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Abstract

The article is devoted to learner-centered learning program development for adult 
learners, which are experienced professionals – chief executives. The high speed of 
learning and precise learning outcomes are seen as the main need of an executive in a 
learner role. A learner-centered learning program satisfies the need. 

The article suggests the use of a professional role model of a learner – after learning 
program completion – as a main tool for the development of an appropriate learner-
centered learning program. The details of the professional role model, as well as an 
algorithm of learner-centered learning program development, are discussed.

One of the key problems in learning program development is that the skills, competen-
cies and capabilities developed during learning programs often can’t be applied outside 
the learning program – in “real life” contexts. To enable a learner to be successful in 
real contexts, it is suggested to use a role concept in different contexts. The learning 
program in this case should develop not only the ability to play a role, but also play 
it in different contexts; not just to acquire new roles, but to be able to reduce roles for 
simpler ones, as well as to compose new roles.
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INTRODUCTION

Modern education exists in conditions of exponentially growing scope 
of knowledge. Life-long learning becomes a usual practice in personal 
and professional life. The meaning of a career changes. People may 
change their professions and the roles they play several times during 
their professional lives. Understanding of management as the profes-
sion is also changing. Learning programs for adult learners – execu-
tives – in these conditions should respond to the need of learners to 
learn faster and achieve precise learning outcomes.

Learning program for managers development is at the center of this 
article. The focus of the researchers and learning program developers 
has moved over time: from curriculum development and curriculum 
design to instructional design, the learner as a user experience and 
learners’ reflective practices. New methods of learning program de-
velopment aim to create or improve learners’ knowledge, skill, compe-
tencies, abilities, capabilities or even to develop personal identity and 
professional managerial attitude.
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Traditionally, the methods were related to curriculum development as a subject matter structured body 
of knowledge. Skills, competencies or capabilities development considered just the learning experience 
of a learner during learning – not previous or future experience.

Skills, competencies and capabilities developed during a learning program often can’t be applied out-
side the learning program – in future real life contexts. To enable a learners’ success in real contexts, it 
is suggested to consider different contexts during learning program development and actively apply a 
role concept, not just skill or competence concepts. The learning program in this case should develop 
not only the ability to play a role, but also to play it in different contexts; not just to acquire new roles, 
but to be able to reduce roles for simpler ones, as well as to compose new roles.

The problem of curricula development, which acquires up-to-date knowledge, is actual for the educators 
in different spheres of education: primary, higher and post-graduate. The article focuses at the needs of 
adult learners – chief executives, which already have professional managerial experience. The curricu-
lum, context, skill, knowledge and role concepts applied within conceptual modelling approach, which 
is a key methodology of this article. The concepts are considered in the following section.

1. THEORETICAL BASIS

Learning program development is a matter of great 
attention for researchers and teaching practition-
ers for many decades. Dewey (2013) paid attention 
to two conflicting aspects related to a curriculum 
as a subject matter body of knowledge: “For the sci-
entist, the subject matter represents simply a given 
body of truth to be employed…” (p. 22). “As a teach-
er… He is concerned with the subject matter of the 
science as representing a given stage and phase of 
the development of experience. His problem is that 
of inducing a vital and personal experience.” (p. 23). 
Since the Deweỳ s book was edited for the first time 
in 1900, the relationship between a learner and a 
curriculum is the focus of the research. At the end 
of 2016, the most cited sources according to Google 
Scholar for the request “curriculum” were Dewey 
(2013), Kliebard (2004), Apple (2004), Tyler (2013). 
The curriculum definition varies from the document 
like syllabus, program outline or instruction, which 
describes a subject matter body of knowledge to be 
taught to a learner experience and activities, which 
organizes content-based experience acquirement.

“Curriculum development” (Taba, 1962; Stenhouse, 
1975; Richards, 2001) and “curriculum design” 
(Brown, 1994; Tanner & Tanner, 1980; Jacobs, 
1989) are strongly related topics to the curricu-
lum itself. The curriculum development is usual-
ly understood as a process of curriculum-making, 
while the curriculum design is the outcome or re-
sult of such development.

The fundamental questions in curriculum devel-
opment are the following:

• what is the objective of learning intervention?

• which learning experience leads to achieve-
ment of the purpose?

• how to organize the experience effectively?

• how to evaluate the effectiveness of the learn-
ing intervention?

According to Taba (1962), the following steps are 
important for curriculum design: diagnosing the 
needs; formulating the learning objectives; select-
ing the content; organizing the content; selecting 
the learning experiences; organizing the learning 
experiences; organizing the evaluation – ways and 
means of doing it. The curriculum design should 
create the “curriculum window”, which enables 
program participants to develop their ability to 
solve problems, make decisions independently, 
think critically, globally and creatively.

Exploring the design and implementation in lan-
guage teaching and learning, Brown (1994) had 
formulated principles, which help teachers to 
support changes “in a world in desperate need of 
change: change from competition to cooperation, 
from powerlessness to empowerment, from con-
flict to resolution, from prejudice to understand-
ing” (p. 442). Among the principles are princi-
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ples of meaningful learning, strategic investment, 
communicative competence, self-confidence and 
the intrinsic motivation principle. Consideration 
of the principles enables the learner  to keep in the 
focus of a learning program.

Instructional design (Gagne et al., 1992; Sweller 
et al., 1998; Reigeluth & Carr-Chellman, 2009) is 
another spectrum of approaches to organize learn-
ing and teaching activities. According to Gagne et 
al. (1992), “Instruction is a set of events that affect 
learners in such a way that learning is facilitated” (p. 
3). It describes not just class activities or a teacher 
influence, but any event intentionally generated by 
text, picture, video, audio, physical and virtual ob-
ject or their combination. There are following basic 
assumptions of any instructional design suggested 
by Gagne et al. (1992): it aids individuals to learn; 
immediate and long-range aspects to be considered; 
instruction can greatly affect individual human de-
velopment; it should be conducted by means of a 
systems approach; it should be based on knowledge 
of how people learn (pp. 4-5).

A design approach as a wide concept contrary to 
the explanatory mood of scientific approach aims 
to create new worlds of human beings in an iter-
ative way. “The designer has a prescriptive rather 
than descriptive job. Unlike scientists who de-
scribe how the world is, designers suggest how it 
might be. Designers are therefore all ‘futurologists’ 
to some extent. The very essence of their job is to 
create the future, or at least some features of it” 
(Lawson, 2007, p.112). The design approach is ac-
tively used in a wide range of areas of innovation, 
including curriculum development, design, and 
transformation (Nicolettou et al., 2016).

Learning experience (LX) design is a relatively 
new approach, which “aims to create the oppor-
tunity for a good learning experience through our 
learning resources, learning systems and learning 
interactions” (Soulis et al., 2017). It is quite similar 
to user experience (UX) design, which is defined 
by Law et al. (2009) as “A person’s perceptions and 
responses that result from the use or anticipated 
use of a product, system or service” (p. 727).

Schon (1991), in his book published for the first 
time in 1987, pays attention to dichotomies of in-
formation and knowledge, education and training, 

learning and teaching and underlines that any 
education intervention can only provide oppor-
tunity, environment and encouragement. But the 
learning, which significantly influences the behav-
ior, needs a pro-active, self-discovering and reflec-
tive attitude of the learner. It corresponds to ideas 
of Dewey (2013) who wrote: “Learning is active. It 
involves reaching out of the mind. It involves or-
ganic assimilation starting from within.” (p. 9).

Competencies and capabilities are concepts im-
portant to explain the ability to perform key ac-
tivities both at personal and organizational lev-
els. According to Smith (2008), “Competencies 
are unique products or services, often created in 
the R&D labs, which can penetrate existing mar-
kets. Capabilities are the operational ability to 
deliver those new products and services efficient-
ly, repeatedly and in sufficient volume” (p. 47). 
Together with corporate resources, capabilities 
and competencies are important aspects for devel-
opment of competitiveness and strategic control of 
a company.

At a personality level, according to Vincent 
(2008), “Competence is the quality or state of 
being functionally adequate or having suffi-
cient knowledge, strength and skill” (p. 1) and 

“Capability is a collaborative process that can be 
deployed and through which individual compe-
tences can be applied and exploited” (p. 1). The 
right questions about the competencies of a per-
son are: “Does the person ‘know how’ and if so 
how well?” and “How well can the person apply 
the ‘know how’?”. The right question about ca-
pability is: “How to get things done that we need 
to get done?”. Capability is context-dependent 
(Kidson, 2013; Stephenson, 1998; Holmes, 1999), 
which means that learning should also be con-
text-related (Kidson, 2013, p. 12).

Stephenson (1998) makes distinction between 
“disaggregated competencies” and “holistic capa-
bilities” (p. 3), defining also dependent and in-
dependent capabilities in two dimensions: famil-
iar-unfamiliar context and familiar-unfamiliar 
problem. A way which better prepares a learner to 
act in the real world is the way from dependent 
capability to solve familiar problems in a familiar 
context to independent capability to solve unfa-
miliar problems in an unfamiliar context.
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“Capability curriculum”, according to Holmes 
(1999), allows to reframe education-assessment-se-
lection process into ‘identity project’, which devel-
ops learners’ identities during learning program. 
A participant-centered program, according to 
Holmes (1999) means that the curriculum pro-
vides generic capabilities that prepare learners for 
socialization in a selected social domain.

Role is a well-developed concept both in social sci-
ence and in the systems approach. The role concept 
allows to model personal behavior in different con-
texts representing and understanding the person-
ality as an integral part of wider socio-economic 
systems such as teams, organizations, communities 
and society. The concept can be used to understand 
and explain a person playing personal, social and 
professional roles applying functional (role-role) 
relationships (Loebe, 2003; Steinman, 2000; Biddle, 
2013) and the whole-part relationships (Guizzardi, 
2005; Thalheim, 2010; Thalheim & Tropmann-
Frick, 2016). The role concept allows to resolve the 
issue of complexity of systems, which can’t be un-
derstood by analysis of their parts. As Mella (2015) 
states, “The properties of the parts are not intrinsic 
properties, but can be understood only within the 
context of the larger whole” (p. 595).

The focus of the aforementioned researchers is 
moving from programs themselves (curriculum, 
instructional, outcomes) to a learner. This does 
not neglect the importance of program design 
itself, but makes all program development learn-
er-focused and learner-centric. This means that 
program designers need more sophisticated tools 
to use well-developed design and development ap-
proaches in learner-centric program creation.

The method of this research is conceptual model-
ling, which applies concepts and relationships be-
tween them to describe and design new concepts. 
The new concepts should allow to deal with com-
plexity in a wide range of practically important 
tasks. The concepts and conceptual modelling is 
the key tool for conceptual design – development 
of new complex things, which can be implemented 
in real personal or social life.

The learning program development, which applies 
conceptual modelling and conceptual design, is 
the subject of the present paper. It is suggested 

to keep a learner in the focus of the learning pro-
gram development. The research question is for-
mulated as follows: how to keep the focus of a pro-
gram on the capabilities of an adult learner – chief 
executive – to act in different contexts, not just in 
a learning context.

2. RESULTS

To keep a client in the focus of any organization-
al activity is a key principle of modern manage-
ment. Such focus enables an organization to im-
prove effectiveness and efficiency in the long-term 
perspective. The focus can also be explained as 
dedication to mission – understanding the client 
and value created by the organization for the cli-
ent. The client focus principle can be applied not 
only to organizations, but also to programs, which 
creates value for learners treated as a program user 
or client.

To keep the learner in the focus, it is suggested to 
use a well-known principle of design approach: 
starting with the expected result. The main and 
strategically important learning outcome is the 
learner successful in what he (she) is doing – in do-
mains related to the learning program. To shape 
this outcome at a conceptual level, it is suggested 
to use a few concepts: role, context and capability.

The role concept relates to a value which a person 
creates and captures playing the role for other peo-
ple in their respective roles (teacher for students, 
doctor for patients, parent for kids, for example). 
Any learning program to a certain extent improves 
the ability of human beings to play their roles (the 
role set) – professional, social or personal.

The role set is a powerful concept, together with 
authenticity describing personality as a whole 
and representing uniqueness of personality. The 
appropriate Personality Conceptual Model is pre-
sented at Figure 1.

Authenticity of the person belongs to the person 
him(her)self and to each of the roles from the role 
set r(i), i = 1, N of the persons in the whole-part 
relationship. Personality is a wholeness for both 
authenticity and the role set. The personality can 
manifest itself in different roles, demonstrating 
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the behavior expected in the role. The role set r(i), 
i = 1, N is potentially unlimited and each role can 
be played in different contexts of the real world.

Bringing the role to the center of program design 
enables to focus the program on the acquisition by 
a learner of a body of knowledge, skills and abili-
ties, necessary for performance of the role. This fo-
cus should work on a learners’ success in the role 
selected – after completion of the learning, gradu-
ation from the learning program and coming back 
to the “real world” to play the role.

Context concept is suitable for the description of 
a phenomenon in different situations. The role 
playing in real life (the “real world”) takes place 
in a variety of different conditions. For example, a 
person learning to play a manager role in the real 
world can play it in commercial, government and 
non-governmental organizations. An organiza-
tion might have creative and procedural, demo-
cratic and autocratic cultures.

To be successful, a manager should be able to play 
his or her role in a spectrum of contexts, not in a 
single context. The wider the spectrum is, the bet-
ter it is for a learner. The better the contexts from 
the spectrum correspond to real life, the better 
results a learner can therefore achieve in the real 
world. In the worst case, a learner after complet-
ing a learning program can play a role in a single 

– learning context.

The capabilities concept allows to determine the 
ability of a learner to play a role in a certain con-
text. In this respect, capability relates to the role 
and can be treated as ability in a context. For ex-
ample, ability to manage becomes a capability to 
manage soldiers in an army and a capability to 
manage programmers in an IT firm.

The ability itself might be represented with knowl-
edge as the result of learning; skills as the result of 
practice and reflection of the practice with knowl-
edge applied. The capability development means 
practice of a role in different contexts and further 
reflection. The reflecting part is crucially impor-
tant as soon as it provides personalized knowledge 
within the role-context-capability triad.

The personalization of the capability development is 
very much in line with personal learner experience 
(user experience) as a user of a learning program. 
The success of the personalization depends on 
building blocks for the personalization and learn-
ers’ capability at the beginning of the program. The 
creation of personal learner experience means use 
of the “entry capability” to develop expected “out-
come capability” applying a) basic abilities (knowl-
edge and skills) development, and b) development 
capabilities in personalized sets of contexts.

A role and its contextuality might be presented 
with the following model (Figure 2), which con-
tains three types of relationships.

Figure 1. A Personality Conceptual Model

A Personality

Role 1
Role N

Authenticity of 

the Personality
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The relationships of the first type – role-role rela-
tionships. The relationships of this type represent 
value, created by the role for other roles. The rela-
tionships of the second type represent whole-part 
relationships of the role as a part of a personality 
and the personality itself. The third type of the 
relationships represent whole-part relationship 
of the role as a part of a wider system, which can 
be treated as a context for the role.

To personalize a learning program, which im-
proves the capability to play a role, a learning pro-
gram designer should consider the following as-
pects of the roles construction:

• the role itself, which creates value for other 
roles (considering the first type (role-role) re-
lationship between two roles);

• the personality of a learner, who is going to 
improve the capability to play a role (consider-
ing the second type (whole-part) relationship 
between the role as a part and personality as 
a wholeness);

• the context in which the role is going to be 
played (considering the third type (whole-
part) relationship between the role and a sys-
tem were the value exchange between two 
roles takes place).

The role model provides a conceptual tool for an 
algorithm of learner-centered learning program 
development. The algorithm might contain the 
following steps:

• role model understanding as a value creating 
substance; 

• understanding of sub-roles, which create the 
composition of the role model;

• understanding other roles – recipients of val-
ue created; 

• possible contexts where a role can be played;

• development building blocks of a program, 
including:

• a block for a body of knowledge necessary 
for role performance acquiring and testing;

• blocks for skills and abilities, necessary 
for role performance development;

• tools for personalization learning paths 
considering personality characteristics;

• ways of practicing role performance in 
different contexts, aiming at develop-
ment of capabilities – abilities in different 
contexts;

• personality “measurement”, necessary for 
learning path personalization. This measure-
ment might position the potential learner on 
a stage of personal life cycles, evaluating levels 
of personal and professional maturity;

• personal learning paths development.

Figure 2. Three types of role relationships

Personality

Role

A System – Context 

for the Role

Another 

Role

1

2

3
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3. DISCUSSION

In a complex and extensively changing world, re-
search is a crucially important part of the program 
development. The research enables to upgrade a 
body of knowledge, which is important for role 
performance necessary for program development. 
But, in a changing environment, the research is al-
so important for achieving contexts understand-
ing. The role and the contexts are dynamically 
changing, which needs periodic research to up-
grade the understanding in accordance with the 
dynamics of the change.

The potential, current and former program par-
ticipants are important elements of such research. 
They may play the roles or form their learning 
expectations according to their experiences, in-
terpretations and beliefs. Qualitative and quanti-
tative research of their roles performance in dif-
ferent working environments should provide a 
strong evidence base for the conceptual models of 
the roles and roles’ contexts.

The research actually links personal and collective 
realities with conceptual models – tools for cre-
ation of learner-centered programs. To develop 
learner-centered learning program, a program de-
signer should:

• know the actual (modern) functionality of 
a role. Nowadays, for example, it is radically 
changing due to knowledge explosion, busi-
ness models’ digitalization, AI and machine 
learning development;

• be able to represent the role as a composition 
of other roles with less functionality;

• understand existing professional maturity 
levels of program participants in terms of 
their actual capability to play the role before 
the program commences;

• understand existing personal maturity levels 
to be able to evaluate if it is sufficient for pro-
fessional role performance;

• know the diversity of experiences and knowl-
edge of potential group’ participants – both 
for personalization of individual learning 

paths and so as to be able to use the diversity 
for productive exchange within the group;

• know potential contexts/systems where the 
professional roles are going to be played.

The most difficult part of the research is contexts 
research – the conditions where the role should 
be played. Reality of the contexts lets create re-
construction of the context conditions in class 
and imitates role performance in these different 
conditions.

The learner-centered learning program design 
should combine possible learning path person-
alization with diversification of possible contexts 
where the professional role performance can take 
place. The learners diversity in a learning group 
may complexify the personalization, but at the 
same time it is a source of diversity of experiences 
obtained and exchanged by the program partic-
ipants. To combine the benefits of diversity with 
personalization benefits, the learner experience 
management should consider the following as-
pects of a program development: the learner-cen-
tered learning program development in accord-
ance with the steps mentioned above; group of 
learners’ selection; tuning personal learning paths 
due to personal and professional maturity levels; 
tuning contexts-dependent parts of the program; 
tuning program reflections due to personal and 
group development experiences.

The learner-centered learning program design ap-
proach is most valuable for experienced profession-
als who need to develop and acquire new capabili-
ties, for example, senior executives. The experience 
in playing professional roles is the main source of 
new experience of a role reduction and composi-
tion. This new experience, as soon as it is proper-
ly reflected, might develop meta-capability to learn 
and acquire new professional roles independently. 
The meta-capability can be one of the main learn-
ing outcomes of Master of Business Administration 
programs in executive management education.

The design approach is also useful for learners with 
limited or no professional experience – for exam-
ple, students of higher school. In this case, person-
al and social roles performance experience might 
be a useful source of meta-capability development.
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CONCLUSION

The conceptual modelling approach allows to apply role and context concepts to identify the individ-
ual learning needs of a program participant. The personalization links role model in past and future 
contexts of a participant and supposes development of individual learning paths from the previous to a 
new role set. Each role can potentially be reduced for simpler roles, which define contextual capability, 
necessary for successful implementation of the role in the context.

Due to diversity of previous experience in the role in a group of learning program’ participants, it is pos-
sible to use the diversity for productive exchange within the group. Integrity of individual paths and the 
learning program as a whole should be a matter of key importance for a designer of the learner-centered 
learning program.

The roles can also be composed to a new role to convert a program participant from role-taking to 
role-making mode. The experience of a participant in decomposing a role and composing new roles is 
extremely valuable because it takes a learner from context-dependent role player to context-independent 
role developer.

In a permanently changing environment, the adult learner – chief executive – may face the need to play 
a new role in a new context. The reflected experience of playing and developing different roles in dif-
ferent contexts might and should become a solid ground for meta-capability – the capability of self-de-
pendent design and performance of completely new roles and respective capabilities.
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