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Our Approach to Agile for Elearning 

 

The Agile method of software development was introduced in 2001 to resolve the shortcomings 

inherent in the traditional “waterfall” (think: Gantt chart) approach to project management. With the 

traditional approach, all the requirements for a project need to be defined up front and any deviation 

causes significant havoc with the project plan. It is a rather rigid method in which changes in 

requirements midstream can become extremely difficult and expensive to implement.  Effectively, the 

entire project must be planned at precisely the point in the project at which we know the least about 

what is needed.   

Agile is a quick and more adaptive approach to development, which is why it is often used for web 

development and other applications when scope is uncertain or changes are expected.  The continuous 

adjustments require a much higher level of input from the customer than many are accustomed to.   

Projects are developed in “sprints” or iterations just a few weeks long, so the Agile methodology does 

not require long-term planning.  

Agile for elearning 

At TorranceLearning, we’re adopting the Agile method for instructional design & course development. 

This will allow us to make fine adjustments to course content – and absorb the shocks of significant 

changes in time, scope, or budget – while ensuring that the most important content gets prioritized for 

development. Particularly for fast-paced projects, our clients don’t always have all the content approved 

or even decided on at the start – our project planning lets us get started on the most ready-to-move 

pieces first.  

How do we do it?   

It starts with a workbook. We give our client a workbook to guide them through indentifying the 

problem to address with the course, what the objectives are, and so on. We even have them create a 

fictional character profile of the target learner – from their role at the company to their hobbies. This is 

the user who will “guide” the decision making for the course.  The workbook is an iterative process; 

after every section, we meet with the client to discuss what they’ve come up with for that section.  

Depending on the need, we may then directly observe target learners in their roles, work with system 

product managers, conduct interviews, review source materials … whatever is required to get up to 

speed on the content.  This is the exploratory process.   
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Then, each piece of the learning is 

outlined on a “story card” – pure 

content, instructional aids, case 

studies, examples, interactions, 

media, assessments, etc.  Typically, 

the instructional designer will create 

these cards based on the exploratory 

process, although anyone 

(instructional designer, developer, 

client, or project manager) can write 

and add a card at any time (writing a 

card does not authorize work on it).  

Often, we’ll make alternate cards that 

represent different instructional 

approaches for a particular piece of 

content.   Each card’s effort (in hours) 

is then estimated by the person who 

will work on it.  Then – and here’s 

the important part – the client works 

with us to plan and prioritize a period of work, usually 1-2 weeks, based on the estimates. At the end of 

the period, the client has a chance to review the work, accept it or make cards to specify modifications, 

and prioritize the next period of work.  Only then do we begin working on the newly authorized work, 

ensuring that what we’re doing is the most important thing we can be doing to further the course’s 

development, right at that moment.  

What this means for the client is a course that is on budget, on time, and meets the scope that was 

authorized. And since we’ve identified the most important pieces of the course and developed those 

pieces first, even if unforeseen changes affect scope, budget, or timeline, the critical pieces are there. At 

just about any point, development can be halted and a functioning product can be delivered.  

 

 

Story cards laid out for a week of instructional design work.  Each card is 

a section of course content and calls for text, graphics, and interactions. 


