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Don't ever settle for

what your development

tools allow you to do,

says the subject of this

month’s column, Paul
tussell.

Jesse M. Heines

I've highlighted the work of exceptional
BT developers in this column in the past.
These have always been people with many
years of experience under their belts and
utstanding courseware to their credit, but
this month {'d like to turn the focus of this
column on a young man named Paul Rus-
li. Paul is a young developer who has yet
to turn out his first complele course, but
I{find the depth and clarity of his insight
into the medium remarkably impressive.
Raul is also a quadriplegic, and when you
qonsider the extensive handicap that he
works with, [ think you'll agree with me
that the only term to aptly describe his
achievements is “inspiring.”

Scene: The back room of a subnwrban
home in Kendall Park, New Jersey. The
walls are plain, but windows line the en-
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On CBT An

Creativity

tive top hall of the far wall, making the
room cheerlul and bright. Personal items
are scattered on top of hall-height hook-
cases positioned below the windows. The
right wall is completely obscured by full-
height bookcases, which, like the smaller
ones, are filled to capacity with volurmes on
theotogy, fiteratare, and cotnputer prograrir-
ming. A stuffed chair takes up considera-
ble space in the small room, and it, 1o, is
piled high with books and other reading
materials. A remote control TV and VCR
sit on shelves mounted on the near wall.
A personal computer and its accoutennents
sit on a cart near the center ol the room.
An adpnstable, Iz'()spilul-slyl() bed is posi-
tioned against the left wall with its head un-
der the windows. The hed lills almost one-
third of the room. Panl Russell is seated in
the bed. He is a vibran! inan of abont 30,
with flashing eyes and a warm sinife.
(Note: The dialogue that follows is not a
transcript. It was reconstructed and pare-
phrased from notes that I took during the
conversalion.) —Jesse M. Heines.

Paul Russell: The problem, Jesse, is lo
convert what the subject matter experts—
SMEs—want to teach into a program that
presents that material effectively and effi-
ciently. As 1listen to these people describe
what they want to get across, | visualize
blocks and graphics and sequences of dy-
namic screens that will convey “the big pic-
ture” as well as the essential details. When
[ go to design the screens, however, I find
mysell seftling for the presentation strate-
gies offered by the authoring system rather
than selecting the presentation strategies
that I conceived in my design. It's a frus-
trating job when you don't have the right
lools.

Jesse Heines: But you told me earlier
that you're not a “programmer,” and that
you've been developing courseware for less
than a year. Don't you find that your au-
thoring system's ease of use makes up for
any constraints it puts on your program
design?

PR: Not complelely, because you pay -

dearly for ease of use. | see that now more
than ever. The authoring system takes
away my power as an instructional designer.
It limits my ability to do my job. It's the
SME’s message, but it’s my instructional de-
sign, and thal design is very personal. It's
a concept in my mind. If | let the available

software and hardware “filler” that concept
while I'm trying to develop it, it will be se-
verely limited. An authoring system shguld
provide lhe means by which creative in-
structional designs can be expressed, not
a sieve through which such designs must
be filtered.

JH: That would certainly be nice, but it
sounds a bit beyond the current state of the
authoring system art.

PR: Perhaps. As long as we non-
programmers have to work with these
tools, however, we can at leas! try to get
every inch out of them. I'd like to show you
alittle bit of what | mean, but I'll need your
help.

JH: Sure. What can [ do?

PR: Wheel the machine over here and
turn it on. Now place the keyhoard here on
the pillow in front of me and put that typ-
ing stylus in my mouth.  won't set any typ-
ing speed records with this setup, Jesse, but
yotr'll get the idea.

JH: Did you use an authoring system to
develop this courseware?

PR: Yes. The only real problem was that
some of the authoring system function’ re-
quire two keys 1o be pressed simultane-
ously, like ‘Ctrl/B'’ to back up. | can't press
two keys al the same time. Since | couldn't
modily the system, | had the keyboard
modified. The ‘Ctrl’ key on this keyboard
“sticks,” so that pressing ‘Ctrl" and then a
second key works as if the two were
pressed simultaneously. Other than that,
I just take my time!

(Paul wenl on to demonstrate numnerous
screen layout and inleraction strategies he
liad designed. His lesson was basically a
hierarchy of menus from which users
selected topics (o be explained at successive
levels of detail. Paul had designed men-
us in a wide variety of formats, from the
traditional vertical Iist of topics to simple
text-mode diagramns that functioned as
icons. He employed techniques such as
color and screen position to provide con-
tinuity from one screen to the next, yet he
varied these creatively as the user nioved
from one major topic area to another.

A stroll through Paul’s work left me pen-
sive about how he had used an extreruely
high degree of creativity to get the most out
of a particularly resiriclive authoring sys-
tern. { regret that we can neither mention
the authoring system he used nor repro-
dnce any of Paul’s screens here, bul we

werven't able o obtain the requisite
POrissions. )

JH: Panl, do you think it’s possible for
muitiple developers to work on a single
course and still allow the level of creativ-
ity that yvou've demonstrated? ‘

PR: Yes, because creativity does nof im-
ply a lack of structure. Even the most ar-
tistic endeavors follow basic conventions;
balance. color blends, and the use of light,
for example. What we need are standards.
Your book on screen design “flirts” with
standards, Jesse—particularly the chapter
on functional areas. But we necd a sironger
base line. People are still at the brink, won-
dering whether CBT is a legitimate field or
a passing fancy. Industry standards and
conventions would help establish CBT and
promote better courseware.

JH: Do you mean that there should be
one set of standards for everyone?

PR: No, | see diflerent standards for dif-
lerent companies. The real problem is not
in establishing whether the standard text
color should be white or green or blue, but
in establishing the learning theory on
which the instruction should be based. You
know, one of my biggest objections to the
term “computer-based training’ is that it
emphasizes “training,” which is the deliv-
ery of instruction. | much prefer the term
used by the British, “computer-assisted
learning,” which emphasizes “learning,”
the result of instruction.

JH: How would you sum up your over-
all view of CBT?

PR: CBT is an art form with its own in-
tegrity as a form of expression. Designers
must see beyond the limits of their current
tools so that they can capture the essence
of the message they want to convey through
the computer medium. If [ were to ask you
the color of a bush, for example, you would
probably say green. If you were to try to
render an image of a bush on a computer
screen, however, you would very likely use
yellow and red as well as green to give the
bush some body and depth.

While we don't want to box in the art of
CBT with a strict set of rules, we st es-
tablish screen and lesson design standards
thal are based on relevant learning the-
ories. Only after such standards have been
established can we hope to see CBT move
from being a stepchild of the training
department to a full partner in the effort to
help our students learn. 0






