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Abstract

Instructional designers perform informal formative evaluation in design practice. An evaluation may be used to locate errors
in alignment of instructional objectives or to increase the quality or effectiveness of a design. An instructional design review
is similar to peer reviews in higher education which are often structured, and tools are provided to contribute to the review. A
study was performed to identify the support structures and tools that contribute to building a community of feedback within
the practice of instructional design reviews. Six instructional designers and design managers were interviewed to gather the
processes they use in design reviews and to understand their perceptions of the practice. There was an alignment between
manager support and an environment that promotes a supportive review. The designers described a “culture of feedback”
when there was structure and there were supports provided for reviews.

Keywords Feedback - Informal formative evaluation - Instructional design - Peer review

When students have negative perceptions of feedback during
peer assessments in higher education, goals of the assess-
ment may not be met (Lowell & Ashby, 2018; McDonald
et al., 2019; McMahon, 2010; Ozogul & Sullivan, 2009;
Woolf & Quinn, 2001). This negativity could be due to a
lack of a community feeling or unclear instructions for the
feedback activity. Instructors put processes in place to mini-
mize the issues students encounter when completing peer
feedback using training, checklists, or forms. These meas-
ures aid in driving the activities for the classroom toward
meeting the educational goals and creating higher satisfac-
tion rates of the activity.

Similarly, feedback in instructional design practice is a
part of the formative evaluation process where designers
have others review their designs or development work before
final sign-off (DeVaughn & Stefaniak, 2020b; Williams
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et al., 2011; Woolf & Quinn, 2001). When feedback is
not sought or considered, undue costs could incur for an
organization through errors in the materials (Klein & Kelly,
2018). Oftentimes designers may find a lack of confidence
or comfort with giving or receiving feedback during a design
review and it is important to understand the reasons behind
it. The following study sought to understand the process of
instructional designers practicing informal formative evalua-
tion with a close examination into the support structures and
tools that contribute to building a community of feedback
within the practice of instructional design reviews.

Literature Review

The Role of Informal Formative Evaluation
in Instructional Design

Evaluation is a part of many instructional design (ID) mod-
els and processes such as the Systems Approach model for
designing instruction and the ADDIE (Analysis, Design,
Development, Implementation, Evaluation) process (Dick
et al., 2005; Guerra-Lopez, 2008; Morrison et al., 2013).
Morrison et al. (2013) explained how evaluation is one of
the “fundamental components of instructional design” (p.
14). Evaluation continues to be an important part of ID as
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it leads to creating higher quality design products that meet
the educational goals for the product (Chen et al., 2012;
Guerra-Lopez, 2008).

Evaluation can be informal or formal and can be catego-
rized as formative, summative, and confirmative (DeVaughn
& Stefaniak, 2020a, b; Guerra-Lopez, 2008; Morrison et al.,
2013). Formative evaluation is typically implemented iter-
atively during the design and development phases for the
purpose of improvement, which could be performed by
internal colleagues or external stakeholders (Scriven, 1967,
1991). Formative evaluation purports to ensure the product
is free of errors and meets the objectives of the evaluation
(Chen et al., 2012; Guerra-Lopez, 2008). Summative evalu-
ation generally takes place after the educational product
is complete and is intended for the purpose of evaluating
the effectiveness of the product, while confirmative evalu-
ation serves to test the effectiveness of a product over time
(Guerra-Lopez, 2008; Morrison et al., 2013; Scriven, 1967,
1991).

Informal formative evaluation is the everyday process of
designers or subject matter experts reviewing the design and
development of curricula toward improvement of a prod-
uct, and it is such an informal part of designers’ work that
designers may not consider the act an evaluation process
(DeVaughn & Stefaniak, 2020b; Williams et al., 2011). Due
to various reasons (such as employers not understanding
the need for evaluation, lack of time for deploying a train-
ing product, or costs of conducting evaluation), informal
formative evaluation is happening in practice more than
formal formative, summative, or confirmative evaluation
(DeVaughn & Stefaniak, 2020a).

Competencies Expected for ID Practitioners

There are many competencies cited in literature for IDs
to have in practice. When ranked, evaluation as a general
term is one of the more mentioned, standard competencies
(Ritzhaupt et al., 2018; Sugar et al., 2011). A hurdle with
researching competencies is that studies often do not deline-
ate evaluation and other competencies or separate evaluation
by formative, summative, and confirmative. As an example,
within the Rabel and Stefaniak (2018) article, evaluation is
grouped with implementation. In Ritzhaupt et al. (2018),
project management and providing feedback are grouped
as a highly ranked competency. Employers expect design-
ers to have certain core ID competencies when they begin
a position in an organization, and they do not believe they
should need to train the IDs in core competencies (Rabel &
Stefaniak, 2018).

The Klein and Kelly (2018) article compiled compe-
tencies into five categories: “(1) instructional design, (2)
instructional technology, (3) communication, and interper-
sonal, (4) management, and (5) personal skills” (p. 238).
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These five categories should be present in entry-level and
expert IDs, with a stronger emphasis on instructional tech-
nology for entry-level designers and a higher level of com-
petency in instructional design for expert designers. Inter-
viewees in Klein and Kelly (2018) indicated understanding
evaluation is more of an expert skill than an entry-level skill;
however, they also mentioned evaluation is not used often in
their practices for measuring the effectiveness of products. In
Rabel and Stefaniak’s (2018) findings, evaluation was cited
as being taught to entry-level designers during onboarding.
Rabel and Stefaniak (2018) also mentioned the aspect of
IDs having more skills than employers engage them to use.
Evaluation was one of the skills Rabel and Stefaniak (2018)
indicated it would behoove organizations to use but it was
not used as much in practice. A lack of IDs or employers
understanding evaluation, and describing evaluation in dif-
ferent ways, contributes to difficulties in knowing where
evaluation is ranked in ID competencies.

Even though evaluation may not be as requested by
employers, the employers were requesting the skills and
competencies aligned to informal formative evaluation
or the act of providing design feedback (Klein & Kelly,
2018). Communication and collaboration skills were gener-
ally ranked as most mentioned competencies for designers
(Klein & Kelly, 2018; Sugar et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2021).
Since providing design feedback during formative evaluation
requires working with others and providing clear instruc-
tions for improvement, communication and collaboration
would be key skills used during the act of providing design
feedback (Lowell & Ashby, 2018). Designers should be able
to effectively communicate and collaborate with internal and
external stakeholders and within their teams (Klein & Kelly,
2018; Scriven, 1967, 1991; Wang et al., 2021).

Challenges in Providing Design Feedback

There were studies of the challenges of evaluation in prac-
tice that laid the groundwork for how informal formative
evaluation is happening more than summative and con-
firmative (DeVaughn & Stefaniak, 2020b; Williams et al.,
2011). There was little research of evaluation in ID practice
(DeVaughn & Stefaniak, 2020a). There was also discussion
of how faculty and practitioners knew evaluation was impor-
tant, but students and employers did not always share the
understanding of importance. ID practitioners may be per-
forming evaluation, but they may not realize their practices
are defined as evaluation. Additional discussion indicated
if students or practitioners understood the importance of
evaluation, then they may be able to encourage employers
to practice evaluation in the field. This mirrored information
from Guerra-Lopez (2008) where there was an explanation
of how evaluators must be able to articulate the purpose of
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an evaluation and keep stakeholders focused on the most
effective evaluation strategies.

DeVaughn and Stefaniak (2020b) shared the challenge of
how evaluators or reviewers of design may not give effec-
tive feedback or may veer from the intent of the review.
There were similar discussions in Scriven (1967) where
he noted there may be challenges when a reviewer is not
an expert in the curriculum being reviewed. Some research
provided insight into the differences between expert and
novice designers and how they perform evaluation or action
design feedback (Klein & Kelly, 2018; LeMaistre, 1998).
Klein and Kelly (2018) provided an explanation of how the
expert designers were more involved in evaluation processes
in general. LeMaistre (1998) also conducted a study to help
differentiate evaluation processes between expert and novice
designers. The findings showed differences between the less
experienced and more experienced designers for how the
designers chose to action feedback, how much feedback was
actioned, and how the designer articulated the feedback they
were reviewing.

A recommendation from many studies was to have higher
education students perform authentic assignments where
evaluation processes are included from the beginning of
product design to the end within the curriculum of a course
(DeVaughn & Stefaniak, 2020a, b; Klein & Kelly, 2018;
Woolf & Quinn, 2001). Sugar (2014) demonstrated the
authentic teaching strategy through the creation and imple-
mentation of ID case studies that were used within assign-
ments in the classroom. Another recommendation could be
within the onboarding of an ID. Rabel and Stefaniak (2018)
provided research findings related to onboarding IDs in prac-
tice, which included evaluation processes where more expert
designers were paired with more novice designers to train
them on core competencies needed for the job.

Types of Formative Evaluation Support Tools

Information about the types of tools used by ID practition-
ers during design reviews for formative evaluation seemed
limited, but there were studies where tools were used within
higher education during peer reviews or peer assessments
(Lowell & Ashby, 2018; McDonald et al., 2019; McMa-
hon, 2010; Woolf & Quinn, 2001). A process of formative
evaluation includes using feedback to continuously improve
the educational product (Scriven, 1967, 1991), so in higher
education, instructors used this same feedback structure as
a part of their curriculum and it was described as peer feed-
back or peer assessment. Furthermore, ID higher education
programs incorporated peer feedback practices within the
formative review of educational product design and develop-
ment as a part of their curricula.

Within the studies, instructors used detailed instructions,
checklists, forms, and training as formative evaluation support

structures and tools (Lowell & Ashby, 2018; McDonald et al.,
2019; McMahon, 2010; Woolf & Quinn, 2001). McDonald
et al. (2019) studied ID studios for the ID program curriculum
and they had more experienced students provide feedback to
the less experienced students. Woolf and Quinn (2001) had the
instructor provide effective feedback throughout the semester
as a part of training students to perform feedback correctly.
What was evident in many studies was support structures and
tools were needed for formative evaluation to be successful,
and even with the inclusion of tools, there were still some chal-
lenges with knowing whether to action the feedback (Lowell
& Ashby, 2018; Woolf & Quinn, 2001).

Perceptions of the Peer Feedback Process

Lowell and Ashby (2018) shared they redesigned a course
formative evaluation activity after students provided negative
perceptions of receiving feedback and expressed their lack of
confidence in providing feedback. Students shared the nega-
tive perceptions kept them from actioning the feedback they
received from peers. In their redesign of the activity, additional
training was provided to teach the students how to provide feed-
back and they used a form for guiding the feedback. Another
aspect noted was once the students understood the importance
of providing feedback, the students paid more attention to the
feedback aspect of the assignment. The study pointed out the
need for providing a space that felt safe for providing feedback
and the need for a community feel within a course. McMahon
(2010) and Woolf and Quinn (2001) had previously shared
similar findings as Lowell and Ashby (2018) in both categories
of creating a safe community space and in providing training
for providing feedback. Prior to implementing training, the stu-
dents in the McMahon (2010) study had shared similar negative
feelings about receiving or providing feedback.

In the McDonald et al. (2019) article where the program
implemented a design studio experience, the advanced stu-
dents who provided the feedback expressed some lack of
confidence in providing feedback. Both sets of students
who received and gave the feedback shared they understood
more about the importance of providing feedback after going
through the design studio experience and both sets of stu-
dents had an increase in confidence after completing the peer
review process. Students in the Lowell and Ashby (2018) and
McMahon (2010) studies felt the same increase in confidence
once additional support structures and tools were added to
the activity.

Purpose of Study

ID practitioners must undergo design reviews and receive
feedback as a part of the informal formative evaluation pro-
cess to improve the quality of educational products. It is
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unclear from ID practitioner research if IDs are experiencing
similar negative perceptions to what students felt in higher
education peer review processes (Lowell & Ashby, 2018;
McDonald et al., 2019; McMahon, 2010; Woolf & Quinn,
2001). It is also unclear what support structures or tools
ID practitioners are provided in their workplaces that sup-
port design review feedback processes and if the support
structures and tools are similar to what higher education
instructors are using in peer feedback activities. The fol-
lowing research question has been identified: What are the
support structures and tools that contribute to building a
community of feedback within the practice of instructional
design reviews?

Methods

This qualitative study sought to explore if there were com-
mon themes with informal formative evaluation support
structures and tools. There was also an effort to determine
if there were common perceptions about informal formative
evaluation amongst instructional design practitioners across
various industries.

Participants

Six participants (three women and three men) were pur-
posefully recruited via social media and personal networks
(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). One important criterion
was that the participants were responsible for design and/or
development of instructional products and they were work-
ing within the design and development processes a minimum
of 50% of their role.

Two of the participants (See Table 1) were working in
higher education, two were in corporate healthcare positions,
one was from aviation, and one was from the beverage indus-
try. One of the participants was a manager of an instructional
design team. The participants ranged in years of experience

Table 1 Participant experience in instructional design

from one year to more than 30 years of instructional design
experience.

Instruments

An interview protocol was developed to ensure questions
were consistent and allowed for the interviewer to ask the
participants to expand on their responses (Leedy & Orm-
rod, 2019). The beginning questions of the protocol asked
the interviewee to talk about their own experiences openly.
Next, the questions provided were aligned to the research
questions, and finally, the end of the interview was where the
interviewer expressed appreciation for the interviewees’ time
and discussed next steps (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Procedures

To recruit the participants, a social media post and an email
template was created with inclusion-criteria questions.
The social media post was shared with other instructional
designers on LinkedIn and Facebook and included a call for
instructional designers. The inclusion questions were:

e Are you currently working as an instructional designer
or manager of an instructional design team?

e Does at least 50% of your current role include designing
and developing instructional products?

e Are internal or external stakeholders reviewing the
design and/or development of your work (this can include
your own design team members)?

Participants who met the criteria reached out via email to
begin their interview process.

Following guidelines for semi-structured interviews, the
participants were asked the same questions, with additional
questions used to query for details related to the main ques-
tions (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Leedy & Ormrod, 2019). The interviews took place using
web conference software (Zoom) and were recorded. Notes
were taken during the interviews and the transcript feature

Name Years of Experience Industry Type Position

Adam Less than one year in an instructional design position with previous Corporate/aviation  Instructional designer
experience as a K-12 teacher and corporate trainer

Ben 5 years of experience with previous experience as a librarian Higher education Instructional designer

Callie One and a half years of instructional design experience with previous  Corporate Manager of instructional design team
experience as a K-12 teacher

Deidre 30 years of instructional design experience Corporate/healthcare Instructional designer

Elizabeth Two years in instructional design with previous experience as a K-12

teacher

Frank 13 years in instructional design

Corporate/healthcare Learning experience designer

Higher education Instructional designer

@ Springer
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was used within Zoom to capture and transcribe the inter-
views. Each interview lasted approximately 30—50 minutes.

Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) phases of thematic
analysis, the data underwent many steps to code and pro-
duce themes. Member checking was used (Creswell & Poth,
2018), and the participants were asked to review the themes
to ensure the information was captured accurately. Last, the
themes of the data were reported with the purpose of inform-
ing future research.

Data Analysis

The interviews were recorded and transcribed in Zoom and ana-
lyzed utilizing Microsoft Word and Excel to determine if there
were common themes in the information provided about the
formative evaluation support structures and tools or perceptions
of the process. To attenuate researchers’ own bias, an analytic
memo was kept and all previous experiences with the phenom-
ena were written down to help in separating the researcher’s
experiences with the experiences of the participants (Creswell
& Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994; Saldana, 2021).

Following the six phased process by Braun and Clarke
(2006), the interview transcriptions were cleaned and com-
pared to the interview recordings to ensure the text was
accurately captured. Table 2 includes the themes identified
and defined through the qualitative thematic analysis pro-
cess. Each theme was aligned to the research question where
support structures and tools that contribute to building a
community of feedback within the practice of instructional
design reviews were identified.

Results
Four themes emerged from the interviews that are aligned

to the research question focusing on support structures
and tools that contribute to providing feedback during the

Table 2 Themes identified and definition of themes

formative design review process: clarifying criteria defined
for reviews, structures for review cycles, project manage-
ment of reviews and fostering a culture of feedback.

Theme 1: Review Criteria

Elizabeth shared, “challenges for external review are that
people often don’t know what they want. And so you have to
develop a really clear process on getting every step approved
along the way...” The review criteria the reviewers would
focus on during reviews was common amongst many of the
designers interviewed. They usually had a review where they
ensured alignment to goals, objectives, and audience needs.
There was often a copyedit type review for grammatical and
spelling errors. There was also a review to ensure consist-
ency with organizational brand standards.

The reviews then altered depending on higher educa-
tion or corporate needs. The reviews also differed amongst
the role of the reviewer. Reviewers might be peer review-
ers within the same design team, the manager of the design
team, subject-matter experts for the content, or stakeholders
who would need to sign-off on the final product. Review pro-
cesses often began within internal to the designer’s team and
then to external to the designer’s team but remained within
the organization. The scope of the review also changed based
on the role of the peer reviewer, subject matter expert, or
stakeholder. Designers mentioned the seriousness of the
content and how that aspect drove reviews throughout the
organization. Other designers mentioned how understand-
ing the larger organization initiatives would play into design
reviews. There may be reviewers who were looking for how
the course fit into the larger strategic plans and the reviewer
ensured it met those criteria.

Review’s Focus

One of the corporate designers shared how their internal
team used a collaborative checklist where reviewers could

Themes Definition of Theme

Review criteria

Content importance (for safety, business impacts, etc.) drives focus criteria for reviews. Defining the review criteria helps

reviewers (peer-reviewers, subject matter experts, and stakeholders) stay focused within their reviews.

Review structures

Instructional designers create structures and use specific tools during iterative reviews toward the goal of product improve-

ment. Training peer-reviewers, subject matter experts, or stakeholders to engage in the structures and tools happen in a

variety of ways.

Project management Leadership plays a role in defining the importance of review processes for product development. To keep project plans and
timelines defined during review cycles, projects benefit from project management strategies. There are many tools and
strategies designers use to aid in preventing scope creep and to keep the project plan on track.

Culture of feedback Teams work together remotely through the stages of review cycles. Leadership plays a role in defining the review pro-

during evaluation
culture for feedback during evaluation.

cesses and creating an environment where there is a growth mindset to receiving or giving feedback thereby creating a

. @ Springer
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see each other’s feedback. The areas of the checklist included
objective items such as correct formatting for the organiza-
tion and grammatical or spelling errors. They also included a
section for subjective feedback where the reviewers provided
their opinions or suggestions for the design. The designer
would action objective feedback, but they were given the
option to choose to action the subjective feedback.

Another corporate designer described how they would
keep stakeholders focused during reviews by limiting what
they saw during a review. For example, during the content
review, the content was placed in a cloud-based document
and stakeholders were asked to review the content only.
This process allowed for stakeholders to see each other’s
reviews and debate amongst each other for what changes
should happen. In a similar vein, when the designer needed
stakeholders to review the look and formatting of the course,
they added text and image placeholders asking stakeholders
to concentrate on the formatting of the course and not be
distracted by content. Other participants described adding
focused questions to the review instructions. The questions
would help designers guide stakeholders for the information
needed from them for the course. Keeping reviewers focused
was one challenge mentioned but mitigated by adding struc-
ture into the processes.

Theme 2: Review Structures

When asked to share their feedback processes, Ben, a
higher education designer, described how “...back-and-
forth e-mails [was] so unproductive, it gets lost.” Many of
the participants described processes outside of exchang-
ing emails to share feedback. All participants used meet-
ings with team members and/or stakeholders with varying
degrees of success.

Most participants described iterative reviews that took
place throughout the design and development phases. The

Fig. 1 Iterative review pro-
cesses

reviews were iterative in that feedback was provided, the
designer actioned on the feedback, and then the changes
were shared with the reviewers. They also described how
reviews were structured differently if it was a peer-review
versus a review from a subject matter expert or stakeholder.
All the reviews mentioned by participants were internal
to the organization, but they labeled within their team as
“internal” and external to their team as “external.” Callie, a
manager of corporate designers, described their processes
from the beginning to end through the design and develop-
ment phases (see Fig. 1). Within this process, each section
of the design or development phase went through her (as
the manager) and then stakeholder reviews and was later
returned to the designer to action on the feedback. Once
the product went through many rounds of reviews for each
stage, the product was ready for beta testing. At this point,
the course was provided via a Learning Management Sys-
tem and shared with multiple reviewers. Each reviewer was
assigned a specific role or focus in the review. The feedback
was then actioned again by the designer toward finalizing
the product.

A commonality between a Frank (in higher education)
and Callie (in corporate design) was to cater the feedback
delivery based on the person. In higher education, Frank
might interact with an instructor based on the instructors’
preferences. Callie explained how she changes the structure
of feedback delivery for her team based on the individual
designers’ preferences. Some of the tools and technologies
used by participants are described in Table 3.

While many structures were shared, one designer
explained how the process looks different with each team
they have been on or with different stakeholders. The tools
used also tended to align with the viewpoint or focus of the
reviewer. Many of the designers shared they had defined pro-
cesses for their review processes for each phase of the design
or development of the product. A challenge mentioned by

@ Springer
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Table 3 Designer review processes: tools and technologies

Tools and Technologies Sector Description
Design
Cloud-based document sharing Corporate Collaborative documents created to help subject matter experts (SME) or stake-
holders focus on content only. Track changes or the comments feature were
used throughout the document to point out content discrepancies for designers.
Corporate Peer-review checklist for reviewing storyboards with internal teams use prior to

going out to stakeholders.

Higher Education Templates created for the purpose of getting SMEs to place pertinent informa-
tion for their course or to gain suggestions from SMEs for changes.

Designers who used Articulate 360 © products for development used the Articu-

late Review feature to gather feedback from peers, managers, and stakeholders.
Reviewers experience the course in real-time and provide feedback using the
comment feature within Articulate.

Development
Articulate Review Corporate
Feedback templates Corporate

There is a template for each stage of the reviews the designer can fill out with

project specific information.

Google Form

Higher Education Form used to gain feedback from instructor SME while reviewing a course

within a Learning Management System.

A form is created to capture detailed stakeholder feedback. The form is divided

into three columns for the stakeholder to provide the location within the course
that needs to be addressed (column 1), a screenshot of the area (column 2), and
written feedback (column 3). Callie shared the following about the process ...
we found that it really helps narrow down and pinpoint to where this specific
issue is so that it can be resolved promptly and properly. Because you never
want to waste anybody’s time either.”

Build before and after comparison slides to share with stakeholder to get sign-off

on the stakeholders’ changes.

Microsoft Word Corporate
Microsoft PowerPoint Corporate
Pilot or “mini-pilot” Corporate

Have users engage with the course in a smaller scale than implementation to gain

feedback about the usability of the course.

Prototyping software and screen sharing Corporate

Make a functional prototype using software for user experience testing. Helps

the reviewers test out the interactive course. Adam described this to be similar
to software development. Reviewer is online with designer while designer or
reviewer shares their screen and their experience with the course.

Quality Matters

Higher Education Use Quality Matters © recommendations for feedback delivery to instructors in
courses.

most designers was timing of reviews and is highlighted in
the next section.

Theme 3: Project Management

The designers had a common ground in expressing a chal-
lenge with timeliness of review cycles. An interesting note
Elizabeth brought up was that the size of the project did not
necessarily equate to the ease of managing a project. When
working with external to the team stakeholders, the nuances
changed based on the person. Most designers mentioned the
lack of time stakeholders had for reviews in their schedules.
They also mentioned a review of a product was not always
considered a part of the stakeholders’ job roles so there were
competing priorities. It was often an external to the team
stakeholder who caused issues with a design product being
completed on time or not being completed at all. Similar to
this, another designer described how it was difficult to plan

for stakeholder reviews not knowing how long a stakeholder
may have to set aside for reviews. In Table 4, designers’
advice for keeping projects on track was compiled.
Another challenge described was how it was during the
stage where stakeholders could see the whole course where
there were generally more comments. This stage could
take more time due to going back and forth to ensure the
requested changes were captured accurately. Overall, many
project management processes, and challenges associated
with the processes, were described by the designers when
providing their structure of formative evaluations.

Theme 4: Culture of Feedback during Evaluation
Several designers mentioned “culture” when describing their
team relationships and their review processes. Adam stated

providing feedback within a team was “a culture thing” and
that it was something organizations could not train. In the

. @ Springer
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Table 4 Project management suggestions from designers

Project Management Suggestions from Designers

Email template

Template with project information and instructions for stakeholders and included key due dates. Designers added

pertinent information into the email template when sending the product out for review.

Project planning

Added “buffer” time into the project timeline for stakeholder reviews. Designers expressed stakeholders usually

asked for additional time, so they built extra time in at the beginning, without disclosing to the stakeholders.

A cloud-based sheet (Google) was provided to stakeholders with key milestones for them to meet so the project

stayed on track.
Intake and Kick-off meeting

A meeting used at the beginning of a project to orient the reviewers to the project plan, timeline, and scope of

reviews. The roles of each reviewer were captured and shared in the meeting. Designers engaged the stakeholder
at this point to find out how the stakeholder best communicated and discussed timeframes for the stakeholder to

set aside for reviews.
Project meetings

Planning ahead
could plan for review time.

Setting Expectations

Held ongoing meetings with stakeholders to get updates on progress and kept the project moving forward.

Provided notification to the stakeholder they would be needed for a project and found out when the stakeholder

Instructions were given to reviewers for their reviews and included the amount of time it should take for the

reviewer to complete their part of the review. Some designers used a checklist with dates and checkpoints to

keep this step organized.

In higher education, a contract was created for the stakeholders that explained their roles and responsibilities with
the course development process. The contract provided target dates for delivery of milestones.

Tracking feedback and errors Tracking system was used where items found during review were entered and tracked through the iterations.

same light, however, he spoke of shadowing his manager
during review processes and seeing how his manager inter-
acted with others while going through reviews.

Elizabeth mentioned new designers may come from other
organizations where providing feedback was not a part of
their “culture” and expressed how they had a “strong team
culture.” It was the mentions of “culture” where an explora-
tion began to understand what the underlying causes were
to create a “culture of feedback.”

Collaboration and Perception of Feedback

The designers interviewed described the multiple ways their
organizations would collaborate. Often there were defined
project groups with various roles within the group and the
team members might create different parts of the product.
Most teams were given clear roles to perform for the team
during a project. Adam described how each team member
looked over each other’s shoulders “in the friendliest way.”
The environments described were ones where the focus was
on collaborating with each other to get to the best and high-
est quality product. Designers would comment that they did
not take the feedback personally since they understood the
goals of feedback. Ben, in higher education, described how
a break-down in collaboration came when he did not share
his product with other team members. The final product had
flaws that were not caught until the end-users pointed out the
issues. The higher education designers described a partner-
ship with the instructors they worked with in projects. The
end products were of higher quality when they could engage
and brainstorm with the instructor.
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Designers brought up how their positive or negative per-
ception of feedback often depended on the person they were
giving feedback to or receiving feedback from. For example,
they felt benefits in internal reviews where the reviewers
were designers or reviews where there was a subject mat-
ter expert. They mentioned how feedback from stakehold-
ers may not always have the same depth or detail. Frank, in
higher education, mentioned making sure to keep in mind
how much work a person had put into the design of a course
when approaching reviews, thereby making it a more posi-
tive experience.

A designer expressed how there were benefits in getting
multiple peer reviews and peer perspectives. They also men-
tioned how team members may not always see it this way.
If a team member is new, for example, they may feel intimi-
dated by the review process and may not feel confident in
the giving or receiving of feedback. This feeling leads into
the next suggestions from designers.

Role of Leadership in Reviews and Contributions
to Designer Professional Growth

Most designers mentioned their leader and how their leader
helped build a comfortable space for reviews and how lead-
ers often modeled giving and receiving feedback for teams.
One designer’s team holds weekly design meetings where
they share design ideas with each other. This is used to build
confidence in the designers and team member relationships.
When considering past experiences, a corporate designer
suggested teams take the trends from reviews (where there
were issues or where things went well) and share those as a
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means of professional development in team meetings. Most
expressed tactics such as these led to team members being
more comfortable with each other and more confident in
review processes.

A corporate designer described how they would dem-
onstrate feedback reviews with their manager by openly
reviewing each other’s work and showing how the process
made the work better. Callie brought up the point of building
relationships with her design team and how she provided
feedback to the designers based on the preferences of the
designer. Callie attributed reviews going well because she
had “a rockstar team where ego does not exist.” The team
members had a willingness to learn through their reviews
toward becoming better designers. They would take what
they learned in reviews and transfer the knowledge to future
reviews.

Another aspect evident in the teams where review pro-
cesses went well was in leaders providing designers auton-
omy in their work. This might be in the aspect of providing
a designer a project to own from beginning to end or it was
also in giving the designer the support to accept or deny
feedback from reviewers. The manager would “empower”
the designer to understand the difference between what was
a suggestion or what was a necessary change needed to the
design. In cases where design feedback went well, there were
clear guidelines for scope of reviews and the designers were
encouraged to defend their design choices with stakeholders.

Discussion

As described by DeVaughn and Stefaniak (2020a, b), the
designers who participated in this study were also using
informal formative evaluation techniques as a part of their
design and development processes. In line with studies of
peer assessments in higher education (Lowell & Ashby,
2018; McDonald et al., 2019; McMahon, 2010; Ozogul
& Sullivan, 2009; Woolf & Quinn, 2001), the participants
shared their use of tools and support structures which aided
in the completion of design reviews and kept design reviews
within scope.

There were differences between the work of higher educa-
tion and corporate instructional designers and subsequently
their use of tools and structures was also dissimilar. In higher
education, the professors the instructional designers worked
closely with were often participating in the role of subject-
matter expert and the final product stakeholder. The dual role
gave less flexibility to the instructional designer and more
autonomy to the professors. The professors had final sign-
off and ownership of the courses. Due to this dynamic, the
structures and tools varied with the higher education design-
ers. They used structures such as a template to gather the
most important information from the professors and a formal

checklist such as the Quality Matters © rubric to make sug-
gestions for the course versus in corporate, the checklists
were internal to the organization and often allowed for more
flexibility in the design choices. In higher education, there
was less structure around the review processes and more
structure in managing the relationship and expectations with
the professor.

A common challenge amongst the participants was keep-
ing the stakeholders within the timeline for course creation
so many of the structures and tools they used were within
the realm of project management. The corporate design-
ers collaborated with many stakeholders throughout their
design review iterations while the higher education design-
ers generally only had individual professors for each course
as a stakeholder. An interesting note from corporate design-
ers was that review stakeholders did not necessarily have
reviewing courses as a part of their defined job roles versus
a professor was more likely to be allotted time for course
creation and edits. The inclusion of more reviewers in cor-
porate environments, and the lack of having time allotted
within the reviewers’ regular work duties, meant the project
management tools and processes differed slightly between
corporate and higher education designers. Both industries
generally had a kick-off meeting to orient the stakeholders
to the project timeline and milestones. In higher education,
a contract was utilized to define roles and responsibilities
between the professor and designer and to provide the dates
for milestones. The corporate designers incorporated tem-
plates for sharing instructions since they had multiple groups
of stakeholders to engage. In software design, a tracking
system was used to organize the hand-offs between the many
stakeholders involved in the review processes. For both
groups, there was some success in using structures and tools
to help keep stakeholders informed and on track in their
reviews. The use of tools and structures seemed to align with
positive perceptions of evaluation processes, as described in
previous studies, and when there was an absence of tools or
structures, there was a negative perception (Lowell & Ashby,
2018; McDonald et al., 2019; McMahon, 2010; Ozogul &
Sullivan, 2009; Woolf & Quinn, 2001).

The designers described how confidence in design feed-
back processes stemmed from environments where there was
a “culture” of feedback. This aligns with studies where there
was a need for an environment where designers could feel
safe sharing or receiving feedback (Lowell & Ashby, 2018;
McMahon, 2010; Woolf & Quinn, 2001). Leadership sup-
port was key in emulating positive feedback processes and
bared a similarity to Woolf and Quinn’s (2001) study where
the instructor first demonstrated feedback before the peers
provided feedback to each other. In the corporate spaces,
the role of the manager seemed more prevalent than in the
higher education environments. Corporate designers shared
how there was a back and forth collaborative design process
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with their managers and team members. In higher education,
the instructional designer seemed more isolated and worked
directly with a professor with less emphasis on iterations
within a team atmosphere or check points with a manager.

An interesting finding was where the designers stated
there was no formal training in formative evaluation as
suggested as a need by previous authors during research
of peer assessments (Lowell & Ashby, 2018; McMahon,
2010; Woolf & Quinn, 2001). However, while the corporate
designers said there was no formal training, they described
aspects of cognitive apprenticeships such as shadowing their
leaders or more expert designers as they went through the
design processes (Brown et al., 1989). Mentoring aspects of
apprenticeships was evident in the corporate environments
when design team leaders or more expert designers would
provide design feedback first with each other, showing more
novice team members how it was a safe space to provide
feedback and showing the team members the appropriate
way to provide feedback. The designers did not specifically
name the mentor aspects “training,” but the designers were
likely learning their formative evaluation processes by mir-
roring the actions of more senior designers in line with the
purpose of cognitive apprenticeships.

Participants ended their interviews by sharing their future
evaluation plans and how they planned to improve their
processes in the future. In corporate design, the creation
of design templates was one improvement designers sug-
gested that may help in their feedback processes. As also
described by Morrison et al. (2013), the designers’ shared
thoughts of decreasing development time if there were tem-
plates orienting designers to use the style guides for their
organizations. The creation of templates was not mentioned
by the higher education designers since their designs were
often confined to courses within a Learning Management
System. For higher education designers, their future plans
were about strengthening their relationships with professors.
A designer described how they must approach a professor’s
work with sensitivity and with the knowledge of how the
professor may have strong opinions about the work they have
provided. Thereby, there is a need to have a strong partner-
ship with the professor as a stakeholder. The higher educa-
tion designers also shared how they would like to have more
access to summative evaluation (e.g. end of course surveys
and final assessments) so they could gauge how their courses
were perceived by students and measure the effectiveness
of the courses (Guerra-Lopez, 2008; Morrison et al., 2013;
Scriven, 1967, 1991).

In the interviews, most participants had a structure for
review processes. They also had strong support and mentor-
ship from leadership to engage in reviews. Most expressed
positive perceptions of their processes as it related to giv-
ing or receiving feedback. Where there were mentions of
negative experiences with giving or receiving feedback,
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there was little to no structure in the processes and limited
support from leadership. Most of the negativity expressed
was with stakeholder relations. One part of the stakeholder
relations was where a stakeholder may give too much or
too little feedback and there was a common challenge with
keeping stakeholder reviews timely in their project plans.
While project management may not fix all challenges with
stakeholder feedback, it seemed to alleviate some issues with
product timelines.

Overall, this study aligns with the peer assessment
research where tools and support structures contribute to
successful reviews and where perceptions of the processes
were affected by the inclusion or exclusion of structure
(Lowell & Ashby, 2018; McDonald et al., 2019; McMahon,
2010; Ozogul & Sullivan, 2009; Woolf & Quinn, 2001).
Given the research and the information shared during the
interviews, it would benefit instructional design practi-
tioners in corporate environments to incorporate tools and
structures into their review and project management pro-
cesses toward the goal of increasing perceptions of reviews
and to increase the quality of training products. Higher
education instructional design teams may want to consider
adding peer or manager review cycles into their course crea-
tion work, in addition to their work with professors. The
role of the higher education instructional design manager
could also be evaluated to see if there are opportunities for
mentoring and coaching during informal formative evalu-
ation processes.

Limitations

A limitation for the study was the sample size and the inclu-
sion of both higher education and corporate. It was evident
in the interviews that higher education review processes dif-
fered greatly from corporate review processes. It would be
helpful in the future to evaluate the two contexts separately
to further explore the nuances of each sector.

Future Research

There are several areas to explore further from this study. In
future studies, there is a need to dive more into the project
management aspects of the study. Project management is
cited as one of the top competencies for designers (Ritzhaupt
et al., 2018), and it would be valuable to seek how higher
education programs are helping designers develop these
skills. If the designers are not getting these skills as a part
of their programs, then organizations may need to take on
providing the skills as a part of their professional develop-
ment plans for designers.

A common thread in the themes was the role of leader-
ship in review processes. A deeper dive into how to build
a culture of feedback could help both higher education
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programs and practitioners with knowing how to develop
this practice. It would behoove the instructional design
industry to understand more about how instructional design
leaders are oriented to managing design teams and under-
stand the competencies needed in a leader to build the cul-
ture of feedback needed for teams.
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