








learners? Or what if they considered themselves treasure
guardians, protecting the way towards a desired goal
until a learner/hero proved worthy to claim the prize?

Instruction-as-conversation emphasizes that the
levels of responsiveness, personalization, and sponta-
neity in education can be much greater than is often
found in common instructional forms. Mitchell (1989)
set the standard for conversational instruction when he
stated:

If you were asked...to explain or teach something to
[someone], what would you do? Would you establish
performance objective[s], devise a special sequence of
statements to make to [the student], or insist on special
audiovisual displays? What would you look for in order
to infer that [the student] understands you? I conjecture
that you might ask [the student] to explain, evaluate or
use the relevant knowledge or perhaps to criticize it.
You might ask if [the student] has any questions. |
doubt if your conversation would be punctuated by
multiple choice questions or monosyllabilic responses. |
suspect you would...[buildl on this student’s
strengths, clarifying misconceptions, and linking [all]
into a rich, intricately connected conceptual structure.
In the end, both you and the learner [will] have learned
something about one another and the subject. {p. 12)

In other words, an instructional conversation can be
unique, meaningful, engaging, and personal for every
learner. Mitchell also implied that any instructional
experience, even those at a distance or mediated by a
computer, are really relationships between at least two
people. This suggests that great instruction, just like
other relationships and conversations, could consist of
more than only helping learners develop new knowl-
edge or skills, Could great instructional conversations
also invite learners to discover the same joy, wonder,
and passion that an instructor (or instructional designer)
feels towards a topic (see Holmberg, 2003; Hopp,
2001)?

How Instruction Is Made

The second area to consider is guiding principles
about how instruction is made. These affect designers’
choices of what design processes they will follow, how
they define a complete design, and where they turn for
help when they encounter difficulties. As Hokanson,
Miller, and Hooper (2008) stated, “we are irrevocably
guided by our perceptions of our own practice. How
we describe the work of instructional design is how we
do the work of instructional design” (p. 38). Limiting
principles about how instruction is made can lead to
technological gravity by predisposing designers
towards rigid formulas that artificially constrain their
design choices (Gibbons, 2003), or by blinding them to
important characteristics of the environment for which
they are designing (Parrish, 2008). Of course, formulas
only attempt to reduce the complexity that often
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accompanies design activities. But while it is worth-
while to develop efficiencies wherever one can, over-
simplifying often results in designers losing the essential
qualities of their practice that enable them to achieve
the very goals they are aiming to achieve (McDonald &
Gibbons, 2009). More important than supposedly fail-
safe formulas is a designer’s independent judgment
about how to achieve desirable results, even if their
judgment leads to approaches not specified by an
instructional design model (Osguthorpe & Osguthorpe,
2007).

More powerful principles about how instruction is
made help designers avoid technological gravity by
encouraging them to flexibly respond to the needs they
encounter, while still focusing their attention on critical
milestones of progress. Davies (1978) described this
type of design as:

A chess game, in which players engage in an intellec-
tual activity for which there is no one set of appropriate
moves....The order, and manner, in which [design
decisions are made] depends upon the character of the
problem, and the aim in mind. There is no one best
way, and no one way of proceeding. Neither is there
one optimal solution. Everything depends upon the
situation, and the skills available. {pp. 22-23)

Implicit in this view is that designers who resist
technological gravity embrace ingenuity, innovation,
and even risk, more than they follow step-by-step
procedures (Beckwith, 1988). This is the approach
exemplified by the design firm IDEO, which cultivates,
“the type of designers needed to harness a successful
and innovative project, rather than a series of phases,
process, and models that describe how such a project
might evolve” (Hokanson & Miller, 2009, p. 23; see also
Kelley & Littman, 2005).

A guiding principle that encourages this view of the
designer is the creative spirit of design, recently
expressed by Hokanson et al. (2008), as “to truly design
is to extend understanding, to create something new
and innovative” (p. 37). This contrasts with a “mail
order catalog” method of instructional design, where
designers simply pick existing techniques that seem
similar to the desires they have in mind. Of course, this
is not to suggest that existing research about how
people can learn, or about how instruction could be
developed, are not useful. But because every situation
is unique, designers will always have to take a chance
on ideas that have never really been tried before,
Sometimes the innovations will be small, perhaps only

an adjustment to a well-understood approach. But

sometimes the innovations will be truly remarkable,
and violate every so-called best practice or even the
bounds of known scholarship. In both cases, designers
with the creative spirit are avoiding the tendency to
solidify their practice into the rote application of
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formula (Beckwith, 1988). This is the spirit exemplified
by the team who developed the first Macintosh
computer. Their adaptation of existing technologies
broke the mold for personal computing—a mold in
large part having been earlier invented by some of the
same individuals (see Hertzfeld, 2005). But perhaps an
even better example is the Pixar Animation Studios. To
produce the first 3D computer animated film, Pixar
created most of the necessary computer software,
developed new computing and animation techniques,
and even innovated unconventional filmmaking
practices, all of which contributed significantly to
academic research and revolutionized the animation
industry (Catmull, 2008; Price, 2008). Does the field of
instructional design have such a universally admired
exemplar as Pixar?

What Instruction Is For

The third area to consider is guiding principles about
what instruction is for. These help instructional design-
ers define the problems they are attempting to solve, the
goals they believe are legitimate to pursue, and the
evaluative criteria that should judge an instructional
experience. As Davies (1978) asserted, “the way in
which an educational problem is stated, the principles
and concepts that are used, all provide a starting point”
that leads logically to the solutions developed (p. 15).
Limiting principles about what instruction is for can
lead to technological gravity by diverting designers’
away from the goals envisioned by innovative instruc-
tional approaches. Designers begin attending to com-
mon or fashionable trends that become ends in them-
selves rather than possible means to other ends
(Beckwith, 1983; Januszewski, 2001). Another short-
coming is that some meaningful learning outcomes
simply cannot be predicted in advance, and if design-
ers are only focused on commonly-expressed instruc-
tional outcomes, the experiences they create may be
insufficient to facilitate student achievement of other
important results (Wilson, 1997). Gibbons et al. (2008)
provided some practical examples:

The most widely practiced design doctrines do not
emphasize the exercise of the learner’s agency as a
central concerm: they do not include provisions for
helping the learner to become more proficient at self-
direction and self-monitoring of their own learning.
Most technology-based instructional designs for educa-
tional and industrial consumption make little provision
for strengthening the learner’s responsibility for making
fearning choices and do not provide the conditions to
practice the skills of making [those] choices. (p. 128)

More powerful principles about what instruction is
for help designers avoid technological gravity by
legitimizing educational values that are meaningful and
worth admiring for their own merits, and not only
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when they support more familiar instructional objec-
tives. This is the spirit that led to the development of
human performance technology, promoting ap-
proaches of productivity improvement that are not
limited to only instruction. Yet even this healthy view
can lead to technological gravity if designers only
legitimize institutional performance goals (such as
those of schools or corporations), and fail to consider
individual learners’ own goals. As Inouye, Merrill, and
Swan (2005) stated, the most powerful principles about
the purpose of instruction free designers to “foster the
growth of individuals in alf of the important venues of
their lives: i.e., the school, workplace, home, church,
and community,” with no one setting being given
undue priority over another (p. 4; emphasis added).

| personally express my guiding principles of what
instruction is for in the form of two questions: how can
| best help people discover the joy and wonder that
exists in the world? And, how can [ best help people
express the passion and enthusiasm they feel about
their discoveries? These questions give additional
meaning to common instructional design practices as
well as to the other guiding principles discussed in this
essay. As Inouye et al. (2005) concluded, designers
“continue to do many of the same things they are
doing, using many of the same skills they now possess,
but the meaning of what they do [can] be enhanced”
(p. 15) when they develop strong principles about the
purpose of their craft (see also Béhm, 1995). These
questions also encourage instructional designers to be
more than dispassionate technologists, by suggesting a
wider number of roles they could play including moti-
vator, inspirer, influencer, helper, and even friend. As
Inouye et al. continued, “we need not see ourselves as
technologists any more than doctors should see
themselves as technologists merely because they use
computers, electronic instruments, and pharmaceuti-
cals” (p. 15).

Even the most ordinary activities can be infused with
new energy and efficacy when grounded in meaningful
principles about what instruction is fo—which energy
is essential for resisting technological gravity. An
example may be illustrative. At the university I attended
there was a professor with a reputation for eccentricity,
at best. His lectures were the epitome of the term
pedantic—non-stop orations on any topic that
happened to come to mind. Some students even
reported he would occasionally lecture in Latin, Greek,
or Egyptian if he could not think of how to express
himself in English. By nearly any measure, his teaching
would be considered a failure, and certainly unenlight-
ened by any contemporary instructional approach. Yet
his classes were always full, and many of his students
considered learning from him a life-changing experi-
ence—they literally could not see the world the same
way after completing one of his courses. It was not the
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information he conveyed, or the techniques which he
used, but his enthusiasm about the importance of
learning that seemed to make the difference (Welch,
2005). | suspect many universities have such a profes-
sor, and | suspect in many cases the stories are similar.
Whether or not they could do better if they were
trained in other approaches almost seems beside the
point. As examples, do they suggest that overcoming
technological gravity may have more to do with the
motives of the instructor (or instructional designer), than
with any methodology employed (see Honebein &
Goldsworthy, 2009; Osguthorpe & Osguthorpe, 2001)2

Conclusion

By developing guiding principles in the areas of
what instruction is, how instruction is made, and what
instruction is for, instructional designers can better
resist technological gravity, or the tendency to be
pulled away from the high levels of instructional
quality they intend to achieve. As | have become more
aware of this gravity’s effects in my own woik, | have
become committed to resisting its effects, so that | can
use all available approaches, processes, techniques, and
technologies in a manner consistent with the ideals 1
aim to achieve. Similar to physical gravity, technological
gravity seems to be an innate condition of the design
world, and so may never be completely eliminated.
All one can do is apply the effort necessary to overcome
its drag, but | have found that effort to be more than
worthwhile. Aggressively resisting technological gravity
has been one of the most important skills 1 have
cultivated as an instructional designer.

Let us, individually and as a profession, resist tech-
nological gravity in the pursuit of the highest levels of
instructional design quality of which we can imagine.
The spirit of this invitation is essentially the same as
that used many years ago by Apple co-founder Steve
Jobs, as he recruited John Sculley away from Pepsi to
become the new CEO of Apple. What finally
convinced Sculley to take the position was how Jobs
presented the choice: “do you want to sell sugar water
for the rest of your life, or do you want to change the
world” (Kahney, 2008, p. 152)?

To me, this challenge suggests that no matter how
skilled one is, one should apply those skills towards
truly meaningful ends. This, ultimately, is why techno-
logical gravity is worth resisting. Many instructional
design approaches contain so much promise, yet that
promise goes unrealized whenever designers lose the
essential characteristics of their practice that lead to the
quality those approaches envision. And so, to instruc-
tional designers, do you want to spend the rest of your
lives only: “establishling] performance objective[s],
devis(ing]...special sequencels] of statements...or
insist{ing] on special audiovisual displays” (Mitchell,
1989, p. 12)? Habitually following “phases, processes],
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and models that describe how [instructional designs]
might evolve” (Hokanson & Miller, 2009, p. 23)?
Limiting yourself to an unnecessarily narrow profes-
sional identity “merely because [you] use computers
[and other] electronic instruments” in your work
(Inouye et af., 2005, p. 15)2

Or, do you want to change the world? L
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The Emerging
Technology of Avatars

Some Educational
Considerations

Anne M. Blake
James L. Moseley

Avatars are gaining popularity as an emerging technol-
ogy to facilitate learning and instruction. Avatars can
be used as agents of e-learning applications or as part
of immersive learning environments such as Second
Life. Research indicates that avatar use has numerous
potential benefits, including increased student engage-
ment and opportunities for quality interaction among
online participants. Educators should consider effective
design principles and criteria when deciding to include
avatars in course design and development.

Introduction

With the immense growth in online interactive learn-
ing technologies during the past decade, educators in
schools and business environments are faced with
myriad choices regarding instructional design and
delivery. A relatively recent technology is the use of
avatars to facilitate learning. This article defines and
describes avatars and explains how they are currently
being used in a variety of educational settings, includ-
ing university-based online virtual communities and
corporate training environments. The benefits of
using avatars as well as certain challenges and
obstacles facing course designers are discussed. The
implications for the field of education are explored
and a series of “best practices” are identified for those
who are interested in incorporating avatars into their
instructional designs.
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