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Abstract  Designing teaching in an era of educational 
technology calls for new models for designing learning 
opportunities. The 7Cs framework developed by Professor 
Gráinne Conole and her colleagues provides a tool for 
discussing learning designs for online learning 
environments. In this paper, we introduce the 7Cs 
framework put forward by Conole and colleagues and 
discuss it in relation to the concept of personalized learning 
paths and ‘schooling’ as a discourse. The article is mainly 
theoretical, but as empirical support for our theoretical 
arguments, we discuss examples from a MOOC developed 
for the teacher education program at University College 
Absalon, Denmark. On this background, we propose a 
number of revisions for the 7Cs framework in order to 
adapt it for designing MOOCs that are used in blended 
contexts. 
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1. Introduction and Aim
This paper aims to discuss a framework put forward by 

Professor Gráinne Conole and her colleagues, the so-called 
7Cs framework. We will look into the development of the 
framework, as well as the current version, to suggest some 
changes to improve the model so that it may be used for 
designing MOOCs used in blended learning contexts. We 
will do this in two steps. Firstly, we will discuss the 7Cs 
framework as it appears now and propose a number of 
relevant changes to the framework. Secondly, we will 
discuss the concept of “schooling” as a specific discourse 
and the consequences this discourse may have for 
designing blended learning MOOCs. 

When designing teaching using design-based principles, 
it can be useful to analyze the design as consisting of 

different stages. This is done, for instance, by Susan 
McKenny and Thomas C. Reeves, who use the concepts of 
the intended, implemented and the attained design [1] By 
intended design the authors refer to the way the designers 
of the design meant it to be. The implemented design is the 
way the intention is carried out and the attained design is 
the final outcome measured, for instance, by student 
satisfaction or grades [1]. 

To develop the intended design one can make use of 
different theoretical models as a support for the design 
process. Gráinne Conole et al. present the 7Cs framework 
as a tool for designing learning processes. The framework 
has gone through several changes, and the final version was 
presented in 2013. 

At the same time, when designing MOOCs or online 
teaching in general, the notion of adaptive learning designs 
and personalized learning paths are essential in supporting 
students’ in their individual learning processes [2]. This 
has been of particular interest in Denmark, because all 
teachers must have formal teaching competencies in the 
subjects they teach before 2020. To solve this in-service 
teacher training challenge, which affects around 10,000 
teachers in need of formal training, University College 
Absalon has developed a MOOC as an economical way of 
training many teachers while at the same time 
acknowledging their expertise as experienced teachers who 
might have taught a given subject for many years without 
possessing the formal qualifications for doing so. The 
MOOC format is useful for personalized learning, and the 
course takes into consideration that the teachers have 
different skills and bring with them different experiences 
gained through their years of employment as teachers.  

Comparing the intended MOOC design with the 
implemented MOOC design, we recognize that the 
personalized learning paths were difficult for the students, 
as well as the educators, to follow. It calls for the 7Cs 
framework to be refined to better fulfill its purpose, at least 
when used for designing blended formats. 
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2. Materials and Methods 
To investigate the use and suggestion for revision of the 7Cs framework, we consulted theories on teaching and 

learning in school as well as on designing teaching and learning in online environments. To support our theoretical 
discussions, we collected and analyzed data from four modules in a MOOC in the subject ‘Teaching Subject Danish’1, a 
course that prepares students to teach L1 learning in Danish primary schools. The target group of the MOOC is in-service 
teachers who have more than two years of experience and who work as teachers while doing their studies, but who lack 
the formal qualifications in the subject. To obtain these qualifications, they can study the subject through the MOOC, 
which is intended to be completed in a blended format alternating between online studies and biweekly face-2-face 
meetings through two semesters. 

Our analyses in this paper are based on the students’ written material derived from a digital learning platform (Moodle), 
communication from news forums and other forums on Moodle, including lesson plans, email-correspondences between 
the educator and the students and observations in class. All data are analyzed according to theories of the school as a 
discourse with its own ways of “doing and being”. We bring forward this empirical pool of data in the text below as a 
discussion tool for approaching the 7Cs framework.  

3. The Development of the 7Cs Framework 

In an undated blogpost, Conole describes a new model for designing learning processes, which she calls ”a new 
learning design methodology” [3]. This design methodology is aimed at designing learning processes using modern 
learning technologies. 

In the blogpost she briefly outlines what she refers to as the key stages that should be considered in the design process 
when designing learning processes. Her intention is to clarify these processes to make more informed designs of learning 
[3]. In this early stage, the model is rather an overview of the stages and what is to be considered in each stage and the 
organization of the stages seems to be organized around the name of the model rather than in any order of chronology of 
time (see figure 1). 

The model consists of 7 stages [3]: 
Conceptualise: What is the vision for the learning intervention, who is it designed for, what is the essence of the 

intervention and what pedagogical approaches are used? 
Capture: What Open Educational Resources are used and what other resources need to be developed? 
Create: What is the nature of the learning intervention the learners will engage with? What kinds of learning activities 

will the learners engage with? 
Communicate: What types of communication will the learners use? 
Collaboration: What types of collaboration will the learners engage in? 
Consider: What forms of reflection and demonstration of learning are included? Are the learning outcomes mapped to 

the activities and assessment elements of the learning intervention? 
Consolidate: How effective is the design? Do the different elements of the design complement one another? 

The 7Cs framework is visualised as follows (fig. 1): 
 

1 This is a literal translation from ‘Undervisningsfaget dansk’, which is a 40 ECTS subject chosen by the majority of the students enrolled in our teacher 
training programme. In 2009, when this subject was one of three subjects students had to choose, 65% chose ‘Undervisningsfaget Dansk’ [24). The 
numbers for 2016 are at this point not known. 
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Figure 1.  As can be seen from the figure above, there is no chronology in this first version of the framework [3] 

In collaboration with Allejando Armellini and Gabi 
Witthaus among others, the framework was revised, and in 
February 2012 Armellini described their thoughts about the 
new version of the framework in another blogpost [4]. 

The model (shown below) now has some kind of 
chronology, as there is a circular course, which indicates a 
repeated process within the framework. The key stages are 
now named with verbs instead of nouns, thus indicating 
that the design process is an active process. In the blogpost, 
it is underlined that the model is created for designing 
learning processes that includes the use of technology, as 
Armellini states: "Each of the seven Cs has activities and 
technologies attached to it. For example, Capture has OER 
repositories as part of the resource audit; Communicate 
has Adobe Connect or Blackboard Collaborate 
(synchronous), as well as discussion forums 
(asynchronous); Consider may make use of blogs, etc." [4]. 
The model is thus explicitly seen as a tool to use when 
designing e.g. MOOCs and is also often discussed in 
connection with the development of MOOCs or other 
formats involving digital technologies [3]. 

This version of the framework is visualised as follows 
[5]: 

 

Figure 2.  The 7Cs framework from 2012 [4]. 
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The iterative process is indicated between the stages 
“Capture, Create, Communicate, Collaborate and Consider” 
and the arrows now indicate the process as chronologically 
from “Conceptualise” to “Consolidate” through the 
iterative processes. The iterative processes in the middle 
stages are not described or further elaborated on in the 
blogpost, and for this reason the thoughts that lie behind 
this change are unknown. However, we find that both the 
chronology as well as the iterative processes describes the 
design process very precisely. Designing learning 
processes will involve going back and forth between the 
different stages as mentioned before, e.g. it is possible that 
the chosen communication tool may have to be 

reconsidered after the ways in which learners can 
collaborate have been designed, or the resources to be used 
may have to be reconsidered after deciding how students 
are to reflect and demonstrate their knowledge and vice 
versa. Thus, we appreciate and approve of the changes 
made in 2012. 

In 2013 Witthaus describes in her blogpost how the 
model has now changed into “a neat framework with four 
distinct phases namely ‘vision, activities, synthesis and 
implementation’” [5]. The model presented in this blogpost 
is the one presented by Conole in her later papers [6: 74] 
where the ”Create” stage has been changed to ”Combine”.  

 

Figure 3.  The latest version of the 7Cs framework [5]. 

The two most important changes are that the four phases containing the stages from earlier presentations of the model 
are introduced, and that the iterative process in the second stage has been left out. Again, there are no arguments for this 
change. As we see it, removing the dynamic and iterative idea of the stages in what is now the phase named “activities” 
means that the framework appears less dynamic and more linear than before. Besides, we find that it does not fully cover 
the actual design process of learning designs. Often teachers will move back and forth between the stages in the “activity” 
phase. We find the removal of the dynamic view of the model that was, as shown previously, present in the earlier 
versions, unfortunate, because it does not reflect the way most teachers design learning [7]. 

We have no insight into what caused these changes, but we find that it is important to bring this dynamic and circular 
process back into the model; designing learning processes is rarely or never a linear process, but rather a process in which 
the designer moves back and forth between the different stages, and maybe even between the four phases. Feedback 
processes can make changes even to the “vision” phase as well as to the other phases during and after the design of a 
learning process. To indicate this, we suggest that there should be double arrows between the “Vision”, “Activities”, 
“Synthesis” and “Implementation” phases as well as a circular process between the stages in the “Activities” phase. 

What we claim is that the model should be turned from a static model of how to do learning design back into a model of 
a more dynamic learning design, recognizing both the iterative process in the ‘Activities’ phase as well as the eventual 
feedback processes in the whole design process. The framework below shows our perspectives on the design process: 
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Figure 4.  Suggestions for a revised version of the 7Cs framework 

However, when evaluating the MOOC design by 
University College Absalon, we found that the framework 
seems to overlook the fact that MOOCs too are completed 
within a schooling discourse and that this influences the 
completion of the course. 

4. School as a Domain 
In the following we will look into the concept of school 

as a theoretical, semiotic domain. Semiotic domains are 
“...domains of specialized representations, modalities, 
knowledge, and practices” [8: 137]. One could also 
understand domains as discourses as Gee does; people act, 
speak, position themselves, take on attitudes etc. in a way 
that is adequate in each specific semiotic domain, and 
school can be seen as such a domain. Research into 
semiotic domains often distinguishes between the home 
domain as the situation, where children are socialized into 
everyday life, and (a) specialized domain(s) in which 
children are socialized into various domains as workplaces, 
recreational activities, religious communities etc. [9: 11,10: 

29-38,11: 153ff,12: 42].The abovementioned researchers 
also include school as a special domain. School is seen as 
an important domain that students must be socialized into 
to fit into society in general, and some theorists see school 
a domain that maintains culture and power [13: 8]. Gee 
frames this acting, talking and positioning oneself as 
‘doing being’ someone in the specific discourse. So acting 
to be accepted in a school discourse means doing being as a 
student. Traditional elements that are seen as a school 
discourse or school domain is ‘doing being’ a student who 
is obliged to e.g. attend class and to do homework.  

Ulriksen [14] describes this in a slightly different way, 
when he uses the concept “The implied student”, which is 
based on Isers concept “The implied reader” [15, for a 
discussion on this concept]. Such an implied student is 
defined in two dimensions. On one hand, the implied 
student is the expectations from institutions and people to 
behave like a student within the domain. On the other hand, 
students themselves must actively act in a manner expected 
and accepted in the domain, quite close to Gees ‘doing 
being’ [11]. It is notable that this ‘doing being’ is not seen 
as something that one must do, but rather as something one 
implicitly does without thinking about it [14: 522]. 

5. Personalized Learning Paths 
In the school as a domain, the curriculum plays a crucial 

role. The word "curriculum” stems from Latin and 
translates into “a race” or “the course of a race” (which in 
turn derives from the verb “currere” meaning "to run” or 
“to proceed”). Pushing it to extremes, one may add that in 
the school as a domain students are expected to complete 
“the course of a race”, i.e. their studies, at the same pace by 
studying the same contents in much the same manner to 
reach the same goal, usually in the form of a number of 
shared learning objectives. Paradoxically, we also know 
that students learn in different ways and that their personal 
prior knowledge is a highly influential factor in the 
learning process [16]. 

Consequently, different approaches to tailoring teaching 
to individual needs have emerged. Most notably the 
concept of differentiation has been introduced, where a 
variety of teaching methods are used to meet the individual 
needs of students who share the same learning goals. 
Likewise, the concept of individualization addresses 
students with the same learning goals, but this approach 
differs from differentiation in that students can move 
forward at their own pace and relate to specific contents or 
activities in different ways [17]. But what if students do not 
share the same learning goals and bring with them radically 
different degrees and types of prior academic knowledge? 
This is often the case in continuing adult education and 
here personalization offers promising opportunities in 
education. Personalization is teaching, where students have 
different learning objectives, depending on their prior 
knowledge and learning needs, and where the learning 
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design adapts according to the specific learning needs of 
individual students. Personalization thus depends on the 
use of learning management systems, which can perform or 
support personalized adaptation. Research has shown that 
adaptive and personalised learning designs tend to have a 
positive effect on students’ learning outcome [18]. In the 
following, we will look into an adaptive learning design in 
the form of a MOOC that allows for students to create their 
own personalized learning paths. 

6. The Problem of Schooling and 
Personalized Learning Paths 

In our MOOC, which was designed as a so-called SPOC 
[Small, Private, Online Course, see ,19], several features 
must be considered. Firstly, the SPOC was designed so that 
students can create a personalized learning path, which 
ideally is supposed to be unique for each of them [see 
e.g. ,20, for further discussion]. The students accepted into 
the SPOC are supposed to be trained teachers with at least 
two years of experience. In reality the students seem to 
have a variety of backgrounds ranging from very little 
experience to more than 20 years of experience. This 
makes the idea of a personalised learning path even more 
necessary. On the other hand, the SPOC ended up being 
organised as a blended course, combining face-to-face 
classes with online studies. This seems to frame the 
learning process even more into a traditional ‘schooling’ 
frame [2]. 

The whole “schooling situation” thus changes the idea of 
the original SPOC with its opportunities for personalized 
learning to a more traditional teaching and learning 
situation with face-to-face classes, every student having the 
same lesson plan to follow and the same homework to do. 
On this background, we assume that both students and 
teachers are very easily forced into acting the way students 
and teachers are expected to act inside the school discourse. 
In the following we will support and strengthen this 
assumption with data from one of our SPOCs, but first we 
will describe the way the SPOC was intended and 
implemented as a possible individual learning 
environment. 

7. Being a Student in an Absalon SPOC 
The SPOC designed for in-service teacher training was 

aimed at providing each student with their own learning 
path. As a starting point, in our SPOC, the students were to 
take a self-assessment test to determine which parts of the 
course they should follow. Each student then received a 
competency profile, as exemplified below, describing each 
of the content areas of the subject: 

 

Figure 5.  Example of a student’s competency profile 

The competency profile sums up which areas of contents 
the student hold knowledge about before entering the 
SPOC. In this example the red colour (43%) indicates 
subject content that the student has very little knowledge 
about beforehand. The yellow area (36%) indicates subject 
content that the student has partial or some knowledge 
about. The green area (21%) indicates subject content that 
the student has much - in the sense of adequate - knowledge 
about, which means that these content areas can be skipped 
when studying the subject. Each of the students had 
different and personalized learning profiles that pointed 
directly at the parts of the SPOC which each student should 
study. Based on this self-assessment test, which was 
supplemented with a dialogue with an educator at the 
teacher training program, the personalized learning paths 
were scheduled. 

The intention of the individual learning path is also 
emphasized on University College Absalon’s web page, 
which emphasizes that the students can either work with all 
themes in all modules or (preferably) choose the themes 
that their individual competency profile has identified as 
relevant: “You can choose to work with all themes in all 
modules or you can choose to work with those themes that 
are relevant for you based on the result of your 
self-assessment” [21]2. 

The whole idea of the in-service teacher training thus 
clearly is to identify individual learning paths for all 
students. However, observing the actual teaching, we 
found that students seem to adhere to a traditional school 
discourse in both the online environment as well as 
face-2-face classes. 

We observed that students expected a traditional school 
schedule as if they were a class of students sharing the 
same learning objectives, although in the learning design, 
the intention was to study individual themes and subjects as 
well as follow individual learnings paths. Since the 
students expected it, such traditional schedules were made 
for all classes with dates, themes for the teaching etc. These 
schedules also included reading suggestions that most 
students looked upon as traditional homework. However, 
these examples suggest a typical school behavior and 

2 The text in Danish is as follows: Du kan arbejde med alle temaer i alle 
moduler eller vælge at arbejde med enkelte temaer, afhængigt af hvilke 
temaer, der på baggrund af selvevalueringens vidensprofil, er blevet 
udpeget som relevante. University College Sjælland was the name of 
University College Absalon until August 2017. 
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shows that students actually “do be” students according to 
the expectations of the traditional school domain and not 
according to the MOOC discourse with its personalized 
learning paths. 

The SPOC in the subject Danish was organized as four 
modules, which each had 12 themes with various reading 
suggestions, assessment, tasks, etc. The reading 
suggestions for the face-to-face classes were the same as 
those in the SPOC, and the face-to-face classes included 
references and discussion about the texts. Attending all 
classes was not necessary if the students followed their 
own learning path in the SPOC, and it was not obligatory 
either. 

Still the students communicated with the educator e.g. 
through email, and used this to explain, why they did not 
attend a particular class “ I was on a field trip to Berlin with 
my grade 8 classes last Friday and that is why I couldn’t 
attend class this day” (email correspondence between 
educator and student)3, and the follow-up correspondence 
shows how this student sees himself more like a pupil than 
a student with his own individual learning path, once again 
explaining why he did not attend: “Hi XX, I did not attend, 
as previously noted, because of a field trip, and I therefore 
have a couple of questions:...” (E-mail correspondence 
between educator and student)4. These examples show that 
the students see themselves as being part of a school 
discourse, thus having to explain why they did not attend 
class. 

However, the educators also acted like teachers in a 
traditional school discourse. The following quote is from 
an email sent to the students after a face-to-face class, 
showing how the educator thinks of the class as one group 
with the same learning tasks and learning goals: “Thank 
you for a great day! Tomorrow, you need to bring the 
teaching book Mundtlighed - teori og praksis. See 
you!”(Communication on the Moodle platform, August 
2015, emphasis in the original text) 5  or this citation, 
showing that everyone is supposed to follow the same 
schedule: “I have published the revised schedule for you” 
(communication on the Moodle platform, August 2015, our 
emphasis)6. The educator also uses expressions such as 
“we” when referring to the students and the educator, thus 
emphasizing the idea of a group of similar students with 
similar needs and learning needs: “When we meet on 
friday…”, “We will focus on…” and “...together we will 
look at…” (Communication on the Moodle platform, 19/10 
2015, our underlining). 

 
 
 

3 Literally translated from: Jeg var på lejrskole i Berlin med mine 8. 
klasser i fredags, derfor kunne jeg desværre ikke være til undervisning. 
4 Literally translated from: Hi XX, Jeg var der som sagt ikke sidste fredag 
pga. lejrskole og har derfor lige to spørgsmål:... 
5  Translation from: Tak for en god dag! I morgen behøver I blot at 
medbringe bogen: Mundtlighed - teori og praksis. Vi ses! 
6 From: Jeg har lagt en revideret undervisningsplan ud til jer. 

Aspects of student behavior can also be observed in the 
face-2-face classes. The in-service teacher students, for 
instance, automatically position themselves in a classroom 
way as students, when entering a classroom, and 
automatically accept the classroom communication 
traditionally found in classrooms. This includes that the 
college educator is positioned in front of the white board, 
while students sit facing towards her in rows, and she 
speaks the most of the time and decides who to speak next 
(observation). To avoid such schooling behavior in a 
face-2-face environment will be quite difficult since the 
way the class is physically arranged solidify the schooling 
discourse. 

As can be seen from our studies, a “schooling” frame 
means that students and teachers accept the rules of the 
school domain, and that students as well as teachers 
automatically occupy positions as “student” and “teacher” 
with what it entails such as e.g. ‘schooling’ communication, 
attitudes and ‘doing beings’. When our SPOCs are 
combined with face-to-face classes, this situation seems to 
be unavoidable and can be observed in many SPOC 
subjects at University College Absalon. This could be 
called a design mutation, and must be taken into 
consideration [23]. The 7Cs framework does not account 
for this situation either, and since we find this is more or 
less unavoidable in blended learning or face-to-face 
situations, we suggest that the 7Cs model should be refined 
according to this. 

8. The 7Cs Framework - A New Model 
The implications for this ‘schooling’ frame is, amongst 

others, that students tends to NOT design and follow their 
own individual learning path, but rather, they follow a 
shared, teacher-instructed learning path through the whole 
course. In this sense, we point to the fact that the intended 
design of our SPOC has undergone significant changes 
when implemented. 

The 7Cs framework should therefore be considered 
within a schooling frame, and we have thus revised the 
framework (see figure 6 below). In this version, we assume 
that the Vision phase is not necessarily affected by the 
schooling frame, whereas we find that in the Activities, 
Synthesis and Implementation phases this should be taken 
into consideration when designing blended MOOCs/ 
SPOCs.
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Figure 6.  Revised version of the 7Cs framework. The concept of 
‘schooling’ refers to schooling as a discourse in which students and 
teachers accept the rules of the school domain and behave in accordance 
with what is expected of them. 

What we suggest is that the three phases of the model are 
framed in a school discourse visualized by an actual frame 
around these phases to indicate that when design the 
intended design, one must always consider the way the 
schooling discourse will influence the design.  

9. Conclusions 
As we have shown, the 7Cs framework should first and 

foremost be turned back into a dynamic learning design 
framework by adding double arrows between the phases 
and by reviving the iterative process in the ‘Activities’ 
phase to fully illustrate the ongoing feedback mechanisms 
in the design process. Furthermore, based on our analyses 
of the implemented design of a blended MOOC, the 7Cs 
framework should visually include and incorporate the 
influence of a school discourse as a discourse with great 
implications for the implementation of the intended design 
of the MOOC, especially in blended contexts. 

Using this revised 7Cs framework, educational 
designers should remember to include the discourse of 
schooling when designing learning processes, meaning that 
it might have great impact on the implemented design 
when designing blended courses, since it appears that 
students as well as educators seem to very easily undertake 
traditional doing beings associated with their positions. 
Intending more personalized learning paths thus must be 

very carefully investigated and carried out in the design to 
be implemented. 

10. Further Research 
Further research should be done into the implications 

and impact of the schooling discourse on adaptive and 
personalized learning designs. We would recommend that 
empirical studies are carried out to support the theoretical 
reflections that we have put forward in this article and to 
further engage in developing new and better frameworks to 
support designers in designing adaptive, personalized and 
blended learning designs. 

Also, looking into how to actually design MOOCs with a 
personalized learning path within a blended context is 
relevant. We believe that our revised 7Cs framework could 
be helpful in this relation, but further research is needed. 

Furthermore, we believe that the school discourse might 
actually also influence students and educators doing being 
in MOOCs that do not involve face-to-face teaching. This 
should be investigated by further empirical studies of 
implemented and attained MOOC designs. 
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