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Introduce yourself 
on the shared 

document.

Kevin Forgard
Senior Instructional Designer at 
University of Wisconsin – Madison

Worked in eLearning and 
instructional technology

Currently develops self-paced 
eLearning for K-12 educators
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Discuss how self-paced e-learning fits within a 
formal and informal learning framework

Introduce some evaluation criteria

Review examples

Present the Theory of Transactional Distance 
framework

Discuss impact on SPeL design



Are self-paced learning 
products effective?



Hello. My name is Ali. I am here to teach 
you about Self-paced eLearning.

Please read through the next 25 slides and 
take the test at the end to earn a badge.

Click next to begin!



We’re focusing on learning



Formal Informal
Something 
in-between

Where does self-paced learning 
fit on this continuum?



The traditional distinction between formal and 

informal education is blurred once we recognize that 

physical location is no longer a constraint on where 

and how people learn…
(Burbules, p16, 2010 - From Ubiquitous Learning Chapter 2)

Formal Informal
Something 
in-between



ACTIVITY: Record any learning experience you have had by placing it 
somewhere on this continuum.
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Formal Informal
Something 
in-between



Debrief

Is there a clear distinction between 

the two poles?

How can this impact the design of 

formal and informal learning 
events?



FAST

CHEAP

GOOD

Pick two



Evaluation criteria: A simple rubric

• Effectiveness – Are there clear learning goals that learners can achieve?

• Efficiency – Can the learning goals be achieved in a timely manner?

• Appeal – Are the instructional materials interesting and useable?

Davidson-Shivers, et al. (2018), Reigeluth (1999)



Further affordances

Interactive

Adaptable 

Feedback system

Nonlinear access & 
choice

Open-ended learner input
Communication with other learners

CHALLENGES

How People Learn II (2018) influenced by Mayer’s work



Question break



Let’s look at some examples.

1. Review the 4 instructional examples
2. Comment on shared document
3. Try to use the effectiveness, efficiency, 

and appeal rubric
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Example 1: UW Madison – Compliance Training

Source: University of Wisconsin – Madison Canvas
bit.ly/frogOLC2021



Example 1: UW Madison – Compliance Training



Must 
proceed in 
order

Example 1: UW Madison – Compliance Training



Example 2: Adobe Education Exchange

bit.ly/frogOLC2021
Source: Adobe Education Exchange - Cultivating Digital Literacy



Example 2: Adobe Education Exchange



Example 2: Adobe Education Exchange



Example 3 - Duo Lingo App: Spanish

Source: https://www.duolingo.com
bit.ly/frogOLC2021



Example 4 - Scenario-based branched e-learning

https://www.syniadlearning.com

Start page Choice page Wrong choice feedback

Choice page 2 Correct choices leads to scenario…

bit.ly/frogOLC2021



Let’s review our 
comments



What’s the intention of the learner?
What’s the intention of the instruction?

…to impact behavioral change, 
improve performance, or 
something else?



What’s the intention of the learner?
What’s the intention of the instruction?

THINK ALOUD: What 
influences certain 
design choices?

What influences our design choices? 

What are the needs?

How do we expect learners to engage with the 
materials? 

What do learners expect? 

bit.ly/frogOLC2021



Extracting SPeL from JPeL (just plain e-Learning)

Thought-leader Perspectives

Michael Allen: Michael Allen’s Guide to 
eLearning

(Design to motivate)

Ruth Clark and Richard Mayer: eLearning 
and the Science of Instruction 

(Design for best cognitive impact)

How People Learn II: Learners, Contexts, 
and Cultures (and HPL I)

(Design for best cognitive impact)



SPeL Definition Idea?

Learners consuming learning materials 
at their own pace and dedicated time in 
an unfacilitated learning environment.



So, what’s the purpose or instructional 
problem SPeL is trying to solve?

To impact behavioral change, improve performance, or…



But maybe I want to learn 
something to just solve an 

immediate problem.



MOOC Completion Rate - Lederman (2019)

Mooc Retention 
Rates



How else might we start to think about this 
phenomenon of self-paced eLearning?



Another perspective
Theory of Transactional Distance (TTD)

• Structure – design of course

• Dialogue – responses between 
learner and educator

• Autonomy – learner choice

Moore (1997)
Saba & Shearer (2018)



Self-paced eLearning seen through the
Theory of Transactional Distance (TTD)

• Structure – highly structured

• Dialogue – none

• Autonomy – limited learner 
choice

SPeL

Think about how this may 
match our discussion between 
formal and informal learning.



What happens when you 
“lock” a learner in self-
paced linear course?
• Highly structured
• Limited (or programmed) 

autonomy
• No dialogue



Design Considerations

STRUCTURE: Adaptive design but also restrictive



AUTONOMY: Need to train 
learners to be self-regulated

Source: University of Wisconsin – Madison

Design Considerations



AUTONOMY: Provide learner control of 
content, pacing, and support

https://www.syniadlearning.com

Design Considerations



DIALOGUE: The missing piece in SPeL. 
How can we design for a shared 
understanding?

Source: https://www.duolingo.com

Design Considerations



Design and Implementation 
Challenges for SPeL

Accessibility Equity

Learner
Motivation

Fidelity



Are designs like this effective, efficient, and appealing?

Source: College Board AP Central



Or even this…

Source: https://elearningindustry.com



Thank you!

Kevin Forgard

Contact 
forgard@wisc.edu

@kforgard
Linkedin/kevinforgard
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