
THE IMPACT OF 
COVID-19 ON DIGITAL
LEARNING PRACTICES

LEARNJAM REPORT
November 2020

IN THE HUMANITARIAN
AND DEVELOPMENT
SECTORS



INTRODUCTION
Methodology

02

LEARNJAM INSIGHTS
Executive summary

03

Key insights

Specific  COVID-19 impacts

LEARNJAM
RECOMMENDATIONS
Conclusion

05

RESEARCH DETAIL
Digital  transformation

09
Impact of  COVID-19

The implications of COVID-19 on
learning

The future of digital  technology in
programming and learning

ABOUT LEARNJAM

15

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

21

© 2020 LearnJam (ELT Jam Learning Ltd) 1



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We are extremely grateful to the representatives of the various organisations who volunteered
their time and insights to contribute to this project, including:

The original research that formed the foundation for this report was carried out by Joanna Knight on
behalf of LearnJam. The research detail section in this report is an edited version of Joanna's original
findings. LearnJam's Lucy Williams and Jo Sayers added insights and recommendations to the
report, which was edited by Nergiz Kern. Page design by Tim Gifford and Berta Rojals. This report is
the result of our collaborative efforts and analysis.

LearnJam (2020). 

To cite this report:

                             The impact of COVID-19 on digital learning practices in the Humanitarian and
Development sectors

ActionAid International
Srividya Harish – Programmes Knowledge Curation and Systems Advisor

ActionAid UK
Ellie Shillito – Programme Quality & Assurance Specialist (Development)
Josepha Ditisheim – Senior Programme Quality & Assurance Specialist (Humanitarian)

BOND
Sarah Armstrong – Learning and Training Manager
Jemma Ashman – Membership and Marketing Manager

British Red Cross (BRC)
Katie Robertson – International Learning & Development Manager
Tamar Gabay – MEAL Advisor

United Purpose
Connor Steele-McCutchen – Programme Development Officer-Bangladesh

IMA International
Leigh Dowsett – Senior Consultant and Trainer

International Civil Society Centre
Vicky Tongue – Programme Manager: Futures and Innovation

International Rescue Committee
Andre Heller – Signpost Director

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF)
Pete Masters – Research and Innovation Team Coordinator

2© 2020 LearnJam (ELT Jam Learning Ltd)



Better understand how the INGO sector is responding to COVID-19
Assess the impact this is having on courses and programmes within the sector
Explore the longer-term needs for the sector in order to be able  to make a set of
recommendations

COVID-19 has had an enormous impact on the way people gather information, learn new
skills and interact with peers, mentors and teachers around the world. In some sectors,
digital or remote learning and programming was already significant and growing rapidly,
while in others it was still considered an outlier or an innovation. In either case, the crisis
has forced a radical change, with many in-person programmes, courses and training
sessions needing to shift and adapt or be stopped for a period of months. 

This report examines the specific impact of COVID-19 on the humanitarian and
development sectors and looks at the way that organisations, especially International
Non-Governmental Organisations (INGOs), in these sectors are responding to the
challenges, restrictions and opportunities that have come about as a result of the
pandemic. The report then goes on to make specific recommendations for how the
sector can improve the provision of digital or remote learning and programming. 

This study was commissioned by LearnJam in order to: 

INTRODUCTION
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METHODOLOGY
A mixed-methods approach was used to collect primary and secondary data on digital
programming practices across the international development and humanitarian sector.
An overview of the variety of programmes and initiatives striving to digitally innovate
(with fully-digital or blended learning components central to the programme) was
established from a web-based review. 

These findings were complemented by 12 Key Informant Interviews with a variety of
actors within the sector. The interviews were semi-structured to allow exploration of
areas of interest.

ActionAid International 
ActionAid UK
BOND
British Red Cross (BRC)
United Purpose 
IMA International 
International Civil Society Centre
International Rescue Committee
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF)

We contacted interviewees whom we felt provided a broad range of perspectives from
the INGO sector. We spoke to people from the following organisations:
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STAFF (AND VOLUNTEER)
LEARNING AND
DEVELOPMENT
The training and development of
staff and volunteers working
with the organisation

CAPACITY BUILDING
The provision of organisational
capacity-building support for
national or local organisations
working in partnership with the
INGOs

PROGRAMMING
The development of specific
courses or programmes that aim
to help end users / service users
gain new information or access
information, knowledge or skills

PROGRAMME LEARNING
The monitoring, evaluation, and
learning (MEL) plan or framework
attached to programmes and
strategies in order to assess their
effectiveness

The word ‘learning’ tends to be associated with L&D, capacity building and
MEL, but not with programming, even where learning or information
acquisition of some kind is a key outcome of the programme. This means
that there is no joined-up learning function that spans these different areas
of operation.

In addition, most INGOs do not consider digital innovation in these areas of
learning as separate initiatives, but instead view it as an integrated part of
wider digital transformation and programme strategies, along with other
more logistical digital transformation, such as business operations and
communications. This meant that the way learning was designed and
delivered was not as innovative and impactful as it could be.

The arrival of COVID-19 into this context has resulted in a forced shift to
digital for organisations in the sector. This has given some a degree of
confidence and know-how, but for others it has added another challenge
that they were not set up to tackle effectively, resulting in disruption to a
range of programmes and initiatives across all areas of learning. 

Prior to COVID-19, there was no consistent use of technological solutions
for learning and programming within the INGO sector, and many
technological solutions were found within pilot programmes for innovation
grants. COVID-19 has accelerated many humanitarian and development
organisations’ transition to digital delivery models, but there are a range of
immediate and longer-term challenges associated with this transition.

The research showed that ‘learning’ within the sector falls into a number of
different types of activity:

LEARNJAM INSIGHTS

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
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How to adapt learning and programming when
there is a lack of existing skill and experience in
digital or remote learning design

How to choose appropriate tools and
technologies to facilitate a shift to remote or
digital learning and programming when there is
such a large and often overwhelming range of
options to choose from

How to assess the effectiveness of digital
adaptations

How to mainstream or scale niches of success
into regular programming

The sector is now looking at how COVID-19 will impact programmes in the
long term. This will include understanding what works effectively, where
and in what form for each programme and exploring how to mainstream
those practices.

From the research we can see that, as well as the impact of COVID-19, there
are some fundamental underlying factors influencing innovation and digital
transformation in the humanitarian and development sectors. COVID-19 has
exacerbated existing challenges, as well as disrupting funding and logistics.
Our key insights from the research are listed below:

so they were under-prepared when COVID-19 hit. This initial deficit in terms
of digital innovation in learning can be attributed to wider contextual and
infrastructural constraints, but means that now there is an even longer way
to go in providing effective remote and blended learning and programming.
However, there are interesting initiatives focused on addressing this. For
example, DFID and others have funded an EdTech research hub to evaluate
and learn more about effective EdTech, and pockets of success in digital
transformation show that the potential of digital learning can be realised
(see below).

There are some smaller-scale successful innovative initiatives that speak to
the specific needs of different sub-sectors (such as agriculture (1), health
(2), education (3)), often using platforms and technology that communities
are already using and familiar with. However, this is not consistent across
the sector and in many cases the innovations are not joined up or
strategically connected, meaning their impact is not scaled or replicated
more widely.

KEY INSIGHTS

Digital transformation has been an on-going challenge for the
humanitarian and development sectors

UNDERLYING FACTORS

Pockets of successful digital innovation aren’t always scaled.
(1) For example, United Purpose with
MPower have developed a mobile app
to support women farmers and
entrepreneurs with information,
business planning and accounting
(2) Gamification for health promotion:
systematic review of behaviour
change techniques in smartphone
apps, BMJ, 2016
(3) Building a Safer Hanoi for Girls
with Minecraft, Plan International,
2017

Some of the key challenges we uncovered are:
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In many organisations in the sector, staff learning and development,
capacity building and MEL are all thought of independently. This means that
organisations can find themselves running a variety of digital learning
platforms, tools and approaches across these different functions, and these
are rarely joined up. With regard to programming, even when there is an
educational or information dissemination component to the project, it is
generally not connected to the organisational learning and development or
capacity building functions within the organisation that runs the
programme. This adds an additional silo to an already divided learning
function within these organisations and means that any best practice and
useful tools, approaches and principles are less likely to be shared.

SPECIFIC
COVID-19
IMPACTS

This amplifies the gap in strategy and thinking in these different areas, and
results in even more difficulty in fostering effective innovation in learning
within the sector.

Many existing programmes have pivoted to focus on providing support to
communities to protect them from COVID-19, especially where there has
been funding flexibility. This means that many existing learning courses and
educational programmes, whether aimed at staff, partners or service users,
have faced disruption. Some were paused and have since restarted, while
others are in danger of not starting again, meaning a significant negative
impact on the often vulnerable people these projects were serving.

The pandemic has interrupted the work being done.

In general, what the sector thinks of as ‘learning’ is siloed, 
and strategic decisions for the different silos are made
independently.

Efforts to innovate are not usually aligned with a specific
learning design strategy.
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who are already significantly  underserved and impacted by COVID-19.
Moving online or to remote delivery can partially or entirely exclude some
learners: those without access to online learning due to lack of equipment,
poor connectivity, a lack of basic digital skills or a home environment in
which online learning is difficult or impossible. This exacerbates the
problems faced by many of the most vulnerable in society. This exclusion
from opportunities to learn and develop new skills is an unwelcome and
damaging side-effect of the rush to online learning, especially as we look to
build a sustainable economic recovery post-COVID-19, in which large-scale
reskilling and upskilling is likely to be a major success factor. The shift to
remote learning risks making the groups targeted by the sector more
vulnerable and even less well-served.

These challenges are amplified as NGOs are working with the
most vulnerable groups in society,

In cases where programmes have been able to continue, it has been
challenging to adapt them to cope with COVID-19 restrictions and
regulations. This is supported by sector-wide surveys, such as those
conducted by BOND and Humentum, which highlight that NGOs were
‘unprepared to move a significant amount of program delivery or program
management to digital approaches’ (4). In many cases COVID-19 has meant
transitioning face-to-face programmes to online or remote delivery, but this
transition has often been slow to start due to funding, capacity, and the
ability to adapt to the crisis constraints. Understandably, many
organisations in the sector did not have a strategic approach for innovation
in learning design in place pre-COVID-19. This lack of defined strategy has
meant that the transitions that have been made have often been ad hoc,
with many learning programmes shifting to remote delivery without making
changes and adaptations that optimise them for their new delivery
mechanism.

Transitioning programmes to remote delivery has been a
significant challenge.

(4) What we have learned about
how NGOs are managing during
COVID-19, Humentum, June 2020
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Rapid technological development is a global megatrend, and INGOs, like all
other organisations, must embrace its opportunities and address its risks
(5). Digital transformation is the process for doing this by applying digital
technologies to establish new processes or enhance existing ones in order
to solve emerging business or organisational challenges. 

Because INGOs operate globally and deal with a huge range of technological
and digital readiness, they have been slow to adopt structural digital
transformation. In recent years, the priority for many organisations has been
the transition to cloud-based business processes and systems (such as
Office 365 and global financial and grant management systems), but COVID-
19 has highlighted the need for a more robust, wider-ranging digital
infrastructure which includes a focus on digital learning.

RESEARCH DETAIL

DIGITAL
TRANSFORMATION

The UK Department for International Development (DIFD)
has driven the digital transformation agenda, and its digital
strategy (2018–2020) sets out a vision for 'doing
development in a digital world'.

In mid-2017, Denmark became the first country in the world
to elevate technology and digitalisation to a foreign and
security policy priority.

Technological diplomacy – 'TechPlomacy' – is gaining traction
around the world, recognising both the opportunities and
risks of emerging technologies (6). 

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION FACTBOX

Digital transformation was a key agenda for many of the organisations that
we spoke to. We saw that INGOs consider the scope of these digital
transformation initiatives as broad, encompassing innovations in all areas of
learning. This means that organisations in the sector tend not to have
specific targets and strategies for digital learning or digital programming;
rather these innovations are under the umbrella of a wider digital
transformation agenda.

EXAMPLES

(5) Global Megatrends – Mapping the
Trends that affect us all, Oxfam,
January 2020

9

(6) TechPlomacy (technological-
diplomacy), The Office of Denmark’s
Tech Ambassador
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STAFF (AND VOLUNTEER)
LEARNING AND
DEVELOPMENT
The training and development of
staff and volunteers working
with the organisation

CAPACITY BUILDING
The provision of organisational
capacity-building support for
national or local organisations
working in partnership with the
INGOs

PROGRAMMING
The development of specific
courses or programmes that aim
to help end users / service users
gain new information or access
information, knowledge or skills

PROGRAMME LEARNING
The monitoring, evaluation, and
learning (MEL) plan or framework
attached to programmes and
strategies in order to assess their
effectiveness

The International Federation for the Red Cross's first organisational
priority is to develop into a digitally transformed network responding to
the needs of the communities where they work (7). 
ActionAid aims to 'embrace a culture of innovation, and actively
undertake digital transformations' that includes 'the use of inclusive
technologies that facilitate the active participation of rights holders’, and
‘working with technology innovators to address some of the practical
challenges facing the communities we work with' (8).

You can see examples of this in the wording around digital transformation
used by two large INGOs:

IMPACT OF
COVID-19

The research showed that ‘learning’ within the sector falls into four distinct
areas, often led by different departments (depending on the size of the
organisation). This report identifies a distinction between the following
areas where learning of some kind takes place:

In general, the sector considers areas 1–3 as learning, and 4 as
programming, even when learning takes place. The following sections look
at the impact of COVID-19 on these different aspects of INGOs in the sector.

10

(7) International Federation of the 
 Red Cross (IFRC) 2030 strategy

(8) Action for Global Justice, Strategy
2028. ActionAid International
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THE
IMPLICATIONS
OF COVID-19
ON LEARNING

This includes inductions, onboarding to systems, policies and ways of
working, professional development, and professional soft skills
development. Large organisations typically use a blended learning approach
with either tailor-made, white-label and/or membership to a third-party
learning platform, complemented with face-to-face and peer-led learning
(communities of practice).

Leading specialised membership-based learning platforms are:
Humanitarian Leadership Academy's learning platform, Kaya, and
Humentum's Explore learning platform. Free learning platforms
Disasterready.org, Coursera and FutureLearn are also commonly used.
INGOs use a variety of white-label platforms, such as TechChange, Fuse or
Cornerstone. Decisions on what learning technology to use are driven both
by L&D and IT staff or consulting IT advisers. 

Before COVID-19, many training interventions were face-to-face, provided
by in-house facilitators or by specialist training providers such as IMA
International, INTRAC or BOND.

All organisations interviewed felt that a blended learning approach (the
combination of face-to-face training with online sessions) would continue.
COVID-19 provided the momentum to adapt training for online delivery,
with positive feedback from participants in response to the shift.

1. STAFF (AND VOLUNTEER) 
LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT (L&D)

INGOs who work with partners – national or local community-based
organisations – provide organisational capacity-building support. For
example, financial management, governance, HR processes, programme
management, grant management and reporting. Programme teams usually
lead this support. 

Before COVID-19, this was typically delivered through face-to-face
interventions, supplemented by online training and webinars. The pandemic
has resulted in an increase in the number of interventions being delivered
online (through Zoom or Microsoft Teams), using Google Docs, Mentimeter,
Jamboard and other online apps. Long-term thinking about how to support
partners remotely continues with a focus on digital infrastructure to ensure
the partners can access the information and training they need.

2. CAPACITY BUILDING

All programmes and strategies have a monitoring, evaluation and learning
(MEL) plan or framework attached to them. MEL allows organisations to
measure and evaluate change, identify lessons learned and adapt their
programming based on that data.            

3. PROGRAMME LEARNING
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As part of the digital transformation agenda, there is a strong push to
digitise data collection, with many quality open-source digital platforms and
mobile apps available such as Kobo Toolbox.

Leading specialised membership-based learning platforms are:
Humanitarian Leadership Academy's learning platform, Kaya, and
Humentum's Explore learning platform. Free learning platforms
Disasterready.org, Coursera and FutureLearn are also commonly used.
INGOs use a variety of white-label platforms, such as TechChange, Fuse or
Cornerstone. Decisions on what learning technology to use are driven both
by L&D and IT staff or consulting IT advisers. 

Before COVID-19, many training interventions were face-to-face, provided
by in-house facilitators or by specialist training providers such as IMA
International, INTRAC or BOND.

All organisations interviewed felt that a blended learning approach (the
combination of face-to-face training with online sessions) would continue.
COVID-19 provided the momentum to adapt training for online delivery,
with positive feedback from participants in response to the shift.

There are many specialist areas within the development and humanitarian
sector. Almost all programmes contain some element of learning in which
digital technologies can play a role. 

The INGO sector is facing significant challenges with adapting programming.
According to Humentum's weekly survey to understand how its members are
responding to COVID-19, 75% of respondents are advising a revised work
approach to country-level staff who provide direct services. Sector-wide
surveys such as those conducted by BOND and Humentum highlight that
NGOs were ‘unprepared to move a significant amount of program delivery or
program management to digital approaches’. 

Organisations like NetHope, have joined with other like-minded tech
membership organisations to call for more support and funding to INGOs to
address their digital transformation needs. They list seven critical areas of
urgent support – one being ‘funding to enable program continuity in their
transition from in-person to remote service delivery’. 

Many programmes have pivoted to focus on the COVID-19 crisis, adapting or
halting other programmes to do so. NGOs are working with the most
vulnerable people in different contexts, for example communities with low
bandwidths and mobile network coverage, limited access to technology and
low education or literacy levels.

COVID-19 has required organisations to consider options beyond face-to-face
community engagement, adopting platforms that communities are using alre-

4. PROGRAMMING
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ady, such as WhatsApp, radio and TV, to broadcast awareness-raising
messages. The sector’s current needs are dependent on the specialist area, as
summarised below:

HUMANITARIAN
In recent years, there has been a real drive to use digital solutions under the
humanitarian innovation agenda. Examples of digital programming include
mobile cash transactions in cash programming, targeted knowledge products
such as chatbots, and crowd-sourcing data (such as Humanitarian Open
StreetMap). One of the main challenges now for the humanitarian sector is
information sharing and synthesis. The volume of reports and guidelines being
produced around COVID-19 is overwhelming. Given the urgency of ensuring
staff and vulnerable people are as protected as possible, technology is
considered essential to help users process and use information efficiently and
effectively.

EDUCATION
There is a growing EdTech sector which was well-established before the
COVID-19 crisis, but its prominence and importance has accelerated in the last
few months. Interactive radio and TV instruction in areas with low-connectivity
and access to mobiles, to gamification products such as the Minecraft – Plan
International collaboration in Vietnam, were cited by interviewees, and there is
a growing body of evidence on how to maximise the effectiveness of these
tools. However, their use was not consistent or known to all respondents.

Throughout the crisis, many essential programmes have stopped or adapted
to light-touch distance programming. Increasing the quality of education is
one of the objectives of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and
therefore digital programming with students and teachers will remain an
essential part of the short and long-term needs of INGOs working on
education.

AGRICULTURE
Digital innovations in the agriculture sector are also increasing, with many
organisations supporting small-scale farmers to access market and value-chain
information through mobile apps and farmer-led content. For example, United
Purpose with MPower have developed a mobile app to support women
farmers and entrepreneurs with information, business planning and
accounting. COVID-19 has pushed organisations to further consider how to
support remote communities with information and training.

HEALTH
Alongside medical/drug-related innovations, using digital platforms for public
health messaging has proliferated in the current crisis. For example, MSF is
using targeted Facebook adverts for public health messaging, and WhatsApp
groups to inform local radio stations of up-to-date, accurate information on
COVID-19 in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). There are also examples
of gamified behaviour change techniques for health promotion, or AI to
support HIV patients with their drug regimes
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RIGHTS

THE FUTURE OF
DIGITAL
TECHNOLOGY
IN
PROGRAMMING
AND LEARNING

It is predicted that blended learning approaches, particularly in L&D and
capacity building, will become the norm. This is not only because of COVID-19,
but also because of the need to reduce carbon emissions from extensive
travel. Organisations have built confidence in online platforms and webinars,
learning how to use these tools to increase remote participation without
compromising the value of a face-to-face experience. It’s going to be
interesting watching how the sector adopts and/or mainstreams
programmatic adaptations. 

Prior to COVID-19, the use of many technology solutions was considered
‘innovation' and was used sporadically, generally spearheaded by small and
medium-sized organisations that could be more agile. However, evidence of
what works at scale is not extensively available, and this will be important in
determining which strategies continue long-term and what measures are
required to mitigate the risks associated with implemented digital products.
For example, data security will always be paramount as INGOs tend to work
with the vulnerable and in many cases, the most victimised in society. 

From the interviews and desk-based research it appears the prominent areas
for embracing digital transformation are information sharing, L&D,
humanitarian, public health promotion and agricultural programmes. It will be
essential to grow the evidence on how technology can support programming
and the target populations' learning needs. 

The COVID-19 crisis offers an important reflection point for education leaders
to find new and innovative ways to deliver quality education. UNESCO has put
together a comprehensive list of resources, and the EdTech Hub has
developed an education technology database. These are by no means
exhaustive lists, but it indicates the plethora of resources available.

This could be in the form of empowering programme participants with the
knowledge and skills they need to improve their socio-economic situations
and assert their rights. This includes technical training (such as business
development plans, setting up grassroots campaigns, establishing village
saving groups, governance of school-parent committees etc.), awareness-
raising (such as understanding your rights under international human rights
laws, land rights, etc.) or soft-skills development (such as leadership,
negotiation, and public speaking).
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We see an opportunity for the humanitarian and development sector to embrace
digital, remote or blended learning approaches, testing and mainstreaming effective
approaches, exploring the opportunities for all programmes with learning elements
to consider the best ways to deliver them.

Our recommendations:

LEARNJAM 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Audit the quality of existing digital learning provision

Create a set of guidelines for digital learning design

1

Improve decision-making about the technology that you use

Upskill internal teams in what makes effective digital learning and key
pedagogical considerations

Foster a grassroots digital learning design community within your
organisation

2
3

4

5
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1

2

This will help identify areas where the programmes and
courses could be  optimised. 

As more learning programmes are moved online or adapted
for remote delivery, it’s important to regularly consider what
is the most effective approach to digital learning given the
context, and identify where there are opportunities for
improvement. 

Learning product and content decisions should be based on
the evidence about what really works, but this can sometimes
be a challenge when courses and programmes are created
quickly. We would recommend regularly assessing your
learning courses and programmes against a set of defined
learning design principles and identifying areas that could be
improved.

We have developed a set of learning design principles based
on an extensive review of existing research, our own first-
hand experience and input from leading experts in the field.
You can download the LearnJam Learning Design Principles
here.

AUDIT THE QUALITY OF
EXISTING DIGITAL LEARNING
PROVISION

We recommend that each organisation has a shared set of
guidelines or principles that can inform the way that digital
learning is delivered. This will help teams to shift their
programmes or courses online in a way that means they
consider the different aspects of what makes a good remote
or online programme. 

This will result in a consistent approach to how learning is
facilitated digitally or remotely within the organisation. It
allows teams to focus on learning design from the start of a
new L&D project or programme. This allows the organisation
to transition to new ways of working while maintaining a
minimum standard of best practice from the outset.

CREATE A SET OF GUIDELINES
FOR DIGITAL LEARNING
DESIGN
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Reorganise the structure of an in-person programme to
work well for remote delivery.
Define the interactions that will take place (e.g. what
learners will do alone / with peers / with the support of a
tutor, trainer or facilitator).
Make decisions about which technology should be used to
facilitate remote learning.
Choose tools that work for different contexts and their
affordances.
Ensure that learners build on their existing knowledge and
experience.
Ensure a focus on the specific needs and goals of the
learners who are taking the programme.
Facilitate effective practice of learning content and
concepts.
Ensure that the content being taught is relevant to the
contexts of the learner.
Engage learners and build motivation.

These guidelines should be specific to your organisation, but
will likely help teams to:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

These guidelines should be underpinned by research into
what makes effective learning.

How varied a range of technologies are we prepared to
support as an organisation? Would it be better to have a
streamlined set of tools and technologies which all
projects use, or to allow each individual project the
freedom to choose the technology that works best for
that specific use case?

There is a huge variety of technology available, and it can be
difficult to make decisions about which tools and
technologies are correct for a new learning project. In many
cases, different teams within an organisation are making
individual choices about which technology to use, which can
mean a large number of tools in use. This can cause logistical
and technical challenges, such as establishing efficacy of
digital resources and supporting different platforms.

Here are some questions that we recommend organisations
and teams ask as they kick-off a new programme design or
project:

IMPROVE DECISION-MAKING
ABOUT THE TECHNOLOGY THAT
YOU USE3
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How do I know which tools or platforms are right for our
organisation? 
What tools already exist that are really good at doing X?
Should we use an off-the-shelf tool, combine existing tools
or build something ourselves?
Is platform X or platform Y most appropriate for what we
are trying to do?Is there anything that we are already
using that is a good fit for this new course/programme we
are developing?
How much do these different tools cost? Are there any
hidden costs?
What systems and technologies are our target learners
already using and how could they be utilised for the
project?What types of interaction would we like to
support in our learning experience? For example, self-
access resources, peer interaction, time with a
tutor/expert.

Ask yourself the questions above and use the answers to
create a list of ‘must-have’ and ‘nice-to-have’
requirements. It’s important to make this distinction as
there are likely to be a large number of options to choose
from, with each having different pros and cons. The must-
have criteria should all be met, but your decision may be
made based on to what extent the nice-to-have
functionality is available.
Carry out an initial broad sweep of research, looking at as
many options as is feasible in the timeframe and
comparing them against your criteria.
Select around three options to look at in more detail
before making a final decision.

We recommend working through the following process when
making a decision about the technology to use:

1.

2.

3.

As more courses and programmes adapt for online or remote
delivery, more of your internal team will need to have some
understanding of what makes effective digital learning design.

UPSKILL INTERNAL TEAMS IN
WHAT MAKES EFFECTIVE
DIGITAL LEARNING AND KEY
PEDAGOGICAL
CONSIDERATIONS

4
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Understanding your learners and users 
Design thinking mindset and approaches
Awareness of existing and emerging pedagogies and
methodologies
Understanding of what makes effective, engaging content
Motivation and behavioural change theories
User interface and instructional design capabilities
Understanding of different EdTech tools and resources
Familiarity with how different learning design and
authoring tools work
Understanding of ethical consequences of technology and
learning design, such as impacts on equality, diversity and
inclusion (EDI)

Learning design is a growing and emerging field, and some of
the core knowledge and skills related to the discipline may not
exist within the team. We recommend assessing the gaps
within your team, and making a plan to broaden and deepen
existing knowledge in a way that makes most sense for your
organisation. 

Areas of expertise that may be useful to develop:

We recommend that organisations set up a community to
look at where there has been successful innovation and spend
time considering how that impact can be recognised, built on
and scaled to other contexts and sub-sectors. This community
should comprise people from different organisational teams
that have some element of learning in the work they do (e.g.
internal L&D, MEL, programming, etc.). The community can be
within a single organisation, but could also connect different
organisations with each other, so that they are able to share
best practice more widely. 

The idea is that this community is a safe space for people who
want to learn and join the dots in terms of digital technology
and learning design – a space for sharing ideas and identifying
opportunities where different teams can learn from each
other. People from these communities can then go back to
their own teams and play an ambassadorial role for best
practice in learning design. Ideas and challenges from
members can be brought to the community and worked on
collaboratively.

FOSTER A GRASSROOTS
DIGITAL LEARNING DESIGN
COMMUNITY WITHIN YOUR
ORGANISATION

5
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Bring together team members from the different
organisational teams that have some element of learning
in the work that they do.
Choose a platform or way of communicating (WhatsApp,
Slack, Teams, a weekly Zoom meeting, etc.).
Set a structure to when and how you communicate.
Define a set of goals that you all agree to for the
community.
Define a set of learning design questions that you would
like to answer or explore together.
Take it in turns to bring a digital learning project to the
community and share what is working well and less well.
Consider how you can elevate and share best practice
between projects.
Define a set of areas that you would like to develop or
upskill as a community. This could relate to specific skills
or behaviours that contribute to your organisation's
broader innovation aspirations. 
Get started, and after a month, reflect on what is working
well and less well.

This approach has a benefit on a macro level in that it allows
for exploration of the ways in which established processes or
tools can be better applied to help the business achieve its
strategic ambitions. 

There is also a benefit on a micro level in that it helps
individuals within the community incrementally and
demonstrably change their behaviours in order to move
towards more innovative ways of working. 

Our suggestions for initial steps:

Implementing the above recommendations will, over time,
help to build a more strategic approach to decision-making
around learning and could lead to the emergence of a more
developed digital learning function within your organisation.
This will drive efficiencies, promote the sharing of best
practice and result in learners and programme users getting
more value from their experiences.

CONCLUSION

If  you would l ike us to help you set
up and run your learning design
community,  please get in touch at
hello@learnjam.com
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LearnJam is a digital learning design agency that develops online programmes and courses for
organisations looking to transform from a face-to-face to a digital or blended learning approach.
Everything we do is based on research-based learning design principles, design thinking and agile
workflows.

ABOUT LEARNJAM

LEARNING DESIGN PRINCIPLES
We believe that all learning product and content decisions should be based on the evidence about
what really works. That's why we've developed a set of practical, research-based learning design
principles that underpin all the work we do.

DESIGN THINKING
Design thinking provides an approach and a framework for us to develop a deep understanding of
project goals and, most importantly, learners and their motivations and needs. From here we
unlock a range of creative solutions, before then prototyping and testing the most likely to
succeed. We have a series of workshops (in-person or remote) that we use to work through all of
these steps, or we can run a 1-week design sprint to accelerate the process.

WORKING WITH US
We’ve got vast experience in the development of digital learning content and products, and that
means we’re reliable and a ‘safe pair of hands’. However, we wouldn’t be interested in doing this
if we couldn’t also bring creativity and fun to our work. The most successful projects are those
where there’s a real sense of shared purpose and collaboration, and that guides how we’ll
approach working with you and your team. We’ve been working as a distributed team for seven
years, so our systems and processes are optimised for remote working.

If you would like us to assist with any aspect of your current or future learning
design initiatives, please get in touch.
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https://learnjam.com/contact-us/

