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As I reflect back on the weekly topics and the assignments of this on-line Educational Technology Seminar course, I wish I had taken time to reflect and write down the highlights from each week. In each topic I found items of value, useful knowledge I wished to take forward with me — whether it came from the readings, my classmates’ and professor’s comments, or our various assignments. Trying to synthesize all of this material at the end of the semester — actually more material than encountered in a typical f2f lecture course — seems rather formidable.

Also as I look back over the ground we’ve covered — learning which Educational Technology journals to use for research, publication, and keeping up with the field (Maushak et al., unpublished); differentiating between various professional organizations that offer job listings, conferences, and other resources (Beard, unpublished); evaluating ourselves against the professional competencies and standards required for our field (IBSTPI, 2000); weighing the ethical standards of our profession (Academy of Human Resource Development, 1999); identifying not only current issues in research (Reeves, 2000), but also the proliferation of learning theories (Riegeluth & Squire, 1998) that give many more choices than the predominant behavioral theory which shaped much twentieth century instruction; comparing different career paths such as ID to HPT (The Armed Forces Chapter of ISPI, 2000); discovering the impact on our field of such issues as processes of adoption and change (Ertmer, 2001), the integration of rapidly proliferating microchip technology and learning theory into the classroom (Collins, M., 1998; Wilson et al., in press ), equity and the digital divide, accessibility (Gold, 1997), providing security/privacy (interview with Melissa Dark, 2002; EDCI 660 on-line discussion, 2002), the fair and legal use of intellectual property for educational purposes (White, 2000), and the ramifications of instructional delivery modes such as e-learning (EDCI 660 on-line discussion, 2002) — I am first and foremost struck by the observation that while the course title reads Trends and Issues in Educational Technology, we have focused more on Instructional Design in considering all of these topics. 

And you thought I was about to say something profound, didn’t you? Nonetheless, the ability to make fine discriminations is important — and so are the differences between these two terms. Educational Technology and Instructional Design are not synonymous. Educational Technology encompasses all technologies past and present in all ways they are put to service in the field of education. The term Instructional Design seems like something else altogether — an area that should fit under Curriculum and Instruction. However, since Instructional Design has its roots in the attempt to meld a systems approach with behavioral learning theory, we find it under the umbrella of Educational Technology. So this paper will sometimes reflect my personal definition of Educational Technology and sometimes my personal definition of Instructional Design.

My take on the Ed Tech field, ever since I started studying it, is that it is a relatively new or young field. Back in the sixties and seventies we would have called it “Audio-Visual Aids.” Certainly none of my education classes at Bob Jones University made mention of Educational Technology as an option or career track. All pre-service teachers (we didn’t use that label either back then) had to take classes in Audio-Visual Aids (I hated it), Tests and Measurements, and Educational Psychology. 

Certainly the idea of using a systems approach or model for developing instruction comes from the military since the second World War. So Instructional Design is also a fairly young field, one that began primarily with educating adults, although groundwork in psychology and learning theory underpinning Instructional Design was laid long before World War II. Instructional Design seems to have emerged around the same time as computer science and programming.  

Something else that strikes me looking back at the sixties and seventies is that there was no separate “training” or HPT career option in teacher preparation curriculums that I was ever aware of. I suppose work-related training came under the umbrella of business and human resource management in those days (much as audio-visual aids were relegated to Library Science and general teacher-training courses). Apparently no one thought much about relating on-the-job-training to education at the primary, secondary, and post-secondary levels back then.

I would also say that Ed Tech is a relatively small field. A couple of readings give the impression that Instructional Design really hasn’t had that broad of an impact, that most instructional materials in the world past and present have not been created by Instructional Designers (Reeves, 2000; Zemke & Rossett, 2002). So, perhaps Educational Technology is a field just starting to take off. Undoubtedly it will hitch its wagon to the dual stars of developing technologies and new learning theories, which seem to be advancing at light speed. In fact both the explosion in technological advances — their availability and incorporation into daily use in all sectors of society —  and the ever-changing landscape of instructional theories and delivery systems (Reigeluth & Squire, 1998) make defining Educational Technology a bit like trying to hit a moving target. 

At the beginning of this semester, I couched my definition of Instructional Design very rigidly in terms of a systems design life-cycle, with inputs and outputs and decisions points and loop-backs, resulting ultimately in the creation of an instructional system, a deliverable. Given my educational background and work experience in computer programming technology, this is not surprising. Also I had only taken two Instructional Design courses EDCI 572  which taught the Dick and Carey Model very rigidly, and EDCI 571 which focused more on learning new tools to develop instructional materials. Now, not only from EDCI 660, but also from EDCI 672 and perhaps even EDCI 675, I have come to view Instructional Design as a field that attempts to use some type of systematic analysis/design/problem-solving approach along with experience in the field and rules of thumb and best practices to pick the most effective learning and teaching strategies that we have at our disposal to accomplish a given teaching/learning task. This definition would contrast with those of others who would say that ID is a process intended to accomplish an organizational goal or a behavioral objective (Gordon & Zemke, 2000). As various readings have pointed out, traditional Instructional Design models are deeply rooted in behavioral psychology, and while they are appropriate for certain “formulaic” types of training, such as how to “assemble, disassemble, clean, load, and shoot an M-16 rifle” (Zemke & Rossett, 2002), trying to fit traditional design models to the needs of the New Order seems at times awkward at best. 

In fact a theme that emerges in this semester’s readings is re-engineering — re-inventing   the learning environment, the research environment, even the copyright laws – because of new technology, new learning theories, or both (Gordon & Rossett, 2000; Molenda & Sullivan, 2002; Post, 1995; Reeves, 2000; Riegeluth & Squire, 1998). But if we think about it, the educational field has always undergone change. It used to be that students only went to school 3 months a year, when the family wasn’t planting or harvesting the crop. When society became industrialized and as America experienced waves of immigration, educational cycles and curriculum changed. The industrial economy needed workers for its factories and offices, and public education strived to fill the bill. When Russia launched Sputnik in the 50’s, curriculum changed again. So why should we think our educational institutions won’t continue to transform, sometimes dramatically? For instance, the Internet is not limited by traditional classroom walls or by traditional classroom rhythms, cycles, seasons, and schedules. The explosion not only of technology, but of instructional theories, the accompanying shift away from behaviorism and positivism to cognitivism, and constructivism, the advent of the New Economy where instead of  attempting to establish more factories and manufacturing firms in geographic areas, “the keys to wealth and job creation are the extent to which ideas, innovation, and technology are embedded in all sectors of the economy” (Atkinson et al., 1999, on-line), and the arrival of the era of globalization and international competition will undoubtedly require a different kind of education – more constructivist, more technology-oriented, and more student-centered. On-line instructors will lecture less and will facilitate discussions more, and participants will learn to negotiate the on-line environment both affectively and effectively, sharpening their writing, communication, reasoning, negotiation, self-expressive as well as their deep-thinking skills. These alone, transferred back to the f2f environment, could effect broad societal and global change.

Yet pushing against the demands of these endless possibilities and open horizons, as if trying to squeeze them through a narrowly opened bottle, are needs for preserving our privacy, for securing critical systems and data, for protecting our children, for protecting intellectual property, and for resisting adoption and change. Should companies ‘spy’ on their employees’ on-line activities? Should schools spy on their students’ on-line activities, much as they administer drug tests? And how can we ensure security, privacy, and copyright protection without crippling the technology and its users as well as the process and products of Instructional Design?

In conclusion, I’d like to borrow a quote of  Charles Darwin’s from Atkinson et al., “It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but the ones most responsive to change.” This statement could also apply to fields of knowledge like Educational Technology and Instructional Design. Even so, the continued need for life-long learning seems to bode well for the future. The rapid birth and even more rapid obsolescence of whole career paths (like yesteryears’ mainframe programmers) will require constant re-education in order for individuals to remain employable. Advances in technology and learning theory also suggest a bright future for the Ed Tech job market, even with the perpetual cycles and plateaus of the markets (Molenda & Sullivan, in press) and despite the ever-falling axe of budget cuts.
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