, and reflects how I record and analyse 

inquiries in design, as an attempt to write from inside. 

4.6.2 Inquiry for Design 

Inquiries for design are the most substantive part of a designer’s role as a 

researcher. When you make something, you need to understand what it is for, who 

will use it, and the materials and processes needed to make it. Ingold and Gatt’s 

(2013) suggestion that ethnographers should look to design to structure their 

inquiries rests on the structured way designers approach those inquiries. Design 

inquiries are teleological, they have a purpose, and they often draw on and 

synthesise different types of knowledge as part of the process (see Barry, Born and 

Weszkalnys, 2008). Here the context is essential. The thesis focuses on the design 

of online learning materials in practice-based disciplines. A set of values from design 
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around inclusion and participation inform the practice and norms within the practice 

areas that also shape it. Therefore in the thesis, inquiries for design can be: 

• pedagogic, about how people learn; 

• technological, about the affordances of different ways of learning and working 

online; 

• practice-based, working with people to explore what and how practitioners 

know; 

• participatory, looking at how to include people, in particular learners, in the 

design process; 

• about disciplinary knowledge, often done in collaboration with others; and 

• concerned with organisations’ capabilities and ability to support the 

development of learning materials. 

Though some of these inquiries are demarcated, the separate inquiries overlap. 

Often they are part of the flow within design practice. They involve various 

techniques, from analysing secondary texts to structured conversations, participant 

observation, and facilitated workshops. For example, independent inquiries into 

existing policies and procedures would be part of a broader reading about a 

particular discipline’s pedagogy, to complement and inform discussions with 

practitioners about content. Likewise, a review of practice theories and publicness 

provides valuable insights that guide practice. Reviewing the literature from practice 

(Chapter 2) and more widely (Chapter 3) is integral to the inquiries. 

For example, in the folder titled “Public Value,” there are 139 journal articles in the 

original sweep. The articles were read, and themes maps were made, and a further 

selection of articles was added to an annotated bibliography that came to 15,000 

words. I try to write about the articles and how they fit together to synthesise and 

connect to theory and practice as I write. Following Kuhn’s (1996) ways of work on 

paradigms, I look for schools of thought and the internal logic of a set of literature. 

Ultimately, only the public part of Public Value made it into the thesis, along with a 

smattering of references to key figures in the literature.  

Sometimes it is a heuristic (Abbot, 2004) to look for analogies and similarities. For 

example, art historians deal with the interpretive space between an artwork and a 

viewer (Baxandall, 1988). How can this help me understand how to deal with 
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interpretive space between a learning resource and a learner? It becomes a 

resource, something to draw on in practice, and my practice diaries and audio notes 

draw on the resource, making connections and sense-making. It becomes layered 

into the inquiry, heuristics which shape design practice. The process mirrors Jarvis’s 

(1999) account of how theories about practice become folded into practice, 

eventually through iterations becoming part of a “personal theory of practice”. 

While an online learning designer is facilitating the process, there is a sense that 

you need to be conversant with the learning materials and the ways of knowing 

associated with an area. Suppose you are to shift learning that has taken place face-

to-face, or work with expert practitioners unfamiliar with sharing their expertise in a 

course. In that case, you need to know just enough about what they know to ask 

questions that allow them to communicate what they know. For example, the 

empirical section’s main focus (Chapter 6) is a partnership with an NDPB whose 

role is to support and regulate best practice in volunteering. Together with the CVSL 

at the OU, we designed a best practice course in volunteer management. As part of 

this, I trawled through sector journals, added 103 articles to Mendeley, read 40 

articles to identify the main trends, listened to what the practitioners were saying 

and the writers they rated to shape an understanding of managing volunteers. They 

do not feature in the thesis. However, they orientated my practice within the debates 

about volunteering. Allowing me to support practitioners to unpick their own 

“personal theory of practice” as part of thinking through how they would 

communicate that to others online. 

While theory is important for shaping cases (Yin, 2018), most of the design inquiries 

are not as esoteric as those noted above. They are often directed at solving issues 

in the design process, who the learners are, what we know about them, how we 

come to know them, or how they will access the course. Alternatively, the inquiries 

are concerned with the organisation’s ability to deliver online learning and find ways 

to enable the shift to online learning.  

Inquiry for design work is present throughout the thesis. An inquiry for design in the 

decision-making process involves identifying patterns and salience within the 

assembled artefacts, including the literature. “Sense-making” is shared. Burns 

(2014) suggests the term that resonance has echoes of “the stories we tell ourselves 

about ourselves” from Clifford Geertz (1973) as the grounds for understanding and 

interpreting through narrative (see Bruner, 1991) is helpful here.  
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The allusion links threads within the thesis. It links the ethnography of first-person 

action research and inquiries in design to second-person action research in concert 

with others. It links these to practice and how inquiries proceed, as the idea of 

narrative and resonance aligns with Burke’s pentad shapes data collection and 

analysis in the thesis. The activities are part of an inquiry for design and 

understanding learners. Understanding those processes is linked to the stories’ 

resonance, and some of those stories are then presented as narratives within the 

thesis. 

The telling and retelling of what happened in a meeting room or within a community 

centre are about finding the stories that resonate and amplifying them. As a 

designer, resonance can establish legitimacy, or you share something to establish 

whether it is a common experience you might build on. It can also be provocative, 

just as critical designers (Malpass, 2016) might share disturbing images or stories 

to gauge a reaction, map out dissensus or understand absences. The narratives are 

artefacts. However, these artefacts are not just a way to transmit knowledge or 

information or demonstrate a shared understanding. They shape the patterns of 

activity within the design process (Richter and Allert, 2011). The stories arise from 

the context and are used for design. The analysis is done in concert with others as 

part of the process. The narrative that arises through inquiries for design defines the 

actions that occur, and the articulations that resonate shape the narrative account 

of them. 

In narratives, there is a difference between a plot-driven account, where the 

characters support the narrative flow, and a character-driven account, where the 

narrative emerges from the characters (Greens, 2017; Nordberg, 2021). 

Participatory approaches allow the narrative structure to emerge from the agency of 

the characters. The challenge is to present the process from within the process 

when we are most familiar with research accounts representing things from the 

outside looking in (Shotter, 2006).  

Shotter (2010) argues that the tendency to write from the outside leads us to hold 

up theories and reflect on how they describe the world, and in doing so, the 

researcher can miss the fact that our descriptions are themselves an abstraction. 

Within the empirical section, the thesis used Burke’s pentad to represents the 

process of inquiries for design as stories. Here, the intention is to show the 

components of the process before they are put back together. 
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4.6.3 Inquiry through Design 

So far, the chapter has aligned inquiry in design with first-person action research 

and auto-ethnography and for design with second and third-person action research. 

The final section of the framework concerns research through design. The argument 

is that the combination of “designerly ways of knowing” and inquiries for design lead 

to asking questions that would not otherwise be asked. There is an emerging 

interest in how research can emerge from design practice (Godin and Zahedi, 2014). 

The thesis suggests inquiry through design emerges from the combination of 

overlapping approaches: 

• design involves making, and part of the making involves trying out ideas 

modelling creating temporary assemblages as a way to prototype ideas and 

to try them out; 

• design involves abductive reasoning, and notably, designers move back and 

forth from abductive reasoning towards inductive reasoning through making; 

and 

• design involves speculation, which means dealing with imagined sets of 

social and structural relations and bring them into being. 

The argument is that this combination of factors means that through asking 

designerly questions answers to questions that were not asked emerge. 

4.6.3.1 Design and Making 

Making is essential, because making gives form to the ideas while also exploring 

them (Durrant et al., 2017). In that sense, making performs a similar function in 

design as it does in craft. The art of making helps reveal and develop an 

understanding of the materials and the process (Gell, 1992). Part of the making 

involves prototypes. These might be physical prototypes or conceptual ones to 

explain how a process might work. In learning design, these are often conceptual 

models of how a course might work. Ideas about what the course is about emerge 

through making the structure and setting it out. These ideas are then tested with 

others which is part of the development. Like the DNA model, we understand more 

about it and how it works as we try to build it. In design, the artefacts made through 

the design process are “epistemic”, in that the artefacts are linked to ideas and 

shared representations of those ideas (Richter and Allert, 2011). They are 



117 

constitutive (they make things happen) rather than representative (Westerlund, 

2011). 

However, part of making are the methods themselves, and this chapter is evidence 

of that as it details the synthesis that occurred in for and through practice. What is 

interesting about design is the status of these things in the design process. The 

methods create reality (Charmaz, 2016). In the case of design, the methods involve 

setting out representations of what will be. The form of those artefacts is shaped by 

the methods used to make them as much as it is by the things it hopes to represent. 

Therefore, the representations ought not to be taken as the thing themselves. The 

artefacts and models are not a representation of things. They constitute things 

(Westerlund, 2011, 2016). The status of those things within the design process is 

not just about problem-solving. It is problem finding, therefore making and unmaking 

is an iterative process of inquiry through those artefacts. 

Making a practice model helps them understand their practice and the act of making 

shapes that practice and the outcomes of the design process. So this chapter, which 

weaves different strands together and concludes with a design typology, a model of 

how design-based inquiries proceed is a means (a method) and an end (a 

conclusion) of the thesis, it is part of the methods and the results and arose through 

design practice. 

4.6.3.2 Design and Reasoning 

As noted in earlier chapters, reasoning has various forms. Deductive reasoning 

involves taking knowns together to arrive at an outcome, like a known set of 

materials and a known process. Inductive reasoning is often employed in 

exploratory research, involves making observations from those observations and 

arriving at a working explanation. You then take the working explanation and use 

them to make predictions. The problem for designers is that they cannot observe 

the outcome they need to create it. In addition, they may not have a working principle 

or a set of materials to work with to address the issues. Of course, like all 

practitioners, designers have a set of heuristics that develop over time, a set of 

“hows” they come to rely on and apply to different situations, or what Dorst and 

Cross (2001; Dorst, 2011) call frames (see Chapter 3). For example, in the thesis, 

publicness is a theoretical frame used to understand design practice. It is presented 

a priori in the literature review, and as a heuristic, it shapes what the thesis looks at 

and how it looks at those things. 
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However, in design practice, heuristics are not a priori. As noted in Chapter 2, they 

arise iteratively as part of a search for plausible explanations and ways of knowing 

that allows a design to proceed. Take the idea from critical perspectives on counter 

publics (Chapter 3), which suggest publics are brought into being through being 

addressed. It is applied as a heuristic to understand how a course brings a learner 

into being. The development of the heuristic involves analogical reasoning, a sense 

of uncanniness and uncertain similarity (Knape, 2021). It involves saying, this thing 

is like this thing, this framing and reframing happens through the design process. 

These heuristics do not only arise from the designer and their practice. They arise 

in context and through engagement with others (Shotter, 2011). 

The thesis addresses this aspect of inquiry through design in two ways. The 

explication of my practice is part of it, so the first-person action research is captured 

through auto-ethnography. The second way relates to observing how others 

reason—examining the heuristics employed by others and paying attention to how 

they articulate the connections between elements within those explanations. In 

particular, what emerges through a design process that values others’ contribution 

focuses on others’ frame-making. The inquiries become less about looking for “the 

answer” and more about looking at the process of how people arrive at an answer.  

4.6.3.3 Design and Speculation 

When people engage in design-based inquiries, they need to imagine a future set 

of structural relations and then, through imagining them, realise them (Tan, 2012). 

Making is part of this, as is observing the problem identification and solving process. 

Then there are the things that people speculate about. What kinds of futures do 

people imagine? Work on design speculation suggests that visions of futures relate 

to the present (Di Salvo, 2012). It comes in two forms: for management scholars, 

the most recognisable form is from strategic planning, where extrapolations of the 

present are mapped out into the future. Much strategic planning involves taking 

plausible trends and seeing where they lead (Chatterji et al., 2016). They also 

involve setting out visions of future possibilities to influence the present, from 

Utopian visions to catastrophic ones, with the emerging trend around climate fictions 

in text and onscreen part of these speculative fictions (Malpass, 2013, 2015). 

In design practice, you pay attention to the way people imagine what can and cannot 

be done. You look for what is present in the speculations and the absences. The 

example provided in section 4.3.2 as part of an inquiry for design involves people 
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imagining what a learner might do in the world when they complete a course. I ask 

them to set out an ideal case, and what goes into that ideal involves talking through 

the ideal vision. Often the talk involves the barriers to that vision. Therefore, what a 

practitioner might do and how a course enables them to do it becomes a 

conversation about what “good practice” might be in that context, what does or could 

enable it to happen, and the barrier that can be overcome. 

Effectively people set boundaries around those visions and map out what is possible 

within those boundaries. Typically the designer focuses on the possible, with what 

is possible or plausible arising iteratively through making (Lupton, 2017). However, 

exploring these boundaries is about setting out the boundaries to capture individuals 

or an organisational understanding of the space. It is also concerned with what is 

considered to be impossible, to be out of bounds. Design-based inquiries allow us 

to look at what is considered possible, what is impossible and recognise that these 

visions tell us just as much about the present (and indeed the past) as they do about 

the future. 

4.7 Conclusion and Summary 

This chapter started with a journey through the study of practice, with a particular 

focus on action research and ethnography. It then set out how the cases that form 

the basis of the empirical work emerged, and set out a model for data collection and 

analysis. Burke’s pentad was proposed to structure auto-ethnography and the 

collection and analysis of design practice and its artefacts. It closed with a design-

based inquiry model, which is modelled in Chapters 5 and 6. 

The chapter aimed to set out the central assumptions and establish that the 

instruments selected to study design practice were appropriate. Often, design 

papers do not have a methods section as such, as it is all method (see the critique 

from Cash, 2018). However, it was only when I sat down to write up that the omission 

became apparent. In this chapter, I have set out the empirical chapters’ assumptions 

and proposed a typology for design inquiries.  

The genesis of the typology related to the way design has been folded into business 

and management. As set out in Chapter 3, only parts of the design have been 

adopted by management scholars, and this is also the case in public administration 

and the third sector. What has been folded are co-design and co-production models 

developed from PD from the 1970s onwards, filtered through software development 
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(mainly in the US) and then folded into discourses about public services. The 

question of whether tacit assumptions from the commercial design world might end 

up being folded into the development of public services has been raised as an issue 

(Alford, 2016; Alford and Greve, 2017). 

Recognising that design is both object and instrument, something we do research 

into and a way of doing research highlights the need to interrogate the application 

of design as a process and that its role as an instrument is often opaque. The 

chapter addresses the omission of design as a method within management research 

by setting out the different ways one can inquire into design and publicness and 

proposing a typology set out in Figure 4-4 related to Burke’s pentad (1969a). The 

typology provides a way to understand how design structures first-person action 

research in design, second-person action research for design, and how inquiries 

emerging through design can address issues raised by third-person action research.  

The thoroughness of design, as set out in this chapter, goes some way to addressing 

the question posed at the end of Chapter 3: How does asking designerly questions, 

like “Who is a course for?” end up providing answers to questions that were not 

asked? The integration of Burke’s pentad directs attention to what is being observed 

and recorded in the empirical material. The typology is modelled in the findings 

chapters that follow.  
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Chapter 5: Preliminary Fieldwork: The Hinterland 

5.1 Introduction 

Following the literature review, Chapter 3 closed with two questions:  

• How does folding “a public” change strategic discourses within an 

organistion? 

• How is “a public” brought into being within the design process? 

Chapter 4 set out design as a form of inquiry and suggested a key role for designerly 

inquiries in surfacing those strategic questions and bringing a public into being. 

Chapter 5 explored the proposal and develops the ideas by looking at OER/OEP 

and WP learning partnerships.  

Chapter 2 argued that openness was important as a context for the work, and set 

out partnership approaches from WP as a natural part of the solution to designing 

OER. It suggested that these learning partnerships, like OER, were a background. 

However, as the empirical work progressed what emerged from across the different 

cases was the assumption that partnership was a container for the interplay of 

design and publicness became problematic. Partnership issues resonated with 

people and It seemed to be more than background labour that does not need to be 

accounted for in the finished work (see Aureli, 2018 for the same issue in 

architectural design).  

Therefore, this chapter returns to partnership. It starts with an overview of HE 

providers’ partnerships, from knowledge exchange, research partnerships to work-

based and WP learning partnerships. It argues that HE WP partnerships tend to be 

about the HE provider developing the content and the “local partners” supporting 

the learners with the design of appropriate pedagogy and process, which emerges 

from the partnerships. It then suggests that openness and the practices detailed in 

this thesis offer another model. The local partner is the “expert” in content and 

context, and the partners work together to develop appropriate pedagogies. These 

sections synthesise existing literature on partnerships and in WP and OEP with the 

partnerships in this thesis and draw on some of my previous research. 

The chapter then turns to look at partnership theories in more detail. Using examples 

from my practice, it “zooms in” (Nicolini, 2009) on “everyday” communications within 

partnership work. It suggests that, rather than spanning the boundary between the 
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organisations, partnership work often involves homemaking and setting boundaries 

as part of being continual liminal. Taking work from practitioner academic transitions 

and applying it to partnership work, the chapter reviews the strategies employed by 

those in “liminal professions” (Carton and Ungureanu, 2018). It pays particular 

attention to the strategies employed by those that define themselves through being 

permanently in-between. 

Having suggested that partnerships are themselves bounded, the final section 

suggests that partnerships in HE relate to publicness, arguing that learning 

providers use the partnership to extend the publicness of their organisation. The 

chapter argues that partnerships have their publics and are subject to their 

dimensions of publicness. Part of the learning designer’s role is to help negotiate 

the place of the learning materials in those dimensions. It looks at how partnerships 

develop their sense of publicness in relation to two mechanisms: 

• first, through the way they might engage with learners to develop a deeper 

understanding of “a public”, here drawing on critical work on publicness and 

PD; and  

• second, it looks at how dimensions of publicness influence the work of 

partnerships. 

The chapter illustrates these with examples from practice. Finally, the chapter 

suggests partnerships work does not lead to these strategic questions, but is an 

outcome of those questions. 

5.2 Types of HE Partnerships 

HE partnerships fall into two broad areas: research-focused partnerships and 

education partnerships. Section 1.2.3 noted that research partnerships come in 

different forms and positioned the thesis as between exchanging knowledge 

(Wynne, 2014) and a site of action research (Whitehead and McNiff, 2017).  

The partnerships in this thesis aim to use OER to reach out to learners that the 

provider would not otherwise reach. They are often third-sector groups acting as 

advocates for or providing services to promote inclusion (Fuller, Heath and 

Johnston, 2011). Typically, the learning provider holds the content and the partner 

holds contextual knowledge. The following section explores learning partnerships in 

more detail. 
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5.2.1 Widening Participation Partnerships 

Partnership work is embedded in WP practice and often unquestionably treated as 

a good thing. These partnerships are often characterised by engagement with third- 

or public sector organisations to engage those distanced from education. For 

example, the Scottish Government promotes HE FE partnerships to provide routes 

into HE for people in colleges (Macintyre and Thomson, 2013). Third-sector 

partnerships are also common. The partner is an organisation that engages with a 

particular cohort, acting as a “safe place” for those distanced from education to 

explore learning. At their most straightforward, third-sector partnerships involve the 

partner providing access to the people they support. For example, a partnership I 

worked on between a refugee and asylum charity in Glasgow called The Bridges, 

and OUiS was a partnership to provide a space for refugees and asylum seekers to 

engage in learning (Cannell and Hewitt, 2010; Cannell, Macintyre and Hewitt, 2015). 

Similarly, I worked on one partnership between the OU and the UK’s largest TU, 

Unite the Union (UtU), to create routes to engineering for shopfloor workers. 

The OU provided the content within its SODL model, and UtU supported its 

members to access the learning at a reduced cost (through sponsorship) and 

additional pastoral support through ULRs (Macintyre and Heil, 2013). Over time, the 

OU’s SODL model adapted to fit the needs of cohorts in the workplace, but mainly 

remained the OU’s standard offer. In this approach, the learning provider is the 

source of content knowledge and pedagogic practice, and the partner brokers 

learning opportunities by providing a gateway to learning. The HE provider retains 

control of curriculum content, assessment; the partner contextualises the support. It 

is standard WP outreach with the partner providing access to learners or “a public” 

the HE provider would otherwise be unable to reach. 

Other more participatory models exist where the partner significantly influences 

content provision. For example, in the OUiS Scottish Union Learn (SUL) partnership, 

SUL came to OUiS with a model of learning representatives running learning clubs 

where people would meet regularly to discuss critical questions that emerged from 

free courses. SUL wanted OUiS to help them formalise the model, which led to 

developing a course for ULRs (Cannell and Macintyre, 2017). In this case, the OU 

provides the platform and still controls the content, but the partner defines the 

pedagogy. It is worth highlighting who retains power and control over different 

elements. Each partner retains or releases control over the particular articulation of 

elements it brought to the partnership. They are a legitimate actor and arbiters of 
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knowledge about a particular domain. In these cases, the HE organisations are the 

arbiters of knowledge about the curriculum and the TU partner is the arbiter of 

knowledge about learners and support. 

In WP and OER it is less common to see approaches that recognise the partner as 

the content or curriculum expert. Where academics pass control of knowledge over 

to local communities or partners, it tends to be within more radical pedagogies. 

These activist approaches are often political, where learning should transform the 

learner and their context. In contemporary approaches, these activist pedagogies 

are a way to resist the commodification of learning and learners. They are a space 

where people can resist or undermine social and structural inequalities within 

neoliberal approaches to organising economic relations (Preston and Aslett, 2014). 

The design probes in Chapter 2 follow this pattern, designing curriculum with those 

representing “a public” brought into being by the course. 

The boundaries crossed here are more than structural. They are about 

organisational identity. In these approaches, the academic is not just reaching into 

the community to enable transformation. They are also facilitating a process 

whereby the academic and professional knowledge within the academy opens up, 

creating the potential to be transformed. For example, research into social work 

programmes looked at the potential role of “lay knowledge” and the inclusion of 

experts by experience in developing a research programme and associated learning 

and teaching. The programme recognised people as experts in their own lives and 

questioned what “professional” means when training people to work in social 

settings (Fenge, Fannin and Hicks, 2011). These approaches reject the “deficit 

model”, which assumes the role of learning is to complete or fill in the knowledge a 

person lacks, and often rest on emancipatory Freirean approaches to learning 

(Miller, Macintyre and McKenna, 2018b, see also Chapter 2). Indeed, this argument 

is often made about open universities, with advocates arguing that open ought to 

mean that the content, support and accreditation should be shaped around the 

learner, rather than shaping the learner in the form of the academy (Marr and 

Harvey, 2012). 

5.2.2 Linking Partnership and Open Education 

The approaches set out in this section sit primarily within emancipation of education 

(Lane, 2017), drawing explicitly or implicitly on Apple’s (2019) influential analysis of 

curriculum as the exercise of power. The approaches detailed above surface power 
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relations in society and raise critical questions around power within the academy. It 

is worth exploring Apple’s contribution in more detail here. Apple (2019) argues that 

education should be viewed relationally, highlighting the importance of relationships 

within education environments and the need for practitioners and researchers to 

look at how they relate to broader social and structural relationships. This relational 

view means looking at how views are articulated within a given area, examining who 

gets to make connections, how they do so, and how these articulations relate to 

broader social and structural relations. 

In WP approaches, a partnership is a means to increase the reach of learning 

providers’ activities – to reach learners who are hard to reach. The research tend to 

focus on what these partnerships enable, i.e. whether those hard-to-reach learners 

were reached. They look at the role of the partnership in addressing power, not 

questions of power within the partnership work itself. Activist-type partnerships are 

more sensitive to questions of power. In part, this focus relates to the space between 

the “best intentions” of these approaches, raising questions at the community level 

about the power games that play out as lay and professional discourses are 

negotiated. For example, research into health inequalities in Glasgow focused on 

individuals’ understanding and confidence in their ability to act (Tett, 2016). 

As Robertson and Simonsen (2012) noted, the rise of various participatory 

approaches across various disciplines, from community theatre to activist 

pedagogies, PD and aspects of WP can be viewed as a family of participatory 

approaches where academics seek to address similar challenges. Therefore, while 

these works may not “speak to” each other’s questions about participation, Lane’s 

(2017) work on OE has a familial relationship. It suggests that the lessons from 

activist approaches and the broader family of participatory approaches (particularly 

PD) might be helpful to OE. 

Activist approaches are not conventional and are often in organisational contexts 

that are actively or passively opposed to them. They tend to be in Soft Applied 

Disciplines – Education, Health, Social Care, Social Work. For example, Coughlan 

and Perryman (2013, see also Perryman and Couglan, 2015) work on OER and 

Health and Social Care, and there call to be “public-facing open scholars” and for 

academics to draw on lay knowledge developed on social media platforms has been 

met with significant resistance within their organisation and by academic peers. 

These approaches are on the edges of “normal practice”; these are the edges that 
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define the boundaries. Following the sense of openness as the transgression of 

boundaries highlighted earlier (Collier and Ross, 2017), perhaps the marginal nature 

of these practices and the discomfort experienced by academics and practitioners 

operating in these spaces is the start of understanding which partnerships might 

bring about openness. To understand this more fully, there is a need to look at some 

more theoretical work on partnership and draw in empirical observations. 

5.3 Partnership Theory and Practice 

Within the different practices detailed in section 5.2, some patterns have emerged. 

First, power within the partnership is essential. There are areas in which the partner 

retains control, others where it cedes control, and others where control was within 

the partnership itself and part of a negotiation. Secondly, there is a need to look at 

the control of different parts of the partnership. In the examples in section 5.2, the 

HE provider remains the site of knowledge creation, even where that control is 

“given way” in some of the activist approaches (Tett, 2016), the idea that it is a gift 

says a great deal about the norms within learning partnerships. 

Aside from activists’ interest in power, WP partnership research focuses on what 

partnerships enable – the outcomes. Work looking inside multi-agency partnerships 

suggests that researchers focus on two areas: First, collaborations are used as a 

new way of shaping how goods and services are designed, produced and used. 

Second, looking within the partnerships or collaborations at decision making 

(Vangen, Hayes and Cornforth, 2015). The distinction is essential, and the focus of 

the thesis is on partnership as a process. This section looks at these processes 

within HE on partnership work, holds these insights beside observations from my 

work, and develops conceptual tools for examining design and publicness in 

partnerships. 

5.3.1 Partnership as Boundary-Spanning 

Boundary-spanning involves more than a one-directional activity focused on the 

spread (getting more reach) or the promotion of choice (having different options). It 

involves sharing how issues are defined and developing solutions to problems 

(Weerts and Sandmann, 2008; Sandmann and Weerts, 2008). Much of the early 

work was in the US. This research explored the role of different public (land grant) 

and private HE providers in delivering on HE’s third mission (civic engagement). 

While the US context does not apply within different jurisdictions, the term has been 
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applied to a range of inter- and intra-organisation partnerships. Research into HE 

partnerships in the UK found that the degree to which people and organisations are 

willing to span boundaries depends on the degree to which the problem or issue is 

seen as open. Where the issues were complex and had a range of potential 

solutions, the partners were more willing to engage in collaborative work that might 

be described as boundary-spanning (Diamond and Rush, 2012; Goldstraw and 

Diamond, 2017). The idea that partnership is used to address “messy problems” 

(Buchanan, 1992) seems to speak directly to WP and PD, where “local partners” 

are used to reach out to people who are otherwise difficult to reach. 

Defining partnership as a practice that involves spanning or transgressing 

boundaries leads us to think about the edges and highlights the sense of an 

organisation as bounded. Organisational boundaries are important as they define 

the space where a particular set of activities occurs. For example, research into how 

academic and community partnerships might blur the boundaries between 

accredited formal learning and informal learning in the north of England led to 

developing a framework to support learning partnerships. The partnerships created 

a space for informal non-accredited learning and the potential for routes into formal 

and accredited learning. However, the practitioners and academics noted the need 

to be careful. They defined the pattern of activities within partnership work as 

activities that only took place in the partnership, and ensured they were structurally 

separate from the institution to mitigate concerns about transgressing organisational 

norms (Nerantzi, 2018). 

Organisational norms and routines are ways for an organisation to differentiate itself 

from others and provide an advantage through intangible assets like “know-how” 

(Nonaka, 1994). These routine actions and tacit rules shape how decisions are 

made in organisations or groups (Eraut, 2000). When an organisation blurs the 

boundaries around its activities, it accepts a legitimate difference between the way 

it does things and the way a partner does things (Sandmann and Weerts, 2008; 

Sandmann et al., 2014). Work on multi-agency partnerships suggests partnerships 

often seek to leverage an advantage through working collaboratively (Vangen, 

Hayes and Cornforth, 2015). For example, the OU partnership with LTU is long-

term, with the same people working together on various projects. Generally, it is a 

relationship where the OU provides access to learning opportunities and benefits by 

reaching hard-to-reach learners. LTU provides access to learners and benefits 

through being able to offer structured learning to its members. 
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Like openness, there is a tendency to see a partnership as a “good thing”, as a 

source of new ideas and innovative ways of working (Rees, 2014). However, 

partnerships involve blurring boundaries and are risky at an organisational and 

individual level. As well as providing opportunities to address complex issues, 

complex issues are surfaced within a partnership. Key concerns include how each 

will deal with the uncertainty inherent in partnership and how the partner will 

reciprocate (Diamond and Rush, 2012). For example, work on local community 

regeneration partnerships found tensions when actors representing organisations 

were present but not engaged, either performing partnership or actively seeking to 

undermine it by attending meetings but blocking ideas (McQuaid, 2010). 

My work with LTU evolved out of our earlier work stretching back over seven years. 

The early phase was part of the role in the Scottish Government programme Open 

Educational Practices Scotland (OEPS)30. OEPS was ending, and the intention was 

that the rollout of the material and my continued OU connection meant it could be 

part of the empirical material within the PhD, allowing me to continue supporting 

LTU. However, issues with the work arose almost immediately. These tensions 

became apparent when work on the Health and Social Care workers’ pilot ground 

to a halt. The programme aimed to design free learning materials for frontline staff. 

Unlike other LTU education, the material would be available to non-union members. 

Anyone would be able to access the free materials, and ULRs would support non-

union members to access them. The materials would serve as a part of a broader 

conversation about the relationship between casualised non-unionised workers and 

LTU. The aim was to use free online learning to engage non-unionised workers with 

LTU and promote union values – they were bringing “a public” into being that was 

different from the people they usually addressed. In this programme, my role was to 

use my experience of using OER in work contexts to support the design of the 

materials by people within LTU. However, even though the pilot materials were 

complete (January 2017 and pre-PhD) when the leading LTU champion Paul O’Neil 

became ill, the partnership work slowed, and eventually stopped. 

 
30 A three year Scottish Government programme to develop capacity in open and online 
learning across different sectors in Scotland, it was hosted by the Open University and I 
worked to put together the funding applicaiton and then on the subsequent programme – 
see here 
https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/course/index.php?categoryid=24#:~:text=The%20
Open%20Educational%20Practices%20in,project%20and%20awareness%20raising%20a
ctivities. 



129 

The management of the project from LTU fell to a senior staff member in the online 

learning team, David Turner. Meetings took place in the glass partitioned offices of 

LTU. Plans were made and emails exchanged, but nothing happened. Deadlines 

were missed and emails went unanswered. Mirroring other work on the withdrawal 

of support in partnership (Lowndes, Pratchett and Stoker, 2006), withdrawal was 

passive. For example, Pauline MacLeod, the subject lead, withdrew support, first 

through attending meetings but not carrying out agreed actions, and then later 

through not attending meetings at all. The work floundered at the stage where it 

moved from the idea to use free learning materials to reach out to learners not 

presently addressed by LTU, to reality, ULRs engaging with non-union members. 

In June 2017, I travelled to the main office of LTU’s learning team in the north of 

England for a “crisis meeting”. It was a 1950s modernist building between industrial 

units on the city’s outskirts. At some point, it must have been a large open space, 

as the offices themselves were divided up using thin partition walls. Waiting in the 

small reception, I could hear the murmur through the walls. David was not in and, 

despite arranging this some weeks ago, I was not expected. Eventually, someone 

came through. He introduced himself as Iain Watson and said he was the person in 

charge of the education team. He apologised for the confusion. He gave me a quick 

tour of the building, past the security locked door to the room where the online 

learning team sat. He showed me David’s desk; there was a joke about it being easy 

to spot as computer screens surrounded it, and there was a large server cabinet 

against the wall behind it. We then went upstairs to the “board room”; the building 

had been the main office of a smaller TU that LTU had absorbed. The board room 

was large, with dark panelling and framed images of speeches being given, along 

with strikes and flags and banners. I could not help but spend some time looking at 

the images, particularly the finely crafted banners. The large, round dark wood table 

was dusty from lack of use. 

Downstairs in a small meeting room with one high window shadowed by a security 

grating, Iain brought cups of tea and a plate of biscuits. I explained why I was there. 

Iain suggested it was wrong to think that Paul’s illness was why things had not 

progressed. It was not merely a matter of the lack of an internal champion. It was 

that David had failed to read the politics of exchange. David did not engage in 

political games. The programme was a risk, using free online learning to engage 

with a casualised workforce on zero-hours contracts fitted with the organisation’s 

values, but was at the edge of LTU’s everyday activities. Not doing politics meant 
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people recognised he could not make political deals in the future, and therefore 

others would not deal with him now. Quite simply, Iain suggested others were 

unwilling to provide David with “this win”. Iain was unwilling to step in. It was on the 

margins of what his team did, and in the wider picture, learning was only one part of 

LTU activities, and he did not want to harm other relationships. 

I was not entirely confident in the explanation; cautious over the power play of the 

board room and concerned over the pull I felt to “old fashioned union values”. It was 

a nagging feeling, a worry about using free learning to engage a casual non-

unionised workforce and what role it might play in normalising those social and 

structural relations. In the glass box offices and flipchart-strewn tables of the design 

phase, the doubt was there but held back, but in a café in a northern English town 

between writing notes and eating a black pudding and bacon role after a meeting in 

a mid-century brick office, it started to come to the fore again. It all seemed quite far 

from the promise of OER/OEP, from academic conferences and talk of the 

affordances of open licences and the low transaction costs of sharing online. It was 

not just that the partner did not recognise the value of the OU offer, neither did I. 

As with most of the scenes in the thesis, working quickly from schematic notes to a 

text on a screen, in this case, on a laptop in the café, later tidying the grammar but 

keeping the flavour of the encounter. Here Burke’s (1969a) pentad is folded tightly 

together: the acts, the actors, the agency and the scene, together with the implied 

motives. There is an awareness of the comparison between the reality of the 

scenes. A faded TU building in the post-industrial north of England and what people 

in the UK call a “greasy spoon” where the idea foundered, compared to 

contemporary office spaces and conference spaces where the idea emerged. The 

way it is described says more about me than whether one is more real than the 

other. Here, caught between some sense of OUness, my working-class identity and 

TU solidarity, all entangled with my identity as a designer. 

With LTU, the risk of a small pilot was low, but without the presence of the influential 

champion who “owned” the programme, individuals were unwilling to lend their 

effort. David left LTU soon after, moving to a role in HE. Typically, research reports 

things that work, and education research is full of successful programmes. This 

example suggests that partnership delivery of working programmes is not a given. 

Even within long-term partnerships where those boundaries have been blurred 

through their repeated crossing, support can be conditional. The degree to which an 
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organisation or an individual will take a risk relates to how the benefits are 

understood. This has implications for the way each partner structures collaborations. 

The following section looks at this in more detail. 

5.3.2 Partnership Structure and Hidden Spaces 

A partnership is not just a way of engaging “a public” in educational outreach. It has 

been part of how publics are brought closer to a range of public services. The early 

sense that partnership work was the answer to problems around the delivery of 

public goods and that those that could broker public, private third-sector 

partnerships were “the new elite” has given way to more critical approaches and the 

recognition that partnerships might be opportunistic, planned collaborations, and 

may even be coerced (Diamond and Roberts, 2006). The recognition that the 

impetus for partnership work is complex has led to an interest in partnership 

structures. Research into civic engagement in the US found that, where 

collaboration had a general benefit to the organisation, specific units were created 

to realise the benefit. For example, outreach programmes were in communities 

away from the main activities of the university. Often, the education provider focuses 

on certain groups or issues and houses them in specific units. Where these units 

exist, partnership work only happens within these units (Sandmann and Weerts, 

2008). The tendency is to position partnership activities in specific units, often 

spatially distant from the organisation31.  

Research into workplace learning partnerships in Sweden found that partners 

recognised partnerships were not always a choice, and that the complex personal 

and professional challenges associated with boundary-crossing. In order to arrive 

at a shared set of values, they allocated time and space to narrow the focus of the 

work they might do together. It was codified in a “first phase agreement” (Rosell and 

Rosenlund, 2018) and was a prerequisite for moving onto a “second phase 

agreement”, which set out how each would approach the partnership. This phased 

approach reflects research in the UK into leading HE partnerships, which identified 

the importance of creating a “safe place” where challenges might be explored. The 

 
31 For example, the Learning Development Team (LDT) at OUiS, whose work I reported 
earlier (e.g. Macintyre and Heil, 2013; Macintyre, 2013), was a team that ran all the 
partnership work done by OUiS. It operated in various activities, from TUs to schools, 
colleges, and a range of public, private and third-sector groups. 
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research also identified six different activities involved in leading partnerships, these 

were: 

• buffering (where the group defines the space of the work); 

• reflecting (looking across boundaries and respecting difference); 

• connecting (creating a space where ideas can meet); 

• mobilising (starting to define the boundaries of the partnership itself); 

• weaving (establishing a common purpose); and 

• transforming (reimagining the present concerning future possibilities) (Prysor 

and Henley, 2017). 

In some ways, this could be the approach taken within any newly formed team (even 

within organisations), and echoes how groups develop identities by establishing 

ways of working. There are a series of inflexion points as relations move from one 

phase to the next. While not named as such, design work involves a similar process. 

The UK Design Council “Double Diamond” set out in Chapter 3 has similar phases, 

first exploring and then defining shared work as part of overlapping inquiries in and 

for design. Indeed, many of the early meetings focus on achieving this in my design 

practice. SSM like Rich Pictures is used to define the issue, and establish a shared 

understanding of the issues (Macintyre, 2020), and SD plays a pivotal role in the 

imagining futures sets of social and structural relations (Malpass, 2013). However, 

what is missing from these accounts (and the LTU account in the previous section) 

are the informal spaces: lunches, dinners, and increasingly stretching from physical 

spaces into online spaces. For example, a typical group chat on WhatsApp can be 

about time and place. 

HI everyone we have had a delayed flight and get a train until 230am so we 

will not get to [place in Denmark] till 430am. Therefore can we put the agenda 

back a couple of hours. 

28 May 2018 excerpt from WhatsApp discussion from IYJ 

The excerpt is from a multi-site EU project on youth offending (International Youth 

Justice – IYJ). I worked as a design consultant on the programme. My role was to 

structure the collaborative work between partners during face-to-face meetings 

(design workshops) and use a cloud-based commercial platform to support the 
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process. The aim was to collaborate with practitioners and academics across five 

EU countries to design a suite of free learning materials to support youth work and 

community development. While it might be dramatic news, like a night spent on an 

airport bench waiting for an early train and the rearrangement of an agenda to 

accommodate the later starting point, often it covered more mundane, temporal and 

spatial arrangements. The group chat from the IYJ is filled with images from Google 

Maps or addresses for cafés and bars, images of people crowded around tables, 

drinks in hand, dates and times and apologies for being late. 

Along with the informal conversations, chats would contain formal discussion. For 

example, the work of IYJ took place on a commercial platform that provided a series 

of tools (messageboards, forums, shared drives) to support collaborative working. 

However, a great deal of the communication about progress within the project and 

planning slipped between the official platform and unofficial channels. For example, 

as part of a group video call on 10 January 2018, the following WhatsApp discussion 

arose ahead of a face-to-face group meeting in Italy in February 2018: 

Person 1: [Name removed – here Person 2] I have a question regarding the 

paper which should be finished and uploaded till January 15th 

Person 2: Ok post them here [the group chat function in the online conference 

call] 

Person 3: Hi, I must rush to the next place as well. [Name removed person 

2] I mailed you a question on io3. Bye for now 

Person 1: I must go as well, sorry. I want to ask questions regarding the 

paper. Can we help somehow? Is the IO2 joint report useful for the article? 

10 January 2018 excerpt from WhatsApp discussion from IYJ 

In IYJ, each of the national partners took ownership of a different intellectual 

output32. The article was a journal article about the project being published by some 

team members. The tension arose because some members were publishing “on 

their own”; they had not discussed it with the team, and this had accidentally been 

“discovered”. The conversation about this bubbled out of the call conference into the 

WhatsApp group. Note the different channels: 

 
32 EU funded programmes are typically structured around a series of Intellectual Outputs. 
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• commercial shared space for doing collaborative work which formed the 

basis of discussion; 

• email of shared documents which would then need to be put onto the shared 

space; 

• online conference call audio chat and shared screen of documents with 

synchronous text chat; and 

• text-based chat using WhatsApp. 

The conversation flows between these different channels, and in that sense, the 

types of communication are similar to the way people use text-based messaging in 

general. The blurring of the boundaries around work communication practices within 

partnerships seems to extend the boundaries between work and not work. In that 

sense, it mirrors the contemporary workplace where work conversations extend out 

of work into the evening and occur across devices. A pattern that has been reported 

since SMS messaging arrived on mobile phones in the 1990s (see Laurier, 2001) 

and accentuated after COVID-19. 

The suggestion is not that blurring the boundaries around an organisation involved 

in partnerships leads to personal and professional life blurring – even if partnerships 

exist at the edges of organisations and take people to new and exciting places. The 

multichannel communications suggest that the partnerships mirror the workplace, 

with the blurring of personal and professional communications akin to how group 

formation occurs within the organisation (McKinney and Sen, 2016). Approaches to 

partnership making aim to develop shared visions and shared understanding 

Figure 5-1 Open and Accredited Learning Relations in Online European Masters 
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quickly, pushing for an inflexion point where the partnership provides a basis for 

shared work. They mimic and sometimes adopt the norms of parent organisations 

to act “as if” they are themselves bounded. The following two sections look at this 

notion of boundedness and boundary-making in partnership in more detail. 

5.3.3 Partnership as Home 

By Spring 2016, Carol Harper from LHC33 and I had worked together for over a year 

to create a course aimed at frontline health and social care staff. The idea was to 

use free learning materials to “reach around” existing learning structures and 

address front line staff directly. The approach was a conscious attempt to explore 

OER/OEP’s role in bringing new voices into the curriculum through partnership. 

Participatory approaches are not common in OER/OEP, and my practice has led 

the way since working on community energy in 2012 (see Macintyre, 2013). 

The model developed through various iterations set out in Chapter 2 and attracted 

interest from LHC. It was LHC’s first foray into open online learning, and the 

partnership had decided to pilot a version of the first course. Reaching out through 

the LHC network of local organisations, LHC identified a group of organisations in a 

remote rural area as the pilot site. As part of these inquiries for design, local 

organisations were asked to engage the learners and support them. Carol and I 

interviewed them at the start and the middle on the phone and then ran two 

workshops at the end where all the learners could come together to share their 

experiences. The location meant it was a three-day trip; Carol combined it with other 

events, and I came along, sitting in on meetings and contributing if appropriate. 

As part of the workshop, people were asked to draw out the learning journey, 

highlighting the aspects that kept them going and those they found difficult. At one 

of the workshops, when we stood back from the large sheet of paper, the shape 

drawn resembled a graffiti penis. Everyone looked at each other and then laughed. 

After the final workshop, Carol and I had some time before our flights, and we went 

to the local art gallery, an urban white cube in a rural small town. Over lunch and 

drinks, we replayed the mutual embarrassment of the drawing, how we managed it 

as facilitators and reflected on how laughter can loosen up a group discussion. Then 

 
33 LHC at an organisational level and Carol at an individual level were fully aware of my 
PhD research and were provided with appropriate information  and gave signed 
permission for the material here (which predates the PhD)  to be used (see Appendix 1 for 
the relevant forms) 
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we started to talk about our positions within our respective organisations, reflecting 

on what we had learned and the challenges we encountered. Overall, there was a 

sense that – having spent nearly a year working together on a shared project – we 

were more connected to the ways of working and the values of the partnership than 

our respective organisations. 

She indicated there were costs to LHC of learning from the OU. It was time-

consuming, and it was time that was difficult to defend. Carol felt defensive because 

as LHC was moving online, jobs were being cut from her team, budgets were under 

pressure, including the cost of doing online courses. Whether job cuts precipitated 

the move to open and online, or whether open and online seemed to offer the ability 

to reach more learners within less staff is not clear. Over lunch, after a workshop in 

a remote and rural part of Scotland, Carol and I linked them, the two elements were 

articulated, and it was not easy to shake. My role in enabling this was opaque. 

Effectively, I was enabling it through sharing my knowledge, but what was I enabling 

– the loss of jobs, the sense that online was cost-cutting – or third-sector groups to 

respond to a loss of income and still maintain some level of service. 

While the encounter occurred just before the PhD started, the conversation shaped 

ambiguous feelings and general unease about what I was doing. At the level of 

research, learning design seemed to be surfacing an interesting pattern. Based on 

the literature reviewed in chapters 2 and 3, what emerged was a model where the 

use of free online learning to reach neglected learners brings into being “a public” 

the partnership would not ordinarily reach. The move to open online was an 

opportunity for TSOs like LHC to address the learning needs of practitioners (linked 

to associative publicness and the values of the organisation) in a time when funding 

for third-sector groups was under pressure (fiscal dimensions of publicness 

associated with austerity in the UK). 

The explanation was a heuristic caution in the excitement that arose from starting 

something new. A wariness of making something innovative like an online course 

that used openness to reach around existing health care training structures to 

engage frontline staff directly. A disquiet that appeared later with LTU, between the 

glass cubes where I ran design workshops and the 1950s TU building where the 

idea fell apart. A recognition that it was undeniably exciting to design novel things 

and try to address underlying inequalities in access to learning. However, what was 

the cost if, for LHC, it led to people losing their jobs? 
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Some heuristics are clearly defined with a link to a theory about practice or theory 

for practice or personal and professional knowledge (Kemmis, 2010). Others, as 

above, are far less clear. As a frame, they are ill-defined, clumsy solutions 

(Buchanan, 1992). The formulation, like the unease experienced by articulating the 

elements within the relationship, is not immediately resolved into an easy 

explanation. The logic employed is design logics, as discussed in Chapter 3 and 

again in Chapter 4, “designerly ways of knowing” (Cross, 2006). They are part of the 

reflective talk that is part of interpreting practice (see Huxham and Hibbert, 2011) 

and developing theories that support reflective practice. 

It is not a question of whether a correlation or a causal relationship between OER 

development in TSOs and job losses can be established. Nor is it a question of 

applying the same logic to the role of OER in the workplace for casualised workers 

that may normalise those causal work relations. Or, worse, it accentuates existing 

education inequalities as OER are not accredited. Rather than addressing the 

challenge of frontline casualised staff inability to access learning, it reinforces it. 

These are loose frames; ways to hold contradictory sets of connections together 

(Dorst and Cross, 2001; Dorst, 2011) to arrive at some stable base on which to 

decide what to do. 

However, the idea that changes to the dimensions of publicness experienced by 

LHC might be significant in understanding the organisational tensions that surfaced 

through the design process seemed important. LHC was bound by regulation and 

saw its mission to shape those regulations by informing democratically elected 

politicians. However, like many health groups, it depended on the state for funding. 

Reduction in funding meant doing more with less in learning, which might pull 

against their values and associative publicness. Figure 5-2 is a digital representation 

of a figure scrawled in a notebook, an attempt to capture how the pull or push of one 

dimension can affect the balance. It was the ability the OU provided to do things 

differently, to use OER, to “reach around” existing education structures to mitigate 

the loss of face-to-face learning that allowed LHC to address challenges to its 

associative dimensions. Figure 5-2 is a sense-making tool that allows me to think 

through how the dimensions interact. It became clear that the space in which people 
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could operate or want to operate is flexible but, as in any complex system, it affects 

other components when you pull in one direction. 

The appearance of these doubts is interesting. They appear in a remote rural part 

of Scotland, after meeting learners, during a solitary lunch staring out at a disused 

canal in a northern UK town with LTU, where “a public” was brought into the 

conversation partly through their materiality, and partly through the discussions that 

followed. When designing learning materials, you hold “a public” with you. In 

practice, I try to create opportunities to get close to “a public” brought into being by 

the materials. The reflections here from inquires in design practice suggest that 

publicness varies temporally and spatially, and different associations (with different 

publics) are experienced at different times. Chapter 6 explores this in more detail, 

concerning how publics are brought into the design space. 

5.3.4 Making New Courses 

Carol and I were able to talk about things that were often unsaid. Being able to talk 

about them meant acting or attempting to act in a considered way. Accepting the 

connection between less income, less staff and online learning, while seeking to 

articulate a different set of elements from online, replaces face-to-face. Part of it was 

to focus on open and online as enhancement, not replacement, and part of it came 

from articulating an idea that open and online could bring new voices into the design 

of content. 

The pilot of the first course highlighted the value of practitioner engagements and 

extended into the idea that practitioners could become authors. The second and 

Figure 5-2 Sense-making around Notional Dimensionals of Publicness 
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third LHC courses were for health practitioners, written by health practitioners. The 

purpose was to use the materials to reach existing learning structures and directly 

address practitioners. LHC had reviewed all existing professional practice and 

academic (typically Masters) provision in the given areas and identified critical gaps. 

The aim was to use OER to address those gaps and influence the teaching of 

practice within HE. By the start of 2017, the second course was in the final stages 

of being written and the third course had just completed the design phase. After the 

“fat front end” of design, we worked with content authors to explore “what the learner 

will do in the world after the course they could not do before.” 

Course writing occurs in stages through various drafts of texts placed in online 

drives. The files are posted in particular folders, and the author delivers a version at 

set times. Using Track Changes, the version is commented on and given a new file 

name to account for the reviewer and the date and saved in the drive. After reviewing 

various drafts before a final version is placed in a “final draft” folder, a “critical friend” 

checks it. The flow is monitored and controlled, regular phone calls, emails and 

messages, and set deadlines. 

The flow is controlled through the folders. For example, having a final content folder 

acts as a stage-gate. Content cannot be placed in this folder until it has been through 

appropriate quality assurance processes. The folder architecture is a way to control 

group work across multiple sites, and the boundaries between these folders are 

policed (see Appendix 2). The most common one-to-one communication is around 

the use of these folders. Individuals were asking where to put something and when, 

Figure 5-3 Typical Folder Architecture for Creating a Course 
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or noting that someone else has put something in the “wrong place”. Carol and I 

often met on the phone, each with our Dropbox open to look at the folders. For 

example, on 17 January 2017, after an initial review of the text by the author of the 

second course by experienced nurse practitioner Deirdre Fullerton, I met with Carol. 

In a note, called “various logistics”, I made a list of tasks that needed to be done and 

a list of dates associated with these tasks, later added to a shared calendar. 

9th of Feb Critical Friend, 

Deirdre to Review 20th to 3rd of March, 

Copy Edit 3rd of March to 17th of March, 

Tanya [from LHC] for uploading 22nd to 27th of March. 

Followed by a list of tasks that were still outstanding. Hidden within this process 

focus was this line: 

Talked to Deirdre about tidying up the text, being clear about where bit of 

information comes from (which are embedded in here practice) 

It related to an earlier discussion with Carol on the 10 Jan 2017: 

Still an issue around bringing Deirdre experience out. What mechanism can 

be used to draw out her experience??? 

Deirdre was employed to write the course because she was an excellent practitioner 

who others in the professionals respected. However, she had never been involved 

in course writing. Our issue was how to help her communicate her expertise and 

fold them into the course and the way we worked. The conversation ran on. Carol 

noted in a conversation on “real costs” on 7 February 2017: 

Very difficult to work with real costs in these courses. You are working with 

complex problems. Working with Deirdre as an expert (who can talk to other 

experts) takes time and has an opportunity cost. 

The costs accrue through the support for new team members as they adopt our 

ways of working. The authors were chosen for their experience as practitioners, not 

their experience as educators. They were selected because they were able to speak 

to fellow practitioners. Our challenge was to turn their experience of and through 

practice into something about practice (Jarvis, 1999). In this case, inquiry for design 

was into the pedagogy of practice. Digging deep into (Schön, 1983, 1987; Dewey, 
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1997; Jarvis, 1999) pragmatism Deirdre tended to talk about practice and principally 

summarised existing literature. However, what Carol and I wanted was for her to 

start from practice. We did not want a voice from nowhere. We wanted her to speak 

from practice to practice. Understanding the distinction was important; it meant I 

could work with Deirdre and help her to write down what she knew. 

5.3.5 Exploring Partnership as Placemaking 

The banal, everyday socio-technical relations in the previous section and inquiries 

for design into pragmatism are set out to emphasise the sense that partnerships 

form their own identity, with distinct norms and ways of working. The development 

of those norms was illustrated by how partnership work blended the customs and 

norms within the parent organisation. The norms were made visible by bringing new 

people into the partnership. The routines make their presence felt through the 

difficulty of others acquiring them, and the talk between us is part of reflective talk 

and is similar to that observed by researchers exploring the dynamic development 

of routines (Dittrich, Guérard and Seidl, 2016). 

Carol noted the costs of doing this work, and the need to defend those costs. Costs 

seem to accrue in two different ways. First, they relate to the work or labour done to 

develop shared ways of working, and second there is the cost of bringing others in 

who need to learn these routines. It is worth considering the status of these hidden 

practices and the issue of whether these work (and are deemed worthy of recording) 

in a thesis, or the hidden labour whose contribution is omitted from the work (Aureli, 

2018). 

Partnerships frameworks tend to emphasise the formal spaces. The chapter has 

teased out the small connections and informal spaces and the intra-actions that are 

part of the reflective conversation involved in developing new routines (Dittrich, 

Guérard and Seidl, 2016). Is developing these norms and encouraging others to 

engage in them within the design space work or labour. Arendt suggests that work 

has clearly defined parameters; it has a start and an end and thinking about our 

actions as work encourages us to think in instrumental ways. She suggested labour 

is the pattern of activities we do to survive, and labour is unending (Arendt, 1998). 

Fraser (2016) expanded on Arendt’s insight, suggesting that we tend to recognise 

work, but not labour. In particular, affective labour (emotional labour that provides 

social glue in relationships) and the unpaid effort (often highly gendered) performed 

by people to keep groups together. 
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Fraser argues that affective labour is essential but often unrecognised. Hardt (1999) 

makes similar argument, suggesting that even though affective labour has not been 

completely outside capitalism, the degree to which it is commodified has increased, 

with contemporary capital accumulation focused on the immaterial labour of 

producing information and services, specifically caring. However, affective labour 

within design is also being recognised design starts with empathy, and the 

emergence of wellbeing toolkits for designers suggests that the design community 

is becoming concerned with the effect of this labour on the designer (Balaam et.al., 

2019). Sections 5.3.3 and 5.3.4 do not highlight the work of partnerships but the 

labour that goes into placemaking within partnerships. 

If partnerships involve placemaking and the affective labour associated with 

placemaking, they involve establishing an identity through placemaking. Parallels 

can be found within research into practitioner academic transitions. Their legitimacy 

in academia is partly tied to practice. Most want to maintain links to practice from 

within the academy (Bartunek and Rynes, 2014). Early research suggested that the 

two dominant strategies of practitioners shifting to academics were role integration 

(trying to accommodate both identities) and role separation. Other research 

suggests a subtler set of strategies. It is worth setting these strategies out in detail. 

Blenkinsopp and Stalker (Blenkinsopp and Stalker, 2004) acknowledge role 

separation and tease out blurred professional identities. Integration suggests a 

tension between individual desire to integrate roles, creating personal and 

institutional pressures to specialise, and problems when managing different 

identities.  

Here, WP and OER/OEP are on the margins of HE practice, often physically (in 

outreach buildings and centres) and structurally. For example, in defence of 

engagement with private social media platforms within their outreach programmes, 

Coughlan and Perryman (2013, 2015; Perryman and Coughlan, 2013) set out a new 

identity – “the public-facing open scholar” – a hybrid academic-practitioner, to 

account for their activities. They defined themselves in opposition to “typical 

academics” and positioned those boundary transgressions with narratives about 

openness that fit within the OU’s organisational narratives. Coughlan has a practice 

background in nursing before moving into academia. Perryman has a background 

in researching education technology and engaging in the practical development of 

technology solutions. They embody the split in pracademic identity, highlighting the 
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fluidity of those identities that shift back and forth within applied disciplines 

(Dickinson, Fowler and Griffiths, 2020). 

Liminality, and the idea of being a liminal professional transitioning from practice to 

academia, seem to describe the experience of working in partnerships. After all, 

these people have often made that move themselves (Weerts and Sandmann, 

2010). In the examples from OER and WP cited earlier, they are individuals or 

groups already at the edges of their institution. Placemaking is just as likely to be 

defined in relation to those edges. For people like me who occupy these liminal 

positions, part of our “value” is an ability to move knowledge from one sphere to 

another. Blenkinsopp and Stalker (2004) suggest a series of ways those occupying 

these liminal spaces might use their knowledge relevant to this thesis. They 

differentiate between: 

• procedural knowledge, including competence loops where an individual 

applies what they know to present issues; 

• experience loops, where they draw parallels between their reading of the 

here-and-now and the present issue; 

• meta-knowledge, where they can position themselves as a person who 

knows about the skills, competencies and activities of others through their 

network; and 

• meta-knowledge, where they act as an arbiter and guarantor of knowledge 

from the different domains. 

Note the way the language is rooted in practice. At the same time, it does not draw 

explicitly on pragmatists like Dewey or those looking at how practitioners know (see 

Jarvis, 1999 and Schön, 1988). The way experience is set out, and the 

differentiation of meta-knowledge (knowing about) is similar to how practice-based 

knowledge was set out in Chapter 1 and again in Chapter 4. 

Based on the partnership examples used in this chapter, the patterns set out above 

seem apparent. The most obvious is the role of guarantor of knowledge. For 

example, one way of looking at the partnership with LTU was that the different 

partners were arbiters of different knowledge types. The OU applied a series of 

procedural loops and experience loops to guarantee the content and the online 

learning design. LTU brought its knowledge and experience of engaging with 

learners to position themselves as knowing what others know and acted as an 
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arbiter of knowledge about the learners. Again, this involved the application of 

procedural knowledge and experience loops. Paul was vital because he knew about 

the competencies throughout the network and was an arbiter of knowledge between 

different domains. His importance was in the brokerage role his meta-knowledge 

played; it meant he could access senior people, and they trusted him. 

The examples in this chapter suggest that the knowledge domains of different actors 

and the legitimacy within the partnership are not always based on their position 

within their parent organisation. It is just as likely to be based on their experience of 

partnership work. For example, with LTU, I was able to apply my knowledge of the 

health and social care sector (through work with LHC) and the structure of union 

learning (through a series of programmes over the years). Paul, who had worked on 

HE partnerships for nearly 20 years and on partnerships with the OU for much longer 

than I had, did not simply supply access to learners, or people who knew, he was 

also the arbiter of knowledge between domains. Likewise, the “know-how” involved 

in taking expert practice in HSC and turning it into an open online course arose in 

the partnership with LHC. The suggestion here is that Blenkinsopp and Stalkers’ 

(2004) framework helps tease out individuals’ roles in the early phases of 

partnership. However, when the values that underpin the partnership are open and 

participatory (and influenced by concerns over power and legitimacy), these roles 

should not be seen as fixed, as individuals and partnerships will exercise them 

differently as the partnership develops. 

5.3.6 Summary 

There is a sense that partnership work, often physically and organisationally 

positioned at the margins of HE work, offers a degree of freedom. The examples 

provided from WP to activist approaches and the OER ones from my practice 

suggest there is space to engage in activities at the edges. However, the degree to 

which they can operate in this way depends on the context. For example, work in 

Australian HE found that those that policed and defined partnership boundaries 

often focused their attention on the behaviour of those who had moved from practice 

into academia (Wilson et al., 2014). As noted earlier, many of the staff who work in 

units focused on partnership work have come into HE from communities or partners 

(Weerts and Sandmann, 2010). 

The degree to which those working at the edges of organisations can act and the 

scrutiny on those acts highlight the risks within partnership work (Diamond and 
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Rush, 2012). Those risks are experienced at an organisational and an individual 

level, including feeling between different organisations. Forging an identity within 

the partnership while negotiating their position in their home organisations creates 

a sense of partnerships as a liminal space. Those whose roles mean they 

continually work in partnerships as liminal professionals (Carton and Ungureanu, 

2018). When the partners move towards each other, the move involves operating in 

the interstices – small spaces between things with a degree of freedom and 

constraint. The empirical material suggests that occupying these spaces involves a 

degree of placemaking. The section highlighted the labour that goes into 

placemaking by “zooming in” (Nicolini, 2009) on particular sets of activities. In setting 

out the hidden labour, the section highlighted the activity needed to maintain a 

partnership. 

5.4 Partnership and Dimensions of Publicness 

The previous section closed with the suggestion that partnership involves partners 

moving together. The proposition started with a conceptualisation of partnership as 

boundary-spanning, and suggested that partnership work involves a degree of 

liminality. The chapter “zoomed in” on a selection of communications across 

different media. The previous sections explored those movements towards each 

other in relation to things that occur within the partnership. In that sense, the chapter 

has set out an approach to exploring a partnership that departs from ideas around 

boundary-spanning to look at boundary-making practices. The examination of 

boundary-making focused on the practices of those within the partnership. 

The final section of the chapter looks back to Chapter 3 and the discussions of 

publicness to explore the relationship between partnership and publicness. The 

section begins by using theories of publicness to explore an example from my 

consultancy practice. Then the section explores what occurs when partnerships use 

activist and PD approaches and deliberately blur organisational boundaries It 

suggests that, while the first phase of learning design partnerships is about 

boundary-making, applying PD to learning design means partners engage in 

unmaking and remaking boundaries through seeking out and engaging with 

“publics”. 
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5.4.1 Exploring Dimensions of Publicness and Partnership 

Chapter 3 looked at publicness in a range of different ways. Using the literature from 

public administration, it looked at publicness as having a series of dimensions 

(Moulton, 2009, 2012; Moulton and Eckerd, 2012). These apply to all sectors, from 

public to third-sector and privately owned organisations. It suggested these 

dimensions can be: 

• Direct: 

o electoral process commonly found in democracies where people vote 

for parties or issues, 

o deliberative decision making and discourses within the Public Sphere 

that can establish societal norms; or 

• Indirect: 

o legislative control enacted by governments that might set out what can 

and cannot be done, and this might range from environmental 

regulations to terms and conditions of employment; 

o fiscal, for example, control exercised through commercial contracts or 

funding support. For example, where the public sector puts out tenders 

to private, third- (and occasionally public sector internal markets) with 

transparent terms and conditions; 

o associative or normative publicness, where an organisation is bound 

by societal norms related to the organisations understanding of how it 

ought to act in the world and by the organisation’s values. 

For third-sector groups, these normative and associative aspects of publicness are 

essential. The work with LHC hinted at how publicness shapes partnership work. 

Their importance becomes clear when organisations engage in activities that 

transgress those boundaries. This section uses an example from my consultancy 

work with NEC. NEC is itself a partnership, a collection of organisations that promote 

sustainability, with members of NEC coming together to collaborate on different 

programmes. They had funding from another partner to develop a course on 

education for sustainable development (ESD) aimed at secondary school teachers 

in the UK and the UK international aid programme. 
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On 4 April 2017 during a meeting with NEC to set the agenda for a learning design 

workshop, “shared values” was brought up. Pedagogy in ESD focuses on 

“developing shared values, as a way to change behaviour, with the key to 

sustainability, the value you want to create in society, what difference you want to 

make”. However, the centre’s director, Barbara Knight, was clear that the funder for 

the work did not share those values. She noted: 

[the funder] has very instrumental values – they have a very particular 

approach which is political, and they want compliance with those values, 

even though they blow with the wind. 

I took detailed notes of these calls because Barbara informed me the funder would 

be present at the meeting, so I needed to: 

 “TAKE CARE!” [emphasis in original] 

Speaking with Barbara on 10 April 2017, two days before the workshop, she teased 

out the issue. NEC is based in Scotland. However, this funding is through the UK 

Government. The values they want to be expressed in the course have become 

increasingly instrumental, this might lead to a drift in purpose of the resource, 

it might also stop aligning to the external environment with the funders values 

different from Scot Gov values. (10 April 2017) 

At the time, I reflected on this in relation to work on learners’ identities, where 

educators examining the experience of pupils in the classroom suggest different 

strategies that pupils from marginalised backgrounds use to fit in. I wondered how 

centre staff would behave, asking 

… will they use passing, i.e. (pretending to believe in the values) or code-

switching (facing different ways to different audiences) (12 April 2017) 

The workshop took place in a standalone building within a large quadrangle. The 

square was on different levels with grass and planting in raised beds. The building 

in the middle had the feeling of a potting shed, a feeling accentuated by the glazing 

on one wall. Inside it was lined by wooden, waist-height display cabinets which 

contained rock samples. NEC asked for a compressed session. Typically, these 

would run as three two-hour sessions; this was a four-hour session with follow-up 

online. Six people attended the workshop: four from across the partnership, one 

from the funder (who was late as the building was hard to locate, and left after the 

first hour), and me as a facilitator. It primarily focused on the learner and how to 
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engage the learner through aligning the materials with professional requirements. I 

noted: 

Person from [the funder] might be onside now, [NEC members] feel 

comfortable with the policy stance [taken within the course] (12 April 2017) 

However, two weeks later, on 26 April, this sense was far less clear. Barbara and I 

met to talk through the logistics of creating a course. She wanted guidance on 

planning course production (procedural knowledge). The meeting was partly 

motivated by a meeting with the funder about timelines. They asked for specific 

tasks to be set out in specialised project management software. NEC did not have 

a licence for the software – could I help? During our discussion of how to match the 

different approaches to project management, I noted Barbara’s reflections on what 

she saw as a central issue in the design workshop: 

Post-workshop, once people went away, they realised how they or what they 

said on the day was shaped by who was not in the room, [the funder]. Not in 

the room but people ended up speaking for them in the workshop, and 

recanting later (26 April 2017) 

Barbara was also dealing with post-workshop unrest from NEC members; they 

became unhappy with the funder’s demands. Barbara was finding it difficult to align 

the members around a shared response. It was not just the timelines. The reporting 

was deemed onerous. The funder had come back with demands about the inclusion 

of specific content which “clash[ed] with values [the organisation and its partners]” 

(26 April 2017). 

The organisation legitimacy at a national level comes through its connection to this 

transnational public (see Fraser, 2007). It is also close to the Scottish Government. 

Leaving aside questions of the difference between publicness at a national level 

expressed through democratically elected governments and questions about 

accountability within transnational publics, what is of interest is how the tension 

between national (Scotland) and transnational (the UN) and the UK Government 

played out.  
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Figures 5-4 and 5-5 set out the pull of financial publicness imagined in my notes that 

snapped back after the workshop. The prototype approach set out in the workshop, 

which imagined one future course (Auger, 2013) was uncertain and unstable. What 

emerged through the design process were tensions between and within dimensions 

of publicness. The funder had fiscal levers that arose directly from the democratic 

process. However, NEC operated in a different political context and within a 

deliberative discussion-making structure whose values clashed with the funders. 

What is interesting with NEC is who articulates which elements and evokes which 

publics highlighted how the partners “spoke for” the funder’s values. Participants 

spoke for views they did not share. They spoke for the funder in the design 

Figure 5-5 Sense-making the Publicness of NEC 

Figure 5-5 Sense-making the Publicness of National Environmental Charity and the 
Indirect Pull of “The Funder” 
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workshop, and the funders’ influence echoed after the representative had left. Then 

the echo faded, and participants started to draw back to existing positions. 

It suggests the dimensions of publicness experienced by the partnership operate as 

something akin to hands moulding or shaping the surface or boundaries of the 

partnership, directly through their presence and in their absence. As if they spoke 

for an articulation of elements and “a public” not in the room. While the pull of these 

different dimensions of publicness opens up the space (see Figure 5-4), here, the 

range of possibilities is not helpful. The possibilities to engage in one activity – in 

this case funding to develop learning materials (so indirect publicness), clashed with 

indirect controls within the jurisdiction in which they operated, direct controls through 

their connection to the state, and critically for NEC-associate publicness. 

In LTU, participants spoke for frontline health and social care staff. In LHC, as a 

nurse practitioner, Deirdre spoke for and thus to nurse practitioners. These acts of 

speaking for often go unnoticed; they are discernible in NEC because the 

participants are speaking for a partner whose views they do not share. They gave 

voice to a particular articulation of elements, but those dimensions of publicness 

were unstable. They related to a time and a place – a scene and a collection of 

actors, a room where a group gathered together to design a course. There is a sense 

that the way design encourages participants to think about who forces them to 

connect with “a public” and as they do so to articulate elements to shape 

deliberations within the design space. The publicness is dimensional. It might be 

contradictory. Seeming to hold an articulation of associative publicness and 

organisational values, and fiscal publicness speaking for the funder and against, all 

at once. When these articulations are contradictory (as in NEC), they are unstable 

and fall apart. The observation and the mechanism for how it occurs is obscure but 

something that inquiries in design ought to address. The next chapter focuses on 

how “a public” is folded into the design space. 

5.4.2 Learning Partnerships and Publicness 

The link between course design and organisational values arises from design’s 

insistence on starting with who. Who is the course for, how will they learn, and what 

will they be able to do once they have completed it. So who are they at the start, 

and who are they at the end. When you start with who, you need to look at who your 

(the group or organisations) learners are. For third-sector groups, learners will relate 

to who the organisation acts for or who the organisation acts with. The learners are 
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the organisation’s public; they are “a public” who the learning material bring into 

being. For example, for LHC, the organisations are for people with a particular health 

condition; they act with them and support them to eradicate the condition. However, 

as they wait for the disease to be eradicated, they act for “a public” and those who 

share their values to improve the care of those experiencing the condition. 

Apple (2019) argues that education should be seen relationally and highlights the 

need for practitioners and researchers to look at how they relate to broader social 

and structural relationships. This relational view means looking at how views are 

articulated within a given area, examining who gets to make connections, how they 

do so, and how these articulations relate to broader social and structural relations. 

In the case of LHC, it is prominent and influential, allowing it to set out what 

constitutes “good practice” and articulate it through its learning materials. Mindful of 

Apple’s (2019) insistence that a course is always an exercise in power, this suggests 

two areas of interest to the partnerships featured in the thesis. First of all, different 

interest groups will always try to influence the content of the courses. In the example 

from NEC, the funder articulated a set of required elements within the course, an 

articulation that reflected their public. The influence of those articulations then 

rippled through the discussions. As critical theorists Laclau and Mouffe (2014) note, 

once elements are articulated, the connection has been made. Even if they are later 

rejected, further discussions about accepting and rejecting those articulations can 

thicken the links between the elements. In this reading, the articulations between 

elements foreshadow the course. 

The second area to consider is if a course is an exercise of power, and learning 

involves transformation, then a course is always concerned with the power to 

change learners. For LHC and NEC, it is about persuading practitioners to change 

what they do, and how those changes relate to the publicness of the organisation. 

For IO, publicness has two aspects: 

• “a public” who have come together to form and legitimate the organisation; 

and 

• “a public” who are the learners, the people the organisation looks to 

transform. 

The first aspect of publicness relates to a range of publics that shape the 

organisation’s boundaries. For many IO which have arisen to resist dominant 



152 

narratives in the Public Sphere, it might be appropriate to think of them as counter 

publics (Fraser, 2007, 2014) where discourses within the Public Sphere coalesce 

and form an organisation. These are the people who came together and shaped the 

organisation’s values. Later, the organisations might have formal constitutions that 

use specific legal structures and seek charitable status, each of which creates a 

different set of publics and publicness. Then there are those influences on the 

publicness of the organisation, what Moulton (Moulton, 2009, 2012; Moulton and 

Eckerd, 2012) and Bozeman (Bozeman and Moulton, 2011; Bozeman and Sarewitz, 

2011) called the dimensions of publicness. As indicated in the discussions, this can 

arise in different ways from different publics. 

If a course is an expression of the organisation’s publicness, all these influences 

come together in the design of a course and shape the learning materials. From this 

perspective, the early stage of partnership to design a course involves bringing 

these different articulations of elements by different partners with different publics 

to the surface. As each partner brings its dimensions of publicness and its own set 

of articulations, conflict and tension may arise. As the partnership develops, it starts 

articulating its own set of elements and its own set of publics. In WP programmes, 

the value of the partnership relies on the ability of a partnership to develop those 

publics. The partnership extends the publicness of each partner, with “local 

partners” often providing access to “a public” the learning provider would not 

otherwise be able to access. As part of the design process, the connection to “a 

public” is surfaced, designs insistence on asking and the structured inquiries into 

who for design mean that the partnership will often find itself speaking for “a public” 

it looks to bring into being. 

In NEC, speaking for “a public” became part of an interplay between a new partner 

(a funder) and individual partners of the organisation. Ultimately, the partners moved 

closer together then later moved apart. Partnership work emphasises developing a 

shared set of values as a base for collaborative work. In this chapter, the flow of 

communications across different media and the blurring of work and socialising set 

out earlier indicate the nature of some of the work done to maintain that base. I refer 

to the observation as “many touches” and the importance of many small 

communications to maintain the partnership. It also suggests that the strategic 

uncertainty (over who an organisation or course is for) is not a result of the 

partnership, and that partnership is an expression of uncertainty. 
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The second aspect is that a course creates “a public”. In the design phase of a 

course, “a public” might be imagined. However, once the course is “out there”, a real 

public engages directly with the course and the organisation. It is “a public” that the 

organisation looks to engage with, and through that engagement, it looks to 

communicate the organisations’ particular articulation of elements. So, “a public” is 

brought into being by creating a course whose form relates to the partnership. In the 

example from NHC, the publicness of the first course relied on the ability of NHC to 

be a proxy for the learners. In the second and third courses, the partnership 

extended to incorporate practitioners who represented the learners.  

5.5 Summary 

The focus of the chapter was the question of what is going on in OEP partnerships. 

The chapter looked inside them, at a practical and theoretical level. It set out a 

typology of learning partnerships and positioned the thesis with WP partnerships 

and educational action research (Fenge, Fannin and Hicks, 2011; Fuller, Heath and 

Johnston, 2011; Whitehead and McNiff, 2017). Partnership work is generally seen 

as a “good thing” (HEA, 2012) and a way to encourage participation among 

underrepresented groups and meet targets set by the state. The chapter suggests 

conceptualising the “local partner” as providing access to “a public” might yield 

important insights. “A public” who will be brought into being through the design of 

the materials.  

The chapter introduced work on boundary-spanning to understand what is going on 

in learning partnerships. Those who work in learning partnerships and outreach 

activities are treated by organisations they work in as transgressing organisational 

boundaries with their betweenness leading to permeant states of liminality (Carton 

and Ungureanu, 2018). Doing so highlighted the structural and spatial position of 

those involved in partnerships. They are at the edges of the organisation, and these 

liminal professionals employ strategies to hold their position at the interstices. The 

chapter drew on three examples of partnership work and used them to explore these 

ideas in practice. Through the partners, the chapter suggests that partnership ought 

to be seen as a series of phases. The first phase is a move towards each other that 

requires work and labour to maintain, and the chapter illustrated this by “zooming 

in” on socio-technical practices (Nicolini, 2009). 

The empirical material suggests that each partner brings their dimensions of 

publicness. It used consultancy work with NEC which illustrates how those 
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dimensions are not just abstract descriptions of practice but can become part of the 

deliberations within the partnership. While LHC suggests the partnership itself may 

develop or be subject to different dimensions from the original partners, the 

partnerships develop their norms. These norms allow the partnership to engage in 

activities and develop approaches that the organisation cannot, and are essential to 

what partnerships provide for organisations. Often this is concerned with one partner 

having privileged access to “a public” who they speak for in the design and 

development of learning materials. It then suggested that, having developed those 

norms, participatory approaches blur the boundaries. Instead of partners speaking 

for “a public”, they blur their boundaries and include learners in the design process. 

It suggests that, for these organisations, a partnership is a response to strategic 

questions. 

These are threads within design inquiry as practice. Some are looser than others, 

and their looseness arises from entanglements, from the intra-actions as “the data” 

emerges from the inquiry (Torrance, 2017). The chapter highlighted insight into 

partnerships that arise through design. Chapter 5 notes that: 

• learning partnerships can develop their own norms and ways of working and 

may become “home”; 

• when learning design moves from speaking for “a public” to fold “a public” 

who are brought into being through the course into the design process, this 

is risky; and 

• the way publicness and its dimensions are experienced and expressed may 

be situational and relational – place and relationships matter. 

Partnership is linked into those strategic questions and folding of “a public” into the 

design process. However, the role of partnership is not clear. While it does not 

unpick the role of partnership, based on the design inquiry set out in Chapter 4, this 

chapter highlights things the designer ought to pay attention to in practice as they 

conduct inquiries for design things (in the sense of thinging as in to give voice to an 

issue –Björgvinsson, Ehn and Hillgren, 2012; Binder et al., 2019 highlighted in 

Chapter 3). These are: 

• Pay attention to affective labour within the design space, the connections and 

“many touches” that link participants within the design space. 
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• Follow the socio-technical connections and look at the assemblages that are 

created and what they enable or constrain within the design process. 

• Attend to the way “a public” is brought into being within the design space, 

how/if people speak for others, who they speak for and how they speak about 

them. 

• Look for the way elements are articulated within design discussions, what 

they are, and how those articulations are made. 

Chapter 6 uses these insights to explore how asking designerly questions leads the 

surfacing of strategic issues. 
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Chapter 6: Volunteer Scotland 

The previous chapter followed a series of partnerships and teased out a series of 

ideas about what is going within them. Chapter 6 builds on Chapter 5 and shifts the 

lens from the partnerships to the role of designerly questions in surfacing those 

strategic questions. The shift is from asking what is going on inside these 

partnerships to asking what are these practices going on inside of (Shotter, 2006, 

2010). In doing so, it addresses the questions posed at the end of Chapter 3, the 

thoroughness of the design process and the design process‘s role in surfacing 

answers to questions that were not asked. 

Chapter 6 focuses on one partnership. It uses the insights from across cases to 

explore the themes through a single case (Yin 2018) and sets these ideas out 

linearly, as they unfolded from first engagement with the organisation, through 

design of the materials, through making and testing a prototype course in a pilot 

over a year later. It is a long-term relationship that overlaps with and was informed 

by the relationships in the previous chapter. However, the depth of engagement 

enabled by being on a funded PhD provided the freedom to explore ideas in more 

detail. 

The focus on a single case means that the chapter can look at publicness from the 

inside – a shift that reflects practitioners call to stop asking what is going on inside 

of practice and start asking what is this practice going on inside of (Shotter, 2006). 

In doing so, it looks at the themes from Chapter 5 anew. It goes beyond what is 

going on in these partnerships and explores the questions set out in Chapter 3, 

using critical theories of publicness and design to examine how “a public” is folded 

into the design process and how it is that asking designerly questions, like who is 

this course become organisational questions like who is this organisation for. 

The chapters focus on the relationship between the CVSL34 at the OU Business 

School and VS35. The chapter has three main parts: 

 
34 The PhD is hosted at CVSL as research set up through a philanthropic grant which 
funded my doctorate and contributes to the funding of the course created through the 
partnership with VS (https://www.open.ac.uk/centres/voluntary-sector-leadership/). 

35 VS is an NDPB principally funded by the Scottish Government. It is the national centre 
for Volunteering in Scotland, equivalents of which exist in each of the United Kingdom’s 
four nations (https://www.volunteerscotland.net/about-us/).  
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• The first part builds on the findings from Chapter 5. Beginning with the initial 

meeting, it traces the development of the partnership through subsequent 

meetings, emails, the development of a working relationship leading to a 

meeting with the board of Directors of VS. 

• The second part looks at a series of workshops run as part of the design 

process. The workshops start with the VS and broadens out to include 

volunteers and practitioners as a way to fold “a public” and their voices into 

the design of the course. 

• The third part focuses on specific instances within the partnership’s making 

and remaking of learning materials. It looks at the writing process, the 

outcomes of the pilot course and touches on the subsequent course 

development by VS and CVSL. 

The partnership traced a path through these events from February 2017 to August 

2020 and created two free open online courses. The narrative focuses on February 

2017 to September 2018 and the first VS CVSL course development. The timeline 

goes slightly past this point. 

In this chapter the identity of the organisation is made clear. Unless the person has 

subsequently left the organisation, actual names are used. The material in the 

chapter also draws on a series of design workshops managed in conjunction with 

VS. While all participants signed appropriate forms to consent to participate in the 

research, they are not named, nor are specific locations revealed. The names of 

people who previously or continue to work at the OU have also been changed.  
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The timeline covers the whole duration of the relationship from February 2017 to the 

final production of the course in March 2019. The chapter focuses on the period up 

to the end of the pilot and testing of the course in September 2018. The colour-

coding reflects the different phases and the sense that the partnership moved from 

separate organisations to working together. 

The narrative in the chapter starts before the design work starts and ends before 

the final course is made and evaluated. It focuses on the front end, the affective 

labour and participatory work of engaging with others and folding “a public” into the 

design process. In doing so, it follows the path set out below. The design process is 

broken down into a series of overlapping phases that account for partnership 

making, these are: 

• scope, the early exploratory work touched on in Chapter 5 and section 6.1 

of this chapter; 

Figure 6-1 Timeline for the partnership between Centre for Voluntary Sector Leadership 

and Volunteer Scotland 
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• form, where the partnership forms and develops, again touched on in 

Chapter 5 but the main focus of section 6.1; 

• design, the main focus of section 6.2, where the team engage with each 

other and then more widely to develop a course. This is where design models 

like the UK Design School “Double Diamond” and the D School start; 

• make, in learning design, this is the writing and technical production phase, 

which section 6.3 looks at in detail; and 

• use; design is an iterative process, and section 6.3 on some elements of the 

pilot of the course. 

Burke’s pentad (1969a) is used as a lens to structure observations (see Figure 6-

2).
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Figure 6-2 The Design Partnership Process 
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6.1 Design as Homemaking 

6.1.1 Introduction 

Following the sense of learning design work with partners as having a phase where 

the partnership forms, makes itself and then unmakes itself through engaging in the 

participatory approaches developed in Chapter 5, the chapter is set out in relation 

to these phases. The first part of the chapter sets out how CVSL and VS came 

together to define the space they will occupy and develop and manage boundaries 

– see Figure 6-3 for the focus of the first part of the chapter. 

The narrative sets out the everyday details of partnership making, the chance 

encounters, the period of no activity, and the doubts. The partnership is inevitable; 

it is not a murder mystery and there is no denouement. From the HE partner’s side, 

there was an openness to the partnership from CVSL, which is expressed through 

my presence. From VS, there was a pressing need to change how it offered learning 

materials and engaged through those learning materials. The shared understanding 

of what each can offer the other is set out below. It arrives early in the work but takes 

time to make happen. Following the critical feminist Fraser’s (2016) suggestion that 

Figure 6-3 Timeline for Partnership Formation 
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we tend to recognise work but not labour, the narrative lingers on this phase of the 

learning design partnerships – in particular on the affective labour (emotional labour 

that provides the social glue in relationships) that allows people to collaborate. The 

section follows that affective labour temporally and spatially through the “collective 

affects” (p. 77, Anderson, 2009) of meetings and workshops until it is codified into a 

working paper. 

6.1.2 Chance Encounters to Formal Meetings 

The section covers the period from a workshop on free online learning to the cusp 

of a meeting with the board of directors of VS. 

6.1.2.1 February 2017: The Gathering 

“The Gathering” is the most significant event for charities and third-sector groups in 

Europe. It takes place in the Scottish Exhibition and Conference Centre, a purpose-

built exhibition centre on docks and warehouses on the banks of the Clyde in 

Glasgow. The event is part-exhibition hall filled with stalls, and part-workshop and 

seminars; it is free to attend, and you pay to present or have a stall. It happens in 

February. I had just started (1 February 2017) a PhD at the CVSL. However, my 

presence at the event was more closely related to a previous role in OEPS. 

Specifically, I was there to run a workshop with Carol from LHC on designing online 

learning materials in the third sector. The workshop’s focus was on the role of online 

learning in TSOs. The session used LHC as an example of how free online learning 

might be a tool to engage groups that were not presently engaged with learning and 

then asked participants to reflect on how this might apply in their context (see 

Appendices, section 3.11). 

After the workshop, Carol and I leaned against a standing table in the large 

concourse of the centre. Carol and I spoke about the session. The notes record 

Discussion came in at a high level. People conflate open and online, need to 

be clearer about defining open as more than a technical thing, the technical 

definition can lead towards a deficit model, focus on what people don’t know 

don’t have. 

Need to replace or enhance, the first assumption is that what we are about 

is replacing (getting rid of people, efficiencies and savings). CH push back, it 

is not cheaper, the aim is to be better. 
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Worries about quality, misuse of material by others, abuse of materials. 

Capacity issues, who would do this, do we have skills. Would it free up people 

to do other things, like support people. 

Quality, the tyranny of abundance, where do you start. 

Costs are unclear, what is the business model, who pays, how can you 

monetise this. 

23 February 2017 (Ronald and Carol, The Gathering in the SECC Glasgow). 

Familiar themes emerged, particularly operational pressures around online as 

cheaper, but organisations lack the skills and strategies to use within their business 

models. We discussed what we did well and what did not work in the planning and 

then eased into what we learned. A tap on the shoulder; behind me stood a very tall 

man in a suit, with another man in a suit. The man who tapped me on the shoulder 

was called Adrian, from VS the other man was called Euan and from the same 

organisation. They had been in the workshop and were interested in our work. 

Adrian and Euan wrote their email address in my notebook and left. I followed it up 

with Euan and Adrian later and had a couple of calls with Euan about VS’s role in 

police checks for volunteers as part of the Disclosure Scotland Scheme36. 

6.1.2.2 Prospecting Partners 

I did not hear from Adrian again until May 2017, then between May and October 

2017, Adrian and I met face-to-face on several occasions, usually over a coffee. As 

in Chapter 5, connections spilled between spaces and mediums. We connected 

over email, text, via LinkedIn and over the phone. When we met face-to-face, we 

met in the Millennium Hotel in George Square in Glasgow, where everyone knew 

Adrian. We did not talk specifically about what we might do, but about learning, 

about the voluntary sector, about our families, about social justice, about people we 

knew in common. Scotland is a small place, and even though we had never met, we 

had both been involved in many of the same programmes. 

On 27 June, Adrian suggested, “Our two best courses, we want to give away for 

nothing”. Bold, but in keeping with emerging OER business models where, to 

compete in the content-rich world of the internet, you seek to become the go-to place 

 
36 Volunteer Scotland runs the police check service for criminal records for voluntary 
organisations (https://www.mygov.scot/disclosure-types). 
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by giving your best material away and then selling other services (Law and 

Perryman, 2017; Cronin and MacLaren, 2018). It also chimed with my 

understanding of openness and publicness, where free learning materials could 

allow organisations to become arbiters of knowledge within their specialist areas. At 

this point, I had not conceptualised the process as starting with anything other than 

design. I sketched out a design model based on the suggestions in my notebook on 

the desk, akin to the one at the start of the chapter with a “fat front end” (Figure 6-

2) followed by smaller make-and-use sections. Design work has resource 

implications, and VS’s capacity was unclear. While I was engaged, Adrian and I 

shared similar worldviews, with connections through community work, anti-poverty 

campaigns and youth justice. It was the person I was engaged with, not the 

organisation. At the same time, it did not feel real. It felt like an indulgence enabled 

by the PhD. I could allow myself this time in a way that I could not in previous roles 

– roles, where there was constant pressure to address the outcomes and review 

progress towards some goal were part of regular monitoring. The partnership was 

made from the time and space of funded doctoral study, so I then had to ask myself, 

what would I make of it? 

The problem with the account is that some of the detail is from notes of the meeting, 

but the narrative feel is from the instances when Adrian and I told and retold how 

we met. It arises from the telling and retelling of the accidental encounter as part of 

shared sense-making where whose account it is becomes unclear, as each clarifies 

details (Hodkinson et al., 2021). The account is tinged with the partnership work set 

out in Chapter 5. Normative accounts of how a partnership should work are agentive 

(Charmaz, 2016; Gherardi, 2016; ) and become descriptive accounts of how they 

did work. Reading partnership literature was part of making sense of the partnership 

with VS and others. It also shaped what was recorded and how. The emphasis on 

the chance encounter that turned into something says as much about how Adrian 

and I tell the story to ourselves and others as it does about what occurred. As part 

of the need to explain why this partnership went forward where others did not, there 

is a need to identify a cause or a series of causes from within the observations – in 

this case, the personal connection and the time afforded by doctoral research. 

The liminal space our discussions occupied was experiential (related to the 

individuals) and structural and related to the approach and needs of each 

organisation (Gauntner and Hansman, 2013, 2017). I had experience of being a 

boundary-spanner, and was actively seeking partnerships. I had procedural 
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knowledge, experience of similar partnership work and meta-knowledge, and was 

able to position myself as someone who knows and who can transfer knowledge 

between domains (Blenkinsopp and Stalker, 2004). It arises from the experiences 

set out in chapters 2 and 5. I have access to a platform to deliver free learning, the 

reputation of the OU beside me, and I could make the partnership happen as part 

of a PhD. Adrian was experiencing pressure from within VS to address issues with 

the way the organisation delivered learning. Adrian set out the pressures in a 

meeting on 23 August. I wrote: 

How could we do what we do at present differently? Not just tinker at the 

edges. 

Decision is ultimately with the “Strategic Planning Group”. Scot Gov priorities 

are changing. Explore the possibilities to do things differently on a different 

(non-VS) platform. 

(27 August 2017, Adrian and Ronald Millennium Hotel George Square Glasgow) 

There was a strategic shift from the Scottish Government – away from paid learning 

for volunteer managers and towards VS as a place that supported smaller voluntary 

organisations. Setting out the above discussions to highlight the affective connection 

and search for shared values between Adrian and I is part of the “hidden skills” (Bell 

and Willmott, 2020), the craft of the early phases of partnership making. Here is the 

stage before it moves into the more formal process, a phase often hidden within 

work on partnership and typically folded into the early formal process set out in 

Chapter 5 (see Rosell, 2018). Hence the additions to design partnerships set out in 

Figure 6-2 at the start of the chapter. 

6.1.2.3 Formalising the Partnership 

Between 30 August and 13 September, through a series of short calls, emails and 

a face-to-face meeting in Glasgow, a paper started to form to go to the VS board’s 

strategic planning group. The position paper went through a series of iterations. The 

final version 

• set out the role of free learning for organisations looking to shape practice to 

enhance their offer and engage people with the organisation and its values; 

• proposed that VS’s strategic challenge to engage less formal volunteers 

could be addressed through the participatory approaches to learning design; 
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• proposed that VS reaches out to learners to listen to their needs and fold 

them into the design; and 

• set out the resource requirements expected from CVSL and VS to make it 

happen (see Appendices, section 3.1.2). 

As set out in Chapter 3, which looked at SD (Tan, 2012), design anticipates, and the 

artefacts created within the process, including reports, anticipate as an attempt to 

set out and persuade people of future possibilities.The documents and plans give 

form to shapeless ideas, the act of writing gives the process structure, and the 

neutral tone of the reports speaks to an inevitability. They are epistemic artefacts 

within the design process, agentive in themselves (Richter and Allert, 2011). They 

do not represent – they anticipate – and they are constitutive. However, while the 

artefacts are part of designs role in constituting a set of relations, shaping a narrative 

and attempting to fix an image of what will happen, they are not fixed; they are 

unstable. They did not wholly coalesce the idea into a programme of shared work.  

On 5 October Adrian and I spoke on the phone. The board was interested, but it 

was “a step into the unknown”. He indicated that he felt VS “need[ed] to dump the 

language, we need new concept and ideas to develop, and guidance on the content 

changes [from CVSL]”. On 11 October, the first meeting with Zara (who would lead 

on the course writing) started with logistics. Allocating resources, setting out time in 

calendars, regular meetings, setting up a shared drive on Dropbox37, and a folder 

architecture all to be completed by 7 November. Along with the socio-technical 

assemblage to manage the process, Adrian emphasised that VS was changing and 

that the partnership was part of a broader change. I wrote the following (see Figure 

6-4), later adding the analysis in relation to Burke’s pentad.  

 
37 Dropbox is a cloud-based file sharing platform. It has a free plan and, unlike other 
platforms, allows people from multiple organisations to work together 
(https://www.dropbox.com/en_GB/?_hp=c). 
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And a specific learning design challenge 

How to … refine the language or change the language. 

Oak’s (2012) ethnography of the design process notes that dilemmas in the design 

process bubble under the surface, coming up in “What if…?” questions and stories 

to challenge the narrative. These three issues and the design challenge would 

resonate through the design process. On 7 November 2017, Adrian and I met in 

Glasgow. He indicated some disquiet among the senior management team around 

whether the learning materials needed to be rewritten – perhaps they might just be 

put online as they were. The partnership had not been given the formal go-ahead. 

The conversation shifted from Adrian presenting a paper to me making a 

presentation to the board. The presentation was on the 27 November. The 

uncertainty was apparent in an email from Adrian on 23 November. He indicated: 

The leadership group had a meeting on Monday afternoon and our project is 

a key part of the next 3 years strategic plan that we are offering the Scottish 

Government (plan submitted to the board Jan 2018 for approval) so that is 

good for us. 

(Email from Adrian, 23 November 2017) 

On 27 November 2017, I met briefly with Adrian ahead of the meeting. He suggested 

that the meeting was a formality. They wanted to see who I was, but we needed to 

be careful and ought to have some “quick wins”. He said that, even though it might 

be a broader change process, we needed to be aware of “mission creep, where we 

become enthused during the exploratory phase and end up backfiring, open this up 

too much. Then having to cool people back down again.” I also spoke to Zara before 

the board meeting. She wanted to know whether Adrian imagined an approach 

Figure 6-4 Three Things about Volunteering and Burke’s Pentad 
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where VS took what they had and put it online, or whether it would be a “dramatic 

rewrite of the themes”. 

The complex relationship with the Scottish Government shapes the discourses. 

Using dimensional publicness (Bozeman and Moulton, 2011; Moulton, 2012; 

Moulton and Eckerd, 2012) as a lens to examine those relations, the Scottish 

government are a principal funder (financial publicness), that provide VS with the 

legitimacy to enact legislative functions (legislative publicness). However, the 

Scottish Government also listen to VS, as an NDPB VS has a role to act as an 

advocate for volunteering through its connection to the sector (associative 

publicness). The organisation’s legitimacy is socio-political (aligned to the 

government) and, in turn, this legitimacy is linked to its connection to “a public”. VS 

is a hybrid of ex-state functions and TSOs. The shifts in focus of government policy 

seemed to tug at the hybridity and raise questions about organisational legitimacy 

observed in other non-profits (Carré, Suykens and Verschuere, 2021). The chapter 

does not dwell on these observations; they are included here to highlight the context 

in which the work takes place and are acknowledged so the narrative can “zoom in” 

(Nicolini, 2012) on how they play out as intra-actions within design practice. 

6.1.3 Meeting Everyone 

The section details the arrival at VS’s main office, the board meeting, and the 

meeting outcomes. 

6.1.3.1 Volunteer Scotland 

VS is based in a refurbished army barracks in Stirling. It is opposite the train station, 

a row of older stone two-story buildings among new roads and parking spaces. The 

river forms the other boundary, and there is a new museum in an old industrial 

building and, when I first went, open spaces with bare earth. Later it would be 

covered with rolls of turf. When I first went to the office, you entered by pressing a 

button. The receptionist would lean over her desk and look through the glass door 

before pressing the button to let you in. Over time I grew to know the reception staff. 

It came to the point they recognised my voice on the phone – “Shall I put you through 

to Adrian or Zara?” as the response to my calls. Later, the lobby and receptionist 

disappeared for financial reasons, and they sublet the space to a specialist charity 

recruitment company. 
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Downstairs is a social space with tea and coffee, soft seating and two small meeting 

rooms. Upstairs is the board room, and a large open-plan space where VS staff 

work. The open-plan office has a high ceiling, open to the apex and windows on 

both sides. The desks are arranged in a U shape with a corridor down one wall. 

There are some breaks in the space. One team (which deals with police disclosure) 

is surrounded by filing cabinets and dividers. Adrian’s desk is near the middle of the 

open-plan, with the CEO nearby. 

Later, when I became more comfortable, I would happily “see myself upstairs” and 

make tea, grab pens and Post-It notes from desks ahead of workshops, and smile 

at people as I went back and forth, perhaps even stopping for a chat. However, in 

the early days and for the initial board meeting, I was self-conscious. Perhaps it was 

the office dress code. Everyone was in business attire – I occasionally wear a suit, 

but typically I am in a pair of leather shoes, jeans and a shirt. During one of our 

meetings in Glasgow, Adrian told me why he always wore a suit. Adrian’s 

background is as a psychiatric nurse in addiction services. He always wore a suit to 

indicate to his clients that he was a professional and took them seriously. The care 

he takes in his appearance is an expression of his care for the clients he supports. 

It was something I heard him say several times. 

In my designerly and technology identity, casual dress was the norm; even more so 

in community development. Years of running participatory workshops had 

sensitised me to the power implications of the male business suit (Tett, 2016). 

However, I was not in a design space – VS was a formal office environment. In the 

partnership, I was at once an experienced learning designer whose skills were 

needed, a PhD student conducting action research and developing design practice 

and a parent sharing and listening to stories about kids. I was someone from the 

OU and someone whose background in social enterprises and community 

organisations connected me to the voluntary sector in Scotland. The most 

straightforward identity to express was the designerly one, which emphasises work 

as a collaborator, always learning with and from others, making future things and 

freely exploring ideas. They are no different from any other expressions of 

designerly identity (Björklund, Keipi and Maula, 2020), even if coupled with a role 

somewhere between practitioner and academic (Wilson et al., 2014; Dickinson, 

Fowler and Griffiths, 2020). 
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The way Adrian expressed himself did challenge my reading of the situation. 

However, I did not change what I wore, and neither did he. Instead, we were a 

double act, one short, casually dressed, bald and grey (me), the other tall, suited 

with dark hair (Adrian). The performative element of our interactions in staged 

encounters like meetings or workshops was not lost on either of us. We played our 

roles. My role was to be “the designer” based on what I have designed and made, 

coupled with academic connections. While I noted this at the time, the betweenness 

of the space I occupied, couched within boundary-spanning and liminal 

professionals, the sense of embodying of designerly ways (Valentine, 2011) of my 

presence as a signal of difference and changes in practice (Hansson et al., 2018). 

6.1.3.2 Meet the Board 

The board meeting took place in a large room that spanned the width of the building. 

The furniture was all modern office furniture with signs of wear. The room was set 

out with smaller desks grouped into one large desk in the middle, and a projector 

screen on one wall. Around the sides were stacks of assorted desks and chairs. My 

item was the first and main agenda item. The presentation was on online learning: 

how other organisations had used it, and a short exercise for the board as an 

example of how I work. The presentation on open and online learning was similar to 

the one Adrian saw. Indeed, it has remained dynamically consistent for several 

years. A codification of an evolving personal theory of practice turned into a dynamic 

routine (Feldman et al., 2016) and as much an artefact made through the design 

process as the things people make in the workshops I facilitate. Like the report noted 

earlier, the presentation was an “epistemic artefact” linked to ideas and shared ideas 

(Richter and Allert 2011) that are part of constituting practice. 

The main exercise was Rich Pictures, an SMM developed by Checkland (1981), 

where participants draw a pictorial representation of a complex issue, agreeing on 

the image and its meaning to develop a shared understanding of the issues. Here, 

the question of who is the ideal learner (see Figure 6-5). It does not talk about online, 

apart from noting the low transaction costs of sharing learning online and the 

barriers that learners experience. Mostly it is about being open and using the 

internet to learn. It starts with asking how many people have used YouTube to learn 

something and ends with exploring the role of free online learning to engage people 

you would not otherwise be able to engage – to reach those who are often hardest 

to reach (see Appendix 3.1.3). 
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Just as Carol from LHC and I had done at “The Gathering” where we met Adrian, I 

used examples from organisations who offer free learning to position themselves as 

the go-to place about an area. It is a well-worn path where IOs’ communication and 

learning materials are used to persuade people or ask them to support the 

organisation (McKee, 2007). Talking through the strategic opportunities of giving 

away free learning workshops involves creating space and absences that make their 

presence felt (Westerlund, 2016). Sometimes it will be equity and social justice, 

sometimes it will be positioning and strategy. You learn to read a situation. The 

board was interested in positioning and strategically engaging in the space and 

using free materials to be the “go-to” place for best practice in volunteering. So I 

emphasised social justice.  

They were interested in the “freemium” model of free learning as a way to drive 

interest (Law and Perryman, 2017) and applying ideas from the technology sector 

to their sector (Dahl and Soss, 2014). My role, then, is to emphasise social justice 

and equity questions, highlighting the OU experience of engaging hard-to-reach 

people and letting them think through the strategic elements. When I got the pens 

and paper out to do a group exercise on the “ideal learner”, there was some 

reluctance (see Figure 6-5). Graeme, the CEO, steered the discussion back to the 

group exercise. When he spoke, I remembered where we met – an OU event in the 

Hilton Hotel in Milton Keynes. 

Participants are asked to think about the ideal learner for the organisation, ignore 

all the social and structural barriers, and draw a picture of what the ideal learner will 

do in the world once they have engaged with the organisation’s learning materials. 

Figure 6-5 Rich Picture Exercise presented to the Volunteer Scotland Board 
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The exercise aimed to look at the learner and who they thought they might be able 

to reach that they would not otherwise. In my notes on the meeting, I wrote: 

The focus on the ideal learner within the meeting set out a person who is open to 

changing their practice and can shape practice in their context. It is a typical cascade 

model of practice. I let the strategic issue hang in the room and let them think 

through the organisational capacity. A simple designerly question, “Who are the 

learning materials for?” reaches into an organisation. It can lead to broader 

questions around who the organisation is for, questions of publicness, and the 

publics the organisations bring into being through their learning material.  

However, the discussion quickly broke down into a general discussion about the 

organisations’ online presence and whether I could help Euan redesign the 

disclosure team. As Cook’s (2014) work on academic practice partnerships notes, 

these IOs are a mosaic of interests. As well as the digressions, the meeting was 

about how they conceptualised openness. Returning to Lane (2017), during the long 

lead up to the meeting, Adrian and I may have connected over the emancipation of 

learning and the potential for learning to transform social and structural relations. 

The sense from most of the board was that free learning would enable them to 

overcome bad practice without changing the underlying relations – the freemium 

model of emancipation through learning (Figure 6-7).  

Figure 6-6 Meeting Note on Rich Pictures, Later Exploring the Scene, Actors and Agency 
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At the end of the agenda item, the CEO walked me out into the corridor. Through a 

fire door was a dog-leg stair. We spoke on the landing about the moment of mutual 

recognition in the boardroom and our chance meeting at a public leadership 

conference in Milton Keynes, about having a drink and Scots sticking together. He 

remembered I once lived in his home city. He asked where and I indicated a 

notorious social housing estate he knew well. Whenever I went into the office, we 

spoke about community organisations in deprived areas and how to engage them. 

I would talk about work on social housing and fuel poverty, the AYJ work (from 

Chapter 5) on youth offending interventions and community development work I was 

involved in a personal capacity. He would call me over to his desk to look at some 

images of a new community engagement programme he was involved in or catch 

me for a chat in a corridor about VS engagement with informal volunteering in 

deprived areas. The connection to community development and the importance of 

this associative publicness to VS is teased out post-meeting on the train to Glasgow, 

between writing up the notes and emailing Adrian. In the email entitled SPG, I wrote:  

Figure 6-7 Sense-making the Dimensions of Openness in Volunteer Scotland 
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The email was part of checking whether I had picked up the sense of the meeting. 

Adrian replied at 16:47:  

Figure 6-8 Excerpts from Email Exchange with Adrian Post-meeting with Later Analysis 
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The meaning emerges from the flow (Shotter, 2008) of the emails: first unclear, then 

Adrian reminds me to stay focused on the learning and not get distracted. It emerges 

from how people talk about scenes when off stage. Like the instances in Chapter 5, 

they are mediated by socio-technical interactions. It teases out the “many touches” 

that make a partnership. Even once the work has been done to develop the 

connection, work is still required to maintain a shared understanding of the 

partnership as part of its boundary management. It is reflective talk that is part of 

developing and maintaining routines within organisations (Dittrich, Guérard and 

Seidl, 2016), which echoes the sense that partnerships form their own norms. 

6.1.3.3 Turning Points and Uncertainty 

Adrian and I talked on the phone on the 30 November. I was unsure whether VS 

would proceed. The model set out in Chapter 5 was to flip the typical partnership 

approach with HE as content expert and partner as support. Here VS was nominally 

the content expert, and I provided a way to access the learners through carefully 

designed materials. A transaction based on which each could offer, with VS 

connected to practice-based knowledge and practitioners, and OU brought 

expertise in designing online learning materials. The conceptualisation drove the HE 

Figure 6-9 Excerpt from Email with Adrian with Later Analysis 
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Third-Sector partnerships set out in Chapter 5. It was the sense that each had 

something the other needed. However, unlike the work with LHC where they “knew 

the content”, VS were looking to engage with “a public” they were not connected 

with to shape content. It was a much messier relationship, and did not fit the 

narrative I was developing about openness and being open to content and voices 

from outside the academy. Adrian recognised that I wavered. 

Adrian and I spoke on the phone on the 20th of December. I wrote 

(Notes from Adrian and Ronald Phone Call 20 December 2017) 

VS was supposes to a be explication of my model, where opening up design opens 

up who creates content and makes the materials open. There is a simpler version 

of the thesis with that story. However, writing from inside the partnership, it is the 

affective relationship – shared values built over time, a call on social class I found 

hard to ignore, – strong enough for me to feel that the uncertainty was itself 

productive (Ball and Christensen, 2019). 

The sections includes a lot of “raw data”, notes of conversations, and my sense-

making emails. It illustrates how meaning emerges through the process, the spaces 

in-between, and in the flow (Shotter, 2008; Gherardi, 2019). Through recording the 

experiences, the record constitutes the experience, not just in the scenes where the 

designer performs.  

Figure 6-10 Meeting Note from meeting with Adrian with Later Analysis 
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6.1.4 Moving On 

Chapter 5 presented partnership as homemaking. Chapter 6 teases out the multiple 

connections on different levels between partners, and the uncertainty within those 

relations as the partnership defines and manages its boundaries. This section 

allocated space to the conversations around those encounters. It used notes and 

email exchanges to determine how the partnership got from a tap on the shoulder 

to a board meeting. It then went slightly past the point to explore the experience of 

shifting from being in a team to being a PhD student with doubts, and set out VS 

uncertainty around innovating practice and who is a volunteer. The extracts are 

included here to demonstrate how strategic questions arise through design and how 

early in the process they emerge. Themes that dominated the partnership included: 

• internal changes in VS, informed by shifts in emphasis at the level of the 

Scottish Government; 

• associated pressure on the education team to reach new audiences, and 

changes to staffing; and 

• broader questions around what it means to support volunteers and the status 

of those who perform the role. 

The links between simple designerly questions like “Who is the course for?” and 

broader strategic questions about the publicness of an organisation emerge through 

the design process. The sequence is set out in Figure 6-11 “as if” (Ison, 2013) it is 

a linear sequence. It shows how simple questions and being sensitive to designerly 

practice leads to surfacing issues that seem to answer questions never asked. The 

responses to these questions folded and refolded into the design process so tightly 

that they are no longer visible.  



178 

The sequence in Figure 6-11, and this section, highlight how the connection to 

publics shapes the organisation’s strategic discourses. The section emphasises the 

idea that partnerships involve homemaking before they involve sense-making. 

Recent research in England into HE partnerships suggest that the term “action 

learning partner” might be appropriate for academics working with partners (Lowe 

et al., 2021). The work suggests that, in action learning partnerships, the role of the 

academic is to convene a space to explore issues, converse and support discussion, 

curate the outcomes of the process and manage the boundaries (Hesselgreaves et 

al., 2021). 

As a typology, the sense of convening a space to converse is very similar to the 

concept of infrastructuring set out in Chapter 3, where the work of a participatory 

designer is to put the structures and process to promote participation in place. 

However, the term infrastructuring origins in community development (Bjögvinsson, 

Ehn and Hillgren, 2012), and more recently into policy discourses (Nogueira and 

Schmidt, 2021) shifts the emphasis. The thesis is part of that shift and the 

convergence of discourses on HE partnerships with the design discourses I am 

grounded in, emerging from the way participatory approaches have shaped a range 

of approaches from community development to WP (Robertson and Simonsen, 

Figure 6-11 Circular Model of Design as a Form of Inquiry 
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2012). The shift is away from setting out normative accounts of the work of 

academics and how to make partnerships happen to a focus on the process itself – 

on the flow of intra-actions and the affective labour of those within the design 

process. 

Having set out partnership making and how the dimensions of publicness operate 

in VS, the second part of the chapter uses this to “zoom in” (Nicolini, 2012) on 

practices within the design process. It examines how those dimensions of 

publicness are experienced from within the process. The second part of the chapter 

focuses on the learning design workshops alluded to at the close of this section, 

where the partnership reaches out to learners as part of the design of the learning 

materials. Along with the role of design practice in shaping the partnerships, the 

themes of publicness are developed in relation to agency and acts of individual 

actors within the design space. Specifically, section 6.2 applies critical theories of 

publicness to observations made within design practice to address how “a public” is 

folded into the design process. 
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6.2 Towards Partnership and Participation 

6.2.1 Introduction 

In the second part of the chapter, the narrative focuses on the point where the 

partnership shifts from facing towards each other within partnership and boundary-

making to reaching out and engaging in participatory approaches. Here the partners 

engage with “a public” it wants to bring into being through the learning materials. 

The narrative traces a path from setting out the design brief with the team from VS 

to engagement with volunteer managers and volunteers as part of the design of the 

learning materials. 

Figure 6-12 Partnership Timeline for the Later Phases 



181 

6.2.2 Boundaries 

6.2.2.1 Meet the Team 

Sometimes the way you bring “a public” into being within the design process is 

through a proxy (Macintyre, 2013). The proxy can be direct, by listening to and 

learning from a section of “a public” you want to engage; or indirect, through those 

that support “a public”. In this first workshop, “a public” is those supporting 

volunteers and the proxy is those supporting those supporting volunteers.  

The initial workshop with the VS team took place on 17 January 2018 in a small 

meeting room downstairs in the VS office. A large table, a series of chairs, an LCD 

screen, and a computer in the room. It was a long and thin room, and the table filled 

it to the extent that those at the end of the table had to squeeze past the back of 

chairs to exit. As they did so, those on chairs had to bounce awkwardly towards the 

table to let them past. Adrian introduced me to the group. Aside from Adrian, there 

were six people from the learning team.  

The workshop participants had roles supporting volunteers by establishing 

themselves as well-regarded practitioners and shifting into supporting other 

practitioners. For me, the purpose of gathering a set of experienced practitioners 

into a room was to make visible to me and the others in the room their assumptions 

about practice. We could establish “good practice” through the discussions and 

identify unacceptable or bad practices. 

By the time the project started, two would have left and one moved into a different 

role. The two experienced staff who left their roles were not replaced: Jane moved 

back into volunteer practice and Alice moved into a different sector. Eventually, their 

roles were partly replaced in April 2018 by Angela. By the time we completed the 

course in February 2019, only one person from that meeting would remain – Allana. 

Adrian had briefed me before the meeting. It was essential to learn as much from 

these staff before they left. 

The tendency in inquiries for design is to look at the narratives with resonance 

(Gherardi, 2019), to tell the whole story of a workshop in relation to the narratives 

that dominate. As part of the inquiries for design, the legitimacy question is an 

important one. PD is often about getting the right people in the room. Up to this 

point, my practice had followed this approach: ensure the design process met the 

criteria set out by Fraser concerning inclusion and social justice (Fraser, 2010, see 
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Chapter 3) and, through carefully structured tools, support participants’ exploration 

of the issues as part of infrastructuring participation (Björgvinsson, Ehn and Hillgren, 

2010; le Dantec and DiSalvo, 2013). Tools like Rich Pictures are probes that ask 

participants to imagine a future set of structural relations as part of an SD process 

that tells us about the present and the past as it informs the future (Auger, 2013). 

Informed by the emancipatory ideas behind participation (Tan, 2012); the purpose 

is to surface those assumptions and support people to articulate a more equitable 

set of social and structural relations. 

The role of the design probes and how they bring “a public” into being was a 

significant conceptual and practical leap in my practice. It suggested that folding 

speculative and critical approaches to design into the design process of free open 

online courses was a way to understand the relationship between present social 

and structural relations through how they imagine future relations. For example, in 

the VS team workshop, the exercise about the ideal and actual learners was a probe 

to explore how much (or how little) the team already knew about the learners they 

wanted to engage. The exercise is a provocation that highlights what they did not 

know and encourages organisations to include the learners they wanted to engage 

in the design process. The reveal in the presentation is that the visions of the “ideal 

learner” tend to reflect what the organisation is good at, or would like to become 

good at (see Appendix 3.1.3; Figure 6-13).  
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The artefacts I create as part of infrastructuring discourses within the design space 

and the artefacts we create during them are liminal (Knape, 2021). They are acts of 

persuasion, and the persuasion of these design artefacts is twofold: first, to 

persuade us to see them as representative, not constitutive (even as they are 

constitutive, see Westerlund, 2011); second, to persuade us and normalise the 

relations they purport to represent. The artefacts occupy a position between the 

representative and constitutive. They are part of the facilitator’s curation of an 

atmosphere where people listen and are listened to, and the acts involved in making 

them sustain the affective entanglements within the workshop (Kolehmainen and 

Mäkinen, 2021). During the workshop, I started to look at the individual acts and 

how people brought “a public” into the design space. The legitimacy question shifted 

Figure 6-13 The Peanut and the Ideal Learner Slide 
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from who is in the room and whether they were legitimate actors who ought to be 

included in the design process to how they established their legitimacy as actors 

within the scene. Jane was vocal about “best practice”, in my notes from the 

workshop, her name is the one most frequently recorded. 

Jane articulated a set of elements about the appropriate policies and procedures for 

managing volunteers. She established herself as someone whose experience as a 

volunteer manager qualified her to comment on the course content and also who a 

course should be aimed at – volunteer managers. She established her legitimacy 

as someone between education and practice through links to practice and 

procedural knowledge and her ability to act as an arbiter of what practice knowledge 

looked like (Blenkinsopp and Stalker, 2004). I noted how she linked the 

recommendations directly to her status as a volunteer manager in the past and near 

future. Shortly afterwards, she left to take up a volunteer manager role in the sector. 

Figure 6-14 Volunteer Scotland Team and the Volunteer Lifecycle 
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Allana shared her experience of being a fundraiser for a charity she was personally 

connected, the story had an affective element. It evoked wet days in Stirling on street 

collections. It is an experiential narrative that did not say anything about “best 

practice”. However, it resonated in a way that Jane’s clearly set out points about 

volunteer management and the need to focus on formal processes did not. Perhaps 

it was Jane’s liminality. Having moved from being a volunteer manager to VS to 

support others to manage volunteers, she was about to leave and go back to 

managing volunteers. There was a sense that she was about to recross a boundary 

from the support agency back into practice, which meant her points did not cut 

through. The recognition of those questions about legitimacy is familial. They 

describe the shift from practice to organisations that support practice related to the 

familial relationship to the literature on academic-practitioner identity and the 

difficulty of managing different identities (Carton and Ungureanu, 2018). However, 

the narrative resonance seemed to be about more than liminality. Its resonance 

aligned with the broader changes within the organisations highlighted earlier. It 

seemed to be about organisational values and tensions and how people see 

themselves in the organisation (Jacklin-Jarvis, 2015). Therefore, when Allana 

suggested the volunteer lifecycle as a model, the approach chimed with the design 

process flow (see Figure 6-14). 

The Scottish Government was focused on community empowerment, informal 

volunteering, and putting pressure on VS to engage with that sector. Jane 

articulated a connection to practice and “a public” that fitted with where VS had been 

and was still positioned at the time, but not where the Scottish Government 

suggested VS ought to be. Here was “a public” VS wanted to bring into being 

through their learning materials. It aligned with Allana’s story rather than with Jane’s. 

Allana’s story had tapped into the strategic shift within VS, and Adrian indicated 

afterwards that we needed to involve Allana in the design process. Just as Jane and 

Zara (volunteer managers turned educators) had been a proxy for “a public” VS 

supported, so Allana had become a proxy for “a public” they were being asked to 

support by the Scottish Government. 

During the meeting, I observed the acts, the actors and their agency, and how they 

folded “a public” into the design process. The first component was the legitimacy 

question. The legitimacy question relates to the earlier dilemma concerning 

boundary and identity management between professional practice and academia 

(Bartunek and Rynes, 2014; Dickinson, Fowler and Griffiths, 2020). The participants 
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were in a liminal state: they are no longer practitioners, but recognise their legitimacy 

as experts in practice is linked to their identity as practitioners (Carton and 

Ungureanu, 2018). It was notable in the meeting how often participants linked a 

point about what they thought constituted “best practice” to previous roles 

supporting volunteers. They articulated: 

• experiential knowledge of practice; 

• ways to establish their status as practitioners; and 

• legitimate a knowledge claim about “best practice”. 

The shift is from practice-based knowledge acquired from personal experience to a 

normative practice account. The normative account abstracts the experience. It is a 

story about practice, but is established through making the connection from practice. 

Burke’s pentad structures the focus on the acts and agency of participants. It shifts 

the perspective from how the designer sets out a series of exercises to engage 

participants in bringing “a public” into being as part of an inquiry for design into an 

exploration of how participants act to engage with publics. In particular, it shifts the 

emphasis from what knowledge claims people make to how people establish those 

knowledge claims. It provides a way to understand how participants fold “a public” 

into discourses within the design process. 

6.2.2.2 Planning the Approach 

I returned to VS after a week in Bologna, where I facilitated design workshops (see 

IYJ in Chapter 5). It had been a challenging week filled with all-day workshops, late 

nights on laptops and long dinners. Nevertheless, it was rewarding, engaging with 

peers discussing social justice, community action and socio-technical relations 

involved in using online learning to change practice. The progress with IYJ made 

me restless with VS. We had the second design workshop with the VS team on 14 

February. At the workshop were Jane, Zara, Alice (who also attended the first 

workshop), Allana and Adrian (for the first part). Ahead of the meeting with Zara, 

Adrian and I met on 7 February to discuss the approach. The team agreed that they 

would take their most popular course, “Volunteering the Essentials”, and look at the 

essentials for the extended range of people they wanted to engage. Adrian indicated 

the tensions over “the direction of travel” and Zara emphasised that we should not 

alienate “our core customers” – volunteer managers. She noted the four-stage 

model of volunteer management: 
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• organisational culture; 

• appropriate resources; 

• policies and procedures; and 

• quality standards. 

At the workshop, Jane suggested that the volunteer manager’s role (and therefore 

the essentials) was dominated by “the stats, this is about deliverables, right people 

right roles”, and policies and procedures enabled this. Zara agreed, it was about 

“policies and procedures, recruitment” – role development and support. Participants 

noted that while the volunteer manager market was small, they continued to engage 

with VS and needed support. 

VS were keen to develop a broad general course. As the discussion developed, 

often getting down to a granular level around the detail of the four-stage volunteer 

management model, the focus was on which details to include and which to omit to 

ensure it was broad and concise. I had concerns about whether a course that was 

all things to all people would end up speaking to no one. Allana suggested we take 

a different approach, use the volunteer lifecycle and write the lifecycle from the 

volunteers’ perspective. When Allana suggested this, we realised it could be broad 

if we shifted the perspective. Using the lifecycle as a structure to set out the VS 

values, we could bring out the depth through the reflective exercises and a series of 

structured inquiries. Effectively, porting a solution developed in previous courses 

(see Macintyre, 2013) and set out a structured inquiry along with resources to 

support the inquiry. I shared an example from LHC, where a reflective practice 

model was used to structure inquiries into practice. Concerning the learning 

outcomes in my audio note, I said:  
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Figure 6-15 Reflecting on the Meeting Outcomes with Later Analysis 

(Audio reflections from 15 February post 14 February Workshop) 

Near the close of the meeting, Jane emphasised her concern about reaching into 

the less formal sector. It risked shining a light on areas presently outwith the VS 

and, therefore, the human resource-inflected approach to volunteering. If these 

areas came under scrutiny, they might be harmed through being folded into these 

formal procedures. The echo of Adrian’s earlier positioning of volunteering and HR 

was clear, and the warning sounded through the design process. 

After the meeting, Adrian took us for lunch. We went slightly further from the office 

than usual, away from the familiar places VS staff go for lunch. He had just come 

from a senior leadership team meeting. He double-checked our intention to focus 

on the smaller, less formal volunteering and engage directly with learners through 

the workshops and that the team thought what we were doing fitted with VS strategy. 

He talked about the politics again and suggested that I establish my legitimacy, not 

as a learning designer, but in community development and grassroots volunteering. 

The identity that Graeme, the VS CEO, often pressed me on. It came out at the 

meeting he had just attended that I needed to establish my legitimacy within the 

organisation through my connection to the less formal volunteering that the Scottish 

Government had emphasised as vital to VS. My legitimacy was linked to “a public”. 

6.2.2.3 Uncertainty and Theorising 

A model of how the dimensions of publicness operate within the intra-actions of 

people in the design space emerged – a way of framing observations about how 
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people talk about practice in workshops to designing practitioner learning materials. 

Based on critical theories of publicness set out in Chapter 4, the model contained 

three elements: 

• an articulation between the actor and a scene (the legitimacy of the person 

through their connection to a particular public); 

• a description of the acts and agency in that scene (a resonant narrative); and 

• an articulation between the act-scene and agency-motive (establishing the 

legitimacy through identifying elements and their agency and purpose). 

The actor brings these into the scene (the design space) to establish their 

connection to “a public” and practice, and then use the particular articulation of 

elements to persuade others (see Figure 6-16), as a lens to examine the 

development of “best practice” narratives it was a way to “zoom in” (Nicolini, 2009) 

on the articulations and assemblages made by participants as part of the inquiries 

for design. Rather than abstract or a general sense of how “a public” (regardless of 

the dimension) is folded into the design space, this provided a framework for the 

intra-actions within the flow of the design process. 

Figure 6-16 Sense-making around Legitimacy, Articulation and how “A Public” is Folded 
into the Design Process 
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The lens (Figure 6-16) also helped me understand my place in the process and my 

design practice. I had just been reluctantly folded into the design process as “a 

public” in the less formal voluntary space. The stories I had shared with Adrian and 

Graeme to explore values tentatively articulated a connection to “a public” VS 

wanted to engage. It was also helpful in design. It suggested a way to understand 

how asking designerly questions through the design process, in this case about 

volunteering and “best practice”, surfaced issues that would otherwise be obscured. 

Figure 6-17 sets out the emergence of the model through iterations of inquiries in, 

for and through design. 

The sequence set out in Figure 6-17 seemed to explain part of the route of my 

disquiet. Partly, I could see that the strategic issues faced by VS were interesting 

because they: 

• connected to “a public” (volunteer managers) and while experiencing 

pressure from Scottish Government and internally (associative publicness 

and fiscal/legislative publicness – see Chapter 3; Moulton, 2009; Moulton and 

Eckerd, 2012); and 

• spoke to the contested meanings that can make a compelling narrative 

(Schostak and Schostak, 2013). 

Figure 6-17 Sense-making Inquiries in, for and through Design 
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The tensions might make good research (satisfy “a public” in academia) but what if 

the materials did not meet the needs of learners (themselves “a public”). Was I 

playing in what the critical feminist scholar St Pierre (2017) calls the minor market 

for critically informed scholarship, simply to surface the impact of funding cuts on 

VS and the strategic uncertainty associated with doing more with less? 

The second source of unease was the request to establish a legitimacy other than 

my legitimacy as a learning designer. For VS, my connection to “a public” as an 

actor in the community development scene was part of my legitimacy. I was 

expected to tell my story and use it to shape the approach to the learning materials. 

As I listened to Zara talking about managing volunteers in a national park, I think 

about my experience of community groups as an organiser of work on various 

community projects from firewood chopping to footpath repair; of hours and days 

spent with community company legal and financial paperwork and on funding 

applications. Often using those experiences to sense-check what I was hearing, 

using analogical reasoning (Ball, Ormerod and Morley, 2004; Graff, Meslec and 

Clark, 2020) and modelling those analogies through telling stories and to sense-

check with people “is it like this”. I was sharing experience to draw others out. Lupton 

(2017) suggests design always involves storytelling, listening to the stories people 

tell and creating stories to capture insights from people The designer’s stories are 

typically forgotten as you focus on the participants’ stories. However, writing from 

within the flow of design practice and accounting for the intra-actions (Gherardi, 

2019) within practice should mean acknowledging not just your presence, but the 

presence of your stories. 

As a participatory designer, my sense of self was that, if I did tell stories, it was a 

tool to provoke, part of SD practice that brought publics into the design process 

(Hansson et al., 2018) – not to insert myself on one side or the other of a strategic 

debate within VS. Part of the reluctance to engage in the political games associated 

with the strategic questions within VS was that, if I did go forward, the boundaries 

between my personal views borne of a working-class upbringing and grounded in 

left-wing and environmental politics would need to be made clear.  

It highlighted Gherardi’s (2019) issue about writing about practice and writing from 

within practice, it was not tenable for the account to be anything other than inside 

and I would have to write myself into the account. If not, the validity of the account 

would be questioned. These questions about design as a form of inquiry forced the 
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thesis to address how to place myself in the research. Action research can mean 

placing yourself at the centre of the action even as you acknowledge you act in 

concert with others (Shotter, 2006; DiSalvo et al., 2011). Chapter 5 presented 

design partnership liminal professional brokering knowledge between domains 

(Carton and Ungureanu, 2018). For VS, my connection to informal volunteering was 

just as meaningful. 

6.2.3 The Learner Workshops 

Between 12 March and 6 June 2018, six workshops were conducted with volunteer 

managers, paid staff and volunteers who support other volunteers and volunteers 

themselves. Fifty people attended the workshops. The workshops were structured 

around the ideal volunteer journey. Participants engaged in a series of exercises to 

trace a path for a journey and sense-check the VS’s volunteer lifecycle. The 

outcomes of the workshops informed the design of the learning materials, and a 

report can be found in the Appendices (see sections 3.3.4 and 3.3.5). Here, the 

focus is a selection of workshops and the spaces between the workshops. 

6.2.3.1 Blurring Boundaries 

At the VS HQ we arranged the tables in small groupings, set out each table with 

paper pens, Post-It notes, glasses and water, and a small dish of boiled sweets. 

Allana arranged sandwiches and coffee and cakes from the café nearby. Aside from 

a workshop in a rural area (which I organised) and one in Glasgow (organised by 

Adrian and I along with a national arts organisation), Allana and Zara from VS 

managed attendance at the workshops through Eventbrite, sending out invites in 

the mailing list selected to match specific cohorts. People would tick off their names 

from a printed sheet and be handed an information sheet setting out the VS CVSL 

partnership and my role as a researcher. They were asked to sign a permission slip 

to use the information from the workshop as part of the course and this research 

(see Appendix 1). 

Zara and I created the slide deck for the workshop. After introducing VS, CVSL and 

free online learning, we put a proposition to the group for “The Essentials”, and 

suggested it 

…is a broad general course acting as an introduction and then the gateway 

to more in-depth courses and resources. 
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We asked people what their essentials were for ensuring people had a “positive 

volunteer journey”. After discussion and Post-It notes, we introduced the volunteer 

lifecycle”. We changed the order slightly depending on the cohort – volunteer 

managers or volunteers: 

• with volunteer managers, we asked them their essentials from their 

perspective on the lifecycle, and then to think about the volunteers’ 

perspective; 

• we switched the order with volunteers, asking them to think about their 

essentials as volunteers and what they thought were essential for volunteer 

managers (see Appendix 3.3.1). 

6.2.3.2 Staying Close to Home 

As the design process faces out in the world, there is a change in emphasis, and 

the narrative mirrors this. While the work within the partnership was primarily used 

to explore and develop a way of understanding how “a public” is brought into being 

within the design space – inquiry for design – here, the narrative uses the outcome 

of inquiries in design and looks at what emerges through asking designerly 

questions.  
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The first workshops were with volunteer managers, people who had attended VS 

courses and had been through Investing in Volunteers38. Later (14 April), we had a 

workshop with volunteer managers who had not attended any VS events before. 

See Figure 6-19 for my notes from the meeting, and subsequent reflections. 

 
38 Investing in Volunteers is the UK quality standard for good practice in the management 
of volunteers. Each of the lead volunteer development agencies in the four nations of the 
UK runs the standard in that jurisdiction. As the national volunteering agency in Scotland, 
VS runs the programme in Scotland. Typically, larger organisations with formal volunteer 
programmes seek Investing in Volunteers status (https://investinginvolunteers.co.uk/). 

Figure 6-18 Workshop on 11 April 
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(14 April 2018, audio reflection) 

Later, Adrian responded that this was why VS needed to give its courses away for 

free. The third-sector interfaces organisations across Scotland set up to offer 

support to organisations were using old materials from when their network and VS 

were integrated and putting out (often with the VS logo) out of date practice. Figure 

6-20 records the sense of listening to the usual suspects. 

(14 April 2018 audio reflections) 

Figure 6-19 Reflections Post-workshop with Later Analysis 

Figure 6-20 Workshops Reflecting “A Public” back into the Organisation 
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The congruity between the actors (volunteer managers), their agency (how they 

spoke about volunteering) and the scene (the boardroom of VS) was notable (Burke, 

1969a). Applying Burke to the logic of the account, the focus is on the need to 

construct the scene (policies, procedures and process) carefully, whether it is to 

enable the agency of actors or constrain them, to stop managers and volunteers 

from doing harm, or to help them to do good, is not clear. 

Next week, Zara was unwell. Allana and I ran the workshop with volunteers. The 

main concern from participants was language use. For example, they did not like 

induction. The suggestion was that it ought to be called support and training. 

Similarly, the term “role matching” was also challenged. They indicated the 

organisation should “know me” and what the volunteer might contribute, and were 

concerned with power dynamics. Participants suggested it was not for the 

organisation to audit or develop their skills and then allocate roles. They ought to 

have some control over the process and make real choices about roles based on a 

clear understanding of what would be expected of them. 

Participants at the workshop were mostly retired, though some had volunteered for 

years. For example, one woman had washed many rugby tops over the years, 

volunteered at the Commonwealth Games in Glasgow and regularly volunteered at 

local sporting events. She wrote “I want to feel safe,” on a note and told a story of 

how she found herself on her own in an isolated spot as a race marshal for a charity 

run. Again, it is worth noting how the narrative is structured: 

• first of all, time spent volunteering (a connection to “a public” and practice to 

establish they are legitimate actors); and then 

• the story about being left alone (a narrative about the acts and the scene). 

In this case, there is a loss of agency and, by extension, “bad practice”. Others 

empathised. A man in the group noted that he often found himself a far corner of car 

parks in fields, with no radio and no way to go to the bathroom. Some had interests 

in health charities for personal reasons. For example, one participant volunteered 

with a cancer charity and served as a lay member on the local health board, having 

experienced cancer herself. She was over 70 and, due to complications of her 

illness, she wanted the group she volunteered with to “let me go”. Another was a 

retired school teacher and government quality assurance inspector in schools, 

volunteering with a charity promoting adult literacy in prisons. She wanted the depth 

of her experience to be recognised. It was not the whole group. One volunteer used 
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volunteering to gain confidence and develop skills as a route into employment. 

However, when Allana and I spoke afterwards, the general sense was of an older 

retired group who were knowledge and time rich. Up to this point, the outcome 

chimed with Adrian’s earlier observation that those who thought of themselves as 

volunteers tended to be time rich, and therefore were generally middle class. 

6.2.3.3 Moving Apart Together 

Zara was unsure what more might be discerned from more workshops (having 

arranged four), and Adrian suggested it was difficult for him to defend staff time out 

of the office within the senior management team. However, I pushed back on VS. 

Partly, it was the fidelity of the process. The organisation had drawn the “usual 

suspects” toward it, they had listened, and people told them they were doing well. I 

judged that I would not be fulfilling my role as a learning designer if I did not remind 

them of the drivers from the Scottish Government for VS to move beyond the usual 

suspects. 

There was the role of place (the VS office), as what Shotter (2013) calls, agentive 

spaces, the combination of the act, agents, scene, and the scene’s role in shaping 

whether some actors feel they belong in the scene space. The model of publicness 

and the role of PD approaches in folding learners into the design process was as 

ably demonstrated by an organisation that did not reach out and engage with the 

process as one that did. In addition, there was obvious research potential in an 

organisation that engages with learners but will only engage with them in its own 

office. 

Now VS wanted to cancel the rural workshops. I also indicated to Adrian that I felt 

let down. Despite my concerns about my boundary management, I did reach out to 

those publics for VS, for it not to happen would be a breach of trust (see Appendix 

3.3.2). Research into how people come to algin with charities and third-sector 

groups has found that alignment with a body and its values is complex; it involves a 

high degree of trust as, often, the sense of having shared values relies on trust and 

the ability of people to identify with the organisation’s values. It is an emotional 

connection. Hence, we feel it when an organisation does something that affects our 

ability to trust it (Yang, Brennan and Wilkinson, 2016). VS had linked my legitimacy 

in the design process to a personal connection to those networks. As noted in the 

earlier sections, the blurring of the boundaries between PhD life, personal life and 

professional reputation in community development left me feeling exposed. 
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Acceptance of those blurred roles was based on the time Adrian and I spent 

developing a shared understanding of the process. 

The workshop went ahead, Zara came. We had agreed she would lead, and I would 

help and take notes. However, she had run some errands before setting off for the 

journey and arrived just in time to start. It was a warm day. The windows were open 

and the blinds down, but the room was hot. I had made two cakes. The cream in the 

Victoria sponge sagged in the heat. The temperature affected the fragile technology, 

the projector and the computer fan whirred. I knew the people in the room, Zara did 

not, and she seemed flustered. She forgot her “lines”, people looked at me, and I 

hesitated before stepping in, shifting from the facilitator of the encounter to the 

session facilitator. It was not just Zara who felt out of place. The people in the room 

did not recognise themselves as volunteers. They supported local sports groups, 

served as directors of community interest companies, and developed local 

renewable energy resources. They were members of the community. Afterwards, 

one participant wanted to know about VS’s role in volunteering, as they seemed to 

be talking about something different from what they were doing in their community. 

At the end of each workshop, I took pictures of the outcomes, the Post-It notes stuck 

on paper, the dots. They were then ordered into bundles with large paper clips and 

typed up. Sometimes I typed them up, sometimes, Zara did. Zara would summarise 

her notes, combining them with the typed Post-It notes from the participants into 

one sheet. The notes were an evolving interpretation of the workshops. They 

reflected the outcomes of the workshops themselves and placed those outcomes 

with the previous workshops. In that way, they were sense-making through the act 

of curating the artefacts and writing the account (Malpass, 2016). Writing becomes 

how you make sense of the event (Bruner, 1993), and, as you write, the sense you 

make of the scene shapes the acts and your agency in the next scene. 

6.2.4 Emerging Themes 

The sequence of the workshops – from formal to informal volunteering perspectives 

– arose from expediency. VS was closely linked with formal volunteering, and these 

were easier to organise. The less formal spaces took longer to organise and, as 

noted earlier, there was a degree of resistance. I organised a workshop with Adrian 

as VS lead and Zara as course author. At the time, I was working in Denmark and 

decided to rent an apartment in Edinburgh to stay and run a VS design workshop. 

The change of scene was deliberate for us all, a way to free Adrian and Zara from 
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office distractions, the phone ringing or, as often happened, with Adrian being pulled 

into a meeting. The apartment was an old newspaper office and overlooked “the 

bridges”. It was bare wood floors, dark counters and shelving, dark paintwork and 

furnishings were browns and purples, glass tables where we could spread out the 

work. Apart from the distinctive view of the neoclassical Old Royal High School and 

the one-time home of the Scottish Government, it could have been anywhere. 

I bought some pastries. Zara had brought all the paperwork from the meeting. As 

she laid it out, I played with the coffee machine. Our aim was to see if the volunteer 

lifecycle model aligned with people’s experience of managing or being a volunteer. 

Participation was managed. It was “participation light”, and VS had a clear sense of 

the volunteer journey and the values it wanted to communicate. It was codified in a 

framework and retained power over this articulation of elements. In this design 

workshop, we had to come to a shared view about the outcome of the workshops, 

then agree on applying what we had learned in the workshops to help us structure 

a course. 

However, as we worked through the outcomes, doubts emerged about the model 

and the approach. There was a tension between listening to the participants to 

create a course that reflected the outcomes of the workshops and VS asserting its 

values. It was clear at the start that the course would be an expression of VS values 

and a way for VS to use free open online learning to communicate those values 

more widely. Using free online learning to colonise the discourses about 

volunteering, the example of LHC set out at the workshop in February 2017 when 

Adrian and I met was the reason he approached me. However, the workshops with 

learners seemed to expose the strategic uncertainty around the publicness of VS – 

in particular, the workshops that happened elsewhere and reflected informal 

volunteering. 

I found myself arguing that it was okay not to listen to participants. The workshops 

balanced listening to “a public” and developing a clearly articulated position that 

reflected their organisational values to influence “a public”. My logic was that, if an 

organisation only listens, only follows, then it cannot change practice. Effectively 

setting out the argument of Laclau and Mouffe (2014) concerning counter publics, 

as with many IOs, an NDPB is like a TSO and should not simply reflect practice; ot 

should shape it. The tension seemed to touch on two things: 
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• first, something about participatory approaches and their limits, I sense that 

those limits are clear when the direction of the organisation is clear; and 

• secondly, when an organisation explores how to position itself, the blurring 

of organisational boundaries associated with participatory approaches is less 

controlled and can accentuate existing uncertainties. 

The question becomes not whether the articulation of elements encountered within 

the workshops inform the approach taken by an organisation, but at what level. Do 

the encounters lead to fundamental changes in an organisation’s understanding of 

an issue, or merely refine existing approaches? It is a problematic issue, and not 

just for VS. 

VS ought to reflect the needs of volunteers across Scotland, which comes through 

active engagement with them. The parameters around what is possible to change 

shapes participation. As NDPB is connected to the state, VS is an intermediary that 

follows government policy and shapes policy (Kivimaa, 2014). The status of an 

intermediary is different from a fully independent body because the political and 

financial dimensions of publicness (Moulton and Eckerd, 2012) ties them to the 

state. However, the government also needs to see them as legitimate actors who 

speak to and for volunteers. Sometimes in the “best interest” of those volunteers, 

the echoes of the Paladin approach of wise rulers who can act in the interests of 

“the public” despite the interests of the public is straightforward (see Benington, 

2009), sometimes, to communicate the wants and needs of volunteers and voluntary 

organisations to the government. 

The political narrative within Scotland has slowly moved away from formal 

volunteering to support volunteer-led voluntary engagement through community 

groups. The shift occurred directly through legal structures that allowed communities 

to purchase and manage assets and indirectly through funding to support local 

community initiatives. It had left VS, which focused on formal volunteering, looking 

out of step39. The design of the course and the engagement with different 

constituencies through the workshops is part of VS’s ongoing conversation about its 

 
39 A great deal of the change in focus was driven by the “Community Right to Buy” 
legislation which enabled communities in Scotland to purchase local assets 
(https://www.gov.scot/policies/land-reform/). I was heavily involved in this movement pre- 
and post-legislation as a director of one of the first community right-to-buy initiatives, and 
later emphasised in the Community Empowerment Act of 2015 
(https://www.gov.scot/publications/community-empowerment-scotland-act-summary/). 
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publicness. Zara expressed the tension and her concerns about VS position in the 

meeting. As an advocate for formal volunteering and its role in society, VS set out a 

normative account of formal procedures to support volunteers managing them. 

Engaging the “other”, the informal volunteers had created uncertainty, recognising 

that they did not know “a public” well enough to speak to or for them. 

Alana’s idea to write from the volunteer’s perspective leads us to use the phrases 

volunteers wrote on Post-It notes in the text as themes and section headers. Ball 

and Christensen (2009) identify breadth versus depth as one of the most common 

design challenges, and for us the issue would not go away. How could the course 

provide a structure to support volunteers that accounted for different organisations’ 

specific needs and contexts? Zara provided an example from an organisation that 

came to an early workshop with volunteer managers. Its remit was to provide phone 

lines for vulnerable people. Providing support is a route for people seeking 

professional accreditation as counsellors, and requires an application form and 

rounds of interviews, background checks and police checks. Because of the 

sensitive nature of the work, they offer in-depth training for volunteers. The training 

was part of the route to professional recognition, and volunteers volunteer a set 

number of times over an extended period. 

Stories and analogies are part of the way organisations turn experience into 

organisational knowledge and culture (Argote and Miron-Spektor, 2011). These 

stories and analogies play an essential role in communicating within the design 

space (Graff, Meslec and Clark, 2020). Adrian talked about his wife helping set up 

tables for the local gala. People turn up and put up tables. People look at Adrian 

and ask him to hang things up. The process fits the context. The local gala has 

volunteers (even though they probably do not use that term about themselves) 

because they need them. When someone asks Adrian to stand on a chair to put up 

some lights, nobody asks him if he has been trained or has done a risk assessment. 

Adrian then told a story that became central to our understanding of the complexities 

of volunteering. In a small town in Scotland, it is snowing. While the roads are clear, 

the path to the doctor’s surgery is not. It has a slope, and with the wet Scottish snow, 

it is likely to become compacted and turn to ice. The surgery, like many surgeries in 

the UK, has been privatised. It is a business supplying general practice services to 

the NHS. He asked Zara and I to consider who clears the snow. He then suggested 

that we imagine that someone worried about their grandparents decides something 

needs to be done. They call the council, but it is private property and not their 
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responsibility. The NHS says the same. They decide to clear the snow themselves. 

What do they do? Do they phone around their friends to see who has the required 

tools, where would they get the salt; would they even think to call the local volunteer 

centre? He then asked us to imagine someone falling and breaking their arm 

clearing the snow or falling because the snow was not cleared properly. What would 

happen if they got people from the pub to help, or helpers got drunk? What does it 

mean for the role of volunteers in propping up the privatisation of state provision? 

Adrian’s narrative captured the indeterminacy we wanted to explore in the learning 

materials. Research into the use of analogies and mental models in design, like 

Adrian’s mental model of “who clears the snow”, found that they tend to emerge in 

times of uncertainty within the design process (Ball and Christensen, 2009). The 

question, “Who clears the snow?” and all its various permutations came back 

repeatedly through the rest of the process. Even after Zara left her role in VS to take 

up a role in volunteer management, she sent an email entitled “who clear the snow” 

and a link to an article in a magazine about volunteering. The thought experiment 

was conducted to make sense of what we learned from the volunteer and volunteer 

manager workshops. It was a place in the design process where people opened up 

the problems (see Chapter 3). It is a difficult phase in participatory approaches. The 

tendency to focus on the fidelity of the process rather than the outcomes can lead 

to opening up an issue and making it difficult to find a resolution (see Macintyre, 

2014 for further exploration). Rather than resolving the issue and the uncertainty, 

the story captured the ambiguities helpfully. 

If we think about the partnership “as if” it is a closed system (Ison, 2013), then the 

participatory approaches detailed above blur the boundaries around them. 

Participatory approaches surface things that are unclear, less sure. Systems theory 

suggests that when a system experiences a perturbation, it either collapses, finds a 

new equilibrium, or continues to experience fluctuations over an extended period of 

time (see Burns, 2014 on systemic action research). Ideally, from a design 

perspective, you are looking for a suitable equilibrium. Here the perturbations are 

linked to a new set of publics and likely to lead to a change in the publicness of the 

partnership and potentially the organisation. 

However, as was clear from section 6.1, the instabilities were present already. While 

design process formed assemblages of people and things and articulation between 

those elements that form the scene (structure) and shape individual acts and agency 
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(Law, 2008). The idea that participatory approaches blur system boundaries and 

lead to a more complex and less certain state remains. The infrastructuring, or 

creating purposeful systems essential to bring “a public” into being within the design 

process (Ehn, 2008; Bjögvinsson, Ehn and Hillgren, 2012; le Dantec and DiSalvo, 

2013), does not create these instabilities. They are surfaced through the design 

process. The ripples arise from existing instabilities. Therefore, we see VS’s 

strategic questions through the design process and the partnership lens in Chapter 

5. As it pushes people to make tacit things explicit those strategic questions did not 

go away, neither did the questions posed by “who clears the snow”. 

6.3 Making and Unmaking 

6.3.1 Introduction 

The final substantial section on the VS partnership looks at the making of the course. 

It focuses on the management and writing process. It is where the partnership 

comes together and starts to set into patterns of working and making; where the 

process shifts from design to delivery. Making means shifting from the conceptual 

and the ideas phase into a phase where you order things and make connections, 

and in doing so, the connections can become uncertain. 

6.3.2 Course Making as a Process 

6.3.2.1 Moodle and OpenLearnCreate 

After the workshop, people return to their desks, the physical artefacts are digitised, 

and the acts shift. They shift from people in the same place to digital connections, 

through emails and shared drives, text messages and phone calls. The digitisation 

process turned the scribbled ideas from Edinburgh into a course plan and a series 

of learning outcomes for each section of the course. The sections mapped out the 

volunteer lifecycle, and the phrases became subheadings. The structure was put 

into a table. Dropbox was used as a shared drive, with versions moving through the 

folder architecture from draft to final version for review by a “critical friend” (see 

Chapter 5 section 5.3.4). 

Zara would write the materials, and I would support her, being ready on the phone 

to talk and using Track Changes in Microsoft Word to comment first on the outlines 

of the sections then later on drafts of each section. Zara blocked out days in her 

Outlook calendar for writing and various dates for meeting as crucial stages of the 
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writing process. She sent meeting requests once accepted the days and the due 

dates for tasks appeared in the Outlook calendar. I watched the Dropbox icon 

expectantly. When people write about the socio-technical relations of online 

learning, they write about the learner’s experience (e.g. Lee and Kim, 2014) or the 

strategic questions around introducing learning technology at campus-based 

providers (White and White, 2016). In common with other spaces within design 

(Malpass, 2016), the socio-technical relations involved in making are far less visible. 

Perhaps it is hard to write about online interactions (McNeil, 2020), or perhaps it is 

just less interesting. 

It might be the sense of loss when the excitement of workshops full of people and 

participatory approaches give way to process management. The structure of it 

happens in stages. The OU uses the free online VLE Moodle as its learning platform. 

Moodle40 is open-source software that the OU has adapted to fit its needs. The 

software is used for courses offered as part of its formal offer and its free online 

learning. While the mode of delivery is online, much material production is rooted in 

patterns associated with the OU’s early phase, where it produced print material and 

media for terrestrial radio and television (see Chapter 2 section 2.2.2. specifically 

Figure 2-2). Later this would become tapes, VHS cassettes and CDs (Weinbren, 

2015). However, the model remains: experts writing content and then passing it on 

to a production team, with many of the job titles repurposed from print production. 

While Moodle is free software, the OU has made distinct changes to the underlying 

code. It uses a mark-up language editor, Oxygen, to create structured content that 

is then inputted into Moodle41 to provide a range of additional functions over a 

“straight Moodle build” (see Figure 6-21).  

 
40 For more on Moodle, see here https://moodle.org/ 

41 For more on Oxygen, see here https://www.oxygenxml.com/ 
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To put content on OpenLearnCreate, a series of organisational processes codified 

into a series of forms (see Appendix 3.4.1). The first form is to get permission to 

start building a course on OpenLearnCreate, with later forms about the specifics of 

the course(s) you intend to build. Typically, there is a cost associated with this 

process. On 15 April 2018, I called the OpenLearnCreate platform owner. We 

worked together on a series of projects, including a funded project and setting out 

the product route map for the platform together. She suggested that I use an 

approach we had used in the past: write the course straight into Moodle. As a legacy 

of previous roles at the OU, I already had permission to create a project space, 

make collections and create courses. She suggested I could use those, along with 

my knowledge of the platform, to do “A fully DIY job”. In addition, if I wanted to go 

for an SC option later, she trusted me enough to let go of various tasks and allow 

me to manage them and the process, which would bring the costs down 

considerably. 

6.3.2.2 Writing and Voice 

Before Zara started to write, we spoke about developing a voice, a voice from and 

a voice to. A person or a series of people you write to. It was an approach I got from 

Figure 6-21 “Behind the Scenes” in Moodle 
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David from LTU (set out in Chapter 5). He shared his experience of writing prison 

learning materials. When he sat down to write, he imagined the prisoners sitting on 

his shoulder, looking at the screen. They read over his shoulder and sense checked 

what he wrote. I folded this into my support, writing a guide on how to write online 

learning and using his anecdote in the guide (see Appendix 3, section 3.4.2). 

The guide was primarily informed by reading on social justice and postcolonialism. 

Critiques of “the voice from nowhere”; voices which claim universality and neutrality, 

to speak to and for everyone (Fraser, 2014), voices that articulate minority 

worldviews. For me, there was a familial link between the voice from nowhere in 

global discourses and the writing style of online courses. The neutral voice of the 

unnamed writer addressing everyone with authority seemed to me to speak from 

nowhere, and in a world of abundant free learning materials, speak to no one. I 

encourage the writers I support to write from their experience and to someone, and 

to hold those people in your mind as you write. To avoid abstracting what they know 

about practice into a normative account, instead of speaking from practice, writing 

from within practice, to practice. Zara indicated that, while the people she met in the 

workshops did sensitise her writing when she got back to her desk, the people sitting 

on her shoulder were her peers in formal volunteering. 

She lost the confidence she had in the approach set out in Edinburgh. She was 

concerned about what others might think of her if she wrote a course that did not fit 

formal volunteer management practice. Our solution to the issue – the idea of writing 

from a volunteer’s perspective and using a series of structured questions to help a 

practitioner think through what kind of approach was proportionate to their context 

– was not working. The material from the workshops was rich, and the narrative was 

clear, but perhaps the themes were too abstract and less of a draw than Zara’s 

experience of practice. 

Adrian informed me that VS had become concerned about the time taken to develop 

course material. While Adrian’s senior position could provide some cover, Zara was 

needed to deliver face-to-face training. The issues hung until the morning of 9 July, 

when my inbox started to fill up with the series of cancellations for scheduled 

meetings and calendar invites sent out as shared workdays. Zara’s time was 

becoming constrained. When I spoke to Zara on 11 July 2018, she was not in the 

open-plan VS office, but working from home.  
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(Audio note 12 July 2018) 

The call from home and many of the subsequent calls from home were a little freer, 

and Zara was surprised I had not recognised that she was self-censoring in the VS 

open-plan office. After the call on 11 July, I returned the paperwork and spent the 

next three days turning the themes from the workshops into a series of “personas” 

(see Appendix 3.4.3) and encouraged Zara to allow her writing to be shaped by 

them. 

The story I tell others is of a learning designer who supports practitioners to develop 

online learning materials and organisations to build their knowledge and skills to 

develop learning materials themselves. I was a capacity builder – the promise I 

make is that you will not need me anymore when we stop working together. Just as 

Zara had her public, I had mine. Mine was OU academics and learning designers 

more broadly. The clients I showed my work to or who might look for examples of 

my work. Look to see if the materials did help practitioners and whether working with 

me helped the organisations develop their capacity. These publics mattered. I spoke 

to the director of CVSL about the quality issue and then to Adrian. In the call to 

Adrian, I indicated I could not recommend to the director of CVSL that the material 

be put online, even for a pilot, unless we could tie it more clearly to the original idea 

of the volunteers’ perspective. The course needed to be tied to existing discourses 

on volunteering. I had my own publics, past, present and future, and my connection 

to those publics meant the material needed to be grounded in relevant academic 

and policy literature. 

6.3.2.3 Blurring Boundaries 

When we started talking about the depth of the material, one name came up several 

times. At this point, boundaries around design practice started to blur. I was already 

committed to following the course through the production phase into hands-on 

course building in Moodle. Now I started to consider whether to write the course 

Figure 6-22 Reflecting on the Change of Scene 
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material. I purchased the book Adrian and Zara highlighted as a critical text 

(Rochester, Ellis and Howlett, 2012) and started speaking to the critical friend about 

their thoughts on the issue. 

The director of CVSL and the critical friend helped orientation with the literature on 

volunteering. I started to look at journals, starting at the most recent Voluntary 

Sector Review and Voluntas. I read the abstracts until an article that seemed to 

address issues in the course emerged, and then read and annotated it in 

Mendeley42. When I said I was reading “Volunteering and Society in the 21st 

Century” (Rochester, Ellis and Howlett, 2012), I noted the name of a practitioner 

academic who had led the Institute for Volunteering Research seemed to carry a 

great deal of weight. 

It became clear that, for VS, these people were also an audience and these 

practitioner-academics were another public. Another layer alongside volunteer 

managers, the participants from the earlier workshops, peers in the volunteer 

management community (real and imagined), and other staff in VS. These 

influences seemed to pull some towards formal volunteer management and others 

away from it. VS is not homogenous, while Zara and Jane come from the formal 

volunteering side, they are concerned about the risk-averse human resources 

narrative within volunteer management and about applying formal processes and 

procedures in informal spaces. 

The tension between the need for structures to control and manage volunteering, 

essentially a pessimistic view of human nature shaped by Hobbes, and an 

emancipatory and an emancipatory vision of the world where hegemonic structures 

are pushed aside so people can realise their ideal selves (Abbot, 2004) would not 

go away. For VS, this seemed to be a scale issue; large organisations with 

volunteers engaged in complex tasks needed appropriate structures. However, they 

were concerned about the impact of those structures on smaller, less formal spaces. 

There was the expectation from the Scottish Government that the organisation 

follows the direction they set, which is to engage with less formal volunteering and 

community organisations. However, I did start to share Zara and Jane’s concerns 

that our attention to the informal space might change it fundamentally. In particular, 

I was mindful of Fraser’s (2016) essay on caring, and how affective labour (for 

 
42 I added 104 articles to a database then read and coded 40 articles for dominant themes 
to sensitise me to volunteer management paradigms.  
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example, looking after older people) – provided for free and highly gendered – had 

become folded into capitalism and commodified to the detriment of the carers and 

those they cared for. Likewise, Hardt (1999) notes the ambiguity where affective 

labour is folded into capitalism but still holds the potential to change those relations. 

This is the same hope that existed in the early days of online social media 

communities (Fuchs, 2014b). VS rejection of the HR risk-averse model was not a 

call for no model, but for a model based on volunteers. The literature spoke of a lost 

battle for a structure to volunteering but not an HR one (Hill and Stevens, 2011; 

Einolf, 2018). Here practitioners had lost ground to an HR focus, and I now erred 

towards a worldview that the infrastructuring of VS engagement in the less formal 

sector needed to be approached with care. 

6.3.3 Around the Edges 

The section surfaces the familiar push at the end of a programme. 

6.3.3.1 Last-minute Rush 

The text was to be ready on the 27 July 2018, and it became clear it would not be. 

It was the school holidays. I would need to rewrite it over the weekend, taking a 

break from writing the parallel version, I went to the nearby Island of Mull camping, 

cycling and snorkelling with the family. On the ferry in a call with Adrian on 27 July, 

he indicated he had been honest with Zara about the writing and indicated we 

needed to take over. The pilot dates (agreed on 1 May 2018) were from 12 

September to 31 October 2018, and the critical friend had allocated their time for a 

review. There was some slippage, and I had already asked the “critical friend” to 

change her days. Angela had her time allocated for inserting the content. The plan 

was for me to write from Friday to Monday, handing it to Adrian to check and then 

to the “critical friend" for review. On Saturday morning, looking at the version I had 

started in parallel and the version from VS, I felt overwhelmed. “What are the key 

messages? But it is actually quite a big intellectual challenge… I don’t know if I am 

going to have it ready for Monday.” Sunday, I got up early to write and wrote all day. 

On 30 July 2018, reflecting on the writing experience and the attempt to walk in 

another writer’s shoes, I wrote:  
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At the time, irritated at being pulled so far into the production process and away from 

my PhD, Zara and I reached an impasse over writing the material and the impact on 

family life when we were “supposed to be on holiday”. We spoke on the 20 August, 

and there was some friction. I reflected on the organisation’s ability to develop 

courses and saw a familial link to previous work. I had received a call from a critical 

person in the team of an international health charity while waiting in Dublin airport, 

where she explained delays in crucial parts of a course. 

(Audio note 20 August 2018) 

Figure 6-24 Ghostwriting an Actor Playing an Actor 

Figure 6-23 Uncanny Similarities and Exploring Motivations 
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After the call, we arrived at a rapprochement. I realised Zara’s lack of engagement  

with the process might be because it was not how she saw herself, and Zara did in 

fact move back into practice as a volunteer manager before the course was 

complete. It seems to speak about the casualties of organisational change. When 

an organisation shifts from place-based to online learning, the shift is not simply 

pedagogic or technical; it is personal. The social affects are not incidental to the 

process (White and White, 2016). 

6.3.3.2 The Pilots 

After the course was built, two sets of pilot workshops were arranged: one in the VS 

office and the other in a community centre in central Scotland. The first one was in 

Stirling. All those who attended the early workshops were invited. The second has 

been part of the conversation with Adrian since the start. Meeting the group in the 

central belt had been long trailed. Adrian first mentioned the community in June 

2017. He had a personal connection with local government staff involved in 

community development in the area. We had tried to organise a workshop as part 

of the early design phase but could not; this was our chance to engage with the 

group. The writing issues opened up a conversation about content and connections 

to learners, and the structure of the pilot workshops was slightly more open than the 

early design ones. 

Adrian and I facilitated the two workshops. After introducing the course, we asked 

people to consider their experiences of volunteering and online learning (Appendix 

3, section 3.5.1, and the report section 3.5.2). The workshop concluded with logistics 

around logging into the course and the expectations of the final workshop. In the 

Stirling workshop, we divided the groups into two tables. On one table, people drew 

out an image of their expectations of what they would get from the course as a 

journey through various stages with ups and downs. It ended in “sunny uplands”, 

where the people could then cascade what they had learned about supporting 

volunteers through their networks. The other table wrote more than they drew, 

concentrating on language and diversity. A participant had drawn a choir surrounded 

by musical notes in the corner of the sheet. Both groups drew a sofa and a lamp in 

relation to online learning, and laptops were floating around them.  
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I travelled to the workshop by train. The trains that serve the post-industrial 

communities around Glasgow are old, make noises, and sometimes have smells. 

The stations have not been upgraded. The one where I alight is a Victorian stone, 

wrapped in late 1960s early 1970s modernism – all brutalist concrete with the later 

addition of some 1980s glass and metal. The estate itself is low rise social housing, 

solid stone from the 1950s with pockets of harled 1970s homes.  

Figure 6-25 From the Pilot of a Rich Pictures Volunteering Exercise 
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As I take boxes from the back of the car, I note that the plastic replacement gutters 

are discoloured and brittle. They are not correctly attached to the wall and do not go 

into a drain. Inside, we say hello at the reception on the right. A large board to the 

left is covered in printed A4 notices for various events and there is a serving hatch 

to the right. We are taken down the corridor to the left, past some offices, into a large 

room with a high ceiling and high windows. Around the side are computers. We shift 

the rows of tables lined up facing the screen, putting them together to make a large 

seating area and chairs. The room had a ceiling-mounted projector. There was a 

remote control, but it does not work. I take it to the office. They indicate they keep 

the batteries in the office as they tend to go missing. When I get back, Adrian’s tall 

frame is on a chair, reaching up to the projector. 

Something about the setup process made us laugh. We are joking about batteries 

with the centre manager and just laughing. The participants started to arrive, and 

we all sat around the table with cups of tea and coffee. We did the same workshop 

Figure 6-26 The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, and Post-workshop Tidy-up Time 
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we did the day before in Stirling, but something about it was different. It was a scene 

I felt more comfortable in, a familiarity to places where I had nervously run PD 

workshops in the past and, for Adrian, akin to the spaces he used to run addiction 

services meetings. The meeting unravels, people ignore the sheets of paper and 

the Post-It notes, the participants talk. They talk about negative experiences of 

learning about digital exclusion, but mainly about the UK Government’s austerity 

programme. They talk about issues of poverty in post-industrial communities, about 

joblessness, about a different kind of volunteering from the type VS typically 

engages in. 

It was different from yesterday’s cosy meeting with middle-class volunteers, retired 

directors of charities, ex-teachers and paid volunteer managers. Here people 

shouted over each other. There was swearing. The deepest anger was about food 

banks, and the UK benefit sanctions scheme43. One volunteer at a food bank in her 

local community centre was angry and crying as she spoke about the shock of 

seeing her daughter there. Another noted that, if there is no local food bank, the 

government cannot sanction your benefits. Therefore, they refuse to allow a food 

bank to operate in their community centre. There followed a heated discussion about 

whether this was accurate. Perhaps I should have said something, but I was not 

sure I could have intervened because the analysis of food banks fitted with my 

interpretation of food banks’ role in propping up austerity44. 

Adrian and I tidied, returning the plates and the cups to the front desk, then sat in 

the car for a moment. I admitted to Adrian that I felt energised by the experience, 

engaged in a way the other workshops had not engaged me. It connected me to a 

past in community development in urban and rural areas and Adrian to his previous 

roles in managing community facilities. 

Often in design you use your affective labour to energise others, obscuring your own 

emotions to create an appropriate atmosphere (Kolehmainen and Mäkinen 2021), 

 
43 Benefit sanctions – having your state benefits stopped by the UK Department of 
Welfare and Pensions for various infractions, from failing to attend a meeting to not being 
sufficiently active in seeking employment – are part of a general stigmatisation of those in 
need that started with Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s and 
has been accentuated under recent Conservative governments in the UK (Adler, 2018).  

44 When I took part in the UK University College Union-organised “teach out”. offering free 
teaching online while UK university staff were on strike as part of the pension dispute 
earlier that year, my session focused on social enterprise, and what exactly the “success” 
of social enterprises like food banks say about our society. 
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and designers are becoming increasingly concerned about the effect of PD on 

participants (Dourish et al., 2020). Here, the effect was also on us. It is grounded in 

the scenes. However, in recognising the role of atmosphere we must also recognise 

that there is history to those relations (Brown et al., 2019), and for Adrian and I here 

(as it was with LTU earlier) that history is a marker of working-class identity and past 

labour. 

The shift away from the contemporary office space of the VS building and the 

formality to a scene with associations to previous experiences became an 

experience we articulated within future meetings. I could suggest that the workshop 

changed our approach to the design of the course through the influence of “a public” 

who articulated a counter-narrative to ones we engaged with in previous workshops. 

Participation was curated to ensure “a public” was folded into the design process. 

Certainly, that would be one way of writing up participation, seeking a necessary 

public. However, it is a narrative that obscures more than it reveals (Light et al., 

2016). Adrian and I articulated our connection in later design meetings, using the 

story of the workshop to establish our legitimacy and articulate a connection to 

informal volunteering. We used the fact that the workshop took place to articulate 

aspects of informal volunteering, which we then carried forward into the rewrite of 

the course. Here is a tangible example of the dilemma raised by who clears the 

snow, who runs the food bank. 

If critical inquiries are, as Mazzei (2017) argues, minor in the sense they are 

marginal to mainstream academic practice, then this and our breadth versus depth 

challenge felt like the most minor of minor inquiries. A staged encounter, where a 

course in improving the support that volunteers receive is minor compared to the 

challenges faced by the community. The course did not end up focusing on the 

informal voluntary spaces. While Adrian and I might feel at home here, VS’s 

approach was out of place. Jane’s earlier warning about looking at informal 

volunteering echoed through the process. However, given the push from the 

Scottish Government, it felt like the partnership had to look and engage with “a 

public” it did not engage, even if it was to understand the limits of its legitimacy in 

the space. The concept of strategic ignorance is useful, areas that organisations 

deliberately avoid looking at so they can always say we did not know (McGoey, 

2012). Participatory approaches force organisations to engage with “a public” they 

would not otherwise engage with. Pressure from the Scottish Government meant 

they had to look, and we did look, but the informal volunteering sector did not return 
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our gaze. It seems to touch on the second meaning of strategic ignorance developed 

by McGoey (2019), which is about organisations knowing the limits of what they can 

know, and for VS, where they are legitimate actors who can say they know and 

shape practice, and where they are not. 

6.3.3.3 The Long Tail 

In December 2018, James from CVSL and Angela, Adrian, Zara and a 

representative from OUiS met in Glasgow to review the outcomes of the pilot and 

decide whether the course would move from a Moodle build behind a password on 

OpenLearnCreate to a course in structured content in the CVSL suite. The decision 

on SC was made before the meeting through a series of one-to-one encounters. 

Once the final changes were made to the content, it passed into the standard OU 

process and I deliberately stepped away. I did not participate in the official launch in 

April 2019 and indicated I would prefer not to be named in any associated publicity 

material45. Almost a year later, in April 2020, Adrian contacted the director of CVSL 

and I about creating “a COVID” course. 

From April 2020, I worked with Angela (who had a background in the health sector 

and managing technology adoption) and Adrian to develop a course. Adrian had set 

up a series of groups to allow VS to listen to and learn from different parts of the 

voluntary sector in Scotland. The course was prompted by pressure within the 

voluntary sector to restart volunteer programmes. The pressure partly came from 

people in need due to COVID-19, partly because many charities relied heavily on 

volunteers as part of their business model. Using these groups, we started to think 

through what it would mean to restart volunteering and create a “Keeping Volunteers 

Safe” course. With the group, Adrian, Angela and I wrote the course; Angela and I 

did the DIY build in Moodle46. VS has started developing free short courses on its 

site and a series of free webinars on specific topics it promotes on LinkedIn. Adrian 

has set up a group of panels with stakeholders from across volunteering in Scotland. 

In them he shares strategic questions and emerging areas of policy and practice to 

fold “a public” into their decision making in a systemic manner. 

 
45 The course, and what was “The Essentials” became “Involving Volunteers” 
(https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/course/view.php?id=3521). 

46 The course, “Keeping Volunteers Safe” can be found here: 
https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/course/view.php?id=5717 
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6.4 Summary of the Findings 

Drawing chapters 5 and 6 together it seems that the development of learning 

materials echoes Apple (2019) argument that the curriculum reflects existing social 

and structural relations. It is hegemonic. It normalises the articulations of particular 

elements. There is a political element to how knowledge is constructed within 

learning materials by these organisations (Pestre, 2003). 

Chapter 2 suggested that partnerships with IOs can destabilise existing relations 

and bring new voices into learning design. As Chapter 5 demonstrated, attending to 

the publicness of these IOs surfaced their dimensional publicness. A shadow hung 

over NEC in Chapter 5 – the shadow of the Scottish Government over VS in Chapter 

6. Its strategy indicates the effects of changing articulations about volunteering and 

how that informs the way VS constructs volunteering indicate the effect of direct and 

indirect publicness on VS. The detailed look at the design and production process 

suggests a way to understand how organisations make learning materials in their 

own image and the role of publicness in shaping that image. 

The work with VS emphasises the importance of the associative dimension of 

publicness (see Chapter 3 and Moulton and Eckerd, 2012) for IOs like VS and the 

different levels of those associations. People within those organisations have 

connections to different publics. Their identity is tied to them. For example, for Jane 

and Zara, their legitimacy as actors in VS was tied to their connection to volunteer 

managers. The challenge of shifting to online learning was part of the tension within 

the organisation. However, the need for the organisation to engage a different set 

of publics, and the role of the design process in fostering that engagement, 

challenged associations with volunteer managers and, for some staff, their 

professional status. 

It is not just VS and its staff that has publics; there are the acts and agency of the 

designer. The designer is facilitating the design of the material. I could claim that the 

insistence that the workshops change the scene and the actors to engage the 

“unusual suspects” is fidelity to the design process. It also reflects a set of publics I 

am drawn to and as it moves to acts and scenes where I feel more comfortable. In 

the design process, my intra-actions (Shotter, 2008) affect the learning process. The 

way it is framed and understood is shaped by and shapes my values. Ultimately, it 

led to “a public” where VS felt out of place. However, the act of looking and seeing 
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their gaze go unreturned helped VS understand their publicness and communicate 

it to the Scottish Government. 

For VS (as with the examples in Chapter 5) it is not openness (a means to an end) 

or partnership (an admission that they do not know how) that leads to those strategic 

questions. These are a response to existing organisational questions. At the end of 

Chapter 3, the thesis asked why designerly questions lead to strategic questions. 

Chapters 5 and 6 modelled how asking designerly questions about who an 

organisation is for, the inquiries in design (tracing my practice) and for design (to 

shape the content of the course) led to a series of issues that emerged through the 

design-led inquiries, effectively answering questions that were never asked – 

strategic questions around who the organisation is for.  

In this reading, the openness and partnerships are responses to uncertainty, and 

designerly question allow organisations to tease out the issues. This shifts the thesis 

from thinking about design as something operational to design as a strategic 

function within organisations (Björklund, Keipi and Maula, 2020). The view from 

inside the design process surfaces how this occurs, as it illustrates the interplay of 

inquiries in, for and through design and the potential for design-based inquiries to 

surface issues that would otherwise be obscured. 

PD and its role in folding “a public” into the design process plays a role in surfacing 

those strategic questions. However, Chapter 6 also highlights the limits of 

participatory approaches for IOs who have to listen and learn from practice while at 

the same time leading on practice. IOs like VS are partly formed around counter 

publics where discourses coalesce into narratives that bring a public into being (see 

Warner's influential book on publics, counter publics and queer theory from 2005). 

Their ties to the state affect the way they manage participation. Rather than resolve 

strategic dilemmas, the participatory approaches seem to tug away at existing 

uncertainties. 

Designerly approaches ask who this is for; when you ask who this course is for, you 

ask who is this organisation for. The thesis shifts the focus from why learning design 

questions become strategic to how. What emerges through design are strategic 

issues that contain general lessons for design practice for organisations who create 

learning materials. In VS, the presence of the mechanism for engaging “a public” is 

experienced through its absence (Law, 2008). The design process, and 

speculations on possible futures, creates a sense of how things ought to be 
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(Westerlund, 2016). As the design process probes for something that holds together 

normative and descriptive accounts of practice to shape something called “best 

practice”, what emerges are learning materials that aim to transform practice. The 

design probes constitute the insights that emerge through design. It means the 

organisation must set out what practice is, what best is, for whom it is best, and 

establish their legitimacy to say what is best. These are strategic questions. 

Strategic issues are part of the thoroughness of design, the focus on thoroughness 

involves a shift in perspective on design. The shift is from the efficacy of design and 

its application to what is surfaced by inquiries through design. The emphasis is 

important here, insights are for something, they are for making. Here the focus is 

not on the making of the course but on the making of the models that act as frames 

(Dorst, 2011) or heuristics as ready solutions to be applied in analogous situations 

(Ball, Ormerod and Morley, 2004). It is part of the way designers make models to 

understand what is happening in the design context in which they operate (Green, 

Southee and Boult, 2014). The cases in the Chapters are models.  

What is set out here is a synthesis of critical theories of publicness set out in Chapter 

3 (Warner, 2002; Hauser, 2007; Fraser, 2010; Laclau and Mouffe, 2014; Negt and 

Kluge, 2016) are a valuable way to “zoom in” on everyday practice and “zoom out 

“to take a broader strategic view (Nicolini, 2009, 2012). The detailed examination of 

the design and making phases within the VS partnership modelled how that works 

in practice by paying close attention to the scene, acts, actors and agency. It 

suggests a lens through which to view infrastructuring and attend to how “a public” 

is folded into the design process. 

The role of publicness and structured observations of people talking about practice 

in a workshop can provide insights into design practice. Insights that move 

discourses on legitimacy in participatory approaches from ensuring “all those 

affected” (see Chapter 3 and Fraser, 2007) are in the room to a detailed examination 

of how they establish their legitimacy. It is a valuable model in design, a “sensitising 

concept” (Nicolini, 2009; Bell and Willmott, 2020) that becomes part of how I craft 

my design practice and associated inquiries. The thesis suggests that these are 

important conceptual and practical tools for others engaged in similar practice-

based work (Taguchi and St. Pierre, 2017).  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion: Design and Publicness 

7.1 Introduction 

The thesis focuses on partnerships between HE providers and IOs to develop free 

learning. It is a journey which explores how practice questions about who a course 

is for became questions about who an organisation is for. The thesis uses critical 

theories of publicness and design to surface how design questions about making 

freely available materials become strategic questions about the organisation. This 

situates the thesis within a general shift from thinking about design as something 

operational to design as a strategic function within organisations (Björklund, Keipi 

and Maula, 2020). 

As the thesis unfolded, it considered the role of openness and partnerships in 

surfacing these strategic uncertainties, and argued that openness is a means to an 

end and partnership an expression of strategic uncertainty. The central argument is 

that it is not openness or partneship that causes uncertainty, they are expressions 

of it, instead it is design inquiries insistence on asking who the course is for, which 

leads to asking who the organisation is for, and therefore who is your public. The 

design process does this by folding “a public” the organisation want to bring into 

being in the design process. The tools and techniques employed by the designer as 

they engage “a public” and encourage speculations is what surfaces these strategic 

questions. Therefore, the design process does not cause the uncertainties; the use 

of auto-ethnographic approaches to write from within merely makes them apparent. 

The view from inside, structured by a focus on publicness, illustrates how this 

occurs. 

The thesis is an academic work borne of practical engagement. It is about liminal 

professionals (learning designers). It is written from inside – a reflective account 

somewhere between academia and practice – and therefore it is written from and to 

those two constituencies. To reflect those constituencies the conclusion is 

structured in two main parts. 

Part 1 notes that, for practitioners, the empirical material raises as many questions 

as answers, and the chapter explores these by setting out linked dilemmas that arise 

from the learning design practices discussed in the thesis, specifically focusing on 

partnership and publicness. 
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The second part of the chapter concerns issues that emerged through these design 

inquiries, and is of interest to those researching the application of design in 

organisations. First, for those engaged in design around the role of critical theories 

of publicness in tracing how “a public” is folded into design practice. Then, the design 

inquiry typology was proposed in Chapter 4 and modelled in chapters 5 and 6 to 

understand how design can be applied within organisations.  

Before the thesis summary, a final section draws out that idea of what emerged 

through design in answers to questions that do not appear to have been asked. It 

looks at future research into strategy, and whether social psychology work in identity 

and liminality might be a fruitful research agenda in learning design for practitioners 

and academics. 

7.2 Design Practice Dilemmas 

As noted earlier, Kemmis says, “practical problems are problems of what to do … 

their solution is only found in doing something” (Kemmis, 2007, p. 172). However, 

as the thesis demonstrates, decisions about what to do are complex and involve 

choices. A dilemma is an issue with two possibilities, with each possibility being 

acceptable but not optimal. It is an issue where making a choice has implications 

for subsequent choices. Dilemma means a bifurcating decision, yet we use the term 

to describe complex decisions that do not appear to be dualistic. Partly, this relates 

to the way we make complex decisions and the tendency to hold each option side-

by-side, in pairs. We might do it without thinking, quickly discounting some, or we 

might do it systematically, closing some options and leaving others open and using 

this technique of working through a matrix of complex decisions to arrive at a central 

choice between two paths. 

When Dorst and Cross set out their model of “Design Thinking” and the idea of 

framing, they were describing the same process. When you have multiple 

uncertainties, you need to create a fixed point – whether an aspiration or a way of 

working. For example, the paradox set out by critical theorists Laclau and Mouffe 

(2014) is that, when working-class voices look to engage in the bourgeois Public 

Sphere, they have to abstract their experiences to be heard. However, their ability 

to abstract the experiences valued in those discourses alienates them from the 

working-class experiences that legitimate their presence. The paradox ultimately 

resolves into a choice – a dilemma – and one which is played out in the thesis. 
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Dilemmas are helpful. They allow us to express complex ideas based on a simple 

structural technique. The dualism sets the poles while articulating a connection 

between the two elements. Politicians set out these positions to argue over one 

position or another, and sometimes even to strike a “third way”. Critical theories of 

publicness will note that the question of who sets out those choices, how they are 

set out and what is chosen as a dilemma from all the possible options are as 

important as the choices made.  

Dilemmas feel more useful to practitioners than academics. However, the section 

presents the thesis in relation to a series of dilemmas for practitioners as a way of 

framing practice-based questions about (to paraphrase Lenin) “what is to be done” 

that are of interest to academics exploring these areas. The challenges are 

presented in two areas: 

• dilemmas associated with partnership working; and 

• dilemmas associated with publicness. 

These are issues encountered by those operating in the interstices, on the edges of 

education providers, physically and practically: people (like me) who are engaged 

in reaching out to draw others in. Their role titles vary, but tend to include 

partnership, widening access or participation, learning designer, work-based 

learning, academic development, or in an academic-related role.  

7.2.1 Partnership Dilemmas 

A partnership involves two organisations working together to make something more 

than either might do on its own and where both partners perceive a benefit (Diamond 

and Roberts, 2006; Diamond and Rush, 2012). There is a shared benefit, and the 

nature of the benefit. The learning provider controls the curriculum and its content, 

and the role of the “local partner” is to provide access to and help understand the 

support needs of the learners. The partnerships in Chapter 5 flipped the relationship, 

with the IO as the content expert. The idea was to demonstrate the potential for 

these groups to contribute to the development of the curriculum. 

It was a characterisation that broke apart when more complex relationships were 

expressed. Indeed, with CVSL and VS, the team’s role was to help VS connect with 

“a public” to understand the support they required. Likewise, VS was exploring the 

content by bringing “a public” into the design workshops and looking to content 

expertise from CVSL.  
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At this juncture, the thesis suggested that the attention should be on process, and 

the flow of intra-actions within these partnerships is more than a matter of who 

provides content and who provides support. Following the partnerships across 

different physical and virtual spaces, the thesis found that, rather than boundary-

spanning, the empirical material in chapters 5 and 6 highlighted how people come 

together and develop norms and ways of working which suggest that partnership 

(and partnership work) can become home. The empirical material acknowledged 

the models of learning partnerships and traced the “hidden skills” (Bell and Willmott, 

2020) partnership making through the social and technical assemblages those 

connections created. 

While boundary-spanning work focuses on the challenges, the thesis suggests that 

practitioners should not see liminality as an uncomfortable bridge between partners 

(Sandmann and Weerts, 2008; Weerts and Sandmann, 2010). Instead, the thesis 

suggests a reading which is more akin to a model of professional identity where 

liminality can be a permanent state (Carton and Ungureanu, 2018): one whose 

liminality, like any routine, requires as much work to maintain and stay still as to 

move or change (Dittrich, Guérard and Seidl, 2016). However, in teasing out the 

liminality of partnership work, the empirical material noted how people in those 

positions could be treated by organisations they work in as transgressing 

organisational boundaries. The thesis explored the affective labour involved in 

maintaining those liminal positions and similar work on emotions in organisation and 

public discourses as way to resist or enable change is emerging (see Kylä-Laaso 

and Sandberg, 2019). 

In addition, there are structural challenges which should not be overlooked. The 

research into HE boundary-spanners highlights the structural separation (often 

remote from the main activities) of partnership units within HE (Weerts and 

Sandmann, 2010; Diamond and Rush, 2012). As Nerantzi (2018) highlights, being 

on the edge of an HE organisation provides freedom to explore. However, it makes 

it difficult to take the lessons from those activities and integrate them into the 

mainstream operations of the business.  

Research into the effectiveness of policy labs suggests a similar pattern emerging 

within these structures. They are set up at the edges of organisations, so they are 

free to explore issues. These are complicated issues, and the solutions are often 

uncertain and contested, and this means the researcher found limited examples of 
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solutions being folded from the labs back into organisations (Lewis, McGann and 

Blomkamp, 2020). Indeed, the pattern seems to be of unrealised benefits, as the 

freedom afforded by a temporally and spatially separate entity also makes them 

fragile and allows people to hold the problems and solutions at arm’s length (Lewis, 

2021). Policy labs are emerging as a way for education providers in the space, 

though it seems they, and the people who work in them, face the same challenges 

that education and outreach programmes have always faced of being in between. 

The thesis suggests a need to examine the liminality of those working in these 

spaces. 

VS highlights the role that PD approaches can have in accentuating this pattern. Not 

only are the boundaries of the parent organisations transgressed through the 

partnership, having made the partnership a home, participatory approaches blur the 

boundaries again, accentuating the distance between the partnership and the parent 

organisation. With LHC, the blurred boundaries were built on an established base 

where the partnership could take a risk and fold in a practitioner acting as a proxy 

for “a public” as a content author. In the work with VS, how and where those 

boundaries were blurred mattered. There was a comfort to engaging with “a public” 

within a PD process where the people were those connected to the organisation, 

and the engagement involved bringing those people to the VS office. Things were 

less certain when the activities engaged with “a public” they had not previously 

engaged with but needed to as part of a strategic shift within the organisation. 

The challenge is not just between the partnership and the parent organisation and 

the dilemma of how to fold the learning arising from the partnership into the parent 

organisation. The thesis highlights the personal dilemma. Some people may be 

comfortable as liminal professionals (Carton and Ungureanu, 2018) or in emerging 

work in HE partnerships, an action learning partner connected to academics and 

practitioners (Hesselgreaves et al., 2021).  

In LTU, Ian was unwilling to provide David with cover, and David eventually left LTU. 

In LHC, Dierdre found codifying practical knowledge into learning materials 

uncomfortable. In VS, Jane left the organisation before the process started. For Zara 

from VS, the experience of working at the edges (first within the partnership and 

then engaged in participation) was also challenging. Just as partnership pushes and 

pulls organisations into new spaces where they can change or augment their 

dimensions of publics and learn or apply new competencies, it also tugs at the 
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people in the organisation. It suggests these are not just structural challenges 

around partnership, design and folding novel approaches into policy and practice 

(highlighted by Lewis, 2021); there are also emotional challenges associated with 

the affective labour required to build and maintain these working relations. The 

lesson for practitioners is not how to address these issues, it is the need to surface 

them. 

7.2.2 Publicness Dilemmas 

This thesis argues that publicness is a useful conceptual tool for practitioners 

working with organisations, particuarily those (like designers) whose role in an 

organisation is to enable it to reach out. Based on a synthesis of critical theory in 

Chapter 3, the thesis proposes that organisations have “a public”, and the learning 

materials created by the organisation bring “a public” into being. It suggests 

organisational publicness is dimensional, and the role of partnerships and partners 

is to change or augment the publicness of an organisation. However, the thesis 

highlighted tensions between different aspects of publicness. For NEC, this was 

related to their legitimacy as an organisation related to the UN, transnational actors 

and transnational publics (often critiqued for their lack of connection to democratic 

structures – see Fraser, 2014) and the policies of the democratically elected national 

government in Scotland. 

For the issues-based organisations in this thesis, whether it is health, workers’ 

rights, sustainability or volunteering, the organisations have a set of values that they 

want to see reflected in social and structural relations changes. Those 

organisational values (associative publicness) are linked to other dimensions of 

publicness. These include the organisation’s deliberative decision-making process, 

discourses in the Public Sphere about norms, political influence over its operations, 

and legal and regulatory frameworks. Over time these dimensions change. For 

commercial organisations, the response to changes in the external environment is 

to engage in continual environmental scanning and either prevent the change or 

change along with the external environment. 

Recent research exploring the role of TSOs in Sweden and South Africa (Jönsson 

and Huzzard, 2021) found the response to having to do more with less led to hybrid 

organisational structures with some parts of the organisation facing the state and 

the voluntary sector and others parts with a commercial focus. They note a tension 

between market and mission organisational logics. These are logics that play out in 
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the thesis, albeit lightly with VS, and a pattern that accentuates the idea of IOs as a 

mosaic of interests and logics (Cook, 2014). The dilemma for these organisations is 

how to set out appropriate management structures to account for these different 

organisational logics. It is not the language of publicness but rather a recognition of 

the pressures the organisations face within the thesis, but it is a similar challenge. 

Hybrid structures are one solution though, as the previous section highlights, this 

comes with its own challenges. The other one open to issues-based organisations 

is to campaign against or for any change that affects their mission, and attempt to 

influence discourses in the Public Sphere and state policy. Research into the role of 

third-sector groups who deliver state services in deregulated markets for public 

goods suggests that if they are folded into public funding, their ability to engage in 

political advocacy can be compromised (Milbourne and Cushman, 2013; Rees, 

2014). The dilemma has been a challenge for issues-based organisations. The 

connection “a public” has to an intermediary is often based on trust rather than a 

detailed examination of organisational activities. Trust that the organisation will 

adhere to its values, gaining legitimacy from associative publics who trust those 

associations. Shifts towards other publics, including shifts to the state, which might 

include a need to do what they do and create dissonance with organisational values, 

will affect trust in the organisation (Yang, Brennan and Wilkinson, 2016) and its 

legitimacy. 

The literature does not tend to use the language of associative publicness (values) 

and indirect publicness (fiscal levers), yet as the thesis shows, the same dilemma is 

observed in the thesis, and publicness is a conceptual tool that allows practitioners 

to navigate this complex area. As the view from inside the design process set out in 

the thesis highlights, negotiating organisational publicness is not straightforward. 

For LHC, the design process involved using someone from practice as a proxy for 

“a public” the learning materials wanted to bring into being. The process of working 

with someone grounded in practice and less experienced in the development of 

learning materials was resource-intensive. For VS, read in relation to Moulton’s work 

on dimensional publicness (see Moulton, 2012; Moulton and Eckerd, 2012), the 

challenge was that they had to do more with less (indirect financial publicness). They 

were also subject to changes from the Scottish Government (direct publicness) with 

whom they should engage through their materials. 
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The organisation spoke to and for formal volunteer managers. Their legitimacy was 

tied to their connection to that group. They were “a public” that constituted VS and 

whose interests VS reflected and shaped as part of an ongoing discourse about 

practice. Many of the staff who worked in VS came from that formal volunteering 

background. Those formal volunteer managers were a proxy for “a public” and 

folded into the design of learning materials. In the case of VS folding informal 

volunteering voices into the design process, participatory approaches destabilise 

those existing relations. The dilemma for VS was the tension between listening and 

learning from “a public” it wanted to bring into being while balancing existing notions 

of publicness. 

Herein lies the challenge when design practice engages “a public” in the design 

process. For issues-based organisations responding to changes in their dimensions 

of publicness, the dilemma is when to listen and learn from “a public” and when and 

what to hold on to align with existing internal value frameworks. Using critical 

theories of publicness to examine participation in design, the work with VS shows 

these issues are experienced at an organisational and personal level. The design 

workshops with the people the course aims to fold “a public” into the design process 

affected Zara (and, to an extent, Adrian’s). They were unsure about existing “best 

practice” in volunteering and unsure if they could set out and seek to persuade 

others of “best practice”. Jane left before the process, and Zara followed the process 

through but left before the course was launched. Both went back into formal 

volunteer management. 

In contrast, organisations like Friends of the Earth or Greenpeace or the Campaign 

for Nuclear Disarmament are effectively counter publics whose publicness has 

coalesced into a structure, and more recent counter publics like Extinction Rebellion 

and Black Lives Matter are in the process of forming into transnational organisations 

focused on normative discourses (what we should do) and acts of persuasion (from 

lobbying to school education materials to direct action). NEC and LHC are in this 

space, and VS is not entirely in this space or out of it. Like many issues-based 

organisations, they are most familiar with developing and disseminating normative 

accounts of “best practice”, but they still draw their legitimacy from their connection 

to “a public”. Changes to the dimensions of publicness that change their connection 

to “a public” that provides their legitimacy undermines their normative accounts of 

“best practice”.  
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For the practitioners in these organisations the dilemma is between listening and 

learning and persuasion. There is “a public” that their learning materials bring into 

being and who they seek to persuade, while they also need to listen, to consider 

which public to listen to and learn from and which to persuade. Again the thesis 

does not propose a solution, the purpose is to use publicness to frame the dilemma 

to support practitioners as they engage with these dilemmas.  

7.2.3 Overlapping Dilemmas 

The thesis argues that partners arrive in a state of uncertainty, already facing 

dilemmas. They are seeking something to address a problem. In this narrative 

design practice plays its familiar role as a solution provider or problem solver 

(Björklund, Keipi and Maula, 2020; Pesch and Vermaas, 2020). Critical theorists 

provide the lens to examine curriculum creation, emancipatory impulses in 

education, and participation in PD. Perhaps it is better to define designers, certainly 

participatory designers, as looking for and defining problems (Westerlund, 2016). In 

my practice, this means looking for the correct shape problems. LHC was the correct 

shape, so was IYJ. They had a shape that would allow me to set out a model for 

using openness to blur the boundaries around knowledge-production practices 

within HE using PD approaches to create freely available learning materials that 

addressed societal issues, effectively aligning my practice with an emancipatory 

impulse where learning can and does change social and structural relations (Lane, 

2017). 

The uncertainty should have been in using the participatory process in learning 

design, which is still the case. However, VS challenged this notion. The strategic 

uncertainty over its organisational publicness, over who it was for, and resistance to 

folding “a public” into the design process was unforeseen. I was uncertain what to 

do; one thought was to stop as it was the wrong-shaped problem, I kept going, kept 

doing, kept recording things. In that sense, I was like any action researcher following 

the uncertainty wherever it led (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire, 2003). 

Ultimately, the engagement with informal volunteering, “a public” folded in based on 

pressure from the Scottish Government, led to changes in staffing. However, it also 

led to VS recognising that this was not their place. While I was at home with the 

rural informal volunteering, Zara was not, and Adrian and I were both visitors to the 

group in central Scotland. Perhaps VS needed to fold “a public” into the design 

process to recognise that it was not a legitimate actor in the space. In a qualitative 
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study of UK pracademics Lam (2018) interviewed 40 liminal professionals or, as she 

called them, these “organisational misfits”(Lam, 2021). She found that the 

pracademics changed to suit their context, but also the organisations changed 

around them as they carved out their identity. Likewise, VS did not fall back entirely 

on existing dimensions of publicness. Something changed in VS. They listened 

more and set up structures to enable that as part of our work. Later, Adrian set up 

panels to fold “a public” into organisational deliberations systemically.  

Designers make things to help them understand things and communicate that 

understanding to others (Koskinen et al., 2011; Durrant et al., 2017). In SD and CD, 

the making and the communication of meaning opens up an interpretive space, 

framing it for design practitioners. I wanted to make something useful for design 

practitioners things as part of the research. For example, to communicate the role 

of design in speculation and how each phase of design overlaps and anticipates the 

other, I wrote a short paper on designing a shoe (see Appendix 4.1), it explains the 

difficulty of presenting design as if it is linear but it is a thought experiment in 

practice, not an academic work.  

I wanted to go beyond this and make a model, a normative account of these 

partnerships, and a model that could sit with the other models to support learning 

designers. One that blurred boundaries around knowledge-production and 

recognised content expertise outside the academy. Perhaps it is because this is 

what people in learning design do, they develop models. Grainne Conole has her 

7Cs, Diane Laurillard has her Six Styles ABC framework. Colleagues and 

collaborators have models. Keith Smyth has the 3E framework Chrissi Nerantzi has 

the 5Cs47.  

Despite repeated efforts to create a systemic design model that IOs could use to 

fold “a public” into the design process and tests, the model failed (see Appendix 

 
47 Conole has been an education leader at various HE providers including leading the 
online team at Leicester and being a Professor of Education at the OU 
(https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/organisations/netlc/past/nlc2014/abstracts/pdf/conole.pdf)
. Laurillard is now Professor of Learning and Digital Technology at University College 
London and was Pro Vice-Chancellor Learning Technology at the OU. Smyth is a long-
term collaborator on imaging tertiary education without barriers we organise the “Porous 
University” symposiums together he is Professor of Pedagogy at my local university, the 
University of the Highlands and Islands (https://3eeducation.org/3e-framework/). Nerantzi 
is a long-time collaborator, and we write together frequently, she is a Reader in Academic 
Practice at Manchester Metropolitan University 
(https://byod4learning.wordpress.com/topics/).  
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4.2). When I held them up against VS, it was hard to say anything simple and 

systemic. Eventually, I recognised I was trying to productise my design practice. In 

attempting to provide a systemic tool, I had taken the “as if” of treating a complex 

system like a simpler one step too far – too far for a liminal professional who lives 

by their ability to operate in the space. It was just tenable when written from outside 

the learning partnerships, written from inside the flow of practice creating a model 

decontextualised experience in a way that ran against central assumptions about 

practice as social and situated set out in Chapter 1. I had fallen into reproducing a 

view from nowhere (Fraser, 2004 and Appendix 4.3). 

However, there are lessons here for practitioners. Two salient questions have 

emerged in this literature on the productisation of services. First, the position of “the 

curtain”, where does the curtain that obscures sit, which processes are productised 

and which are not? Second, the appropriate balance of productised process and 

service in a bundle offered to customers (Harkonen, Haapasalo and Hanninen, 

2015; Harkonen, Tolonen and Haapasalo, 2017). A systematic review of 

productisation of services literature found that modularity was essential in “results-

orientated models”. Results-orientated approaches to working with clients are 

relationships where the issues are complex and where there is direct contact with 

customers, close integration with customers and their clients, and a need for 

innovative and flexible solutions where a high level of trust is required (Reim, Parida 

and Örtqvist, 2015). I recognised the tools I used with clients, from the ideal learner 

to “the Good, the Bad and the Ugly”, were productised services. In addition, so are 

sense-making tools used in the thesis. The tryptics on publicness and emancipation 

of learning are productised ideas. I was developing a productised service bundle.  

On reflection, rather than suspend my disbelief and follow a design-as-science 

model creating a solution for others, I stayed with my design intuitive approach to 

design as craft (Valentine, 2011; Auger, 2013; Björklund, Keipi and Maula, 2020) 

and created tools to find the right questions (see Appendix 4.4 for tools that can be 

used by practitioners). The presentation of the tools and the detail on their use in 

context reflects the shift in practice inquiries which the thesis represents. It is a shift 

from asking why learning design questions lead to strategic questions to how they 

lead to them and, crucially, how to support organisations to explore them. Rather 

than resolve the dilemmas into a singular model, the thesis shares the range of tools 

that a design practitioner (or researcher) might use to examine those dilemmas. 
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7.3 Designing for Publicness 

The thesis began with a disquiet in my practice. Practice that was a curation of SSM, 

PD and partnership work to design OER. Where the aim of practice was to make 

learning materials more open by opening up the design process. The aim of the 

thesis was to open up the design process. As the thesis progressed, it switched from 

asking what is going on in these learning design process and these partnerships to 

asking what these learning design partnerships are going on inside of. The switch 

was informed by the observation that asking designerly questions surfaced 

questions that were not asked. It meant the thesis leaned heavily on emerging 

research into practice as a flow of social and situated intra-actions, critical theories 

of publicness and PD. In doing so, OER and to an extent, partnership, fell away as 

the thesis took the lead from action researchers and followed the issues where they 

led (Mary Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire, 2003). 

The section follows the issues where they lead and teases out insights for 

academics interested in design and organisations. It starts with the development of 

a conceptual model based on critical theories of design and publicness that show 

how designerly questions, like who a course is for, lead to questions about who an 

organisation is for. The second part of the section sets out the design typology that 

emerged through the thesis and proposes it as an appropriate model to help 

researchers exploring the use of design in organisations. The third section highlights 

areas of future research surfaced in the thesis. 

7.3.1 Publicness and Design 

The thesis proposed that publicness provides a valuable frame for understanding 

learning design practice. The proposal had three components: 

• first, a conceptual understanding of the role of learning materials, that the 

materials bring “a public” into being (Hauser, 1998, 2007; Hauser and Benoit-

barne, 2002); 

• second, that the way “a public” into being is shaped by the publicness of the 

learning provider, and the thesis proposed a model for understanding the 

dimensions of publicness (see Moulton, 2012; Moulton and Eckerd, 2012); 

and 
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• third, that PD approaches fold “a public” that the course will bring into being 

into the design process (Sanders and Stappers, 2008, 2014). 

It modelled the three linked aspects of publicness in relation to HE partnerships with 

IOs. The main empirical chapter focused on VS, an NDPB that emerged from a 

series of TSOs and government departments. Applying ideas on publicness to the 

learning design practices detailed in the thesis in the model proposed presented a 

challenge. As these models are written from the outside, they tend towards 

descriptions of hands moulding the partnership’s boundaries. While participatory 

designers acknowledge that these approaches intend to fold “a public” into the 

design process but tend to be coy about how this occurs, with the focus on getting 

the right people in the room. 

However, writing from inside and drawing on critical theories of publicness, notably 

Fraser’s (2007) work on legitimacy and Negt and Kluge (2016) on articulations and 

legitimacy – the thesis argues for a need to go beyond getting the right people in the 

room. It sets out an approach to exploring how “a public” is folded into the design 

process that connects the intra-actions within the workshop to broader questions of 

publicness. The thesis recognises that, like other areas of practice, design is 

performative (Sele and Grand, 2016; Gherardi, 2019), in that people and things, 

social intra-actions, and material artefacts perform and act, they are constitutive in 

design practice (Westerlund, 2016). The thesis employs Burke’s (1969a) pentad to 

structure the observations. The pattern is one where: 

• a participant establishes their legitimacy in the space through a connection 

to practice and “a public”; 

• they articulate a connection between themselves and an experience or an 

individual often through a story; and then 
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• having articulated the element, “a public” is then folded into the deliberations 

and becomes part of the design narrative (see Figure 7-1). 

As Negt and Kluge (2016) acknowledge, experience is often abstracted so that it 

can be folded into formal discourses to shape policy and practice. However, the 

abstraction of experience can undermine legitimacy in participatory spaces. In VS, 

connections to volunteering, street collections and articulation undermined existing 

articulations to formal volunteer practice. In VS, connections to voluntary street 

collections articulated elements which undermined existing articulations to formal 

volunteer practice. The legitimacy of the lay discourse over the professional 

discourse is not typical (Hauser, 2007), but it is common in participatory approaches 

(Fenge, Fannin and Hicks, 2011). However, the critical thing is to read the story told 

within the workshop with the broader organisational processes. In the case of VS, a 

changing emphasis from the Scottish Government altered the organisational 

discourses on publicness and the need to realise informal volunteers as “a public” 

through its learning materials. The model sets it how a “a public” is folded in, the 

interpretation comes from understanding the broader context. 

Figure 7-1 represents a lens for exploring learning design; publicness provides a 

way to “zoom in” (Nicolini, 2009) on the particular within the context of a workshop. 

It allows a researcher to place the particular with broader trends so you can “zoom 

out”, linking observations to the organisation’s dimensions of publicness. There is 

also a positional lesson for researchers: the narrative can traverse these scales 

Figure 7-1 How "A Public" is Folded into the Design Process 
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because the thesis is inside the learning design process. The next section sets out 

what that means. 

7.3.2 Design as a Form of Inquiry 

Following Shotter (2006, 2008, 2010, 2011b, 2011a, 2013) and Gherardi (Gherardi, 

2016, 2017, 2019) and emerging ideas on the study of practice as social and 

situated, the thesis sets out appropriate methods to explore design practice as a 

process, the thesis developed a typology of design inquiries. The purpose of the 

typology is twofold: first, it is a way to structure design inquiries within the thesis and 

explicate them. Second, to support the development of design research, specifically 

design in organisations. The typology is based on: 

• inquiries in design, which are explorations of what designers to and design 

practice; 

• inquiries for design, which are inquiries that are part of addressing issues 

within the design process; and 

• inquiries through design, which emerge the combination of the other two 

elements. 

To demonstrate how it works, the thesis models the framework through examining 

learning partnerships. It starts with practitioner-led inquiries in design. The empirical 

materials detail auto-ethnographic work in designerly ways to explicate my practice. 

The inquiries in design emerge as part of PD informed inquiries for design, are 

structured inquiries into phenomena to support the design of the materials. They 

“zoom in” on how “a public” is folded into a PD workshop using a partnership with 

VS to model how it occurs. The inquiries for design cover pedagogy of practice, the 

context in which people operate and a range of other avenues. However, they tend 

to distil down to a series of central questions: who is the course for, and what will 

they be able to do in the world once they have completed it? The thesis argues that 

these questions for design are strategic. 

What arises through the design inquiries are insights into the third sector, the 

pedagogy of practice, volunteering and organisations. There are answers to 

questions which, at first, do not seem to have been asked. However, this is what 

design practice is going on inside of, asking designerly questions: who is this for, 

what will it do, what will it enable in the world, how will we make it. The tools and 

techniques, identifying who something is for and speculations about social and 
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structural relation the future surface patterns in the present (Malpass, 2016; 

Hansson et al., 2018). These questions require people to make sense of their world 

in a way that is helpful to the design process and helps us understand their world. 

There is a significant interest in designerly ways within the public and third sector 

(Yee, Joyce and White, 2016; Lewis, McGann and Blomkamp, 2020). The research 

for the thesis was conducted before COVID-19. However, the write-up was done 

through the pandemic and provided me with the opportunity to apply the ideas with 

a range of public and private sector clients. I can attest from how busy I am that 

COVID-19 has led education providers to move online and develop blended 

models48. Therefore, there are significant opportunities for educational action 

researchers to encounter designerly approaches from learning technologists and 

designers. The typology can help structure the scholarship of teaching and learning. 

Likewise, as designerly approaches are increasingly applied to the development and 

delivery of public goods by public, private and TSOs, researchers can focus on 

particular sets of activities.  

The thesis uses critical theories of design and publicness and to examine practice. 

This is a choice, as is the use of a framework like Burke’s pentad to structure my 

observations. Pragmatism, deeply embedded in education and design and the 

philosophy of practice, is a choice and a contextual choice based on designing 

practitioner learning materials. Other researchers may make different choices. What 

emerges through design inquiries reflects those choices (Taguchi and St. Pierre, 

2017). There are insights into design practice, and the thesis has been careful to 

surface the contextualised nature of the design practices so that other practitioners 

may reflect on analogies to their practice. However, while the outcomes and insights 

relate to those theoretical frames the typology does not depend on them.  

Design is increasingly part of strategic discourses (Björklund, Keipi and Maula, 

2020). It does not relate to design-led companies’ success – though there is an 

element of that – it is because design asks strategic questions. The thesis suggests 

that, when designers pose a simple question like, “Who are these learning materials 

for?” you ask the organisation to consider who acts for, who it acts with, and how it 

understands its place in the context in which it operates. The design typology 

 
48 There is a significant market now for learner designers and at the time of writing mid 
2022 I am designing a Masters in Learning Design for a learner provider in Australia.  
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provides a simple heuristic for those examining design practice when they ask what 

is going on here. 

7.3.3 Design Strategy and Identity 

The thesis focuses on the strategic aspects of design, shifting between the wider 

strategic lens of dimensional publicness and how it acts on the organisation and 

examining how publics are folded into the design process. It highlights the 

uncertainty and the role of designerly questions in surfacing that uncertainty. 

Uncertainty concerning who the organisation is for and structural uncertainties 

relating to partnership and boundary-spanning – organisational uncertainties about 

the role of people who occupy those spaces between education, research and 

practice. While the thesis touches on this in relation to liminality and the uncertainty 

associated with a liminal position, it generally presents people (like me) who are the 

go-betweens and can access different domains as a necessary part of these 

relations as people who are at home in these spaces. 

However, as the work with VS showed, not everyone is at home in these spaces, 

there is an affective element to design work that is increasingly becoming 

recognised (Balamm et al, 2019), as is the tendency to only account for your effect 

on others as being a view from the outside looking in (Kolehmainen and Mäkinen, 

2021). Emotions appear to show the limits of our agency; they are uncontrolled. 

They seem to shape us and are shaped by us; work on affective labour draws our 

attention to the person engaged in the labour and the social and structural relations, 

and atmosphere on the entanglements of affective labour (Wetherell, 2013). While 

this thesis explores these affects and atmospheres it does not account for the social 

psychology of liminality. 

It is reasonable to argue that the omission relates to the focus of the research on 

the strategic questions about the role of design. However, it is also methodological. 

The social constructivist approaches that inform the work and the choice of 

frameworks like Burke’s work on performativity means that, while we can look from 

inside the design process, we cannot look inside the people. We can write from 

inside our own experience, and the thesis does lean on auto-ethnography. However, 

as a lens, it needs to be used with care when inferring the motives of others. Thus, 

the thesis largely omits the psychological aspects of liminality. It pushes through, for 

example on my uncertainty about the performance of a designerly identity with VS, 

or Zara’s complex feelings about writing about practice and her role in VS. However, 
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it is not explored outside the effect on the design process, and to note that the impact 

of shifting online is not simply strategic, it affects people (White and White, 2016). 

The organisations I work with reach for a design-shaped solution because of 

underlying uncertainties. I started to see that my presence was as a problem solver, 

an anonymous fixer, and a ghost. I started to reflect on the spectral presence folding 

“a public” into organisations (Felt and Fochler, 2010). My anonymous status as a 

left leaning political actor and facilitator of design practice was an identity I could 

reflect into academic imaginarium (for example, see Appendix 4.3). 

The thesis followed the social and situated practice literature that focuses on affect, 

intra-actions and flow (Shotter, 2011a; Gherardi, 2019; Bell and Willmott, 2020). 

Gherardi (2017) suggests that the turn has been from the distribution of knowing to 

the distribution of agency. Certainly, this fits with the focus of the thesis on the 

agency of social and material intra-actions within the flow of practice. However, 

having followed that turn, studying practice working with others, it is not just about 

actors’ agency – it is about people. Affect, the effect on me of others, the affective 

entanglements in workshops and shared tasks, and the broader strategic changes 

all speak to betweenness. 

In the design of services, persons or people have ground down to the term “user” 

(Trischler and Scott, 2016), compressing people’s experience the point where their 

lives touch the good or service in question (Sánchez de la Guía, Puyuelo Cazorla 

and de-Miguel-Molina, 2017). While participatory approaches have been good at 

establishing people within design practice, people are there but not there. Perhaps 

in turning away from knowing towards agency, something was lost. For example, 

designerly questions are strategic. They get to the heart of organisations. The thesis 

shows how this occurs, and notes that the changes affects the people in the 

organisation – they are not incidental to the process (White and White, 2016). The 

next question is how do people experience those changes.  

It is a question that owes itself to COVID-19: the fieldwork took place before the 

pandemic and the writing during it, writing informed by calls on my time to support 

public-, third- and private sector organisations to shift learning online. As one task 

unfolded alongside another, the effect of these changes on the actors involved 

became increasingly apparent. Increasingly my sense is that a social psychology 

reading of liminality and identity would be helpful. 
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Gergen’s (1991) work on social constructivism and reflexivity is a starting point. 

Ramsey (2005, 2011) identified stories’ generative and liminal role in reflexive 

practice. The continual movement within reflexive practice means that inquiries 

could always be considered liminal (Enosh and Ben-Ari, 2016). Likewise, while 

things and their relations as epistemic artefacts that constitute rather than represent 

within practice (Kirby, 2010; Richter and Allert, 2011; Westerlund, 2016), liminality 

may offer scope to shift the gaze of inquiries from agency back onto the actors and 

their experience. Social psychologists use liminality to address similar issues around 

our experience with others and through literature, art, creativity and sport (Stenner, 

2017, 2021). 

Perhaps the constitutive nature of artefacts, including the learning materials, whose 

value is only realised through use, can be understood in relation to liminality. While 

wary of being too engaged in esoteric inquiries that drift too far from practical things. 

Learning design and its affective labour may be a “liminal hotspot”, a transition that 

becomes caught in uncertainty and dilemmas (Stenner, Greco and Motzkau, 2017) 

as designerly ways of knowing surface existing uncertainties. My sense is that this 

will be a significant “sensitising concept” (Nicolini, 2009, 2012) in my practice, 

allowing me to account for the personal effect of strategic change that my work 

enables, and support the process more effectively. 

7.4 Conclusion 

Cash (2018) highlights the possibilities that design affords to contribute reflective 

studies of practice, and notes that designers have not realised that potential. The 

thesis addresses the issues by setting out a view from inside the design of openly 

licenced online learning materials in partnership with a series of IOs. The thesis 

began with the question, “What is going on within these design partnerships?” and 

then, through chapters 5 and 6, switched to ask what these design partnerships are 

going on inside of. The shift was a response to the role of asking designerly 

questions. Questions like, “Who this course is for?” and an attempt to understand 

how this question leads to questions around who the organisation is for.  

Here, the thesis applied critical theories from design and publicness to explore the 

design process and set out a heuristic for design-led inquiries. It is a contextualised 

account of practice, based on the idea that to write to practitioners, you need to write 

from practice. Through a synthesis of critical theories of publicness and design 

theory, this thesis surfaces some practical tools to “zoom in” on design process intra-
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actions. Specifically, to look at the mechanism of how “a public” are folded into the 

design process to bring “a public” into being. 

The thesis follows the course set by emerging work on practice (Shotter, 2006; 

Gherardi, 2019; Bell and Vachhani, 2020; Brewis and Bell, 2020) which emphasises 

the flow of practice and the need to account for our intra-actions, and is cautious 

about abstractions too often and too early; it lets the themes emerge. Some are 

contextual: is it appropriate for a TU like LTU to develop learning materials that those 

in precarious employment need to perform their role, or does their provision 

legitimise and support precarious employment? Should NEC incorporate “British 

values” into their learning materials? The extended case with VS provided a 

valuable example of how asking designerly questions can lead to the heart of issues 

within organisations and about practice. The thesis could easily have been about 

the place of volunteering – from who clears to the snow to who runs the food bank 

– with all the ambiguity that flows from those questions. 

The cases in the thesis focused on organisations that engage with design-based 

approaches to address an issue from a point of uncertainty. They are asking 

themselves “what to do” (Kemmis, 2010). The thesis focuses on learning 

partnership, uncertain spaces, and instances when organisations move towards 

each other to enable them to do something they would not otherwise be able to do. 

The thesis showed that partnerships are built as a home with their own norms. What 

occurs in these partnerships is not so different from what might occur in any 

organisation, where different spaces are created to perform different functions. The 

move towards each other is an attempt to reduce uncertainty. 

As design-led approaches become a common solution that people reach for, just as 

they reached out to NPM and still reach for Public Value (see recent debates in 

Adminstration and Society, Moore, 2021; Prebble, 2021). As design shifts from 

something operational about making better goods or services to something strategic 

(Björklund, Keipi and Maula, 2020), the need to understand design practice 

becomes a matter not just for designers but for those who commission or work with 

designers. Like partnership, design has become an answer to the question of what 

to do. However, as the thesis points out, it is an answer that poses its own questions. 

The thesis provides insights from within the design process that allow practitioners 

and academics to frame those issues.  
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 In addition to surfacing these issues, the thesis aimed to look beyond the specifics 

that emerge through design inquiries and inside design practice to trace out how 

asking design questions leads to the kind of issues surfaced above. Not why does 

it lead to strategic questions, but how does it lead to strategic questions? The thesis 

suggests that the questions posed by design tug away at loose threads within an 

organisation, and as they tug, the knots become more apparent. It is about the ability 

to recognise inquiries required for design, like who is this for, will lead to answers to 

questions that were not asked, often related to who the organisation acts for and 

with. As well as an understanding of the constitutive nature of the tools and 

techniques for design, an understanding of designerly ways of knowing will help 

interpret what emerges through design. For me, these are the most significant 

contributions, and I hope that others interested in applying design within 

organisations will find them useful.  
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Appendix 1: Ethics 

1.1 Organisation Letter 

      

   

      

   

 

 

 

 

 

[Insert addressee] 

       Date: [insert date] 

 

Dear [Insert name of organisation gatekeeper] 

I am writing to you as a follow up to our conversation of the [insert date]. During this conversation we 

explored [insert relevant detail]. You expressed an interest in working together to explore those 

issues and I would like to follow up on this interest.  

I am presently working towards a Doctorate in the Open University Business School, the research 

employs the values based approach we spoke about and looks to work directly with organisations 

like yours. More details can be found in the information sheet that accompanies this letter.  

The main reason for writing to you in this formal way is because I am looking for your consent to use 

the work we might do together as part of my Doctoral research. I enclose a consent form with this 

letter.  

In the spirit of openness that have informed our conversations to date, and with a focus on public 

good and learning together, I would hope you would look to make the research has open as possible, 

I am happy to be involved in relevant publicity or regular updates through your own communication 

channels. We also need to talk through the practicalities of any final reporting, internal and how it is 

presented in the Doctorate and future presentations.  

While the research focuses on process and individuals will not be identifiable this is a small and 

specialist area and it may be those in the community or interested in this area could identify 

individuals. If you want to talk through the implications or seek any points of clarification or learn 

more about the process I am would be happy to discuss these aspects with you. 

Best Wishes  

 

Ronald  

Ronald Macintyre 

Centre for Voluntary Sector Leadership 

The Open University Business School 

Michael Young Building 

The Open University 

Milton Keynes 

ronald.macintyre@open.ac.uk 
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1.2 Organisational Consent Form for Participation in Research and 

Dissemination 

Digital Landscapes in the Third Sector 

Organisational Consent Form for Participation in Research & Dissemination 

 

This consent form sets out what we will do and what we will do with the data collected in your 
organisation and how it will be recorded or stored. We will:  

• Store all data confidentially, storing files or artefacts in secure locations and identifying these 
using an alphanumeric code; 

• Adhere to  the Data Protection Act and your own organisations policies on confidentiality and 
data protection; 

• Disseminate information about our research activities through written reports, published 
papers and presentations  and with approval social media (e.g. microblogging, blogging) 
internally and externally;  

• Protect your privacy and ensure unless otherwise agreed all information is non- attributable. 
 

Participation in these research activities is completely optional and your organisation can withdraw from 
the research activity at any time up to the conclusion to data collection on the 1st of August 2018.  

By signing this statement, you confirm that you understand the above and are willing to allow to 
participate in the research.  

Statement of Consent  Signature   

I am over 18 years of age and give my permission and consent for 
the use of data produced  through working with the researcher to 
be used as part of their research, with the understanding these 
will  non-attributable unless otherwise agreed.  

 

 

Exceptions/additional conditions, for example, financial data, funders conditions on licencing like 
Creative Commons: (leave blank if no exceptions/additional conditions)  

 

Name:   

Date:   

Institution/ 
organisation: 

 

Title/Position:  

Email address:  
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1.3 Digital Landscapes Individual Interview and Workshop Consent 

Information Letter 

Digital Landscapes in the Third Sector  

This research is concerned with how Third Sector organisations orientate themselves in the 

digital landscape. Digital technology has become a normal part of our personal and work 

lives, regardless of the degree to which we or our organisations use it, it is part of our lived 

experience. For Third Sector organisation this can mean supporting clients in their use of 

these technologies, perhaps as advocates for those distanced from it, and increasingly 

thinking about how you and your organisation might use the online world to enhance 

operations or reach out to new groups in new ways.   

The Researcher and the Approach  

At present I am Doctoral Researcher in the Centre for Voluntary Sector Leadership at the 

Open University Business School (OUBS). Over the last decade or so I have been working 

with Third Sector organisations to help them design develop and evaluate their online 

presence. As you have hopefully noticed the work is about partnership and influenced by 

participatory design approaches working directly with values based organisations to explore 

how to design and develop solutions that work for them and their clients. Our work together 

has so far focussed on using design as a way to surface and address issues and through 

this process producing data to aid organisational decision making and through broader 

dissemination the sector more generally.  

Participation, Confidentiality and Questions  

In order to build on the work we have done already in workshops, meeting, through email 

conversations and general conversation I would also like to interview you. This will involve 

a tape recorded interview. These will remain confidential, the research will ensure 

responses are not attributable in any reporting and you will be able to review transcripts. A 

consent form is enclosed with this leaflet. It details the conditions, allows for exceptions and 

details on your right to withdraw consent.  

The interview will take no more than an hour of your time and will involve questions about 

you and your organisation. Specially [insert as applicable] 

 

 

You should feel free to ask any questions relating to the research, how it is carried out, the 

outcomes and how it will be shared and communicated at any point.  

Any specific questions about the research please contact Ronald directly, or if you have any 

broader questions about the work for the Centre for Voluntary Sector Leaderships or 

concerns please contact James Rees.  

Contact Details Other Contacts 

Ronald Macintyre 
 
ronald.macintyre@open.ac.uk 
01315497951 

James Rees 

james.rees@open.ac.uk 
Open University Business School 
OUBS@open.ac.uk 
Phone: 0300 303 7222 

  

mailto:james.rees@open.ac.uk
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Digital Landscapes in the Third Sector  

This research is concerned with how Third Sector organisations orientate themselves in the 

digital landscape. Digital technology has become a normal part of our personal and work 

lives, regardless of the degree to which we or our organisations use it, it is part of our lived 

experience. For Third Sector organisation this can mean supporting clients in their use of 

these technologies, perhaps as advocates for those distanced from it, and increasingly 

thinking about how you and your organisation might use the online world to enhance 

operations or reach out to new groups in new ways.   

The Researcher and the Approach  

At present I am Doctoral Researcher in the Centre for Voluntary Sector Leadership at the 

Open University Business School (OUBS). Over the last decade or so I have been working 

with Third Sector organisations to help them design develop and evaluate their online 

presence. As you have hopefully noticed the work is about partnership and influenced by 

participatory design approaches working directly with values based organisations to explore 

how to design and develop solutions that work for them and their clients. Our work together 

has so far focussed on using design as a way to surface and address issues and through 

this process producing data to aid organisational decision making and through broader 

dissemination the sector more generally.  

Participation, Confidentiality and Questions  

In order to build on the work we have done already in workshops, meeting, through email 

conversations and general conversation I would also like to ask you to take part in a focus 

group. This will involve working with others in your organisation to explore issues raised by 

our work. The session will be structured around a series of exercises to stimulate 

discussion, no audio recordings will be made. Your contribution to this forum will remain 

confidential, the research will ensure responses are not attributable. A consent form is 

enclosed with this leaflet.  

The focus group will take place [insert as applicable]. It will look directly at [insert as 

applicable] 

 

 

You should feel free to ask any questions relating to the research, how it is carried out, the 

outcomes and how it will be shared and communicated at any point.  

Any specific questions about the research please contact Ronald directly, or if you have any 

broader questions about the work for the Centre for Voluntary Sector Leaderships or 

concerns please contact James Rees.  

Contact Details Other Contacts 

Ronald Macintyre 
 
ronald.macintyre@open.ac.uk 
01315497951 

James Rees 

james.rees@open.ac.uk 
Open University Business School 
OUBS@open.ac.uk 
Phone: 0300 303 7222 

  

mailto:james.rees@open.ac.uk


274 

1.4 Workshop and Interviewee Consent Form for Participation in 

Research and Dissemination 

Digital Landscapes in the Third Sector 

Interviewee Consent Form for Participation in Research & Dissemination 

This consent form sets out what we will do and what we will do with your interview data we have 
recorded or stored. We will:  

• Store all data confidentially, storing files or artefacts in secure locations and identifying these 
using an alphanumeric code; 

• Adhere to  the Data Protection Act and your own organisations policies on confidentiality and 
data protection; 

• Disseminate information about our research activities through written reports, published 
papers and presentations  and with approval social media (e.g. microblogging, blogging);  

• Protect your privacy and ensure all information is non- attributable  
 

Participation in these research activities is completely optional and you can withdraw from the research 
activity at any time up to the conclusion to data collection on the 1st of August 2018.  

By signing this statement, you confirm that you understand the above and are willing to participate in 
the research.  

Statement of Consent  Signature   

I am over 18 years of age and give my permission and consent for 
the use and of recordings, or other data produced in 
discussion/interview, to be used as part of the research, with the 
understanding these will  non-attributable unless otherwise 
agreed.  

 

 

Exceptions/additional conditions, for example financial data, organisational policy and practice in 
information sharing: (leave blank if no exceptions/additional conditions)  

 

Name:   

Date:   

Institution/ 
organisation: 

 

Title/Position:  

Email address:  
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Appendix 2: Folder Architecture 

I use a shared online space, guide naming conventions, emphasise “version control” 

and provide a series of folders within a shared space to manage the workflow. 

Asset Register, this is an XLS spreadsheet with information about all the 
“assets” in the course, this includes information on the following Code, Title 

(name of the image or file) Author (who made it) Source (including a URL if 
relevant), text description (of the image or film) Licence (for example Creative 

Commons);  

Content Drafts, this is where people put the text they are working on. Within 
this there is probably a series of other folders with Version 1 Version 2 and 

so on.  

Evaluation, this contains any evaluation work conducted on the course 

during and after it goes live (inquiry for design) 

Final Collated Content, this is the folder that contains the final agreed 
material for the course, it includes any text, all the assets and the asset 

register 

Meeting Notes, this is a folder for the notes of any team meetings  

Production Paperwork, this is the folder that contains any forms that might 
be required to get permission from people to make or use a resource and 

platform owners to use the space.  

Project Planning, this contains any GANNT Charts or project planning 

documents 

Reports, this contains any reports that are due to internal or external 

stakeholders 

Sources of Existing Content, this is where the course is reusing existing 
approaches, for example when an organisation is transitioning from face to 

face to online they are encouraged to gather and review the material from 
face to face. Or, when they are looking to externally validated approaches to 

base their course, eg. Legislation or professional frameworks.  

Style and Branding, this contains the organisation style guide (colours, 

fonts, spacing etc.) and any logo’s that need to appear within the pages 

Video and Images, this contains all the images and videos that will be used 

in the course 

Workshop and Stakeholders, this is where the outcomes of any inquiries 

or engagement with learners would be along with any secondary sources of 

insight into the needs of learners (inquiry for design).  

[Extract from an email on the 4th of June 2020] 
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Appendix 3: Volunteer Scotland 

3.1 Board Meeting and Beginning 

3.1.1 Presentation at “The Gathering” 

The branding has been removed, as has some content to protect anonymity.  
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3.1.2 Scoping Report 

Volunteer Scotland Scoping (29th of August 2017) 

1. Introduction 

This document explores the possibility of Volunteering Scotland expanding its 

training offers online. In particular, it looks at the potential for a partnership with the 

Open University to develop courses on its free open platform, OpenLearnCreate.  

The Open University is the UK’s largest University with a global reputation for its 

distance learning materials. For the last 20 years, alongside its formal accredited 

programme, it has been developing and releasing free learning materials online – 

so-called Open Educational Resources (OER). The OU’s OpenLearn is the most 

visited free education site globally.  

The reach this affords has led to interest from partners, and the OU has been 

working with partners to develop their own resources. These resources have 

attracted significant interest from learners, funders, and more widely, with the 

Parkinson’s UK partnership shortlisted at the 2017 Scottish Charity Awards 

Innovation Award.  

While offering learning resources online can lead to organisations increasing their 

profile and reach, there are just as many examples of organisations putting material 

online that nobody uses. With organisations in a position where they have invested 

in a particular approach, perhaps at the expense of other areas, and see no 

organisational benefit, for them or crucially for those they support.  

This means taking care over the design of the materials so they fit with the 

organisations strategy, operations, and critically its values. This requires senior level 

support and appropriate allocation of resources. In the remainder of the document 

we set out the proposal, look at how to design a learning journey based on 

organisational values, and look at the resource implications.  

2. Proposal 

To take the two most popular Volunteering Scotland courses and work with the 

Open University to develop them as open online resources.  

3. Methods and Approach 

The approach taken to partnership is to start with the organisational values and the 

value the organisation looks to develop with learners and work from that point. This 

means:  

• Starting with organisation values and how well you know your learners their 

wants and their needs, thinking through what it is you want them to able to 

do once they have completed the course; 

• Thinking through where they will learn, when they will learn, how they will 

learn and how they will apply what they have learnt; 

• How will I know if the resource is effective and how will I evaluate the work 

and learn from the evaluation.  

To achieve this typically involves setting up a “design team”, a group of people who 

can work together to shape the learning journey. Teams are most effective when 
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they include diverse views and involve working directly with learners. While 

organisations typically invest heavily in the technical aspects of design, like the “look 

and feel” online, based on OU partnerships work suggests care over learning design 

and organisational strategy make resources effective.  

4. Resources and Planning 

The previous section highlighted the importance of careful thought about the values 

of the organisation and the purpose of the resource, and this requires time. 

However, those deliberations will not come to anything without careful planning and 

appropriate allocation of resources.  

The Design Team and Workshops 

The core team should include: 

• At least two from Volunteering Scotland, including one senior member of 

staff; 

• At least two from the OU, including a designer and a technical manager.  

This core team is responsible for the development and delivery of the resource, it 

can be useful to expand the team to bring in learners or perhaps subject/technical 

experts.  The design meet at series of workshops at key stages. Typically this would 

involve 4 or 5 workshops spread over the whole process. Between these meetings 

the team will be expected to keep in touch on a regular basis and carry out the work 

specified at the workshops.   

Timetabling and Planning 

There is a tendency, often well-founded, to focus planning on the technical aspects 

associated with placing material online. Indeed this can often be a bottleneck, for 

whole it is not complex or expensive to do, typically costing from £100’s to £1000’s, 

it is important to identify and “book” an appropriate person do this work at the start. 

When planning it is best to start end of the process. While phases overlap and inform 

each other, the work programme can be split into 4 phases: design, written 

production, technical production, and evaluation. This can take up to 9 months first 

time around, though it tends to become shorter as an organisation becomes more 

experienced.  

The pattern of activities is often episodic, and workload planning needs to account 

for periods of concentrated effort between workshops and around critical points, for 

example, gathering information about or working with learners, or drafting content. 

Organisations typically need to allocate a person time in their role to work on it and 

the flexibility to spend concentrated period focussing on it.   
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3.1.3 Presentation to the Board and for First Volunteer Scotland Team Meeting 
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[slide with case study removed to protect anonymity]  

[slide  with an example of what online learning looks like removed to protect 

anonymity] 

[slide with an evaluation of online learning removed to protect anonymity] 
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3.2 Second Volunteer Scotland Design Workshop 
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3.3 Participant Workshops 

3.3.1 Slides from the First Participant Design Workshop 
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3.3.2 Volunteer Scotland: Audio Note Rural Workshops 

On the 3rd of May, once the workshop was given the go ahead, I noted 

“I think we finally got somewhere with VS and this rural thing, I really did get 

the sense that they weren’t interested in coming up here. The only reason 

they did come up was because they could detect my irritation about it, the 

irritation was partly because I had been asked to draw on a personal network, 

to make a workshop happen, they seemed to then pull back, so that I had 

actually been exposed, I wasn’t particularly happy with that.  

But really what troubled me was the feeling that, it really did seem they didn’t 

want to go out the central belt, they were happy as long as everything 

happened in the central belt. It really did make me wonder about the 

organisation, I mean what kind of organisation are they, I started to have 

significant doubts about the genuineness of their desire to reach. Even 

though they have been putting a massive effort to do these workshops, as 

soon as it isn’t actually taking place in Stirling, in their office, things 

completely fall apart, they can’t seem to get it together at all.  

They don’t seem to have many friends that they can rely on, which doesn’t 

bode well for a networking strategy to perfectly honest.” 

(Audio note reflections on the rural workshops 3rd of May 2018) 
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3.3.4 Report from First Set of Volunteer Scotland Participant Workshops 

Progress Report: Volunteer Scotland Centre of Voluntary Sector Leadership 

(19th of March 2018) 

1. Introduction 

This short report focuses on the work done so far by the Centre of Voluntary Sector 

Leadership (CVSL) and Volunteer Scotland (VS) on the development of Open 

Educational Resource (OER) to support those working with volunteers. The 

proposed resource draws on expertise on the voluntary sector developed by VS, 

and specifically its  “Volunteer Management: The Essentials” programme, and the 

experience of CVSL of working in partnership to design OER.  The report begins 

with some background, looks at the aims of the partnership, provides some insights 

into the approach, updates on progress so far, and look forward to the next steps.  

2. Background and Context 

VS are the national centre for volunteering in Scotland, supporting various 

organisations that work with volunteers. The education programme is a key 

component of the offer, and they have a broad range of paid training courses on 

volunteering. As part of a strategic review, and in line with Scottish Governments 

push towards a broader understanding of volunteering, the organisation is looking 

to engage with a broader range of volunteer experiences.  

CVSL are a research centre in the Open University Business School with a specific 

focus on the voluntary sector. They have an existing online presence and direct and 

indirect involvement in the creation of OER. They are particularly interested in 

developing partnerships with organisations in the Voluntary sector that strengthen 

their research profile and develop practice-focused learning and teaching materials 

for and with those in the voluntary sector.  

The partnerships aim to draw on the expertise of each partner to develop a course 

that broadens the offer VS presently makes,  promoting VS values and reaching 

less formal volunteering opportunities and informing the development of volunteer 

programmes in larger organisations. Both partners see the free offer as a gateway 

for learners. For CVSL, this is too informal and formal OU courses. For VS, this is 

part of its broader outreach programme and a route into paid-for courses and 

events.  The course will be part of the CVSL collection of materials on 

OpenLearnCreate (OLC).  

The relationship between the partners has developed over about a year, principally 

through a series of regular meetings from August 2017 between the key contacts in 

each organisation. Following meetings of the senior management team of CVSL in 

November 2017 and the Board of VS in December 2017, the partnership started to 

explore the development of an OER in January 2018. 

3. Approach and Development 

The approach to working in partnership is based on experience developed over the 

last decade of OU Third Sector Collaborations to create OER. The approach is 

based on a series of interlinked phases, a design phase, a writing phase, a 

production phase, and an evaluation phase.   
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3.1 The Design Phase 

The approach to designing and developing the course is based on a series of design 

workshops. This approach to working in partnership has developed over time with 

a range of partners in the Third Sector. It is part of the work to define and explore 

the nature of the work, with a particular focus on exploring with the partner what the 

purpose of the resource is, asking them to consider what needs does it meet, for 

who, and critically what will it enable them to do in the world once they have 

completed the course. It draws heavily on Soft Systems Methods to explore “messy 

problems”, and participatory approaches to design, which focus on involving 

learners in the design process throughout.  

3.2 The Writing Phase 

Writing a course can be challenging. Logistically it can be complex working in large 

teams, particularly with online courses where content comes in a range of media. 

CVSL has considerable experience working in this space and sees passing on this 

experience as part of its role building capacity in the sector. Writing for online is not 

just a logistical challenge, it also prompts pedagogic questions, which are often 

surfaced in the design phase. They include broad questions like what is the 

appropriate pedagogy for these learners in this context,  how do we find the 

appropriate balance of learning about and learning for, should we adopt a particular 

tone to ensure the learner can see themselves in the course. As a partnership, we 

recognise the need to learn from each other and learn together to ensure it does 

meet learners’ needs.  

3.3 The Production Phase 

The production model is based on the OU model of producing courses. Many of the 

processes, stages, and documentation are drawn directly from or based on 

partnership experience adapted from the standard OU production model.  The 

advantage of matching or mirroring OU systems within the partnership work is that 

it allows us to map from one context to another. It also allows us to explore where 

and when practices might need to differ and be clear about what those differences, 

whether they need to be different and if so why 

3.4 The Evaluation Phase 

Evaluation is embedded in the process. It considered during the design phase, with 

a particular focus on developing appropriate evaluation criteria based on the 

purpose of the resource. Typically this will involve some kind of qualitative work, 

often through running pilots with groups.  Online learning allows the collection of 

quantitative data, along with collecting broad numbers of users through the careful 

design of the course and the development of particular activities you can also collect 

data on particular issues.  Care over these areas ensures the evaluation is providing 

the relevant information.  

4. Progress Report 

While, in many ways, it is difficult to conduct any of the phases without an 

understanding and expectations about future phases, most of the work done so far 

has been on the Design Phase. So far, we have conducted a series of workshops 

with internal VS staff and one workshop with VS stakeholders. These workshops 
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focussed on thinking through what it was we wanted to create, what was the value 

we wanted to create in society, and for whom, who are the learners.  

At present, the learners on VS face to face courses tend to be from medium-sized 

organisations, not so large they have multiple people who work with volunteers, not 

so small they cannot release staff, or do not see it as applying to them. The focus 

of “The Essentials” course is volunteer managers, based on their expertise VS has 

developed a lifecycle model which sets out of the things a volunteer manager has 

to consider and a similar one from the volunteer’s perspective.  

Through the three workshops, it became clear that the partnership wanted to create 

a course for those working with volunteers, not about working with volunteers. Many 

of the learners that came to VS came because they were experiencing specific 

issues with their practice, and it was felt that while the course was about 

communicating specific procedures on working with volunteers and VS values, there 

needed to be enough space for learners to reflect on and their own practice.  

After much deliberation, it was felt the most appropriate way was to write the course 

from the volunteer's perspective, using their journey to illicit critical questions and 

encourage action and reflection on the learners own context. So far this proposition 

has been tested with a series of CVSL and VS stakeholders, including in a workshop 

with VS inclusivity group, with positive feedback.  

The materials will sit on OpenLearnCreate (OLC). Early in the process, CVSL 

shared three options with VS over the production of the OER, and they are: 

• Full OU build, where the partner writes the content with support from the 

OU and the OU deals with all project management and technical aspects of 

the build; 

• Partial VS build, where with support from CVSL VS writes the content, 

manages the project and developed the framework on OpenLearnCreate 

and then asks OU to insert the content into the framework using Structured 

Content; 

• Full VS build, where with support from CVSL VS does the whole process 

from authoring to the technical build.  

Of these CVSL favoured option is the Partial VS build, as it will mean the resource 

has a similar look and feel to the other resources in CVSL collection in OLC. 

Ultimately VS agrees, but funding is an issue. There is also consideration of 

appropriate testing to ensure  “proof of concept”, at present the partnership is 

working on the premise that the material will be piloted based on a full VS build, and 

subject to appropriate feedback and funding, the course will then be handed to the 

OU to put into Structured Content.  

5. Next Steps 

At present, the course is still in its design phase, and we are working together to put 

together a series of workshops with VS stakeholders to allow us to test and refine 

our proposition. The weather has significantly disrupted out already tight schedule, 

and it is likely these will now run through to May 2018 or even beyond. There is a 

need to schedule these events.  

In developing the content for the course, it will not be a case of having to find 

appropriate materials. These largely exist already, it will be more about 
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communicating effectively, and it is likely VS stakeholders will play a vital role in 

developing appropriate case studies, questions and also assist in developing any 

media assets. However, we need to ensure this is appropriately aligned with our 

proposition testing.  We need to look carefully at scheduling. Our present timeline 

has this occurring from April through June. This may need to be revised.  

CVSL and VS are exploring funding options. Over and above the time and resources 

committed through the support provided on the design and production, CVSL has 

limited resources which it could commit. As VS restructures its learning offer, it is 

exploring how this allows a resource to be freed up to invest in its open online offer.  

We need to model the costing with the platform owner of OLC.  

While the OU in Scotland (OUiS) has been kept informed of the relationship between 

CVSL and VS it would seem prudent for us to engage OUiS more directly with the 

process, perhaps through a presentation by VS and CVSL in the Edinburgh office 

in the first instance to explore connections. Then later, through any outreach work 

to test and pilot the resource. VS has already developed links with partners who will 

pilot the resource, it would be helpful to scope how this might be complemented by 

existing VS and OUiS networks to support learners.  

While we have a reasonable understanding of the intended audience and the difficult 

balance between satisfying existing learners and reaching out to new ones, we have 

yet to look at scale. We need to look at scale in two ways. First scale in relation to 

the numbers of learners from the intended audience and then scale in relation to its 

relevance outside Scotland, and whether we can ensure it promotes VS and CVSL 

across the UK nations and more widely.  

Adrian Murtagh 

Ronald Macintyre 

April 2018  



320 

3.3.5 Progress Report from June 2018 

Progress Report: Volunteer Scotland Centre of Voluntary Sector Leadership  

1. Introduction 

This short report focuses on the work done so far by the Centre of Voluntary Sector 

Leadership (CVSL) and Volunteer Scotland (VS) on the development of Open 

Educational Resource (OER) to support those individuals and organisations who 

involve volunteers and are creating a culture of volunteer growth and inclusion. The 

proposed resource draws on expertise on the voluntary sector developed by VS, 

and specifically its “Volunteer Management: The Essentials” and the experience of 

CVSL of working in partnership to design OER.  The report begins with some 

background, looks at the aims of the partnership, provides some insights into the 

approach, updates on progress so far, and look forward to the next steps.  

2. Background and Context 

VS are the national centre for volunteering in Scotland, supporting various 

individuals and organisations that support volunteers and develop volunteer 

programmes. The education programme is a key component of the offer, and VS 

have a broad range of paid and free resources, including training courses on 

volunteering and volunteer development. As part of a strategic review, and in line 

with the Scottish Governments push towards a broader understanding of 

volunteering, which emphasises growth and inclusion, VS is engaging with a 

broader range of volunteer programmes, organisations and experiences.  

CVSL are a research centre in the Open University Business School with a specific 

focus on the voluntary sector. They have an existing online presence and direct and 

indirect involvement in the creation of OER. They are particularly interested in 

developing partnerships with organisations in the Voluntary sector that strengthen 

their research profile and develop practice-focused learning and teaching materials 

for and with those in the voluntary sector.  

The relationship between the partners has developed over about a year, principally 

through a series of regular meetings from August 2017 between the key contacts in 

each organisation. Following meetings of the senior management team of CVSL in 

November 2017 and the Board of VS in December 2017 the partnership started to 

explore the development of an OER in January 2018.  VS and CVSL agreed to work 

together to develop a course based on “The Essentials” which would be part of the 

CVSL collection of materials on OpenLearnCreate (OLC). 

3. The Aims of the Partnership 

The partnerships aim to draw on the expertise of each partner to develop a course 

that broadens the offer VS presently makes, promoting VS values and creating a 

learning journey that reaches less formal volunteering opportunities while still 

informing the development of a wide range of volunteer programmes, including 

those operated by larger organisations. Both partners see the free offer as a 

gateway for learners from a range of contexts. For CVSL this is to informal and 

formal OU courses, for VS this is part of its broader outreach programme and a 

route into paid for courses, activities and events and the establishment of an online 

learning community.   
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4. Approach and Development 

The approach to working in partnership is based on experience developed over the 

last decade of OU Third Sector Collaborations to create OER. The approach is 

based on a series of interlinked phases, a design phase, a writing phase, a 

production phase, and an evaluation phase.   

4.1 The Design Phase 

The approach to designing and developing the courses is based on a series of 

design workshops. This approach to working in partnership has developed over time 

with a range of partners in the Third Sector. It is part of the work to define and 

explore the nature of the work, with a particular focus on exploring with the partner 

what the purpose of the resource is, asking them to consider what needs does it 

meet, for who, and critically what will it enable them to do in the world once they 

have completed the course. It draws heavily in Soft Systems Methods to explore 

“messy problems”, and participatory approaches to design, which focus on involving 

learners in the design process throughout.  

4.2 The Writing Phase 

Writing a course can be challenging (and VS has minimal knowledge of this 

process). Logistically it can be complex working in large teams, particularly with 

online courses where content comes in a range of media. CVSL has considerable 

experience working in this space and sees passing on this experience as part of its 

role in building capacity in the sector. Writing for online is not just a logistical 

challenge. It also prompts pedagogic questions, and these are often surface in the 

design phase. They include broad questions like what is the appropriate pedagogy 

for these learners in this context,  how do we find the appropriate balance of learning 

about and learning for, should we adopt a particular tone to ensure the learner can 

see themselves in the course. As a partnership, we recognise the need to learn from 

each other and learn together to meet learners’ needs.   

4.3 The Production Phase 

The production model is based on the OU model of producing courses. Many of the 

processes, stages, and documentation are drawn directly from or based on 

partnership experience adapted from the standard OU production model.  The 

advantage of matching or mirroring OU systems within the partnership work is it 

allows us to map from one context to another. It also allows us to explore where and 

when practices might need to differ and be clear about those differences, whether 

they need to be different, and why. 

4.4 The Evaluation Phase 

Evaluation is embedded in the process. It considered during the design phase, with 

a particular focus on developing appropriate evaluation criteria based on the 

purpose of the resource. Typically this will involve some kind of qualitative work, 

often through running pilots with groups.  Online learning allows the collection of 

quantitative data, along with collecting broad numbers of users through the careful 

design of the course and the development of particular activities you can also collect 

data on particular issues.  Care over these areas ensures the evaluation is providing 

the relevant information.  
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5. Progress to Date 

While, in many ways, it is difficult to conduct any of the phases without an 

understanding and expectations about future phases, most of the work done so far 

has been on the Design Phase. So far, we have conducted a series of workshops 

with internal VS staff and six workshops with VS stakeholders (including volunteers). 

These workshops focussed on thinking through what it was we wanted to create, 

what was the value we wanted to create in society, and for whom, who are the 

learners. This approach also involved a set of questions to see things from the “eyes 

of the volunteer” and what a volunteer would need, like or expect.  

5.1 First Steps 

Stakeholder workshops were seen as an important part of broadening the offer as 

at present the learners on VS face to face courses tend to be from medium-sized 

organisations, not so large they have multiple people who work with volunteers, not 

so small they cannot release staff, or do not see it as applying to them. Currently, 

the focus of “The Essentials” course has been designed to meet those needs, 

assisting individuals and organisations with the development of volunteer 

participation often where there is no person with the title volunteer managers. 

However, there are individuals responsible for the volunteer management function 

within their organisation. Based on their expertise VS has developed a lifecycle 

model which sets out the key things a volunteer manager has to consider and a 

similar one from the volunteer’s perspective.  

In the internal workshops, the steer from the Scottish Government was to the fore 

and it became clear that the partnership needed to create a course that was for 

those who support volunteers in its broadest sense and not just about working with 

volunteers. Many of the current learners who engage with VS do so because they 

were experiencing specific issues with their practice, and it was felt that while the 

course was about communicating specific procedures on working with volunteers 

and VS values, there needed to be enough space for a wide range of learners to 

reflect on their own practice and context.  After much deliberation, it was felt the 

most appropriate way was to write the course from the volunteer's perspective, using 

their journey to illicit critical questions and encourage action and reflection on the 

learners own context.  

5.2 Stakeholder Workshops 

The proposal to develop a course from the volunteer’s perspective has been shared 

with a broad range of people as part of a series of workshops. Between February 

and March, six workshops were conducted with 59 people attending. The smallest 

group was 6 and the largest 12. Three workshops were predominantly paid staff and 

three volunteers.   The idea of writing a course from a volunteer’s perspective was 

welcomed. An early analysis of the workshops suggests several themes. Some are 

specific to course, and these are:  

• “Thinking about Volunteering”, to know what is expected, with a clear ask 

based on clear roles, a clear commitment and a clear articulation of the 

organisation's values and beliefs, along with the required structures in 

place;  

• “Getting Started”, people wanted to others to “get to know them”, to enable 

“real choices”, to be able to access appropriate training, support and 
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guidance, and to be able to use existing and develop new skills. They also 

“want to feel welcomed and encouraged” and have to have a clear sense of 

how the benefits accrue to them and through their efforts how it supported 

shared values;  

• “Making a Difference”, was seen as something that arose from having an 

open and friendly atmosphere, from seeing you are making a difference 

through “small wins”, and being supported to develop their role if 

appropriate;  

• “Building on Success”, was seen as relating to a sense of belonging, having 

their contribution recognised and seeing the difference they are making, 

and of understanding progression routes within volunteering which might 

mean moving on. 

Some are more general. These are:  

• An extended sense of “Health and Safety” into “Welfare”, which starts with 

knowing your welfare will be ensured, to understanding how it happens to 

making it happen,  and from “feeling safe” to out of pocket expenses;  

• Open and transparent communications, from the start and throughout, 

including; understanding how you fit into the organisation to making 

appropriate choices, to knowing where you can get support,  and how to 

give and receive feedback;  

• Shared beliefs and values, this builds on open and transparent 

communications to ensure values are shared, and extends it through 

ensuring volunteers enact and inform those shared values;  

• Support, from knowing you will be supporting to getting appropriate support, 

from being able to ask for it at the start to when you want to “move on”.  

Alongside this we observed a couple of principles, firstly relating to the use of 

language. While participants could not agree on an appropriate language, they did 

feel language ought to be appropriate to the context. Secondly, and related to this, 

was the sense of process’s to support volunteers ought to be proportionate. For 

example, “getting to know me” might mean a chat in one context but references and 

a police check in another.  

5.3 Writing, Building and Hosting 

The materials will sit on OpenLearnCreate (OLC). Early in the process, CVSL 

shared three options with VS over the production of the OER, and they are: 

• Full OU build, where the partner writes the content with support from the 

OU and the OU deals with all project management and technical aspects of 

the build; 

• Partial VS build, where with support from CVSL VS writes the content, 

managed the project and developed the framework on OpenLearnCreate 

and then asks OU to insert the content into the framework using Structured 

Content; 

• Full VS build, where with support from CVSL VS does the whole process 

from authoring to the technical build.  

Of these CVSL favoured option is the Partial VS build, as it will mean the resource 

has a similar look and feel to the other resources in the CVSL collection in OLC. 

Ultimately VS favours the same option, but funding is an issue. There is also 

consideration of appropriate testing to ensure “proof of concept”, at present the 

partnership is working on the premise that the material will be piloted based on a full 
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VS build, and subject to appropriate feedback and funding, the course will then be 

handed to the OU to put into Structured Content.  

The timetable is for the “proof of concept” course to be ready for piloting in late 

August 2018. With evaluation taking place through September and October 2018. 

The writing phase is about to commence. While timetable slippage and capacity 

constraints mean the timetable is tight, the aim is to progress with the writing stage 

through June and July with CVSL supporting VS to create the pilot course.  

5.4 Piloting and Evaluation 

The delivery model, the content and the intended audience represent a potentially 

significant change for CVSL. A pilot of the materials before launch was seen as an 

appropriate approach. From the OU and CVSL perspective, while this is considered 

“good practice”, in practice, this rarely occurs. It presents a partnership with an 

important opportunity to evaluate the content and the delivery model. 

The pilot phase will run through August and September 2018 and consist of a series 

of workshops that will allow participants to share their experiences on the course. 

We are also developing a survey that will be embedded in the course and will have 

access to data analytics. A specific cluster of groups in South West Scotland with 

has a diverse range of groups has been identified. The qualitative work will focus on 

this cohort. The course will also be open to all those who took part in earlier 

workshops, allowing us to generate more quantitative data.  

6. Next Steps 

At present, the course is moving from the design to the writing and building phase. 

In developing the content for the course, it will not be a case of having to find 

appropriate materials. These largely exist already within VS and other key partners, 

what we have learnt from the workshops is about how to communicate these more 

effectively, VS stakeholders will play a vital role in developing appropriate case 

studies, questions and also assist in developing any media assets in the writing and 

pilot stages. Nevertheless, the timetable slippages present the partners with 

significant challenges around the transitions between design, writing and building.  

This is the most pressing challenge, though broader questions remain. The funding 

for the final build is still not secure. Over and above the time and resources 

committed through the support provided on the design and production, CVSL has 

limited resources which it could commit. As VS restructures its learning offer this 

may free up resources to invest in its open online offer.  CVSL and VS have explored 

funding options. However, more work is required.  

We also need to address the question of how well the offer is integrated into existing 

OU operations in Scotland. While the OU in Scotland (OUiS) has been kept informed 

of the relationship between CVSL and VS, it would seem prudent to engage OUiS 

more directly with the process. We have suggested a presentation by VS and CVSL 

in the Edinburgh office in the first instance to explore connections. We recognise 

that any outreach work to test and pilot the resource might be complemented by 

existing VS and OUiS networks who are supporting open learners.  

We have an appreciation of the difficult balance the course needs to strike between 

satisfying existing learners and reaching out to new ones. However, this is an open 
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resource and may be accessed by a range of learners in a range of contexts. We 

will have intended and unintended learners. Our intended learners are within 

Scotland. However, our work is attempting to speak to a range of contexts, and the 

approach will likely have relevance across a number of jurisdictions.  We need to 

explore how we ensure it promotes VS and CVSL values across the UK nations and 

more widely.  

Finally, there is a need to understand how “The Essentials” fits within the broader 

offer made by VS and CVSL. For VS “The Essentials” is a gateway into a series of 

free and paid for content. The workshops also allowed us to identify themes we plan 

to signal in “The Essentials” and develop more fully in future offers.  For example, 

while participants emphasised beliefs and values, it is our sense that the highlight 

contextualised nature of this means it is best served through a “masterclass”. VS is 

also keen to explore how to develop online and face to face communities of practice.  

The CVSL position is yet to be discussed.  

7. Conclusion 

As a team we are pleased with the progress made so far. In particular, in relation to 

the design work and the stakeholder workshops, which allowed us to explore and 

refine existing ideas around volunteering as well as providing us with new insights. 

Of particular importance was the emphasis on proportionality and context as a 

general principle. As was the shift in language from Health and Safety to the more 

holistic wellbeing, along with the emphasis on support, and call for openness and 

transparency. The identification of themes we might signal, like the link between 

beliefs and values, making a difference, and volunteer’s motivation was also helpful 

and provided us with a sense of where learners might “go next” having done the 

course.  

This represents significant progress, and these questions are often the most difficult 

to address in the design of any OER. However, the work we have done to address 

them suffered a series of unforeseen weather-related delays and this has meant the 

timetable is now compressed. We are acutely aware of the challenge within the 

writing and building phase. The opportunity to engage in a pilot phase is rare one, 

and while we have workshop dates agreed the relationship between VS and the 

partner does allow for some flexibility. However, we are confident we can meet the 

deadline for the pilot. Questions remain over funding for the final phase. While we 

recognise it is prudent to wait for the results of the pilot we are also aware lead in 

times for the development of a final OER mean these decisions need to make soon.  

We are more relaxed about the position of “The Essentials” in VS’s broader offer. 

The workshops and the process of developing the course has provided us with 

significant insights into where a broad open online offer might sit within VS’s training 

and development programme. With the OER sitting within a suite of online 

resources, short courses or masterclasses may be subject to a free and free face to 

face events. We still need to resolve where this sits within the CVSL and OUiS. 

However, it is our sense that this will emerge in the pilot phase.  

Adrian Murtagh 

Zoe MacGregor 

Ronald Macintyre 

June 2018  
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3.4 Course-making 

3.4.1 Course Form 

OpenLearn Create Project request form 

This form should be used for submitting a request for an OpenLearn Create project space. 

Once complete please email to openlearncreate@open.ac.uk with OpenLearn Create 

Project in the subject line. 

Date: 9th of July 2018 

Contact Name: Ronald Macintyre (Open University Business School) [Name 

Removed] (Volunteer Scotland) 

Contact Details: name.removed@open.ac.uk 

name.removed@VolunteerScotland.org.uk 

Name of Project: Volunteer Management “The Essentials” 

Project delivery 

date: 

The time line is as follows:  

present to the 10th of August course writing 

10th of August to 10th of September 2018  building on OLC 

10th of September to 30th of October 2018 piloting 

1st of November to 1st of December review of pilot.  

Lifespan of project: 6 months subject to review in December 2018.  

 

Is this project:   

An Open University project -  

OU departments/faculties involved 

 

A collaboration between the OU and 

external partners - OU departments/ 

faculties & partners involved 

This is a collaboration between the Centre 

for Voluntary Sector Leadership (CVSL) at 

the Open University Business School and 

Volunteer Scotland (VS).  

A non-Open University project - 

organisations involved 
(you do not have to be part of the OU to use OpenLearn 

Create) 

 

 

Project Overview - please give details including target audience: 

The development of the course is part of a wider relationship between the partners. 

The course is based on an existing face to face offer developed by VS which they are 

looking to deliver online. Working with CVSL the partnership has conducted a series 

of workshops across Scotland to explore the volunteer experience. The workspace is 

an opportunity to use those insights to develop a pilot course, which will then be 

tested with volunteers across Scotland. If successful this will form the basis of a 

funded course which will be hosted in the CVSL collection in OpenLearnCreate 

(OLC).  

 

mailto:openlearncreate@open.ac.uk
mailto:name.removed@open.ac.uk
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Project purpose/outcomes: 

The purpose of the design and build phase of the project are to:  

 
• Develop a course based on workshop insights; 

• To allow VS to become familiar with the OLC platform.  

 

The purpose of the evaluation phase is to:  

 
• understand whether the insights developed in workshops meet learners needs; 

• understand whether the platform and approach meet learners needs.  

 

More broadly the purpose is:  

 
• For VS to develop an open online offer which broadens the range of volunteers who are 

able to participate in learning appropriate to their needs;  

• For CVSL to develop a range of partnerships with national voluntary organisations to 
strengthen the open online offer they make.  

 

Why do you think OpenLearn Create could be suitable for your project? 

 

 

 

 Ye

s 

No 

Is there any research connected to this project? Y  

Do you require:   

UnSupported space(s) 
(The OLC team can advise on how you can set up a space with extended functionality but will provide no support,  

you will be expected to populate this space yourself. There would be no fee for this service)  

Y  

Supported space(s) 
(The OLC team will set up the space, and work with you to deliver your content,  

this will incur a fee and other forms will need to be completed) 

  

Is this project fully funded?   N 

If No, do you have a source of funds for the work?* Y  

If funded by an external organisation are there any requirements that must be met as 

part of that funding? 

Not applicable 

 
*Please note, OpenLearn Create does not fund projects which use the site, but we can provide initial 

guidance on setting up your project space, however depending on the requirements of your project it may 

be more appropriate that we provide a ‘for fee’ service which may mean building a collection or a portal for 

your courses and project outputs. You would need to find the funds for 
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3.4.2 How to Write a Course 

An Exploratory Guide to OER (April 2018) 

1. Introduction 

This course focuses on the creation of Open Educational Resources (OER). It is not 

a guide to the technical question that arise when developing a course. There are 

numerous courses on how to create a course online and licencing open content. 

Instead, this is aimed at those writing materials and based on my experience 

supporting those writing OER and writing OER.  

The paper starts with an overview of the criteria to consider when selecting the focus 

of an OER. It then looks at the design of the resource, starting with the general and 

then honing in on the specific issues that may arise during the design and making 

of the OER.   

2. Choosing the Focus of an OER 

In my experience, OER with a specific focus are the most effective. What do we 

mean by focus? In this context, focus refers to the audience, who it is for? In order 

to decide the audience, you need to establish the purpose of the OER. For example: 

• Is it to act as a gateway to you and the formal learning you offer;  

• is it part of an ongoing partnership with a local organisation and part of the 

way you “give something back”;  

• Is it an attempt to reach out and establish new sets of relations?  

The purpose of the OER will likely be a mix of these. However, it is worth considering 

how these purposes and the related audience complement or compete with each 

other.  

Then consider the area, it sounds obvious, but the focus here ought to be something 

that will be useful to the audience. However, understanding what will be used and 

useful it not easy, and you will likely be faced with choices. For example, it might 

relate to a need identified with the partners, be a “best practice” example from a 

partnership, or be something you perceive as a need within the area. While I would 

encourage you to listen to your local partners and “your learners”, balancing this 

with your professional judgment is crucial. This sound heretical from a participatory 

designer. However, if you want to create something new, something that makes a 

difference, sometimes you need to listen to your intuition.  

3. Designing the Resource 

This section sets out a series of questions and considerations you might want to 

address when designing the resource.  

3.1 Broad Brush Strokes 

Having established a potential audience and a potential focus you need to think 

about scope and scale. In my experience, smaller, more discrete OER, 5 to 10 hours 

of learning, are the most effective. If we imagine we have an audience, a focus and 

having decided on something around 10 hours, then the next aspect to consider is 

breadth or depth. Sometimes it will be obvious. For example, this is a new area with 

no existing resources, and a broad overview will provide the learner with a useful 
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grounding. Alternatively, this is a well-known area, but there is a lack of practical 

resources to use in context, or your work has drawn out something very specific. 

You will note that the emphasis here is on discerning how your OER can make a 

novel contribution.   

So far, we have considered the audience and their needs. I would call this writing to 

someone somewhere. It involves thinking through who you are creating the resource 

for, what is their context, and what it will enable them to do once they have worked 

through the resource. As well as considering who it is for, you need to consider who 

it is from. Is it from an organisational perspective, is it from you, your thoughts and 

experiences as an educator? Perhaps it is from the local partners, with you in the 

background as a facilitator, or something  from both of you. This decision will depend 

on the purpose, the audience and the content. For example, if the purpose is to 

share “best practice” with practitioners, perhaps the resource is from you and the 

practitioners and features an ongoing dialogue about “best practice.” 

3.2 Getting into the Detail 

So far we have looked at the broad narrative. Having established a sense of what 

you want the resource to do in the world, there is a need to consider how to tell the 

story. There are technical questions over where the content will be hosted, the use 

of audio and video or the degree of interactivity. However, ultimately these technical 

questions are educational ones around creating an educational experience for the 

learner that is familiar enough for them to see themselves in it, but unfamiliar and 

even unsettling enough for it to be a journey worth taking. Finding the balance 

between the familiar and the strange is tricky, as online it is not just a matter of the 

ideas but one must also consider the medium and the pattern of activities.  

3.2.1 Finding the Narrative 

Regardless of the approach you take, it will involve sitting down with others, others 

in your team, with local partners, and working from what it is you want to enable to 

explore the different ways one might structure a resource for learners. Try to be 

creative in the way you explore this. As you know, I like visual approaches, sketching 

out the journey, the critical points. You could try storyboarding (discussed in more 

detail in the next section), getting people to capture everything that needs to be in 

and then putting together the narrative. Even though practitioners might be 

motivated by their care for their professional practice, it still needs to be engaging. 

So if it is a particularly challenging area, perhaps opt for a structure or approach that 

draws on pedagogic norms within practice and is familiar to the profession. If it is an 

area that seems familiar and you want to draw out aspects hidden in plain sight, you 

might want to experiment a little with the structure.  

Sometimes it is obvious how a story unfolds, how to start from a familiar and settled 

position and through the resource encountering questions, thoughts, ideas that 

slowly make you feel less certain, and then some resolution. Imagine a resource 

focussed on a particular set of “best practice” exercises. There needs to be enough 

about the context for you to understand how it developed within the context and 

enough space for you to think through its implications in your own context. So you 

might show the “best practice” example and demonstrate how it works in practice, 

then provide some context on how it developed, perhaps highlighting crucial 

practical or theoretical considerations. There is a need to leave enough space to 
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allow the learner to think through how these practices relate to their context, possibly 

using reflective questions if this is a familiar practice in the discipline. Finally, you 

might share your own and the reflections of other practitioners in other contexts to 

these questions.  

3.2.2 Storyboarding 

The journey will consist of a series of steps. You need to map out these steps. 

Several techniques exist to help you make sense of how to do this. You may be 

familiar with these from module production.  For example, online and blended 

learning specialist Gilly Salmon has developed an approach to learning design 

called Carpe Diem, and her website contains a wealth of resources around how to 

structure the design process, many of the stages are the ones you have been 

through already. However, it is worth looking at the resources on storyboarding, 

including a slightly rushed and staged video of people going through the process, 

which is nonetheless useful. Likewise, Grainne Conole has developed her own 

framework called the 7C’s, employing storyboarding.  

Common across these is the use of post-it notes containing all the things you think 

ought to be in the learning journey. These are colour coded ideas, resources, 

activities, assessments. They start with the flow of ideas and build the activities 

around them. However, you will note the purpose of the resource and what it enables 

someone to do in the formal curriculum is often treated as something obvious and 

unspoken, shaped by organisational routines, professional standards and 

institutional or disciplinary norms. OER sit in a different educational space and the 

purpose needs to be much clearer. I would suggest being clear in discussions about 

the role of each step in contributing to what the resource enables the learner to do 

in the world. One other thing worth considering is the potential audience. If it is 

professionals, and we are thinking about what we want them to do once they have 

finished, it might be better to start with the activities first, then add the other 

elements.  

3.2.3 Summing Up 

In some ways, the tools you use to structure the journey are less important than the 

values behind it.  For example, acknowledging learners expertise means accepting 

learners arrive with questions borne of experience, thinking through those 

questions, anticipating them and using them to structure the resource is a 

worthwhile way to start. It is what the suggestion that one starts with the activities 

rather than the content is based. Recognising learners arrive with questions and 

answers has implications for tone and structure. The learner needs to be able to see 

themselves in the resource, see that it recognises their experiences, and see how 

any insights might be applied to their context. This will shape the way you write and 

the resources you select. In the next section, we look at those resources.  

3.3 Making Things 

The previous sections have been about establishing an appropriate narrative. Here 

we start to look at the practicalities of creating a course online and in the open. In 

the open making is not just about creating new things but also about finding things, 

curating things, reversioning things, or using the things you have.  

3.3.1 Activity Planning 

https://www.gillysalmon.com/carpe-diem.html
https://www.slideshare.net/GillySalmon/carpe-diem-workshop-on-storyboarding-online-educa-berlin-dec5-2014
https://www.youtube.com/watch?list=PLYMwCkZ_UIQAcHFFxLAeiSpvxpUKx-TDO&v=MZA82ZIJ2d8
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1W472Jnj3TtBdZBPZNLvzqoG7NDKN9k2XeuLgNdOqsTY/edit
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In order to enable the learner to do something in the world when they have 

completed the course, they need to engage in a series of activities. While these 

activities might be mediated through the online environment, they will likely be 

conducted in the context they operate, not just on their own. It may also involve 

others. I am suggesting that to develop an appropriate activity. One needs to have 

a good understanding of the learner's context. In many cases, this will have 

developed through your research, or at least you will have developed relationships 

and opportunities to do so.  

In my experience of working with practitioners, especially those working with 

communities or engaged in “affective labour”, they are familiar with ideas around 

reflective practice. Therefore, some form of a reflection action cycle (whether 

drawing on Dewey, Kolb, Schon or others) is often a good starting point for designing 

an activity. What does this mean in practice? It often means sharing an example of 

an activity, asking the person to explore how it might apply to their practice, providing 

a series of critical questions or a structure for the learner to reflect on, and perhaps 

some sharing. So far, so familiar. What does it mean online? Some of the steps are 

the same. You might use a video or a case study to share activity in context, provide 

something to guide the activity like a plan and a series of structured questions on 

which they can reflect. As it's online, you might want to provide a template so people 

can capture the reflections. However, what of sharing, often the temptation is to 

build a sharing space online. In my experience, the nature of open education means 

this seldom works. Better to encourage using video or text to share your own or a 

fellow practitioner's reflections. It is even better to encourage learners to share those 

reflections directly with people in their context.  

3.3.2 Writing 

Unless you are already in blended learning or have worked in distance education, 

the thought you might write a course probably seems a little unusual. It is not going 

to be the same as writing up your research, nor will it simply be imagining yourself 

writing up an extended version of a course summary or something delivered face to 

face. As the previous sections imply, it is about finding a compelling narrative that 

sits on the edge of allowing a learner to see themselves in the course but creates 

enough discomfort for people to learn and develop. It should speak to their practice 

and context and be less about a transmission model and more on stimulating 

learners to learn from the ideas and apply them in their context.  

It is likely you will be doing this together. Collaborative writing can come with 

personal challenges around time management, hurt feelings, over-enthusiastic 

critics, and being let down when someone doesn’t deliver. I cannot comment on 

these, but what I can say is at least get the logistics right. Pick a platform (a google 

doc, or dropbox) set up a document and agree on a plan for when each person will 

work on it after each set of changes. Create a new version with the date and your 

initials on it and let everyone know you are finished editing. As you progress and 

perhaps start working across the whole document, use track changes and be 

considerate in your comments. It is a good idea to have a “critical friend”, or even a 

few, people who are one step removed from the writing and whose opinion you 

value. You don’t have to listen to them, but it is helpful to get some perspective.  

 



332 

3.3.3 Managing Assets 

As you progress through the course's creation, you will likely have either collected 

yourself, found, or plan to collect various assets (audio, images, video, files in 

various formats) which you will look to use as part of the journey. Indeed the use of 

these assets to mediate interactions is important. This is an open course. By this, 

we mean the course itself will be openly licensed. Not everything in it need be. The 

important thing here is to keep a good record of all the assets and the licences. 

Important information to record is Title, Author, Source, and Licence (TASL) as it is 

likely you will have to displace this in the course beside any assets.  

While developing the course itself, you will want to have a more detailed record.  

Including all this information, a description of the asset, how it will be used in the 

course, where it will be used in the course, the TASL information above, and if 

relevant details of any permissions or form of words that might have to go in the 

acknowledgements. A template is available. As with other collaborative documents, 

keep it in a shared space, let people know when you are updating it, and if you are 

making changes, please use the date and initials convention.  

4. Conclusion 

This document is an attempt to be open about my own experiences of creating OER. 

I am not big on detail here on knowing your learners, as it is highly contextual, but I 

try to set out an ethos. Making an OER is like any creative act. One looks to make 

a difference, and in the process, one imagines a set of future relations with the hope 

one can bring them into being. Of course, once the content is “out in the wild”, you 

cannot know for certain what the relationships between learners and content will be. 

All you can do is ensure you have thought carefully about the real and imagined 

learners and the uses they make of the resources.  

The document provides details related to the technical process, ensuring you have 

good records, or about licences. The most exciting challenges are not technical 

ones. The technical aspects need to be done well, or else they will be an 

unnecessary distraction from thinking through how to engage learners with the 

course to make a difference in the world. In my experience of working with 

practitioners, they engage in learning because they care, care about the people they 

work with, do a good job, and care about these enough to want to improve their own 

practice.  Of course, it has to be relevant, it has to be an interesting and engaging 

narrative, people have to see themselves in the course, but most of all, it has to hold 

out the promise to help them improve their practice.   

 

Ronald Macintyre April 2018 
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3.4.3 Persona to Support Course Writing 

Persona 1: Younger Person and Employability.  

Dave is 24. He is in his 3rd year studying Psychology at his local University. Having 
returned to study from work he recognises the importance of getting practical 
experience in developing his career. Even though at present, he is not entirely sure 

what that career might be.  He is thinking of counselling, maybe youth work, maybe 
even social work – not sure. He thinks that volunteering might be a suitable way to 
gain experience. He could look for a job, but mostly they are looking for a degree 

AND experience. In addition, a job might be too much commitment as he is trying to 
balance study, a PT job and a social life.  
 

There is a local charity that supports young people, he is not quite sure what it does, 
it seems to be a space where people can hang out, but there does seem to be an 
element of counselling involved. Perhaps it is more coaching or pastoral, it is hard 

to tell. They are looking for volunteers though, and working with young people in a 
community context does appeal to him. He is a bit worried that he might not have 
enough experience and wonders whether such a small organisation would be able 

to support him.  
 
On the other hand, the larger organisations always seem to be looking for people, 

he sees things appear on Social Media, sometimes specific, but often generic calls 
for volunteers. While it seems the best option, the opportunities might be more 
diverse, they are likely to offer training and support he does wonder whether he 

would get lost. Also he gets the impression that there are quite a few strings attached 
to the training opportunities available. Perfectly understandable, if they invest in you 
they want to get something out of it. However, he would be looking for to access the 

training and experience to volunteer locally.  
 
He is not sure what to do, so he goes down to the local centre to try and speak to 

someone from the local youth group. There is nobody about who can speak to him, 
but they take his details, and 4 days later he gets an email suggesting he comes 
down the following day if he wants to meet up for a chat. He cannot make it as he 

has a shift, and asks if there is an alternative time. A couple of days pass with no 
reply, he is passing so pops in. This time someone is available. Mary is the founder 
of the group, they sit and have a cuppa and talk. He explains he wants to help, but 

is unsure how, and worried about his lack of experience.  
 
Mary suggests he comes down for to a drop in session sometime, if he could come 

an hour before, they could have a proper ?, he could meet some of the other staff 
and volunteers, and just get a sense of how they organise the evening. She admits 
they don’t have much, or indeed any, budget for training, often the people who come 

already have some experience, or learn from working here. If he was interested, 
and they were interested in him working there after coming along, then they could 
talk about what that would mean, and the kinds of hoops one might jump through, 

including PVG checks.  
 
He goes along the next week, it feels a wee bit chaotic at first, with lots going on, 

but he sees Mary and she introduced him to everyone and in particular to Martin, 
who will show him the ropes.  Martin is in his mid-30s, and has worked here for 4 
years.  He explained that this evening Dave would just be observing, and it was an 

opportunity for him to see what they do, think about how he would fit in, and for the 
group to see how or if he would fit in.  
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He enjoys the experience, it is a bit much at first, but he soon settled in and 

understand what they were trying to do, it is a safe place for young people come to, 
it is not some kind of formal support or counselling, and he starts to see how it fits 
his interest and skills and experience. He emails Mary and asks if he might come 

along again. Mary passes him onto Martin who agrees to meet him next week. At 
the catch up Martin says, yes you do fit in.  They would be happy for him to get more 
involved, but he would need to do a PVG check and have a more formal induction. 

They did offer some in house training, but if he wanted formal counselling 
experience he would need to look to one of the larger groups.  
 
After a few weeks he felt he was settling in. It was a small group. Only four staff, 

and 12 volunteers, who came at different times, on a rota. While he did need to 
commit Martin was reasonably good at swapping things about if you had something 
on, like a last minute essay. He does wonder how he is going to grow and develop 

in the role. He is getting near the end of his course, and does wonder if he ought to 
try and go to one of the bigger charities who might provide him with more formal 
counselling experience that he could use to get into employment. At the same time 

he feels very connected to the group, and actually enjoys working in this less formal 
support space. He has a lot of thinking to do.  
 

Persona 2: Older Person Skills and Social 
Morag is 67, she is a retired nurse, well sort of retired, she now does some small 
bits of work as a community nurse on particular health projects, it is only a day or 

two a week going out into particular communities to support individuals and groups. 
Over the years she has gained a lot of experience in the health sector around diet, 
health, exercise and so on. She likes to keep active. She was always into eating 

well, but her kids started her getting into exercise, her daughter started running in 
school, and Morag thought it would be good to encourage her. She volunteered at 
the local athletics club, just helping out, and then later going on runs with the kids 

as an “extra pair of hands”.  
 
Her partner also helped, though he was often away with their son, who was into 

swimming. The kids are long gone. Indeed it is grandchildren now. However, she 
still helps out at the local athletics club, and enjoys the company, even though she 
half wishes she could stop and “move on”. A few years ago she put her name down 

as a volunteer for the Commonwealth Games when they were in Glasgow. It was 
quite an experience, a really positive atmosphere, and some great folk. Actually, 
she ended up getting a Part Time job at the Games helping manage the volunteers, 

she hadn’t really thought of herself as a volunteer, nor the years of work at the 
athletics club as managing volunteers. However, she thinks now it probably is what 
it is. 

  
After helping at the games she started doing a few one day volunteering things, it 
was good fun, mostly it was as a steward on marathon or half marathon, or perhaps 

at a feed station. Mostly it was a very good experience, you would see familiar faces, 
get to know new folk, though once she did end up in a car park on a hot day dealing 
with annoyed drivers, that wasn’t such a good experience. She told them, and they 

seemed to listen.  
She is torn between wanting to become more involved as a volunteer, having a 
chance to flex her experience, enjoying the ability to dip in and dip out, and 

wondering when she ever can get out of the local athletics club. She decides to tell 
the athletics club she needs a rest, some new blood, people ask her to stay, and 
she appreciates it, but their also seems to be an appreciation that it is time. She 
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signs up for a few more races and then starts to think about whether she might 

contribute some of her experience in nursing and the community. Perhaps it is time 
to step back from paid work and do some volunteering.  
 

Her son moves back to the area with his wife and kids, and it seems like this involves 
childcare responsibilities for her and her husband, this pushes her to think about 
paid work, she gives up her job on the community health project, but agrees to come 

back as a volunteer in the short term. It provides some flexibility, and some continuity 
with the relationships. Though she is also concerned about not treading on other 
people’s toes.  
 

Persona(s) 3: Younger Couple Active in the Community  
Francis lives in a village just outside a small town, it was a mining area, but that has 
long gone. Well mostly, the structures and the jobs have gone, but the slag heaps, 

holes in the group, flooded areas where it was opencast, and oddly sometimes the 
dust still lingers. He is not from the area, he met his partner Chloe in Glasgow, her 
family were from here, despite what a lot of people think, it is actually a good place 

to live, it was cheap to buy a house, and there is a lot of green space.  
 
One of things people in the area have been trying to work with a regional body that 

supports the environmental redevelopment of ex coal areas. There is a lot of wildlife, 
if you go out to what people call “the ponds”, then you can see all sorts of waterfowl, 
waders, and such. Where the land has gone wild around the deserted mine working 

is awash with flowers in the spring through summer. It is a nice place, the kids play 
out there, though he does worry a wee bit. Maybe it is not safe.  
 

Francis commutes to work in Glasgow. Chloe has a PT job in the nearby town. Chloe 
is quite involved in local community events, partly through her family connections, 
and partly connections she has made herself. She has become quite active in the 

local environmental group which is looking to develop the conservation potential of 
the “the ponds”. Perhaps putting some footpaths in, getting some interpretive 
panels, some seating, maybe even a wildlife hide. Chloe is on the local steering 

group.  
 
Francis is not really involved, but will lend a hand if needed. The group manage to 

get some funding for paths an interpretation from the regional regeneration fund. It 
isn’t much, and creating the paths will rely on a significant volunteer contribution. 
There is enough to pay a contractor to do some work, so digging with a small 

machine, and creating pits where they can get stone. Chloe decides the best thing 
to do is to organise some volunteer days. Francis says he will come along, though 
he doesn’t know much about building paths.  

 
Chloe doesn’t know much about path building either, and they are quite dependent 
on the contractor to help, for example advise them on the best route.  They put signs 

up in the local post office, shops, in the school, and on the community social media 
page. People start asking Chloe what to bring as her name is on the contact sheet, 
she advises, gloves, wellingtons, a waterproof, any shovels or spades they might 

have, and a wheelbarrow if they have one.  
 
Francis, grabs his barrow, some tools, including a hammer and some nails, staple 

gun, and put them in the back of the car. He arrives early with Chloe and they set 
up a table and a small gazebo they borrowed from the local community hall. Chloe 
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has organised for soup and sandwiches to be made, and others are bringing cakes, 

oh and tea and coffee of course.  
 
Once they start planning out the route it they can see what has to be done and 

people start to volunteer to work on different sections once the digger driver has set 
been through. There are some trees in the way, Francis suggest chain sawing them, 
but Chloe is not comfortable with people using a chainsaw, so the contractor cuts 

the branches, and uproots another tree. It starts to rain, and people head to gazebo 
for shelter and a hot drink. The contractors keep working, and Chloe feels she has 
to as well, Francis helps as well.  
 

Persona 4: Mid-Career Looking for a Change 
Sally is 48. She studied law after graduating she worked in corporate law for about 
a decade, then decided on a career change and started working in the University 

sector. She was in the legal department, contracts and so on. The opportunity to go 
PT came up and she decided to take it. Now she works 3 days a week, and is strict 
about not allowing it to spread. For a while, she has been wondering about “giving 

something back”, thinking perhaps of using some of the skills she has developed 
over the years might be used in a voluntary capacity. 
  

The obvious thing would be a charity board, and she has looked online and one of 
the thing board always seem to be looking for are people who can help with the 
legal. Universities are charities, so while it is not her area, she might be able to 

contribute. However, she also wonders about something which involves a bit more 
direct engagement, something where she can see the difference she is making.  
She thinks Citizens Advice or something similar might be a good fit, somewhere she 

can provide direct support to people. But she is worried that her area of knowledge 
might be too specialist. She could give general legal advice, and notes that citizens 
advice has a bit on their website about company/organisational law, but it is mostly 

about bankruptcy, which isn’t her area.  
 
She finds a group that offers free legal support to small charities, and contacts them. 

She says she can offer up to a day a week, face to face if its local, or on the 
telephone.  
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3.5 Pilot and Report on Volunteer Scotland Pilot in 

OpenLearnCreate 

3.5.1 Slides from the Centre for Voluntary Sector Leadership Volunteer 

Scotland Pilot 
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3.5.2 Report from the Centre for Voluntary Sector Leadership Volunteer 

Scotland Pilot 

Volunteer Scotland Workshops and Course Pilot.  (November 2018) 

1. Introduction 

The short paper reports on the workshops conducted in Stirling and Irvine just prior 

to the launch of the pilot course and just after the completion of the pilot.  

The workshops had two types of exercise. One set where they were asked to set 

out their volunteering experiences and learning using post-it notes and under the 

heading “the good, the bad, the ugly”. The Second is where they are asked to draw 

or write about their expectations for the course, first how they will learn, then what 

they will learn.  The final workshop also asked about the “the good, the bad, the 

ugly” and then asked participants to consider the course in relation to Goldilocks 

and the Three Bears which bits were too much, which bits just right, which bits too 

little.  

2. Workshop Outputs 

2.1 Preliminary Workshop Stirling 

This workshop ran on the 12th of September with morning and afternoon sessions. 

Between the two workshops, 6 people attended.  

2.1.1 Based on Graphics 

What they will learn 

The course is set out as signposted journey, with various stops and the bumps with 

the idea that having been on the journey they can share what they learnt with others.  

Note the road, suggested a guided path, on the crest of each hill, there are signs, 

stops, and barriers.  

Many voices in the choir, but one song was more text based. Signing from the same 

song sheet, become familiar with the language (buzz words), confidence, think 

about volunteers perspective. 
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Figure 1: What they will Learn  

  How they will learn 

Light bulb moments, on the sofa, in the garden, at the kitchen table, with friends or 

peers to sense check understanding.  Note the suggestion within the different places 

of the ability to learn in different spaces.  

The second image (this group did mainly text for the first exercise)  put the learning 

in a bubble, at home very domestic, music, sofa, then a door out to peers and other 

spaces they might study like a coffee shop.   
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The good the bad the ugly of learning 

Good Bad  Ugly 

Personal change 
Personal development 
Achievement of finishing a 
course 
Learning/inspiring others 
It is enjoyable! Putting new 
theory and skills into practice 
It is never ending! It grows! 
Chance to expand experience 
and learning through 
secondment 
Developing – flexible, can lead 
to different paths 
It allows us to grow as people.  

Time 
Resources 
The lecturer was bad teacher, 
nasty at times 
Can attend but find it’s not what 
I expected 
A lot can be asked by 
volunteering 
Not being taught in the learning 
style for me 
People with less education can 
be stigmatised 
As an adult you want to learn 
where as a child you are made 
to learn 
It can be harder for less 
privileged people to access 
learning 

Complicated process 
Not structured well. Not clear. 
Type or organisation 
Fear of failing the course 
Life gets in the way 
Focus on academical subjects 
– not the individual 
Its slows us to grow as people 
Never judge a book by its cover 

 

The good the bad and the ugly of volunteering 

Good Bad  Ugly 

Coming Together; Positive 
Experience 
 
Difference it makes 
 
Helping someone else 
 
Good achievement 
 
How the volunteers develop 
and perhaps move into paid 
employment 
 
Giving back; contributing; part 
of the team; focus; structure to 
week 
 
Giving something back the 
community 
 
Where your career came from 
 
Helpful for career/CV 

No structure or best practice 
 
Resources 
 
When you can’t help someone 
 
Volunteering time not best used 
 
As I volunteer, I wants 
supported – so I left 
 
Lack of direction -  Workplan 
 
Lack of appreciation 
 
Sometimes we can too much of 
volunteers 

What is volunteering?  
 
Taking advantage of volunteers 
 
In-fighting between 
organisation for limited funding 
 
No communication when 
someone offers to volunteer 
 
Lack of respect 
 
Stereotypes of volunteers e.g. 
“The Purple Rinse Brigade” 
 
I want to work but sometimes I 
can’t for health reasons 

 

2.1.2 Based on Notebook and Reflective Audio Journal 

This is lifted directly from my notes 

“Back to back workshops, not so well attended, these people had been at previous 

workshops. Allana sat in and this was useful.  Allana wanted to see what you guys 
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have been up to for all this time, what have you been doing, why haven’t you 

finished. Adrian had mentioned that as well, Allana mentioned, and so did someone 

else. So clearly, there is a sense in the office, what are you doing, why are you 

taking so long? Adrian had indicated there was a feeling, take the workbook and 

stick it online.  

Returning to the course, it was a running joke about what we have been up to. 

People quite like talking about the good bad ugly, they thought the bad ugly was 

obscured. While the bad ugly in Irvine was about wider socio economic relations, in 

the double workshop in Stirling, the things people talked about were more personal, 

it was experiences they themselves had.  

What did I learn, I think we learnt that what people are looking for is structure, some 

are looking for specific bits of information. But it seemed to be a structure and flow, 

a process, something they can dig deeper into. The structure was often about the 

confidence to act, if I had to distil it down that is what came out of it. What are the 

implications for the design, for me it means ending each session with something, 

there is an action plan, people talked about cascading the learning out, so maybe 

we need exercises that might be the case.” 

2.2 Preliminary Workshop Irvine 

This workshop took place on the 11th of September, and 8 people attended.  

2.2.1 Based on Graphics 

What they will Learn 

How do we keep people safe, signposting to support for learning, the process to 

bring in volunteers, a fresh look at the volunteer process, reflecting learning? How 

to chat to volunteers. How do you get feedback from volunteers, knowledge to build 

your confidence to support volunteers? 

  

How they will Learn 

On the train, travelling, in the house on the sofa, in a library, in the office, in the 

morning. On the computer, online, books, books all around, eBooks, visual, audio, 

books all around me. Talking to friends, using word recall, talking.  

No right time, no wrong time. Want to deliver materials to others, based on shared 

experience, get multiple perspectives, a course that can be tailored to each 

individual need. Assess and reflect to take forward and help others.  

Social aspect, meeting others to form relationships, sharing knowledge, springboard 

to other learning opportunities, freedom to choose when, encourage others, support 

group, can be accessed form home office and in a group.   
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Figure 2: How they will Learn 

 

 

The good the bad the ugly of learning 

Good Bad Ugly 

Helping people, knowledge that 
can be shared, self-
improvement, employment 
prospects 
 
Friendship and support from 
others, being part of a team to 
help each other’s 
Passing on your knowledge, 
youngsters sharing 
experiences 
Enjoyment of feeling you have 
helped someone else 
Love learning, informal learning 
Learning through doing, 
placements, enjoy it 

 
Taught bad practice, being 
looked down on, respect from 
authority figures, local authority 
Being assessed, being graded, 
bad writing 
Access for learning, stress 
Bad, the lecturers had their own 
agenda mainly to get you 
through the test 

What are they talking about! 
Not being taught in a proper 
manner 
Funding, being judged by 
others, as people who would be 
helped 
Internal relationships, suffer 
discouragement from further 
involvement, disempowering 
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The good the bad the ugly of volunteering 

Good Bad  Ugly  

watching kids grow, 
Ambassador - cash for kids, 
Commonwealth games, 
memories forever, Christmas 
lights, wealth memories for life,  
 
Feel good factor, knowledge 
skills and understanding, 
positivity, self-belief and 
nurturing, making a difference 
 
Benefit to all, the volunteer and 
the organisation, build 
community spirit 
 
Discovering learning happens 
all the time, achievements – age 
is no barrier 
 
To enjoy the experience of 
learning with others, feel more to 
be gained from learning with 
others.  

Pressure/facing responsibilities, 
finding the funding e.g. the 
Xmas lights, no support 
 
Finances, higher expectations 
demands/stress, lack of support, 
negativity 
 
Bullying, tight established 
communities, family relations 
 
PVG issues 
 
Being discouraged at a young 
age to have no ambition 
 
The shit you have to deal with, 
not in your own circle, but 
authority’s outwith.  

Undervalued, detachment, 
community (not included) or 
accepted 
 
Age, the committee trying to 
encourage younger group 
 
Relationships were suffering 
because of pressures put on 
while studying 
 
People giving bad feedback in 
social media, upsetting/lack if 
appreciation 
 
Being misinterpreted by others 
based on your level of education 

 

2.2.2 Based on Notebook and Reflective Audio Journal  

Direct from notebook 

“We had a wee chat with the person who was facilitating, had a wee chat, basically 

establishing shared views shared values. Adrian and I had spent some time in the 

car talking about public sector, public sector cuts, Third Sector, volunteers having 

to step in and fill that space, and our uneasy feelings about this. While there are lots 

of positives about volunteering there is also this negative aspect. What are those 

gaps a symptom of?  

What became apparent in the workshop, is the workshop was with people who are 

the sharp end of this, it was difficult to keep people on track and on the course.  

There was a couple of exercises, in the good the bad the ugly, lots of people had 

negative experiences of learning, being told it wasn’t for them, and it was the 

volunteering that really spun out, big long discussions about “Food Banks”, the 

negative side of voluntary effort, and actually people talking about actively 

withdrawing volunteering. A big long discussion of the use of sanctions, they were 

aiding and abetting those sanctions by running foodbanks, the DWP couldn’t 
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sanction unless there was Food Banks. Some people were saying they closed down 

the foodbank, if there was no local foodbank, then people couldn’t be sanctioned. I 

don’t know how correct that it is. The withdrawal of volunteer effort was in recognition 

that their volunteer effort was supporting punitive punishment of people in their 

community. In the workshop, people had examples of how those people who were 

being punished were their own family members.” 

 

3. Round up Worksop 

 3.1 Stirling  

The Stirling workshop was on the 30th of October. Only one person attended this 

workshop  

Miss Out Too Much Just Right Too Little Missing 

 Activities follow a 
pattern, but it is a 
bit repetitive 
 
Recruitment 
activity may be 
too heavily 
weighted 
 
Variety, activities 
too similar? 
 
Be clear that you 
can pick some, 
otherwise too 
much to do 

 More illustrations Action plan to 
bring together 
actions from all 
the sections (one 
per section) 
 
Conflict 
 
How do we “let 
people go” 

 

Started to sketch out an action plan, from the activities at the end of each section 

people are asked to look at:  

• Short Term, what they need to do right now, and they should go ahead and 

do it;  

• Medium and Long Term, then select something from the medium and/or 

long term that they are going to put into the action plan at the end.  

Then need to think through what is on the list of things to do, is it a case of: 

• We don’t do this but need to;  

• We do this but need to improve; 

• We do this think we are good but don’t record it.  

And so on.  

Nobody attended the Irvine workshop on the 31st of October.   



354 

4. Summary 

People were asked to comment on their experiences of learning and volunteering, 

the good the bad and the ugly.  

The Good 

Good experiences of learning were ones where people felt they were learning 

to do something useful, often with others, and involved learning new things 

and sharing experiences.  

Good experiences of volunteering were similar to peoples positive 

experiences of volunteering. With the addition of the sense of the positive 

effects on the individual of doing something for others.  

The Bad 

Bad experiences of learning included poor teaching practices and educators, 

lack of time themselves and provided to support them and barriers to 

education 

Bad experiences of volunteering included lack of structure, direction, support, 

resources, and the stress that can come with that when others come to rely 

on you.  

The Ugly 

Ugly experiences in learning came from complicated overly formal process, 

fear of failure, pressure from and on relationships, and being judged and 

people not valuing you came across the most strongly. 

Ugly experiences of volunteering were similar and included being 

undervalued, judged, shown a lack of respect and being taken advantage of.  

There was a sense that too often we focus on the “good news”, the bad and ugly of 

learning are seen as things that can be overcome. However the bad and ugly side 

of volunteering is neglected. This was strongest in Irvine, where participants were 

deeply concerned about the role of volunteering as a bulwark against austerity, and 

to what degree this made them complicit in the neoliberal hollowing out of the state.  

People were then asked about their expectations of learning, what they would learn 

and how they will learn.  

How they will Learn 

Many of the responses reflected the affordances of online learning, a sense 

of anywhere, anytime, evoking the coffee shop, the sofa, a cup of tea or a 

glass of wine. Though mention was made of books, and other media like 

video and audio. One of the visuals displayed a journey, with streams 

cascading the learning, and the idea of learning that was something that 

arose with others, and whose value came from sharing with others came 

across in all the exercises.  

What they will Learn 

When asked to look at what they learn.  People seemed to expect the course 

to be a route map, signposting areas where they might get support, a 
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structure in order to give them confidence. The sense was that the course 

provides an overview of the whole process of engaging volunteers, a way to 

explore, record and act on what you do and don’t know.  

The closing workshop was only attended by one learner. They were a volunteer who 

often found themselves supporting other volunteers. They made some useful 

suggestions around how to build the activities and the summaries at the end of each 

section into an action plan.  

Ronald Macintyre  

 

November 2018  



356 

Appendix 4: Developing Models 

4.1 Design Anticipates 

Introduction  

In this short paper, I explore the different phases of a design process. In particular, how 

they relate to each other, attempting a series of aphorisms within a set form of words. These 

are words are design, make, use and anticipate.  It is worth explaining these terms.  

• By design, I mean the process where an idea is formulated to create an artefact, 

either a physical thing, a virtual one or an activity  

• By making, I mean producing something, with making entwined but separate from 

design and rooted in norms and ways of working.  

• By use, I mean the way an individual or group engages with the artefact and 

creates value through this.  

• Finally, we have anticipate, anticipate means to expect something, to have 

foresight, a sense of preceding that anticipates an outcome.  

Starting with design, the paper looks at each, in turn, exploring how one anticipates the 

others.  

Design anticipates …  

design anticipates making 

Design can be said to anticipate making into two ways. Firstly through the way formulating 

an idea and imagining uses may require new ways of making. Secondly, through the way 

making shapes the sense of the possible and the designer’s imagination. Both are possible 

in practical terms based on materials or manufacturing procedures and norms or “ways of 

making”.   

design anticipates use 

Designers always throw themselves into a future context where their idea is already in use, 

and designing for those imagined uses is just part of what designers do. Designers examine 

potential uses and actual uses, is often iterative, with actual use and what has been learnt 

from actual use is part of the design process.  

For example, imagine you are a shoe designer, your design for a shoe is shaped by what 

shoes are used for and the range of possible forms a shoe can take. It is also shaped by 

thinking through what would be acceptable to someone looking for a piece of footwear, and 

relates how shoes are made. This is not just material. If you are working in a long-

established artisan maker, there will be ways of working that shape your understanding of 

the possible.  

Making anticipates …  

making anticipates use  

Whether it is on a production line or an artisan space, the process of making anticipates 

use and those that will use it as the very process of making is aware that use appreciation 

of making can be part of the way users gain value. Making also anticipates use through the 

making and unmaking of artefacts through use and understanding that the making is only 

completed once something is used.  

making anticipates design 
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In some ways, this is a mirror to the way design anticipates making. However, here we see 

the fixity of making, the skill of a craftsperson, the tacit routines and assumptions provide a 

basis for the design, and can anticipate new forms. Just as this anticipation enables, it can 

also resist, and flexibility in making anticipates challenges from design that may require new 

ways of making.  

For example, a shoe is for wearing, the act of making a shoe anticipates the foot that will 

wear it. The shoemaker understands it is for a foot, and this understanding allows them to 

make the shoe. The fact that shoes have been made that they exist and have an established 

form shapes our imagination, as do the ways of making a shoe. This is “how we make it” 

foreshadows the design.   

Use anticipates …  

use anticipates design 

In many ways the circular relationship between design and use is the easiest to comprehend 

and is the most widely understood. Design is an iterative process, and through the various 

prototypes use, and those using it both come before and after design. The other way use 

anticipates design is through the uses that people engaging with an artefact find. People 

often find when using something that it can be put to other uses, and through these use 

values, they imagine means they design their own uses.  

use anticipates making 

In some ways, a mirror of making anticipating use, it is through use that making is 

completed, and within that understanding is the sense that things may well be unmade and 

new forms created in use. It also relates to the appreciation of making, where the value that 

accrues through use derives from knowing more about the making.   

For example, a shoe is for the foot. It might enable the wearer to walk further, run faster, 

stay warm or keep dry. These uses come to our mind as we imagine the range of possible 

shoes and come before the shoe's design. Our use of the shoe completes the making and 

may also be the start of unmaking when one changes or adapts the item.  

If the shoe fits 

The example given is of a shoe. In detailing the example, I could not help thinking about an 

old pair of Hunter Balmoral Neoprene Wellingtons. The design sits within the Hunter brand. 

It draws on its heritage with the addition of neoprene and a walking boot sole. The making 

itself needs to be done with care and attention to joins, junctions and bends where wear 

may occur. The boots are based on an established design-maker form that has arisen 

through testing in use. Over time my boots aged and wore at the ankle. Following the line 

of reinforced rubber composite at the ankle, I cut them down to make a pair of shoes. In the 

process unmaking them and remaking them into a comfortable waterproof slip-on shoe for 

getting logs or keeping my feet dry when feeding the animals.  I am certainly not the first to 

do this. Indeed I copied my partner, and wellington manufacturers now make similar items.  

Conclusion 

The above example shows how we familiar we are with collapsing the different parts 

of the design process into each other. The design process is continually in thrall to 

what has happened and imagining what can occur.  We do not experience it in the 

form set out in the paper, which suggests linear causal relations, as the design 

process is not linear, with each element flowing from and to and then through the 

others. However, what emerges within this linear form is a sense of how we might 

examine the ways each phase comes before and after the other. It provides us with 
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a way of exploring those relationships, and I hope it also provides some insight into 

the ways designers know.   
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4.2 The Strategic Canvas 

4.2.1 Beta Society Review 

1. Introduction 

The strategic questions that emerged through the design of courses by intermediary 

organisations are external and related dimensions of direct, indirect, and associative 

publicness. In addition, when they are designing for publicness, they need to ensure 

they are designing with “a public” they want to bring into being. For these 

organisations, often values-based and linked to counter publics, their role is not just 

to listen but also to persuade and change. The different pressures lead to strategic 

dilemmas.  

• How to persuade while also listening to the people they would persuade.  

• How should intermediary organisations work with democratic publicness 

and its direct and indirect influence while also shaping and influencing the 

state.  

• How to understand the organisation's values and the roots in counter 

publics that provide the organisation with its legitimacy, and what to do if 

things change.  

For a commercial organisation, the external environment scan shapes the internal 

capabilities to reflect any external changes. For these organisations, their aim is not 

to mirror the external environment but to change it. The tension between these 

different aspects of publicness led me to consider whether it might be codified and 

turned into a tool. 

1. The Strategy Canvas and Beta Society Review 

I started to develop a strategy canvas based on the research with intermediary 

organisations to help them address strategic questions around competing notions 

of publicness and as a tool to help me support those organisations. It started in 

notebooks, then the whiteboard in my office and then I started to draw it up using 

some UX software for drawing system maps. I shared with various people to help 

me make sense of the flow.  Between the 5th and the 10th of March 2019, I ran a 

series of workshops at the Tate Modern in London for an event called “Beta 

Society”49.  

Along with taking part in a series of panels and running a workshop on foresight 

techniques and the role of anticipation in design, I used the event to trial the draft 

canvas. Tate Exchange is a community space in the Tate. It is a glazed white cube, 

open plan shaped around glazed stairs with windows that look on to the Thames. 

The workshops and presentations looked across the river to the OXO building. I took 

the A2 versions of the canvas rolled in a tube, pens, post-it notes, coloured dots that 

form the designer's toolkit. It was a mix of bookings and drop-in.   

 
49 The event was organised by the Digital Makers Collective at the University of the Arts 
London and partners were from an Erasmus Programme on open design, a series of Third 
Sector partners which were Child Rights International, Black Thrive, LionHeart In the 
Community and a technology organisation Happy Finish, see 
https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/tate-exchange/workshop/beta- 
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2. The Beta Society Review 

Only two people dropped into the session, one activist from a local social housing 

association concerned about the treatment of black people on the estate and how 

the Tate was represented black identity. The other was a person from an Arts 

Charity in the South of England interested in education outreach. The other 

participants were connected to the partner charities and booked the session. 

For each session, I began with a short presentation about the canvas where I talked 

about the tensions, and then we worked together on the canvas. As the session 

progressed, it became clear that I was talking too much. I had to talk because people 

were unclear about what they had to do, it was not clear how to use the canvas, and 

the terms I used were unfamiliar. In particular, the transformation element, where 

people were asked to think about how publicness influenced them and how they 

wanted to influence “a public” and the acts of persuasion.  

While the plan was to evaluate the canvas in use, the lack of clarity in the canvas 

did not lend itself to the looser “drop-in” style of workshop at “Beta Society”. I had to 

adapt my approach to ensure the group got something from the experience. In the 

end, I led people through the tensions associated with listening to learning from and 

leading “a public” and the pressures associated with the different dimensions of 

publicness and how to balance internal and external factors as an organisation 

develops its education and outreach strategy.  

3. Post Workshop Reflections 

After the meeting, I spoke to Adrian from VS, and Carol from LHC to see their 

feedback. They indicated that while it did tease out the dilemmas and reflected the 

process, it was difficult to see what to do first and in what order. It made the strategic 

issues seem daunting and, therefore, difficult to address. Discussing this with a 

frequent collaborator Chrissi Nerantzi suggested that the process focus I talked 

about was akin to a strategy board game. I started to review the literature on games 

in business education. I bought the collaborative board games Forbidden Island and 

Pandemic in December 2019 to play over the festive break with family and observe 

gameplay. Ultimately having reviewed the extensive literature on the use of games 

to teach and support strategy, I also abandoned this inquiry.  

The sense that emerged from the attempts to synthesise the outcome of the doctoral 

research was that design was a messy process’s, which become messier when you 

attempt to codify your practice. Even as I made the canvas, but bringing it into being 

and elaborating “a worldview” (Shostack and Shostack 2013), I tended to stop 

believing before the Tate workshops were complete. Partly, it related to 

entanglements in the world (Torrance 2017)  and partly to changes in the way I saw 

those entanglements.  

Infographics like the Design Council Double Diamond set out the phases linearly 

and have a role. They are descriptive accounts that develop into normative ones 

(Ball 2019). Practice frameworks are meta-theories about practice that form part of 

practice journeys, often from novice to expert (Jarvis 1999). The UK Design Council 

Double Diamond and the Stanford D School “Design Thinking” have become key 

ways in which design practice is taught and process maps for designers to structure 

their work with clients. They are valuable aids for experienced practitioners and can 

provide a way to explore and reflect on actions and make explicit unspoken routines 

and practices. However, when you look at practitioner inquiries reviewed throughout 
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this section, practice is often far messier. For example, the designer Liz Saunders 

has worked for several public institutions (e.g. designing hospitals) and private ones 

(gaming devices). Her design model is like a knot of wool, with a series of tangles 

made all the more difficult to unpick as they fold back on each other (see Sanders 

and Stapper 2014). As you pull on one thread, the knots tighten.  

 

4. Conclusion 

The PhD surfaces that working in these spaces and developing these guides lead 

to simplifications that are unhelpful and obscure essential parts of the design 

process.   The disquiet led to questions about whether the design process could be 

codified in a series of steps or whether design practice inhered in the designer's 

experience. So whether design was more like craft, craft knowledge and experience 

are not learned by following a series of instructions or reading about practice. It is 

acquired through doing. It arises through something akin to the apprentice model. 

However, that is not to say that design practice is too messy to unpick. Analogical 

reasoning and model making are part of what designers do to make sense of those 

entanglements and communicate it to others.  
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4.2.2 Beta Society Presentation 

The Education Canvas from a workshop at the Tate Modern.  
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4.3 Academic Presentations 
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4.4 Systems to Tools 

Figure 4.4.1: Interactive Exercise on Content and Support in Partnership from a Miro Board 

 

 

Figure 4.4.2: Interactive Exercise on Openness and Freedoms from a Miro Board 
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Figure 4.4.3: Interactive Exercise on Dimensions of Publicness from a Miro Board 
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