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Happy New Year! 
 

Speaking for all the JAID staff, we hope you had a wonderful holiday and hope you have a 

joyous year full of good health, lots of love and fun learning and sharing ideas. 
  
We, at JAID, celebrate our third year and as we begin our fourth year, we are hoping for more 

articles and interaction. 
  
This issue presents research and ideas that touch the broad range of instructional design practice 

from initial analysis to assessment practices.   We present an instructional design and 

development case study for the design of a multimedia module, a description of a formative 

evaluation of an in-class game, an investigation of two different approaches to online student 

debate, and a look at assessment practices with educational videogames.    
  
In this particular issue, we have an essay with a blog that we hope prompts some good responses 

and we are delighted to also offer a book review by Kim Huett. 
  
We close this issue with a brief description of our diverse readership…   which is 

fascinating.    Did you know that our readers hail from 2,266 cities and towns in 118 countries 

around the world?    It is good walking this journey with you all.    
  

    We wish you all a joyous New Year ! 
  

                                                                                                 The Staff of JAID 

 

Editor’s Notes 

Leslie Moller, Ph.D. 
Walden University 



4 www.jaidpub.org   ∙   December 2013   ∙   ISSN: 2160-5289 

Inviting Book and Blog Reviews

If you have noticed a particularly important book or blog that focuses 
on learning and instructional design in an applied context, we would 

love to hear from you.   

You may review the item, provide constructive critique, point to the 

value of it, and submit your reviews to our editor, Les Moller, at 
LesMoller@aol.com. 

We look forward to hearing from you!
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Introduction 

Instructional Design is a system of developing 

well-structured instructional materials using objectives, 

related teaching strategies, systematic feedback, and 

evaluation (Moore & Kearsley, 1996). It can also be 

defined as the science of creating detailed specifications 

for the design, development, evaluation, and 

maintenance of instructional materials that facilitate 

learning and performance. A number of instructional 

design models have been designed to guide users in the 

instructional design process. In this project we follow 

the generic ADDIE process to develop the instructional 

module.  

The ADDIE process (analysis, design, 

development, implementation, and evaluation) is a 

generic instructional design model with a framework 

that helps users in the creation of instructional material 

for any type of learning delivery, such as print and web-

based. The model represents a set of dynamic, flexible 

guidelines for building effective instructional material. 

The different phases of the ADDIE process provide a 

roadmap for the entire instructional design process. The 

process starts with what one has to learn and ends when 

we find out if he/she learned what was needed.  

During the analysis phase, the designer 

develops a clear understanding of the gap that exists 

between the desired outcomes and the existing 

knowledge and skills of the learners. In the design 

phase the designer describes the instructional goal, 

specific learning objectives, instructional materials, 

practice activities and feedback, instructional strategies, 

media, and assessments. The design phase immediately 

follows the analysis phase, and information gained from 

the analysis phase is translated into a plan for the 

instructional program. This ensures that we focus all the 

instruction on critical needs and convey the essential 

knowledge and skills that people require to perform 

well. For multimedia projects the outcome of the design 

phase is a storyboard containing specific instructions for 

developing the instructional materials. In the case of a 

computer based instructional module, the storyboard 

must include detailed information about the content to 

be communicated, the desired layout of information, 

and the functionality of the module (where users will 

click, branch to and from each screen, etc.). 

Abstract:   This paper presents an interactive multimedia instructional module developed to provide a walking tour of his-

toric downtown Wilmington. This module was built following the systematic instructional design process including the 

steps of analysis, design, development, implementation, and evaluation. The purpose of this paper is to showcase the dif-

ferent steps that went into building the Interactive Multimedia Instructional Module. Adobe Flash was used to create the 

multimedia program. This project will benefit those who teach computer-based instruction and those who are considering 

building multimedia products. 

Keywords: Multimedia Development; Computer Based Instruction; Computer Assisted Instruction; Design and Develop-

ment; Walking Tour; Multimedia Learning 

Florence Martin, University of North Carolina Wilmington 
O. Jerome Hoskins, University of North Carolina Wilmington 
 Robin Brooks, University of North Carolina Wilmington 
Tara Bennett, University of North Carolina Wilmington 

Development of an Interactive Multimedia Instructional 
Module  
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In the development phase, a prototype is 

developed directly from the design specifications. As a 

part of this phase, developed materials must be 

evaluated to ensure they are designed as intended and to 

verify that instructional content has been properly 

designed and developed. In the implementation phase, 

developed instructional materials are administered to a 

pilot group. The context and parameters of delivery 

should closely mirror those of the intended users, and 

testing should be conducted with comparable learners in 

a comparable environment. Lastly, in the evaluation 

phase, information from the implementation phase is 

gathered, compiled, and analyzed. The evaluation phase 

contains an assessment of mastery of the intended 

learning, as well as feedback from users and 

implementers on delivery of instructional material. 

Surveys are popular tools for evaluation, along with 

interviews and focus groups.  

The outcome of the evaluation phase is a report 

detailing the results of implementation and evaluation, 

and containing any recommendations for future use of 

the product. This instructional module provides a virtual 

“sneak peek” of the Walking Tour of Historic 

Downtown Wilmington that will be sure to entice users 

to want to take the live tour. Twelve of the most popular 

sites from the tour are featured. The program will teach 

folklore and facts through the use of pictures (from the 

present and the past), creative video footage, text, and 

animation. Special care is taken to maintain the appeal 

of attending the live tour. Additionally, the design team 

is using kuler.adobe.com to select a color scheme for 

the module that is consistent with the Lower Cape Fear 

Historical Society (LCFHS) website that is still being 

developed. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this paper is to describe the 

systematic process followed in the creation of an 

interactive multimedia instructional module. The 

ADDIE process is described along with details that 

explain the methods used and results found. Finally a 

discussion of the outcomes of the learning experience 

indicates how the systematic approach to design and 

development of the module impacted the experience of 

the end-users. 

Analysis 

 In this project, instructional problem analysis, 

goal analysis, audience analysis, and instructional 

setting analysis were carried out as part of the analysis 

phase. The figure below illustrates these different types 

of analyses, which were conducted in the first phase of 

the ADDIE process. Information gathered in the steps 

of analysis serves as the basis for decisions surrounding 

design and development of the multimedia instructional 

content. 

 The Lower Cape Fear region is rich in history 

and folklore. If the walls of the 19th century edifices of 

Wilmington’s historic district could talk they would tell 

stories of intrigue, romance, adventure, and struggle. 

The Lower Cape Fear Historical Society (LCFHS), 

located in the Latimer House in downtown Wilmington, 

is dedicated to preserving and sharing this rich heritage 

with local residents and tourists. One of the primary 

activities of the LCFHS is providing guided walking 

tours of some of the most magnificent sites in 

downtown Wilmington – sites that are not only 

significant to North Carolina’s history but to our 

nation’s history as well. Unfortunately, the appeal of the 

Figure 1. Analysis conducted in the ADDIE Process for this project 
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beaches, fine dining choices, and shopping often 

overshadow the efforts of this organization. As a result, 

many adults and children miss out on this very unique 

and educational opportunity. Visitors leave without 

even knowing that Rudyard Kipling once lived here or 

realizing that the designers of the Ford Theater actually 

replicated many of the unique features of Thalian Hall. 

Local school children drive past the Burgwin-Wright 

house without realizing that General Cornwallis once 

resided there during the Revolutionary War or that the 

only recorded instance of a municipal government being 

overthrown occurred in Wilmington. By attracting an 

increased number of visitors and locals to the walking 

tour of downtown Wilmington the LCFHS will be able 

to continue its mission of educating others on the 

history of this region.  

 Proposed Solution. The addition of a multimedia 

instructional module to the existing LCFHS website is 

the most effective and efficient solution to the primary 

and secondary problems described above. Tourists who 

are using the Internet to plan a visit to Wilmington will 

be intrigued by the module and will likely make plans 

to incorporate the LCFHS Walking Tour in their 

vacation agendas. Educators as well as youth program 

coordinators will be able to see the Walking Tour as a 

healthful, educationally rich, and cost effective field 

trip. Additionally, teachers may use the learning 

interactions included in the module to provide students 

with pre and/or post field trip activities. 

 Audience Analysis. Audience Analysis can be 

defined as the process of identifying the background, 

and learning the characteristics and prerequisite skills 

of, the target audience (Lee & Owens, 2004). A brief 

audience analysis was conducted to identify the target 

audience. This module is designed to attract people of 

all ages to the Walking Tour offered by the LCFHS. 

Tourists planning a vacation will appreciate the 

convenience and content of this module. Locals who 

may not admit to knowing very little about the history 

of the city in which they live will appreciate the luxury 

of being able to learn some interesting and relevant 

information from the privacy of their own homes.  

Subsequently, the module will motivate them to go 

downtown and take the walking tour as well. School-

aged children will experience greater learning 

outcomes, because this module can be used to provide 

them with prior knowledge of the history of 

Wilmington before taking the tour and/or provide 

reinforcement activities after the tour.  

 Goal Analysis. Goals are broad, generalized 

statements about what is to be learned. They are thought 

of as targets to be reached. A goal describes an outcome 

of instruction and does not refer to the instructional 

process itself. In instructional design, goal analysis is 

used to identify what the learner should be able to do 

after mastering the instructional goal (Mellon, 1997). 

The emphasis of instructional design is not to determine 

how the information will be taught or the exact content, 

but rather what the student will be able to do that 

demonstrates competency in the goal (Dick & Carey, 

1990). If designers of instruction analyzed and 

understood the goals that they have for learners and 

how they will evaluate the learners learning before 

developing instructional materials, then designers and 

instructors could save a great deal of time and money 

(Mellon, 1997). This module will introduce users to the 

rich history of Downtown Wilmington with past and 

present images and interesting facts about key historical 

sites. It is designed to motivate locals and tourists to 

visit the downtown area and take the reasonably priced 

walking tour offered by the Lower Cape Fear Historic 

Society (LCFHS).  

 Instructional Setting Analysis.  If this module is 

used by a teacher planning a class field trip, a computer 

with the Adobe Flash Player and Internet access is 

needed. An LCD projector and external speakers should 

also be used if sharing with the whole class at once. If 

students access the module in a lab setting, an LCD 

projector is not needed; however, each student will 

benefit from the use of headphones. Today’s digital 

natives already possess the skills needed to navigate 

through this module. An additional benefit is the fact 

that each screen contains content that will appeal to all 

ages, but the reading grade levels purposely range from 

3.0 – 5.0 to support learners who lack literacy skills. 

Adults who access this from home will benefit from the 

literacy support as well. Of course, home users will also 

need Internet access and the Flash Player; however, the 

internal speakers included in most computers will 

provide sufficient volume, so external speakers and/or 

headphones are not needed. 

Design 

 The design phase immediately follows the 

analysis phase, and information gained from the 

analysis phase is translated into a plan for the 

instructional program. This ensures that the focus of the 

instruction is on critical needs and conveys the essential 

knowledge and skills that people require to perform 

well. The outcome of the design phase for a multimedia 

program is a storyboard containing specific instructions 

for developing instructional material. The storyboard 

must include detailed information about the content to 

be communicated, the desired layout of information, 

and the functionality of the module.  

 Instructional Objectives.  Instructional objectives 

are specific, measurable, short-term, observable student 

behaviors which are the foundation upon which you can 

build lessons and assessments. These objectives help to 

meet the overall course or lesson goals. An instructional 
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objective is a statement that describes an intended 

outcome of instruction (Mager, 1984). Objectives help 

to activate a mental set that focuses student attention 

and directs selective perception of specific lesson 

content (Gagné, 1985). Reiser and Dick (1996) state, 

“At a fairly early stage, learners should be informed of 

what it is that they are going to be able to do when they 

finish the instructional process. By knowing what will 

be expected of them, learners may be better able to 

guide themselves through that process” (p. 48). 

Hannafin and Peck (1988) note that the first 

step of design is to determine the sequence in which the 

objective will be met. Sequencing the objectives helps 

to create the outline of the instructional material. There 

are different ways of sequencing objectives such as 

topical, known to unknown, general to specific, 

chronological, and step by step. There has also been 

research conducted on sequencing objectives from a 

learning hierarchy, in an attempt to generate a minimal 

memory load sequence (Nesbit & Hunka, 1987). After 

the sequence has been determined, instructional content 

(information) and activities for each objective identified 

are selected. The objectives, information, and 

descriptions of activities are then transferred to 

storyboards. 

 Design Assessment Aligned with Objectives.  

Assessments are used to determine whether and to what 

extent learners have learned specific knowledge or 

skills based on the instructional goals and objectives of 

the lesson. The assessment should focus on outcomes of 

student learning, and should be aligned with the 

objectives and be meaningful. Herman, Aschbacher, 

and Winters (1992) indicate that learners perform better 

when they know the goal of the instruction, and can also 

compare their performance to the standard.  

Assessments should also be designed in such a way that 

they measure the learning of all the objectives in the 

instructional material. 

In the design phase for this project, the 

objectives were designed. They were also aligned with 

the assessments before the instructional content was 

identified. 

 Identifying Instructional Information.  A 

significant part of the instructional process involves 

presenting students with the necessary information for 

learning (Reiser & Dick, 1996). All models of direct 

instruction include presenting information to students. 

Gagné (1985) stresses the importance of emphasizing 

the information presented to the learners. He mentions 

that distinctive features of what is to be learned should 

be emphasized or highlighted when the information is 

presented (Gagné, 1985). In addition, content presented 

should be chunked and meaningfully organized (Kruse 

& Kevin, 1999). 

Moreover, instructional material should be 

provided for all the objectives of the lesson. It is not 

advisable to provide a lot of extra instructional material 

outside of the learning objectives; instead, provide 

material that is aligned with the objectives for the 

lesson. 

Figure 2. Design Steps in the ADDIE process for this project  

http://jaidpub.org/
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An outline of the content was developed in the design 

phase (Table 2). This included identifying different sections of 

the module and descriptions of the topics that were to be listed 

in each section. 

 

Once the content outline is developed, an instructional 

flow is drawn. In this example, a flowchart gives a schematic 

representation of the different pages in the instructional 

module. 

1 Given pictures of sites from 

the walking tour, the learner 

will identify the sites by 

matching the site’s name to 

its image. 

Directions: Match the name of the historical site to its picture by drag-

ging and dropping the name onto the correct image. 

Latimer House           Burgwin-Wright House 

Saint Mary’s Church       Thalian Hall 

 

 

 

2 Given a site from the tour 

and a list of trivia statements, 

learners will identify which 

statement is associated with 

the site. 

Directions: Identify the correct response for the question below by 

clicking in the box to the left of the statement. 

Which of the following statements is true of the Burgwin-Wright 

House? 

□The Burgwin-Wright house was once owned by Rudyard Kipling. 

□The architect of the Burgwin-Wright House also designed the fa-

mous Biltmore Estate in western North Carolina. 

□President McKinley stayed at the Burgwin-Wright house while visit-

ing Wilmington in the early 1700’s. 

3 Given a problem scenario, 

the learner will identify which 

historical agency should be 

contacted for assistance by 

choosing the name of the 

organization from a list. 

Directions: Read the scenario below. Then identify which organization 

you should contact for assistance by clicking in the box to the left of 

the organization. 

You own a house in the historical district that is in need of repair. Not 

only does the exterior need to be painted you also noticed that some 

of the moldings inside need to be replaced. 

□Lower Cape Fear Historical Society 

□The Historical Commission 

4 Given a prompt, the learner 

will recall the facts of which 

agency provides a walking 

tour of Historic Downtown 

Wilmington and where, when 

and for how much cost they 

can take the walking tour. 

Which Historic Agency provides a walking tour of downtown Wilming-

ton? ___________________ 

 

What is the cost of one adult ticket to the walking tour? _____ 

Table 1.   Objectives and Assessment for the Multimedia Instructional Module 
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 Identify Examples to Support the Instructional 

Material.  Examples are verbal or graphical information 

that provides additional clarification of rules or 

information presented to learners. Kruse and Kevin 

(1999) include examples, non-examples, graphical 

representation, and analogies as guidance strategies 

that can be used to further clarify new content that is 

presented.  

 Design Practice Activities.  Practice is defined as 

the event of instruction provided to learners after they 

have been given information required to master an 

objective (Gagné, 1985). Practice involves eliciting 

performance from learners. It provides an opportunity 

for learners to confirm their correct understanding, and 

the repetition increases the likelihood of retention 

(Kruse & Kevin, 1999). Practice is effective when it is 

aligned with the assessment in the form of a posttest 

and with the skills, knowledge, and attitudes reflected in 

the objectives Reiser & Dick, 1996). 

 Design Methods for Providing Feedback.  

Feedback can be defined as “knowledge of one’s 

performance provided” (Delgado & Prieto, 2003, p. 73). 

Practice provides an opportunity for feedback that 

confirms the student’s answer as being correct or 

indicates that it is incorrect. Feedback strengthens the 

probability of correct responses and reduces the 

probability of subsequent incorrect responses (Philips, 

Hannafin & Tripp, 1988). Feedback facilitates criterion 

performance, as it corrects the inaccurate information 

obtained during instruction, and has little effect on 

correct responses where the learner has a correct 

understanding of the text information (Kulhavy & 

Anderson, 1972). 

 Review the Key Points in the Instructional 

Material.  The review process typically provides an 

outline of the key information that was presented to 

learners. It is intended to reinforce learning, at the end 

of the instruction, often just before students are tested. 

Reiser and Dick (1996) cite the value of reviews to 

bring closure to instruction and to help reinforce the 

  Section Description 

I. Introduction Welcome 

Introduction & Purpose 

How this Module Works 

II. Phase One (4 Sites) Location, Distinguishing Feature(s), and Trivia for each site: 
Latimer House 
First Presbyterian Church 
St. Thomas Church 
Burgwin-Wright House 

III. Phase Two (4 Sites) Location, Distinguishing Feature(s), and Trivia for each site: 
Thalian Hall & City Hall 
St. Mary Catholic Church 
Tileston School 
Captain Cook’s House 

 

IV. Phase Three (4 Sites) Location, Distinguishing Feature(s), and Trivia for each site: 
William Rand Kenan House 
Governor Dudley House 
Smith Anderson House 
St. John’s Masonic Lodge 

 

V. Historic Organizations Describe the purpose & scope of each organization 
Lower Cape Fear Historical Society 
Burgwin Wright House 
Bellamy Mansion Preservation NC 
Historic Wilmington Foundation 
Wilmington Historic Commission 

Table 2.   Content Outline for the Multimedia Instructional Module 
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skills and knowledge students should have acquired. 

Mattiske (2001) suggests that a review activity 

immediately after participants have learned something 

new reassures them that they are learning. Klein, 

Spector, Grabowski, and de la Teja (2004) suggest that 

learners should be given time to reflect and review after 

new information has been presented to them. Gagné, 

Wager, Golas, and Keller (2005) indicate that spaced 

reviews should be given to learners to help them 

retrieve and use newly acquired information. 

 Storyboards for the Multimedia Instructional 

Module.  In this phase, storyboards were developed to 

depict screens from the multimedia instructional 

module. 

Development 

Selecting the appropriate media and 

technology to use in the instructional material is 

extremely important. Care should be taken not to select 

media just because they are available. The majority of 

instructors use media that are “off the shelf,” that is, 

ready-made or easily accessible. Media should be 

selected based on different criteria such as learning 

outcome, instructional strategy, learner characteristics, 

and instructional setting. Therefore, aligning the media 

based on the other instructional elements is important. 

The purpose in media/technology selection should not 

be to show the mastery of the technology, but to select 

media that will best support learning. In this project, 

Adobe Flash was used as the development tool, and the 

best method of delivery was computer-based 

instruction. 

 Development of the Prototype.  In the 

development phase, a prototype is developed directly 

from the design specifications. As a part of this phase, 

developed materials must be evaluated to ensure they 

are correctly designed as intended, and instructional 

content must be verified to ensure it has been properly 

Figure 2. Instructional flow of the module created using Gliffy 
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Figure 3. Sample storyboards of the multimedia instructional module 
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designed and developed. In the development phase, the 

multimedia instructional module is developed using a 

multimedia program. In this case, Adobe Flash was 

used to develop the program. Below are screenshots 

from the module. 

 

Implementation 

  In the implementation phase, the developed 

instructional materials were delivered to a pilot group. 

The module was implemented by uploading to the 

following weblink http://ojhoskins.net/mit513/

downtownwilmington and making it available to the 

learners. 

 

Figure 4. Sample screenshots from the multimedia instructional module. 

http://ojhoskins.net/mit513/downtownwilmington
http://ojhoskins.net/mit513/downtownwilmington
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Evaluation Methods. 

 This module was field tested before it was 

uploaded to the LCFHS website. This instructional 

module was uploaded and made available to learners 

through the above web link in emails, the North 

Brunswick High School website, and the Lincoln 

Elementary School website. 

 Participants.  The tryout included 57 participants 

in total. The demographic of the participants included: 

22 fourth-grade students, 10 ninth-grade students, 13 

tenth-grade students, 2 elementary school teachers, 3 

high-school teachers, 6 retirees from various 

professions, and the director of the Historical Society of 

the Lower Cape Fear. While all the school participants 

completed the tests and the survey, the director of the 

Lower Cape Fear Historical Society completed only the 

survey.  

 Pre- and Posttests.  The pre- and posttests were 

paper based. They included 15 items (11 match-the-

following questions, grouped in three categories, and 4 

multiple-choice questions). However responses were 

collected electronically with Senteo student response 

pads and Scantron bubble sheets. 

 Learner Reaction Survey.  Survey items to 

measure the reactions of the learner were developed by 

examining previously developed usability surveys. As 

the items were compiled, slight revisions were made to 

ensure that school-aged children could comprehend 

what was being asked of them. However, there were 

still some students who asked for clarification of terms 

such as: navigation, relevant, and visuals. We used a 

basic Likert-type scale for each survey item; learners 

were asked to consider the given statements about the 

module and then rate them on a scale of 1-5, where 1 

indicates that the student strongly disagrees and 5 

indicates that the student strongly agrees. 

 Procedures. All school-aged participants 

completed the tryouts in a lab setting with their 

classmates. All other tryouts were conducted one-to-one 

on individual computers. Our subject-matter expert 

completed the survey only because her score on the pre 

and post assessments would have skewed the data. 

Initially, a paper-based pre-assessment was 

administered. For all participants, the responses to each 

item were either recorded on a bubble sheet or 

submitted via a student response pad. After completing 

the pretest, participants were directed to a link to access 

the module. Generally, participants spent about 25 

minutes going through the module before taking the 

posttest. Elementary school students required more time 

than others to complete the module. Responses for the 

posttest were collected in the same manner as were the 

responses for the pretest. Lastly, all participants were 

given a link to our survey on Survey Monkey to gather 

data on their reactions to the module.  

Evaluation Findings 

 Pretest and Posttest Results.  Table 3 

summarizes the results from the pretest and posttest by 

objective. There was an improvement in learning for all 

the four objectives. Learners achieved mastery of 

content for objective 1 and objective 4 (100% on 

posttest); however, their performance on objectives 2 

and 3 was adequate. 

 Responses on the Learner Reaction Survey.  

Table 4 summarizes the findings on the survey that 

helped measure the reactions of the learners to the 

multimedia instructional module. The participants rated 

each item on a scale of 1-5, where 1 indicates that that 

they strongly disagree (SDA), 2 indicates that they 

disagree (DA), 3 indicates that they are unsure (U), 4 

indicates that they agree (A), and 5 indicates that they 

strongly agree. The survey was divided into five 

categories: content; structure; navigation and function; 

format and layout; and overall features. Most of the 

items had a weighted mean above M=4.00, indicating 

that most of the participants agreed or strongly agreed 

to the items on the survey. 

 

Objective Pretest Mean Posttest Mean 

1 (3 assessment items) 54.3% 100% 

2 (8 assessment items) 33.5 % 75.6% 

3 (3 assessment items) 38.9% 88% 

4 (1 assessment item) 44.1 % 100% 

Totals 42.7% 90.9% 

Table 3. Pretest and Posttest Mean Percentages by Objectives 

http://jaidpub.org/


The Journal of Applied Instructional Design   ∙   Volume 3   ∙    Issue 3              15  

 

Survey Items 

SA 
5 

A 
4 

U 
3 

DA 
2 

SDA 
1 

Weighte
d Mean 

Content             

The purpose and/or goals of the module are clearly 
stated. 

44. 44.4     11.1 

4.00 

The module is appropriate for many cultures. 77.8 22.2       
4.78 

The information was presented in a manner that made 
it easy to understand. 

66.7 33.3       
4.67 

The information presented was appropriate in length. 66.7 33.3       
4.67 

Practice activities helped with learning. 66.7 22.2 11.1     
4.78 

Reading level is appropriate. 88.9 11.1       
4.89 

Easy to read and free of flaws. 66.7 22.2       
4.22 

Visuals are relevant. 66.7 22.2       
4.22 

Module authors are available. 44.4 22.2 22.2   11.1 
4.22 

Structure           
  

The module provides easy to follow steps with guid-
ance and/or suggestions. 

33.3 66.7       
4.33 

The module is organized so that the display and navi-
gation controls are understandable. 

77.8 11.1 11.1     
4.89 

The module makes it easy for the user to move forward 
or backward through the site. 

77.8 11.1 11.1     
4.89 

Help was available, useful, and easy to find. 89.8       11.1 
4.49 

Navigation and Functions           
  

The module provides access to the main menu from all 
pages. 

44.4 44.4   11.1   
4.11 

The software provides feedback to user’s responses. 89.8     11.1   
4.60 

The module does not require technical support. 100         
5.00 

The module does not require additional instruction for 
learners to be successful. 

44.4 55.6       
4.44 

Format and layout           
  

The layout guides the user through each page in a logi-
cal sequence. 

66.7 11.1 22.2     
4.89 

The displays within the module are clear and easy to 
view. 

66.7 11.1 22.2     
4.89 

The font style and size is appropriate. 89.8     11.1   
4.60 

Motions and speed of motions in the module are appro-
priate. 

44.4 44.4 11.1     
4.55 

This module is likely to maintain interest. 33.3 44.4 11.1     
4.00 

The module’s icons, are consistent and support the 
content. 

77.8 11.1 11.1     
4.89 

The graphics were integrated with text to support learn-
ing. 

77.8 11.1 11.1     
4.89 

The module’s color and theme supports its content and 
purpose. 

55.6 44.4       
4.56 

Overall Features           
  

The overall quality of the instruction is good. 66.7 33.3       
4.67 

I learned a lot from this module. 66.7 22.2     11.1 
4.22 

The information provided was about the right technical 
level for me. 

66.7 22.2     11.1 

4.22 

Table 4. Learner Reaction Survey Results 
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 Responses to the Optional Open-Ended Response 

Survey Items.  There were three open-ended items on 

the survey that asked the learners about what they liked 

the best and the least about the module, and what 

suggestions they had for improving the module. The 

responses are presented in Table 5 below. 

Observations  

The instructional designers also observed the 

participants during the field tryout. Elementary school 

students were surprisingly serious when taking the pre- 

and posttest, and they were very attentive. There was 

verbal consensus among the younger children that “the 

way the pictures from the old days faded into today’s 

picture was very cool.” The adult participants also 

indicated that they were impressed with that feature and 

commented on some of the interesting facts that they 

had read while going through the module. The high 

school students were much less vocal about the module, 

but we did observe some responding to the open-ended 

survey questions.  

Recommended Revisions 

Based on the data collected during this tryout, 

the following revisions will be made to the module 

before submitting it to the client. 

1. Correct the tour times. 

2. Correct the 1st multiple-choice item in the module (it 

is missing a statement). 

3. Change the fill in the blank question to a multiple-

choice format, or accept more responses as correct. 

4. Provide an email link to the module’s authors.  

5. Add a button on each slide that will provide learners 

the option of hearing narration.  

Conclusion 

This paper presented a description of the 

systematic design process followed for the multimedia 

design and development of an interactive instructional 

module developed to provide a walking tour of historic 

downtown Wilmington. The authors hope that the 

What did you like best about the Walking Tour module? 

 It was interesting. 

 The information given about the times when they are open and the price of a ticket. 

 The houses 

 How it was broken down into a few sites at a time. 

 The arrow keys allow you to move back & forth. 

 The questions and the makers(: 

What did you like least about the Walking Tour module? 

 The reading 

 It was hard to tell the difference between some of the houses. 

 How near the end there were up to four sites and it was hard to remember them all with so 

much information. 

 The sites weren’t interesting 

 I got a question wrong because I didn’t use a $ 

 It was about the history of downtown Wilmington 

Do you have any further suggestions for improvements to this module? 

 More pictures 

 Let the computer read it for us 

 It’s perfect 

 The tour is only given on W and Sat. 

 The directions about the BW House don’t have a question? 

  

Table 5. Open-Ended Item Responses 
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description of the design process, including the 

evaluation methods and results, will prove helpful to 

those who are interested in developing similar 

interactive instructional modules. The design and 

development elements mentioned in the paper, when 

used correctly, should result in the development of an 

effective module that is instructionally sound.  This 

paper also has implications for those who will be 

teaching a computer based instruction course, or 

considering a computer-based instruction module. 
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Introduction 

The use of online discussion as an instructional 

method is commonplace in university and college. The 

literature on online instruction is replete with the idea 

that asynchronous discussions and debates are 

beneficial to students and can promote learning and 

student satisfaction (An, Shin, & Lim, 2009; Davidson-

Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006; Jung, Choi, Lim, & Leem, 

2002; Ko & Rossen, 2010; Romiszowski & Mason, 

2004; Vonderwell, Liang, & Alderman, 2007). Cheung, 

Hew, and Ling Ng (2008) argued that instructors want 

students to contribute and participate actively in online 

discussions. In a later case study, Cheung and Hew 

(2010) indicated that students post their opinions when 

the instructor displayed an open-minded attitude; 

however, they suggested that their observations were 

contextually-dependent. Yet, there is still a concern that 

students may not actively participate or participate as 

well as anticipated, or at the very least, there is a lack of 

understanding of how to promote effective participation 

(Dennen, 2008; Maurino, 2007).  

One factor that may affect online student 

participation is instructor guidance and interaction with 

their students according to Davidson-Shivers, Guest, 

and Gray’s (2010) review of pertinent literature. Liu, 

Bonk, Magjuka, Lee, and Su (2005) qualitative study 

examined instructor roles by interviewing faculty and 

confirmed that they saw their roles in terms of 

pedagogy, management, social facilitation, and 

technology. Mazzolini and Maddison (2007) found that 

students were influenced by the instructor’s 

commitment, responsiveness, and expertise.  

However, there is some disagreement as to 

how much and when an instructor’s presence or 

Abstract:   The idea that online debates are beneficial to promote learning is not new. Yet, students do not actively partici-

pate or participate as well as anticipated. Two factors that may affect participation are instructor guidance and interaction. 

For this case study, two instructors taught sections of the same course, but with different approaches. Both instructors 

provided similar guidance as how students should participate in the debates. They also interacted with students through 

various communication tools; however, one participated in the discussions (Overt Approach) and the other did not 

(Covert Approach). A content analysis of embedded statements in three debates was conducted. The highest statement 

frequencies were in the first debate in Unit 3 for both Approaches. The Overt Approach had higher frequencies than the 

Covert Approach in the second debate in Unit 9; this observation was reversed in final debate in Unit 13. Substantive 

statements, prevalent across debates for both Approaches, appeared to promote student participation. However, the Cov-

ert Approach had significantly more Substantive statements of Elaborate in the Unit 3 Debate and Critique and Evidence 

in Unit Debate 13 than found in the Overt Approach. The Overt Approach yielded higher Non-Substantive statements of 

Side-track than found in the Covert Approach overall.  
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guidance is needed. Early on, Berge (1995) contended 

that it is the instructor who sets and maintains the 

decorum of online discussions by facilitating and 

involving all learners in them. Liu et al. (2005) also 

found that, when interviewing students, the majority 

saw the instructor as a facilitator. Additionally, Swan 

(2003) argued that aspects of instructor interaction are 

crucial and that an online instructor’s role can help 

guide and direct learner motivation and learning. She 

also contended that online settings encourage 

instructors to adopt a leadership-facilitative role, whose 

primary goal is to ensure feedback, abate anxieties, and 

correct misconceptions. Maurino (2007) concurred by 

stating that “the need for more instructor involvement 

and effort is indicated in much of the research” (p. 247) 

as did Palloff and Pratt (2003).  

 Yet others suggest that too much instructor 

interaction might stifle student participation (Bonk, 

2004; Dennen, 2008; Liu et al., 2005; Mazzolini & 

Maddison, 2007). For instance, Liu et al. found that 

although students viewed instructors as facilitators, they 

were unsure about the effectiveness of the instructor. 

Ellis and Davidson-Shivers (2010) also found that that 

amount of instructor guidance, in terms of structured 

directions, affected student participation. In other 

words, when too much was provided, student 

participation diminished. Additionally, Mazzolini and 

Maddison found that the more frequently instructors 

participated, the less often students posted, which might 

indicate that students do not want instructors to play a 

visible, recurrent role in discussions. Mazzolini and 

Maddison also suggested that instructor involvement 

could be indirect, by providing feedback later rather 

than immediately, and that the timing of such 

postings—at the end of a discussion rather than 

within—had little effect on student participation and 

appreciation. This latter finding might suggest that it is 

also appropriate or possibly better for instructors to 

respond at the end, to ‘wrap’ things up by clarifying 

misconceptions and making final comments than 

participating during a discussion.  

 To further the understanding of such instructor 

interactions in online discussions, this case study 

focused on student discourse in three debates in two 

sections of the same graduate course. Specifically, we 

examined whether there were notable differences 

among student postings in the two course sections when 

instructor guidance was provided through direct or 

indirect involvement within these asynchronous 

discussions.  

Purpose of the Study 

 This case study was conducted in order to 

determine whether two different approaches to 

instructor guidance and interaction would have any 

effect on what, and how much, students posted in online 

discussions and debates. Key to this case study is that 

two instructors used two different approaches to guide 

student participation in online discussions throughout 

the semester. We labeled the approaches Covert and 

Overt after the course had ended and during analyses.  

 The Covert Approach was a “behind the scenes”, 

or indirect, form of interaction for student discussions. 

Although she provided guidance on how students 

should participate in the directions for any given 

discussion or debate, the instructor informed students 

that the discussions and debates were their own forum 

and that she would not directly participate (or interact) 

during them. The students also knew that the instructor 

would observe and provide feedback at the end of the 

discussions or debates to each individual student 

through the gradebook and to the whole group in the 

form of unit summaries that clarified misconceptions 

and included additional information about the given 

topic or issue. In the Overt Approach, or direct form of 

guidance and interaction, the other instructor actively 

participated by commenting to individuals and to the 

group during discussions or debates. This instructor also 

provided scores and comments on discussion and debate 

participation on an individual basis in the LMS 

gradebook. 

 Although there were several discussions 

throughout the term, we chose to analyze student 

participation in three debates with controversial issues 

as topics, which allowed for alternative viewpoints to be 

shared and supported. We performed analyses on the 

substantive nature of messages by examining embedded 

statements, or subtext within each posting. That is, how 

many and what types of statements occurred in the 

online debates for each type of instructor approach 

used. As a follow-on analysis, t-tests were performed on 

the averages of the embedded codes for both course 

sections. 

Methodology 

Participants and context 

 A total of 32 graduate students were enrolled in 

two sections of the same required online course on 

learning psychology during a fall semester at a U.S. 

southeast regional university. The majority of 

participants were female students (i.e., Covert Approach 

= 16 women, 1 man; Overt Approach = 15 women plus 

instructor). Most were in the College of Education 

earning a master’s degree in various teacher education, 

educational media, or instructional design programs. 

Although this was an online course, the vast majority of 

students lived within the regional area and could have 

driven to campus. Of those in teacher education 

programs, most students earned their undergraduate 

http://jaidpub.org/


The Journal of Applied Instructional Design   ∙   Volume 3   ∙    Issue 3              21  

 
degrees from the same university and taught in public 

and private schools within the region. 

 The first and second authors were participant-

researchers in this assignment. Both were the instructors 

for one of the two course sections. 

The course 

 The course was on a psychology of learning and 

the goals, content and sequence of topics were the same 

for both sections. Additionally, both sections had the 

same major course requirements that included: a) 

participation, b) three scholarly reference annotations, 

c) three personal reflection papers, and d) two exams. 

The assigned percentages for course requirements were 

also the same for each section; 25 percent of the final 

grade was based on participation, of which 

asynchronous discussions and debates were a major 

part.  

 For each course unit, lecture notes, reading 

assignments, and asynchronous discussions were 

provided. Short unit assignments such as finding 

websites, locating additional readings, or sharing 

examples were sometimes included. Beginning with the 

third week of classes, there were two discussions in 

which students needed to participate; again, this was the 

same for both sections. The main difference between 

the two sections was how instructors facilitated and 

interacted with students in the asynchronous 

discussions. These distinctions are described as follows. 

 Covert approach course section. The course 

instructor for the Covert Approach (also lead author) 

had taught the course in the online delivery mode since 

2001.  With the Covert Approach, she observed, but did 

not directly participate in the discussions. Instead, this 

approach allowed students to use discussions as their 

own forum; hence, instructor interactions were not 

readily observed. However, instructor feedback was 

provided through unit summaries on unit content and 

activities. These summaries, sent to the entire class, 

included the instructor’s point of view on the issue and 

general clarifying remarks about misconceptions that 

might have occurred during the discussion. The 

instructor would comment to the whole group on their 

activity via email during the week. On an individual 

basis, students received feedback about their 

participation through instructor emails at the end of the 

unit as well as scores with comments to each through 

the online gradebook.  

 Overt approach course section. The second 

author was the instructor of the Overt Approach section. 

Although she had taught the undergraduate educational 

psychology course in a Web-enhanced version since 

2001, this was her first time teaching the graduate level 

learning psychology course. The Overt Approach 

allowed this instructor to provide guidance on ways to 

think about the topic, pose questions to the group, and 

provide immediate feedback on and clarification about 

students’ postings while participating during the weekly 

discussion. Similar to the other instructor, these students 

received more detailed feedback about their individual 

participation and assignment completion at the end of 

the unit. The feedback and scores with comments on 

unit assignments and other course requirements were 

also provided through the online gradebook and emails 

to individuals. 

Online asynchronous discussion procedures 

 Both instructors included overall directions for 

each threaded discussion or debate along with the 

general description of the topic or issue at hand. 

Although there were multiple asynchronous discussions 

and debates that occurred throughout the 15-week 

semester, we chose to analyze the archived data from 

Units 3, 9 and 13 debates. This decision was based on 

the idea that these debates had controversial topics and, 

therefore, generated more and varied responses to issues 

at hand than did the other types of discussions or 

debates. Additionally, they occurred across the semester 

with one at the beginning, another at mid-term, and the 

last near the end of the term. 

 Unit 3 Debate.  The first debate was in Unit 3. 

Students were asked to choose and defend their position 

as to ‘whether the main source of intelligence was 

nurture or nature’ in order for them to become informed 

as to what both sides contended and why this argument 

in the literature still stands. Students were to argue 

which was the primary source, provide support for their 

positions, and critique other students’ responses. 

Because this was the first discussion of the semester, 

additional information about the topic along with 

general information as how to proceed in a discussion 

was provided. Information on argumentation style 

elements was also included in the directions as further 

guidance as to how to participate.  

 Specific directions for the Covert Approach 

required students to post at least four messages, with 

one being response to the question and the others were 

replies to one another, in order to receive credit. The 

specific directions for the Overt Approach required 

students to post at least three messages, with each 

message being on a different date and at least 24 hours 

between each message posted. One of the messages had 

to be in response to the posted topic and the remaining 

replies were to be on other students’ postings. 

 Unit 9 Debate. In the second debate, or Unit 9 

Debate, students argued whether they agreed with the 

statement, “Knowledge cannot be instructed or 

transmitted by a teacher – it can only be constructed by 

the learner.” The students had covered cognitive and 
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constructivist views primarily in Units 7 through 9 and 

the purpose of this debate was to assist students in 

contemplating the issues related to cognitive and 

constructivist viewpoints on how learning occurs. 

Again, they were directed to provide evidence, 

document and support their positions, defend their 

arguments, and evaluate and critique the positions and 

justifications of others, as was asked of them in the first 

debate. Students were reminded that information on 

argumentation could be found in Unit 3. Specific 

directions for both sections remained the same with the 

exception that in the Covert Approach, the requirement 

of four responses was dropped and replaced with a 

general requirement of “respond to the questions and 

reply to others.”  

 Unit 13 Debate. For the third debate, Unit 13 

Debate, students argued whether “teaching methods and 

strategies should be different for adults than for 

children.” Unit 13 was a transitional unit that attempted 

to focus on application of concepts and principles of 

learning psychology to instructional application. Also 

included in this unit were readings about Robert 

Gagne’s theories of instruction design and strategies. 

The purpose of this last debate was to assist students to 

think about what they had learned about psychology 

and human development and move toward instructional 

applications. Again, they were directed to state their 

position and provide evidence and support for their 

argument, just as in the previous debates. The 

requirements for posting were the same as in the second 

debate for Covert Approach; Overt Approach 

maintained its same requirements as directed in the 

previous two debates.  

Data coding and analyses 

 After the course ended and final grades were 

submitted, the archived data were retrieved from the 

secure, password-protected learning management 

system (LMS). The three researchers met to determine 

which asynchronous discussions to analyze and the 

transcripts of the chosen three debates were printed.   

 At this initial meeting, the coding system (see 

Table 1) was explained. Instead of conducting a content 

analysis for posted messages and arriving at a single 

code per message, we analyzed the embedded 

statements within each message. This was done to more 

accurately reflect what participants were sharing within 

their discussions and whether the discussions were on 

or off topic (i.e., substantive or non-substantive) for the 

most part. Therefore, each statement within each 

message per debate per section was analyzed using a 

coding system adapted from a previous versions 

developed by the first author (Davidson-Shivers, Ellis, 

& Amarasing 2005; Morris, & Sriwongkol, 2003), as 

shown in Table 1. During our analyses, we modified 

this coding system as follows: a) the codes, Solicit and 

Structure, became a part of the embedded statement 

codes to better reflect statements made by any given 

participant; b) Off-Topic changed to Side-Track to 

provide a more accurate record of what was observed; 

and c) Partial Argument was added to reflect a more 

precise distinction in statements that advocated personal 

viewpoints on an issue. Table 1 reflects these changes. 

 At the initial meeting, the three researchers 

decided to analyze the contents of the Unit 3 Debate for 

both sections first. Each researcher individually 

assigned a single type of code to each embedded 

statement within posts; no overall codes for posted 

messages were assigned. When completed, the three 

researchers met about every two weeks to discuss their 

codes and arrive at a consensus for the embedded 

statements until the content analysis of Unit 3 Debate 

was completed and agreement reached. During these 

consensus meetings, modifications to the coding system 

were also made. Analyses of the remaining two debates 

(Unit 9 and 13) were completed in a similar fashion.  

Results 

 As a way of identifying the vast amount of 

postings per debate, the number of messages posted by 

participants for each of the three debates for both 

sections is shown in Table 2. Grand Totals of messages 

are also shown. 

 The number of embedded statements by 

participants in each of the three debates for both 

sections is shown in Table 3. Grand Totals are also 

shown. 

The researchers, in addition to calculating the 

frequencies, calculated the averages of statements per 

participant (ASPP) of type of statement per debate. The 

rank order of emphasis as to which type of statement 

occurred most often within debates was also 

determined. 

 In the following sections, frequency data will be 

reported first, followed by summaries of the results of 

follow-on statistical analyses. 

Types and averages of embedded statements in the 

Unit 3 Debate 

 For this first debate of the semester, the total 

frequency of embedded statements were large (N= 532 

for Covert Approach and N = 469 for Overt Approach) 

as compared to the frequencies in the remaining two 

debates (see Table 4.). For both sections, the embedded 

statement of Evidence (n = 208 for Covert Approach 

and n = 193 for Overt Approach) was most frequently 

observed. No Partial Argument statements were found 

in the Unit 3 Debate for either section. There was a 

higher count of Elaborate and Support in the Covert 
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Table 1.   Types of Codes for Embedded Statements in Posted Messages  

Code Description Examples 

Substantive Codes: Statements that are directly related to the topic or issue within a posted message. 

Structure Message initiates discussion, frames an 

idea, or focuses attention on the debate 

topic. 
  

 “There are both pros and cons of the nature vs. nurture argu-

ment.” 
“How is intelligence defined?” 

Solicit Content-related question or request for 

additional information or focus on a sub-

topic/issue. 

“Would he still be considered intelligent if he hadn’t been 

“found” and his behavior shaped?” 
“I am sure that nature provided the basis of his intelligence, 

but what behaviors did he display that led his teacher to think 

he needed LD services?” 

Argument Statement supplying personal viewpoint; 

taking a stance on the posted issue; advo-

cating one side of debate. 

“Knowledge is constructed by learners and their thought pro-

cesses”, 
“Genetics are important but environment shapes our future.” 

Partial Argu-

ment 

Statement supplying or advocating a per-

sonal viewpoint for part of the issue, but 

not all of it. Other parts of issue were ig-

nored 

“I believe that adults and children learn differently.” 
“Motivation of students is an important consideration . . .” 

Evidence Statement provides an example, facts that 

substantiates and supports own personal 

argument or position. 

“… Gardner says that the key to understanding . . . is for stu-

dents to directly examine their own theories and confront the 

shortcomings.” 
“ . . . Watson also established that humans could be taught 

certain feelings and fears through their environment, with 

which they were not born.” 

Elaborate Statement expounds or enlarges on ideas 

provided by another. 

“I also believe that the teacher serves as a designer and moni-

tor of knowledge that will be transmitted to the student . . . “ 
“. . . if any one part of the 4 parts (teacher, environment, ex-

periences, self) is missing or incomplete the whole learning 

experience can fall apart.” 

Critique Statement identifying limitations or flaws 

in another’s response. 

“I think the point that you are missing is that, in your exam-

ple . . . no one really thinks that the child with the 70 IQ will 

become equal to the child with the 130 IQ . . . “ 
“The cases you presented, however, . . . I do think that you 

are not giving environment (nurture) the proper amount of 

credit.” 

Evaluate Statement on significance or value of an-

other’s response. 

“You  present your argument very well, and certainly genetic 

material is required for people, especially . . .” 
“After reading your article . . . I would say that it supports the 

nurture theory.” 

Non-substantive Codes: Statements that are not directly related to the topic or issue within a posted message.   

Chat Statement is conversational or has little 

relevance to topic or issue. 

“Congratulations to you for getting your degree!” 
“I lived in England for three years . . . and was amazed at the 

amount of maternity/paternity leave they received.” 

Side-Track Statement indirectly connected to main 

issue/topic or a side bar. Considered 

intentional when made by an instructor 

to round out a discussion or add another 

learning opportunity. 

“. . . I believe that school performance is a very poor indicator 

of intelligence level.” 
“I’ve had students like that and . . . wonder what I could do to 

get this child motivated.” 
“How is intelligence defined?” 

Support Statement reiterating or acknowledging 

another’s ideas, but does not add any 

new ideas. 

“You did a good job defending your position with the cases 

that you noted.” 
“I liked your motivation statement.” 

Un-codeable Response is not decipherable or not 

enough detail to supply adequate mean-

ing to discussion. 

“I agree back to learning the times table by rote (drill and 

grill).” 
Note: Duplicate postings by students were excluded from the 

content analyses. 
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Approach than in the Overt Approach. Conversely, 

more Structure and Side-track statements were found in 

the Overt Approach than in the Covert Approach. Very 

few Un-codeable statements were noted, with only 6 in 

the Overt Approach and none in the Covert Approach. 

By and large, the students within each section 

contributed to the debate in a substantive manner. 

 Table 5 shows the rank ordering of statements 

based on the average of statements per participant 

(ASPP) for the Unit 3 Debate for both sections. The 

ASPP is a simple calculation of dividing the number of 

statements by the number of students and, due to 

rounding, they are approximations. The rank ordering is 

first to last for the Covert Approach and then compared 

to those observed in the Overt Approach. Evidence 

statements ranked first and Argument statements ranked 

third for both sections. The averages for Elaborate and 

Chat were in the top four rankings for both sections, but 

in different orderings.  For instance, in the Covert 

Approach, Elaborate ranked second and Chat ranked 

fourth; Side-track was sixth in the Covert Approach. 

Side-track was second and often made by the instructor, 

and Elaborate and Chat were in fourth place in the 

Overt Approach. The instructor of the Overt Approach 

responded six times in this discussion; some of which 

were designated as Side track (refer to Table 1 as to 

what is meant by this code). 

 The ASPP dropped dramatically in both sections 

to being based from slightly more than one statement 

per person to none. Critique and Evaluate were toward 

the bottom rankings with Critique as seventh for the 

Covert Approach and eighth for the Overt Approach 

and Evaluate as eighth and tenth, respectively. Solicit 

and Structure statements were minimal for each section. 

It is noted that more than half of these types of 

statements were made by the instructor using the Overt 

Approach. 

Types and averages of embedded statements in the 

Unit 9 Debate 

 The second debate, Debate 9, occurred around 

the middle of the semester. The total number of 

embedded statements for both sections dropped 

compared to totals in the first debate; this drop (about 

half) in the Covert Approach was considerable (see 

Table 6). By contrast, we found more statements in the 

Overt Approach (n = 351) than found in the Covert 

Approach (n = 263). For both sections, the highest 

count was observed for the embedded statement of 

Evidence (n = 111 for both sections) and frequencies 

for Elaborate and Evaluate in both sections were less, 

but similar in frequency (n = 57 and 55, respectively); 

the counts for Support (n = 20) were the same. No 

Partial Argument statements were found for this debate 

in either section. Again, we observed that the Overt 

Approach had considerably more Sidetrack statements 

than in the Covert Approach and, to some degree, more 

Chat-ting occurred in the Overt Approach as well. No 

Un-codeable statements were found in the Covert 

Approach, although a few were found in Overt 

Approach (n = 9), which was a slightly higher count 

SECTION Unit 3 Debate 
Messages 

Unit 9 Debate 
Messages 

Unit 13 Debate 
Messages 

  
Grand Totals 

    Covert Approach 
(n = 17) 

91 50 64 205 

    Overt Approach 
(n =  15 +  instructor) 

61 52 50 163 

Totals 152 102 114 368 

  
       SECTION 

Unit 3 Debate 
Embedded State-

ments 

Unit 9 Debate 
Embedded State-

ments 

Unit 13 Debate 
Embedded State-

ments 

  
Grand 
Totals 

    Covert Approach 
(n = 17) 

532 
263 486 1281 

    Overt Approach 
(n =  15 +  instructor) 

469 
351 320 1140 

Totals 1001 614 806 2421 

Table 2.   Posted Message Frequencies and Grand Totals per Debate for Both Sections  

Table 3.   Embedded Statement Frequencies and Grand Totals per Debate for Both Sections  
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UNIT 3 DEBATE 
Codes Observed* 

Covert 
n= 17 

Mean Std. 
dev. 

Overt 
n= 15 (+  in-

structor)** 

Mean Std. 
dev. 

t-

value 

Sig. Differences  

between 
both sections 

Substantive 405 4.76 6.248 305 3.94 6.261 -.849 .397 +100 

Structure 7 .41 .870 22 1.38 1.455 2.325 .027 -15 

Support 45 2.65 1.801 24 1.50 1.095 -2.193 .036 +21 

Argument 70 4.12 2.315 49 3.06 1.526 -1.554 .131 +21 

Partial Argument 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Critique 10 .59 .618 17 1.06 1.769 1.016 .323 -7 

Elaborate 109 6.41 4.515 44 2.75 3.856 -2.498 .018 +65 

Evaluate 8 .47 .717 2 .75 2.745 .406 .688 +6 

Evidence 208 12.24 8.807 193 12.06 9.284 -.055 .957 +15 

Non-Substantive 127 1.60 3.462 164 1.63 2.601 .062 .951 -37 

Chat 55 3.24 2.948 44 2.75 2.646 -.497 .623 +11 

Side-track 15 .88 1.691 59 3.69 2.938 3.335 .003 -44 

Solicit 5 .29 .588 9 .56 1.999 .530 .600 -4 

Un-codeable 0 .00 .00 6 .38 .885 1.695 .111 -6 

Totals per course 532 2.88 4.863 469 2.68 4.591 .402 .688 +63 

ASPP 31. 29     29.31         +1.98 

Table 4.   Posted Message Frequencies and Grand Totals per Debate for Both Sections  

 
* Codes in Boldface indicate substantive type of statements 

**No Partial Argument statements were found in Unit 3 Debate for either course section. 

Note: Simple calculations of averages are approximations and may cause variation in the ASPP totals. 

UNIT 3 DEBATE   Order of Average   Order of Average 

Evidence 12.24 1 12.01 1 

Elaborate 6.41 2 2.75 4 (tie) 

Argument 4.12 3 3.06 3 

Chat 3.24 4 2.75 4 (tie) 

Support 2.65 5 1.5 6 

Side-track 0.88 6 3.69 2 

Critique 0.59 7 1.06 8 

Evaluate 0.47 8 0.13 10 

Solicit 0.10 9 (tie) 0.56 9 

Structure 0.10 9 (tie) 1.38 7 

Un-codeable 0 11 (tie) 0.38 11 

Partial Argument** 0 11 (tie) 0 12 

ASPP total 31.59   29.88   

Table 5.   Posted Message Frequencies and Grand Totals per Debate for Both Sections  
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than exhibited in the Unit 3 Debate. The instructor in 

the Overt Approach responded four times in this 

discussion.  

 Table 7 shows ASPP rankings of emphasis for 

the Unit 9 Debates for both sections. As in Debate 9, 

Evidence statements were ranked first in emphasis for 

both sections, based on the ASPPs. Statements of 

Elaborate, Argument, and Side-track were the next 

three rankings for both sections, but in a slightly 

different order. That is, Elaborate was second for the 

Covert Approach and third for the Overt Approach, 

Side-track ranked fourth for the Covert Approach and 

second for the Overt Approach, and Argument was 

ranked third in the Covert Approach and tied with Chat 

for fourth place in the Overt Approach. (Chat was 

seventh for the Covert Approach.) Again, substantive 

statements of Critique and Evaluate were ranked lower. 

For the Covert Approach, Evaluate was sixth and 

Critique was eighth; for the Overt Approach, Evaluate 

was ninth and Critique was eleventh. Although only 

minimally observed in both sections, Solicit and 

Structure statements were higher in the Overt Approach 

compared to the Covert Approach. 

Types and averages of embedded statements within 

messages in the Unit 13 Debate 

 The third debate occurred approximately two 

weeks prior to the end of the semester in Unit 13. As 

shown in Table 8, the Covert Approach (n = 486)) had 

approximately 68% more embedded statements than in 

the Overt Approach (n= 320). For both sections, the 

highest count was observed for Evidence (n =207 for 

Covert Approach; n = 104 for Overt Approach) 

followed by relatively high counts of Chat statements (n 

=59 for Covert Approach and n = 74 for Overt 

Approach), Side-track (n =59 for Covert Approach and 

Elaborate (n = 45 for Covert Approach and n = 24 for 

Overt Approach). The Unit 13 Debate was also the first 

time we observed participants including Partial 

Argument statements (n =15 for Covert Approach and n 

= 13 for Overt Approach) in addition to Argument 

statements (n =18 and n = 15, respectively) within their 

messages. Only one Un-codeable statement was found 

 

UNIT 9 DEBATE 
Codes Observed* 

Covert 
n= 17 

Mean Std. 
dev. 

Overt 
n= 15 (+  in-

structor)** 

Mean Std. 
dev. 

t-

value 

Sig. Differences  

between 
both sections 

Substantive 205 2.41 3.389 207 2.59 3.967 .307 .760 -2 

Solicit 3 .18 .393 5 .31 .602 .773 .445 -5 

Structure 6 .35 1.222 14 .88 1.784 .986 .332 -8 

Argument 24 1.41 1.121 29 1.81 1.276 .960 .345 -5 

Partial Argument 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Critique 2 .12 .332 4 .25 .577 .813 .442 -4 

Elaborate 57 3.35 2.396 55 3.44 4.147 .072 .943 +2 

Evaluate 11 .65 .862 8 .50 .730 -.527 .602 +3 

Evidence 111 6.53 4.849 111 6.94 5.579 .225 .824 No difference 

Non-Substantive 58 .57 1.206 144 1.50 2.722 3.080 .003 -86 

Chat 6 .35 .786 29 1.81 3.016 1.877 .078 -23 

Side-track 23 1.35 1.869 67 4.19 4.339 2.411 .026 -44 

Solicit 3 .18 .393 5 .31 .602 .773 .445 -5 

Structure 6 .35 1.222 14 .88 1.784 .986 .332 -8 

Support 20 1.18 1.334 20 1.25 .856 .187 .853 No difference 

Un-codeable 0 .00 .00 9 .56 1.999 1.126 .278 -9 

Totals per course 263 1.41 2.612 351 1.99 3.380 1.861 .064 -88 

ASPP 15     21.94         -6.94 

Table 6.   Posted Message Frequencies and Grand Totals per Debate for Both Sections  

http://jaidpub.org/


The Journal of Applied Instructional Design   ∙   Volume 3   ∙    Issue 3              27  

 

in the Covert Approach and none in the Overt 

Approach. The instructor in the Overt Approach 

responded one time in this final debate.   

 Based on the ASPP, the rank orderings of 

emphasis for each type of statement in the Unit 13 

Debates are shown in Table 9. As with the previous two 

debates, Evidence statements continued to have the top 

ranking for both sections (n  = 12.18 and n = 6.5, 

respectively) followed by, but in different ordering, 

Side-track and Chat (Side-track was 2nd and Chat 3rd for 

Covert Approach and reversed for Overt Approach.) 

This was the first time that Sidetrack was observed in 

the top four rankings for the Covert Approach. 

Elaborate ranked fourth in the Covert Approach and 

Support was fourth in the Overt Approach.  

 Both Argument and Partial Argument had low, 

but comparable percentages for both sections (n = 1.06 

and .88 for Covert Approach; n = .94 and. 81 for Overt 

Approach).  However, if both were to be combined, the 

order of argument may rank back into the top four 

rankings.  

 Similar to the findings in first two debates, 

Critique (6th in Covert Approach and 11th in Overt 

Approach) and Evaluate (9th in both sections) were 

ranked relatively in the lower two thirds for both course 

sections. Averages for statements of Structure and 

Solicit were minimal and in the bottom rankings in the 

Covert Approach (10th and 11th respectively) and in the 

Overt Approach (7th and 10th respectively). 

Follow-On Analyses 

Follow-on t-tests were conducted on the means 

of embedded statement codes for both course sections. 

(It is noted that data derived from the t-tests are more 

precise than and vary from the simple calculations of 

the averages of embedded statements and total ASPPs.)  

Analysis of the overall Substantive Statements 

category indicated that significance was found in only 

the final, Unit 13 Debate. Students in the Covert 

Approach averaged significantly more substantive type 

of statements (M=3.17, SD=5.336) than did students in 

the Overt Approach (M=1.71, SD=3.353), (t(171.4)=-

2.317, p=.022) overall. Further analyses of other 

Substantive embedded statement types revealed 

statistically significant differences for Elaborate overall.  

Students in the Covert Approach averaged significantly 

more Elaborate statements overall (M=4.14, SD=3.742) 

than did the students in the Overt Approach (M=2.56, 

SD=3.482), (t(97)=-2.164, =.033).  It was found that in 

the Unit 3 Debate,  students in the Covert Approach 

averaged significantly more Elaborate statements 

(M=6.41, SD=4.515) than did those in the Overt 

Approach (M=2.75, SD=3.856), (t(31)=-2.498, p=.018). 

The Unit 3 Debate was also the only forum that 

included the requirement of four posts for the Covert 

Approach students (recall that only three posts were 

required in the Overt Approach). Perhaps, this fourth 

post requirement might have encouraged these students 

to delve further into the issue at hand and to provide 

more details or to expand upon others’ ideas. 

Further analyses also yielded other significant 

differences for the substantive statements overall in the 

Unit 13 Debate. Further analyses revealed significant 

differences for statements of Evidence and Critique. 

Students in the Covert Approach averaged significantly 

 
* Codes in Boldface indicate substantive type of statements 

**No Partial Argument statements were found in Unit 3 Debate for either course section. 

UNIT 9 DEBATE   Order of Average   Order of Average 

Evidence 6.53 1 6.94 1 

Elaborate 3.35 2 3.44 3 

Argument 1.41 3 1.81 4 (tie) 

Side-track 1.35 4 4.19 2 

Support 1.18 5 1.25 6 

Evaluate 0.65 6 0.5 9 

Chat 0.35 7 1.81 4 (tie) 

Critique 0.12 8 0.25 11 

Structure 0.35 9 0.88 7 

Solicit 0.18 10 0.31 10 

Un-codeable 0 11 (tie) 0.56 8 

Partial Argument** 0 11 (tie) 0 12 

ASPP 15   21.94   

Table 7.   Posted Message Frequencies and Grand Totals per Debate for Both Sections  
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UNIT 13 DEBATE 
Codes Observed* 

Covert 
n= 17 

Mean Std. 
dev. 

Overt 
n= 16 (+  in-

structor)** 

Mean Std. 
dev. 

t-

value 

Sig. Differences  

between 
both sections 

Substantive 323 3.17 5.336 164 1.71 3.353 -2.317 .022 +159 

Solicit 7 .41 .939 4 .25 .683 -.563 .578 +3 

Structure 10 .59 1.064 14 .88 .719 .901 .374 +4 

Argument 18 1.06 1.029 15 .94 .772 -.381 .706 +3 

Partial Argument 15 .88 1.111 13 .81 .834 -.203 .840 +2 

Critique 27 1.59 2.526 2 .13 .342 -2.365 .030 +25 

Elaborate 45 2.65 3.020 24 1.50 1.966 -1.284 .209 +21 

Evaluate 11 .65 .862 6 .38 .619 -1.036 .308 +5 

Evidence 207 12.18 7.418 104 6.50 5.910 -2.421 .022 +103 

Non-Substantive 163 1.60 3.462 156 1.63 2.601 .062 .951 +7 

Chat 50 2.94 5.332 74 4.63 4.225 1.001 .324 -24 

Side-track 59 3.47 4.989 37 2.31 2.750 -.818 .419 -22 

Solicit 7 .41 .939 4 .25 .683 -.563 .578 +3 

Structure 10 .59 1.064 14 .88 .719 .901 .374 +4 

Support 36 2.12 3.039 27 1.69 .946 -.542 .592 +9 

Un-codeable 1 .06 .243 0 .00 .00 -1.000 .332 +1 

Totals per course 486 2.38 4.555 320 1.67 2.993 -1.858 .064 +166 

ASPP 28.6     20.0         +8.6 

 
* Codes in Boldface indicate substantive type of statements 

Note: Simple calculations of averages are approximations and may cause variation in the ASPP totals. 

 

UNIT 13 DEBATE   Order of Average   Order of Average 

Evidence 12.18 1 6.5 1 

Side-track 3.47 2 2.31 3 

Chat 2.94 3 4.63 2 

Elaborate 2.65 4 1.5 5 

Support 2.12 5 1.69 4 

Critique 1.59 6 0.13 11 

Argument 1.06 7 0.94 6 

Partial Argument 0.88 8 0.81 8 

Evaluate 0.65 9 0.38 9 

Structure 0.59 10 0.88 7 

Solicit 0.41 11 0.25 10 

Un-codeable 0.06 12 0 12 

ASPP 28.6   20   

Table 8.   Posted Message Frequencies and Grand Totals per Debate for Both Sections  

Table 9.   Posted Message Frequencies and Grand Totals per Debate for Both Sections  
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more Evidence statements (M=12.18, SD=7.418) than 

did students in the Overt Approach (M=6.50, 

SD=5.910), (t(31)=-2.421, p=.022) and they averaged 

significantly more Critique statements (M=1.59, 

SD=2.526) than students in the Overt Approach 

(M=.13, SD=.342), (t(16.6)=-2.365, p=.030). This was 

the last debate of the term, and perhaps the increase in 

these two types of substantive statements might have 

been due, in part, to instructor guidance provided in the 

one-to-one feedback that followed each of the previous 

unit debates (and discussions).  

Additionally, substantive statement of 

Structure was found to be significant for students in the 

Overt Approach. They averaged significantly more 

Structure statements overall (M=1.04, SD=1.383) than 

did students in the Covert Approach overall (M=.45, 

SD=1.045), (t(97)=2.406, p=.018).  For the Unit 3 

Debate only, students in the Overt Approach averaged 

significantly more structure statements (M=1.38, 

SD=1.455) than students in the Covert Approach 

(M=.41, SD=.870), (t(31)=2.325, p=.027). The Overt 

Approach instructor, generally speaking, posted three or 

more messages within a given debate’s timeframe and 

included mainly statements of Solicit, or Structure and 

also Side-track (a Non-substantive statement) were 

within her posts. These students might have taken the 

lead of their instructor as a way to frame the idea or 

point of view within their posts. 

Analysis of the overall Non-substantive 

Statements category indicated that students in the 

Overt Approach averaged significantly more non-

substantive statements overall (M=1.61, SD=2.530) 

than did students in the Covert Approach overall 

(M=1.14, SD=2.446), (t(592)=2.321, p= .021). (The non

-substantive category included a combination of Chat, 

Support, and Uncode-able statements.) Further 

analyses indicated that a significant difference for these 

three non-substantive statements was found only in the 

Unit 9 Debate; that is, the students in the Overt 

Approach averaged significantly more non-substantive 

statements (M=1.50, SD=2.722) than did those in the 

Covert Approach (M=.57, SD=1.206), (t(129.2)=3.080, 

p<.01). The non-substantive statements may have been 

used in the Overt Approach due to students following 

their instructor’s lead, as the instructor provided such 

statements. 

 Students in the Overt Approach also averaged 

significantly more Side-track statements overall 

(M=3.40, SD=3.438) than did those in the Covert 

Approach overall (M=1.90, SD=3.360), (t(97)=2.186, 

p=.031). However, when conducting further analyses 

for a given debate, significance was found in both the 

Unit 3 and the Unit 9 Debates, but not for the debate in 

Unit 13. Students in the Overt Approach also averaged 

significantly more Side-track statements (M=3.69, 

SD=2.938) than did those in the Covert Approach 

(M=.88, SD=1.691), (t(23.7)=3.335, p<.01) in the Unit 

3 Debate, and averaged significantly more side-track 

statements (M=4.19, SD=4.339) than the students in the 

Covert Approach (M=1.35, SD=1.869), (t(20.1)=2.411, 

p=.026) in Unit 9 Debate.  

These findings and our observations for this 

case study are not to suggest the quality of students’ 

responses in the Overt Approach was less than those in 

the Covert Approach. However, the findings do suggest 

that these students were more likely to use Side-track 

statements when their instructor was overtly present and 

involved. Yet, it is noted in the Overt Approach, the 

instructor gave more Side-track statements than did 

students in both the Unit 3 and 9 Debates. These 

instructor’s Side-track statements were intentional and 

were provided to guide students’ thoughts and views 

about the topic at hand. It is likely that because their 

instructor made such statements, students in this Overt 

Approach followed suit.  

Finally, further analysis of non-substantive 

statements also found that in the Unit 3 Debate, students 

in the Covert Approach averaged significantly more 

Support statements (M=2.65, SD=1.801) than did 

students in the Overt Approach (M=1.50, SD=1.095), (t

(31)=-2.193, p=.036 ).  Perhaps, due, in part, to this 

being their first debate and their instructor not being 

directly involved during the forums, students might 

have been unsure of themselves, and thus may have 

opted to provide acknowledgements to each other.  

Discussion and Summary of Results 

 Although it has largely been assumed that 

instructor guidance and interaction in online discussions 

or debates is beneficial and necessary (Berge, 1995; 

Maurino, 2007), our observations suggest something 

different in consideration of the instructor being 

actively involved in discussions to promote quality and 

quantity participation by students. Other researchers 

(Bonk, 2004; Dennen, 2008; Mazzolini & Maddison, 

2007) have opined that too much interaction and 

involvement from the instructor may stifle student 

participation. That is, there might be situations in which 

instructor participation in discussions is not useful. For 

this case study, we observed that two instructors had 

different preferences for whether they were involved in 

the asynchronous discussions and debates. For this case 

study, both Overt and Covert Approaches provided 

opportunities for students to participate in a substantive 

manner, but with different methods for interacting with 

students. One instructor opted for facilitating and 

participating in the discussions (i.e., debates) and the 

other did not, but only to observe and communicate 

after the discussion had ended and outside of the 
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discussions. However, both instructors were involved 

and interacted with students through other means.  

 Although the first discussion (Unit 3 Debate) 

yielded the highest amount of statements and was 

consistent in terms of embedded statements than the 

other two debates, overall the majority of embedded 

statements within all three debates were substantive for 

both Approaches. Within the three debates, significantly 

higher averages for students in the Overt Approach 

were found for the substantive embedded statements of 

Structure and overall Non-substantive statements for 

Side-track and a combination of Chat, Support, and 

Uncode-able than for students in the Covert Approach.  

 Overall, Side-track statements were found more 

often in the Overt Approach, and were also made by the 

instructor, as compared to the Covert Approach. 

However, we observed that the Overt Approach 

instructor used such statements as a way to further 

develop and guide the debate on a given issue, identify 

misconceptions, or help students consider alternative 

views. Although not seen within a debate, the instructor 

in the Covert Approach also informed students of 

misconceptions and further expanded ideas about the 

issue through her unit summaries, but only after each 

debate had ended. 

 By contrast, significantly higher averages in the 

Covert Approach section were found for the embedded 

statements of Elaborate, Evidence, and Critique, and the 

non-substantive statement of Support than students in 

the Overt Approach section in the three debates. 

Although significant differences were found for 

Critique and Evaluate, the frequency counts indicate 

that they were minimal. This lack of critique and 

evaluation of others is not surprising, due to the fact that 

each course section included either all female or 

majority female students (only one male student was in 

the Covert Approach). Jeong and Davidson-Shivers 

(2006) and Davidson-Shivers et al. (2010) suggested 

that females tend to use a conversational style, even in 

debates, because it is less confrontational or 

argumentative; perhaps, this was also the situation in 

this particular case. 

 Participants in both Approaches also included 

non-substantive statements, mainly of Chat and Support 

in their posts. In the Unit 3 Debate, the Covert 

Approach group included more Support statements than 

did the Overt Approach group. As stated previously, 

these Support statements might have been a way for 

students to encourage or acknowledge other students’ 

contributions.  In looking at the frequency of Support 

statements, these students in the Covert Approach group 

decreased, while for students in the Overt Approach 

group, they were somewhat steady in frequencies. 

Additionally, after the first debate, no statistical 

differences were readily found between the two 

Approaches. 

 No differences between averages for the 

substantive statements of Argue or Partial Argument 

were found for either the Covert or Overt Approaches. 

In both Approaches, students made Arguments (and 

Partial Argument noted in the Unit 13 Debate). Even 

though there were significant differences, the students 

in both Approaches contributed statements of Evidence 

to support their point of view and Elaborated on what 

others stated.  

 Overall, students participated by using a 

substantive and non-substantive manner in each debate, 

with the majority of their statements considered to be 

substantive in nature. Based on what we observed and 

analyzed, both Approaches seemed to work for the two 

instructors. It may be a matter of instructor style of 

interaction and purpose; their preferences as how they 

participate in discussions appear to be beneficial to their 

students.  Additionally, their students received guidance 

and interaction with the debates; for the Overt 

Approach it was during the debates and for the Covert 

Approach after the debates. Therefore, the students in 

both Approaches may have had sufficient instructor 

guidance.  

 For this case study, the instructors were 

intentional in their guidance of students through 

detailed directions for each debate (and discussion 

assigned, but not included). They also were active in the 

course and intentional by providing feedback. General 

feedback to all students varied by approach: the 

instructor of the Overt Approach providing it directly 

through her comments within the debates and the 

Covert Approach instructor afterward through her unit 

summaries of content and activities and sharing her 

point of view on the debate issue. Additionally, both 

instructors provided each individual with specific 

feedback on their participation and performance 

through emails and gradebook scores and comments. 

 Because there were various other ways (i.e., 

general and specific feedback, specific directions as 

guidance for participation, sharing points of view 

through unit summaries or lecture notes, and so on.) in 

which the two instructors interacted with and guided 

students, we suggest that further research is needed. A 

useful study may be one that investigates ways in which 

instructors interact with students in order to attempt to 

determine whether one has a greater impact on 

participation, as well as what students find helpful.  

 We also recommend that further research be 

conducted to determine whether differing instructor 

approaches have an effect not only on participation in 

online discussion, but also on student satisfaction. 

Mazzolini and Maddison (2007) examined student 
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satisfaction with online discussions; however, 

additional studies could explore whether differences in 

student participation and satisfaction are affected by the 

type and amount of instructor guidance and 

involvement provided. Additionally, a study could be 

conducted to determine whether participation in online 

discussion impacts not only student satisfaction, but 

also their overall learning. Perhaps, using a quasi-

experimental or mixed method approach might be an 

alternative to case studies. Such studies could provide 

further evidence and, hence, inform and guide 

instructors as to how much and what type of interaction 

and involvement is necessary.   

 While the vast majority of research on online 

discussion and debates is focused on the student, we 

recommend that studies also focus on the instructor. 

Hence, our final suggestion is to conduct studies that 

explore online discussions from the instructor’s point of 

view, intentionality, and philosophy of teaching to help 

explain how these factors might affect instructor 

guidance and interactions and overall approach. 
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Introduction 

Our Courts (currently renamed iCivics) is a 

web-based program designed to help middle-school 

children learn about civics and civics participation in 

the United States.  iCivics had released three civics-

based games at the time of this evaluation: Do I Have a 

Right?; Supreme Decision; and Argument Wars. In 

addition to providing an engaging environment for 

students to learn about governmental processes, the Our 

Courts instructional package includes lesson plans and 

teaching resources to supplement the classroom 

learning process. In a response to a call for an 

evaluation of a beta-version of the game, the researchers 

planned and conducted an evaluation of the game and 

lesson plan in an effort to support and expand the 

material prior to its release to the public.  The 

evaluation was performed in order to determine the 

following: The extent to which the instructional unit as 

a whole meets its instructional goals; the extent to 

which the instructional unit engages the students and 

increases their interest in the subject matter; the extent 

to which the instructional program meets the needs of 

the users; the extent to which the instructional program 

is usable and marketable to schools and school districts. 

Review of the Literature 

Civics Learning 

A democracy depends on its citizens to be more 

informed and more involved in the democratic process 

than a simple presidential vote every four years. 

However, evidence has shown that our schools are not 

adequately preparing the next generation to be citizens 

with a complete understanding of their role in our 

government (Fleming, 2011; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2012; Feldmann, 2010).   The 2010 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

found that an achievement gap in civics still exists 

between racial and ethnic groups and that barely one-

quarter of students in grades 4, 8, and 12 are 

performing at proficiency level.  Clearly, the 

effectiveness of current civics programs in engaging 

students and encouraging transfer of civic awareness 

and knowledge is questionable.  Justice Sandra Day 

O’Connor (Ret.) has led a push for civics education 

reform.  The former Supreme Court Justice and 

Congressman Lee Hamilton (2008) argue: 

Abstract:   A formative evaluation of the Balance of Power game and curriculum was conducted at a junior high 

school in a large southwestern metropolitan area. The evaluation consisted of a pretest, lesson, game play, posttest, 

attitudinal survey, second posttest, interview and observation in order to determine the effectiveness of the Balance of 

Power game and lesson curriculum. There was an increase in mean performance test scores from pretest to posttest 1 

and pretest to posttest 2. Overall, student and teacher ratings of the program were favorable.  
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If we hope to sustain American democracy, we 

need to treat civic learning as on a par with 

other academic subjects. To participate fully in 

our democracy, students need to understand our 

government, our history, and our laws. They 

need to appreciate the skills democracy imposes 

on us – consensus building, compromise, 

civility, and rational discourse – and how they 

can be applied to the problems confronted by 

their communities and our nation as a whole. 

Restoring this civic mission of schools will 

require a concerted effort in school districts, at 

statehouses, and by the federal government 

(Hamilton & O’Connor, ¶ 8). 

 

  As with any content area, inspiring civic 

action begins with building in students a basic 

understanding of our government and its processes, 

our role in a global society, and the history that shaped 

our country.  More importantly, civics programs must 

connect what is learned in the classroom to the world 

outside, in order for students to feel empowered in 

their own abilities to participate in the civic process 

(Feldmann, 2010).  A call for curricular reform has 

been issued that includes civics as an essential core of 

the secondary curriculum (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2012).  In this climate of curricular reform, 

the question then turns to finding the best method for 

engaging and inspiring students to civic participation.  

A curriculum for democracy, as described by Fleming 

(2011), is one in which “civic participation is critical 

for creating citizens who contribute toward public 

goals, and it is critical for preserving a democracy of 

citizens who are rulers” (p. 48).   A curriculum for 

democracy would include opportunities for students to 

practice civic participation in the school and in the 

community through “service learning, peer mediation, 

ethical use of the Internet, and a free student 

press” (Fleming, 2011, p. 42).  The key components to 

a curriculum for democracy are deliberation and action 

in and out of the school, providing students with 

authentic civic experiences that allow them to learn by 

doing (Fleming, 2011).   

Learning Civics through Gaming 

 Many programs, such as Americorps (2012), 

Public Achievement (Center for Democracy and 

Citizenship, n.d.), Mikva Challenge (2012), and 

Facing History and Ourselves (2012) address the 

civics learning that can take place in the community.  

There are some projects, such as iCivics (n.d.), that 

aim at increasing student engagement with the civics 

content within the boundaries of the classroom, yet 

still encourage the “learning by doing” ideal.    

Learning through gaming is not a new concept.  Gee 

(2005) argues that it is not just about learning through 

games, it is about learning through the method that 

good games use to enable a user’s success.  In games, 

the knowing comes from the experience of doing: 

 

Players can perform before they are 

competent, supported by the design of the 

game,  the “smart tools”  that the game 

offers, and often, too, the support of other,  

more advanced players (in multiplayer 

games, in chat rooms, or standing there in 

the living room). Language acquisition 

itself works this way. However, schools 

frequently do not. They often demand that 

students gain competence through reading 

texts before they can perform in the domain 

that they are learning (Gee, 2005, p. 37). 

  
Even games not designed specifically for 

education can be connected to learning.  Arguments 

have been made that the Massively Multiplayer Online 

Role-Playing Game (MMORPG), World of Warcraft 

(Blizzard Entertainment, 2004-2013) can be useful in 

teaching the basic concepts of citizenship, democracy, 

and community.   Through the very interactive nature of 

the game, participants collaborate and build a society 

based on civic principles.  Because success in the game 

depends on a collaborative, community effort, a sense 

of community responsibility is fostered and rules are 

often established (Curry, 2010).   Through building 

their own society, users can engage in an exploration of 

the tenets of democracy by putting them into action 

outside the classroom. 

Unlike games such as W orld of Warcraft 

(Blizzard Entertainment, 2004-2013), the iCivics (n.d.) 

stable of games has been tailored to include lesson plans 

that specifically and purposefully connect game play to 

the content.  The iCivics curriculum offers students and 

teachers an opportunity to learn “how to persuade 

others by logic, seeking consensus, understanding and 

creating constructive dissent—such critical-thinking 

skills are vital to successful citizenship” (Wormeli, 

2012, p. 52).   Students can campaign for an issue of 

their choice, cast a vote for a candidate, lead someone 

through the process of becoming a citizen, argue a 

Supreme Court case, be the president for a day, or make 

some laws.  Through each of the games, the user 

explores a specific area of civics content that illustrates 

the impact each individual has on the processes of our 

government.   

Game-based learning is a hot topic in education today.  

Parents, teachers and students do not necessarily agree 

on the value of games in educational settings.  But as 

Prensky (2003) points out : 
 

… the attitude of today’s children toward their 

video and computer games is the very opposite 
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of the attitude that most of them have toward 

school. Yet it is the very attitude we would all 

like our learners to have: interested, 

competitive, cooperative, results-oriented, 

actively seeking information and solutions 

(Prensky, 2003, p. 1).  

 

 The goal of using games in any learning 

scenario, whether Civics or Social Studies, Math or 

Reading, is to engage the learner and provide them 

motivation to continue exploring the content in a 

meaningful way.  Gee (2005) reminds us that 

“challenge and learning are a large part of what makes 

good video games motivating and entertaining. Humans 

actually enjoy learning, though sometimes in school 

you would not know it” (Gee, 2005, p. 34).  By using 

games in school, hopefully the joy in learning can 

become evident for students and teachers alike. 

iCivics 

 The iCivics project was launched in 2009 

at the direction of former Supreme Court Justice Sandra 

Day O’Connor.  The driving force behind the creation 

of the non-profit organization was the result of the 2010 

National Asssessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

in civics.  The report showed that only one in four 

students performed at the proficiency level of content 

mastery for civics.  Justice O’Connor responded: 

 

These students will inherit our democracy, 

and we must empower them to preserve  it. 

Knowledge of our system of  government is 

not handed down through the gene pool. The 

habits of citizenship must be learned, and 

our public schools were founded to educate 

students for democratic participation. The 

problem is that we have neglected civic 

education for the past several decades, and 

the results are predictably dismal (As cited 

in Wormeli, 2012, p. 52).   
 

The iCivics website was developed as a repository for 

interactive games and related curriculum that could be 

used both in and out of the classroom to teach middle 

school children about “laws, U.S. government, 

individual rights, courts, politics, and other elements of 

civil society” (Wormeli, 2012, p.52).  The iCivics team 

has developed 16 civics-themed video games and 

corresponding curriculum materials that are available to 

teachers and students at no cost.  Currently, the iCivics 

website also allows users to register and share 

achievements, complete (or assign) exercises, and view 

game scores. 

 

Rationale for the Evaluation 

The evaluation team performed an evaluation 

of the iCivics Balance of Power game and lesson plan 

to determine the following: the extent to which the 

instructional unit as a whole meets its instructional 

goals which are: “Students learn about the three 

branches of government and find out how the three 

branches interact with each another. Through the 

process of creating a healthy school lunch menu, 

students role-play each branch’s responsibility in the 

law-making process” (iCivics, n.d., Separation of 

Powers: What’s for Lunch? Section); the extent to 

which the instructional unit engages the students and 

increases their interest in the subject matter; the extent 

to which the instructional program meets the needs of 

the users; and the extent to which the instructional 

program is usable and marketable to schools and 

school districts. 

In an effort to curb the diminishing levels of 

civics education in our school systems the iCivics 

program seeks to develop educational games and 

materials.  Furthermore, the level of offerings from 

iCivics in this content area is high. Evaluating the 

effectiveness of this educational game was determined 

to also be beneficial to the development of more 

games across the full spectrum of civics and 

government education. 

In addition, the evaluation was designed to 

identify modifications to improve the Balance of 

Power game’s effectiveness and to refine the 

accompanying curriculum. The value of an 

educational game is often dependent on its perceived 

role and effectiveness within existing school agendas. 

Additionally, teachers are often too busy to do this 

type of assessment, and would not be likely to attempt 

to convince their school or district to implement the 

curriculum without sound evaluative evidence. 

 

Method 

Participants 

A social studies teacher agreed to have one 

eighth-grade middle school class participate in the 

field test of the Balance of Power program.  The 

school is a public middle school in a large 

southwestern suburban area.  There were 28 student 

participants: 16 male and 12 female, ranging from ages 

12-15.  Participants were already students in the social 

studies class in which the teacher agreed to participate 

in the study. 

Materials 

The Balance of Power (currently renamed 

Branches of Power) game was designed by Filament 

Games (n.d.), a production studio that specializes in 

educational gaming, specifically for the iCivics 

project.  iCivics’s Balance of Power game is designed 
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to help students understand the process of making a 

law and the role of the three branches of government.

Additionally, students learn how each branch is 

necessary to balance each other. Students can choose 

from multiple social issues and walk the issue through 

a town hall, a press conference, a congressional 

meeting and a presidential approval process 

depending upon the branch of government they are 

exploring.  The game emphasizes the need to balance 

the three branches and receive approval from all three 

before a bill can become a law.  One interesting 

feature is the ability for players to sign a bill by 

controlling a pen with their mouse as if they were 

actually signing paper, albeit in this instance it is an 

electronic representation of a bill.  

The pre-game lesson walks the students 

through creating a healthier lunch menu by dividing 

the class into three “committees” to vote and veto the 

lunch selection within given guidelines.   There are 5 

rounds to the in-class activity.   

In Round 1, students act in the role of the 

executive branch as “lead chefs” and decide the 

menu options.  In Round 2, students act in the role 

of the legislative branch as “writers” and choose 

what specific food will be served, using the 

executive branch’s categories to guide them.  In 

Round 3, students again play “lead chefs” and 

decide whether to sign or veto the new menu.  In 

Round 4, students again act as the “writers” and, if 

necessary, try to override a veto.   In Round 5, the 

students are “judges” and evaluate whether the 

menu meets guidelines for healthiness (Our 

Courts, n.d). 

The post-lesson reinforces the role that 

citizens play in the process of sponsoring a bill 

through direct instruction regarding the three 

branches of government. The combined pre-game 

lesson, game play, and post-game lesson are 

planned to take four class days. The Balance of 

Power instructional unit includes handouts, 

overheads, a PowerPoint presentation, answer 

keys, and lesson plan. 

Procedures 

A one-group pretest, posttest 1, posttest 2, 

mixed-method evaluation design (see Table 1) was 

used in the evaluation of the Balance of Power 

instructional unit.  In order to measure the 

effectiveness of the program, attitudinal survey 

instruments were administered to program 

participants and their teacher. The survey 

instruments were designed in conjunction with the 

stakeholders and validated by content reviewers. 

Additionally, a pretest and posttest were 

administered during the field-testing of the 

instructional program. The pretest and posttests 

were developed by the evaluators and reviewed by 

content experts for validity and reliability.  

Revisions to several questions were made based on 

suggestions from the expert reviewers.  

Furthermore, the field test allowed the evaluators to 

observe the implementation of the unit. 

The lesson took place in a classroom 

setting, while game play took place in a school 

computer lab. The students accessed the Balance of 

Power game through the Our Courts website 

(currently renamed iCivics). The Balance of Power 

instructional package was designed to be deployed 

across four-one hour class periods. The schedule for 

the participating class consisted of 40-minute class 

periods.  Prior to day one of the field test, a 12-item 

pretest consisting of questions about the Executive, 

Judicial, and Legislative branches of the government 

was administered to students.   During the field test, 

the teacher followed the What’s for Lunch? lesson 

plan on day one (Figure 1). 

Days two and three of the field test 

consisted of students playing the Balance of Power 

game in the school’s computer lab (Figure 2). When 

playing the game, participants are first presented 

with the main screen after launching the flash-based 

Balance of Power game. The options presented on 

the main screen are beginner, regular, and credits 

(see Figure 1). Beginner mode allows participants to 

play a shorter, more focused round of the game 

before progressing towards the regular level. 

Table 1         

Evaluation Design Matrix (time series)     

Pretest Pre-Game  

Lesson & Game 

Play 

Posttest 1 Post-Game  

Lesson 

Posttest 2 

O1 X1 O2 X2 O3 

Note. O =  assessment, X =  treatment.   
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Additionally, the beginner level has all the 

instructions on game play and controls. Once the 

player is comfortable with the concepts, they can 

play the regular mode that allows for a full game, 

complete with numerous “issues” they must address 

in order to send a bill through the creation process. 

Players must also uphold a bill by taking on the role 

of the Judicial Branch. Furthermore, players are able 

to experience the role of all three branches and gain 

insight into how each contributes to the process.  

Subsequently, the posttest was administered after all 

students played the game on day three.  

Day four concluded the schedule with a 

follow-up, post-game lesson. Students were then 

administered a second 12-item posttest, as well as the 

attitudinal survey. The evaluators conducted 

interviews with students (n = 2) on day four. 

Instruments 

 The pretest and posttests were developed by the 

evaluation team in collaboration with the iCivics project 

team.  The twelve multiple-choice questions were taken 

directly from the Balance of Power game and were 

divided into four categories.  The questions referenced 

the Executive Branch, the Judicial Branch, the 

Legislative Branch, and general questions regarding all 

three branches.  The questions were reworded and 

reorganized on each of the three versions of the tests.  

An example of a test item is:  

A bill that makes citizens unhappy might be 

a. Sponsored 

b. Proposed 

c. Passed 

d. Vetoed 

 The teacher and student attitude surveys were 

developed by the evaluation team and reviewed by 

content experts.  The Likert-type questions were 

designed to measure participants’ overall opinions of 

both the game play and the lesson plan and activities 

and included six choices from “strongly disagree” to 

“strongly agree” without the choice of “neutral” or “N/

A”. The student survey consisted of an attitudinal 

instrument with eight demographic and background 

items, sixteen Likert-type items, and five open-ended 

and list items designed to elicit the students’ feelings 

and perceptions of the Balance of Power lesson plan 

and the educational computer-based game. Using a 

scale of Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree, students 

were asked, for example, to rate their opinions on such 

items as: “I liked learning about this subject by playing 

a game,” “I feel the game was easy to play,” and “I 

intend to play this game at home.” Students were also 

asked several open-ended questions, enabling them to 

             
Figure 1:  What’s for Lunch? lesson plan instructions (image courtesy of iCivics) 
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describe any problems they had playing the game, 

what they felt was the most important thing they 

learned, what they liked most and least, and how they 

would improve the game. Demographic information 

was also collected, although the individual participant 

was not asked to self-identify. The teacher was asked 

to respond to similar items, though related to her 

experience with both the game and the lesson plan 

materials, such as: “I feel the lesson plan was 

appropriate for the grade level I teach,” “I feel the 

content is challenging for the students,” and “I feel the 

game was well designed.” 

 Though not many students were able to 

participate, teacher and student interview protocols 

were created with the intention of collecting follow-up 

attitudinal data and open-ended responses regarding 

game play and the What’s For Lunch? lesson plan.  

Questions for the students included, for example: “Do 

you feel like the game helped you learn more about the 

three branches of government,” followed by, “What 

did you learn.” 

Results 

The following are the results of the 

evaluation of the field test of the Balance of Power 

game and lesson plan curriculum. The results for the 

mean performance scores are summarized in Table 2. 

Additionally, for all tests and attitude surveys 

can be found within this section. Results are 

separated by section: pre- and posttests, student 

attitudes, game play, and teacher attitudes.  There 

was an increase in the mean score from pretest (5.10) 

to posttest 1 (6.90) (with an increase of 1.8, n = 20) 

and pretest to posttest 2 (7.80) (increase of 2.4, n = 

20). 

Pre and Posttests 

The pretest and posttest (1 and 2) results 

were based on responses from 20 students, as eight 

of the students did not complete all three tests. The 

pretest was administered prior to day one, before the 

implementation of the “What’s for Lunch?” pre- 

game lesson plan that accompanies the Balance of 

Power instructional package. The results for the 

pretest are shown in Table 2. The mean percentage 

for the entire pre-test was 43%. Additionally, the 

twelve questions were broken down into the four 

topic categories, three questions per category, as 

illustrated in Table 2, for a total possible score of 12. 

 

The first posttest was administered after 

game play on day three of the instructional module. 

The results of this posttest showed a slight 

improvement in students’ scores over those on the 

pretest, a mean score increase of 1.8 points. In this 

first posttest there was a marked improvement in 

Figure 2: Title Screen to Branches (formerly Balance) of Power Game (image courtesy of Filament 

Games) 
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performance on both the Category 2 / Legislative 

Branch (+ 23%) and Category 4 / All Three Branches 

(+18%) questions.  

Posttest 2 was administered after completion 

of the follow-on, post-game lesson and review, on day 

four of the instructional module. The results of this 

test show a mean score percentage of 63%. On this 

second posttest, too, there was improvement on the 

overall scores, and specifically in the Category 2 / 

Legislative Branch (+10%) and 3 / Judicial Branch 

(+9%) questions. An increase of 1% was seen on the 

Category 1 / Executive Branch questions and no 

change was evident for the Category 4 / All Three 

Branches questions. Additionally, there was a 0.6-

point increase from posttest 1 to posttest 2, indicating 

a slight improvement scores overall. This result 

should perhaps be viewed with some caution, as seven 

students’ scores (35%, n = 20) decreased from 

posttest 1 to posttest 2.  

Student Attitudes 

The student survey, as a reminder, consisted 

of eight demographic and background items, sixteen 

Likert-type items, and five open-ended and list items. 

Twenty-eight students completed the attitudinal 

surveys, 16 males (57.1%) and 12 females (42.9%).  

Distribution of ages ranged between 12 and 15 years 

of age (Mean age = 13.75).  A summary of the 

students’ attitudinal responses can be seen in Table 3. 

As can be seen in Table 3, regarding 

student’s experience with video games, 

interestingly, the results show a wide variation in 

frequency of game play. The majority of the 28 

students indicated that they seldom (50%) or 

never (21.4%) play games, as opposed to students 

who indicated that they play games from 2-5 

times per week (17.9%), or once a week, daily (1-

2 hours) or daily (2+ hours) (each 3.6%). 

With regard to their perceived learning, an 

important positive finding is that most (about 77%) 

of the students also somewhat agreed, agreed or 

strongly agreed with the statement, “I feel I have a 

better understanding of how the government works 

after playing the game.” 

Students’ responses indicated that they 

generally enjoyed learning through the game. Most 

(about 84%) somewhat agreed, agreed or strongly 

agreed that they liked learning about this subject by 

playing a game; similarly about 85% somewhat 

agreed, agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, 

“I enjoyed playing the game.”  

Students’ responses were somewhat less 

positive about some aspects of the game and 

curriculum. For example, when asked if they would 

recommend the Balance of Power game to their 

friends, about half (48%) somewhat agreed or 

agreed. However, about 71% did indicate they 

somewhat agreed, agreed or strongly agreed with the 

statement, “The game helped me learn about issues I 

care about.” 

The series of open-ended questions at the end 

of the student survey gave the students the opportunity 

to describe any problems they experienced during game 

play, discuss what they liked and did not like about the 

game, and to recommend any changes. In response to 

questions regarding any problems experienced during 

game play, students indicated that the main problem 

was related to technical issues.  Fifteen students 

reported having the game “freeze”, or about other 

technical difficulties during play, while two reported 

problems moving their avatar. Eight students reported 
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  n Yes No         

Do you have regular access to a computer outside 

of school? 

(28) 82.1 17.9         

Did you ever use the help menu during game play? (27) 18.5 81.5         

At any time, were you confused or "stuck" while 

playing the Balance of Power game? 

(27) 70.4 29.6         

  n Never Seldom Once A 

Week 

2-5 

Times A 

Week 

Daily (1

-2 hrs) 

Daily (2 

+ hrs) 

How often do you play video games? (28) 21.4 50 3.6 17.9 3.6 3.6 

How often do you use a computer to complete 

homework? 

(27) 33.3 48.1 7.4 7.4 3.7   

  n Strong-

ly Disa-

gree 

Disa-

gree 

Some-

what 

Disa-

gree 

Some-

what 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

I liked learning about this subject by playing a 

game. 

(26)   7.7 7.7 30.8 42.3 11.5 

I feel that the game was easy to play. (27) 3.7 7.4 7.4 29.6 33.3 18.5 

I feel the game instructions were clear. (27) 3.7 7.4 25.9 18.5 22.2 22.2 

I enjoyed playing the game. (27) 3.7 3.7 7.4 44.4 25.9 14.8 

I feel I have a better understanding of how the 

government works after playing the game. 

(27) 7.4 7.4 7.4 14.8 29.6 33.3 

I intend to play this game at home. (27) 18.5 18.5 14.8 33.3 11.1 3.7 

I feel the game's subject was appropriate for my 

grade level. 

(27) 3.7 7.4 14.8 40.7 22.2 11.1 

I intend to try other games on the Our Court's 

website. 

(27) 18.5 18.5 22.2 22.2 18.5   

I feel there should be more games similar to the 

Balance of Power game. 

(27) 11.1 3.7 22.2 18.5 25.9 18.5 

I feel the game was at the right level of challenge 

to play. 

(27) 7.4 14.8 14.8 33.3 29.6   

I would recommend this game to my friends. (27) 11.1 18.5 22.2 22.2 25.9   

My interest in this subject has increased since 

playing the Balance of Power game. 

(28) 7.4 18.5 22.2 25.9 14.8 11.1 

Table 3 
Student Attitude Survey Reponses as Percentage of Students by Item  
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being confused about the game or game play. One 

student reported that they felt the game was too easy 

and one thought the town hall questions were too easy. 

Another student indicated the game had too many rules. 

When asked what they would improve about 

the game, seven students indicated that they would add 

more characters and game options, four would add more 

action to the game play, four would change the town 

hall questions by increasing the difficulty level, three 

would make the overall game more challenging or 

difficult, two would shrink the game stage area, one 

would fix the technical difficulties, one would allow the 

user to choose the qualities of the branches, one would 

add more instructions, one would make the help bar 

more helpful, one would keep the user from writing out 

the laws, and two students wouldn’t change anything 

about the game. 

When asked what they liked most, several 

students (18%, n = 28) indicated that they liked 

signing the bill the most out of the game play, four 

liked the town hall meetings, four liked being able to 

choose the topics for bills, three liked going through 

the bill-making process, two liked being able to 

explore with the avatar, two liked the complete 

control the user had over the process, one liked the 

level of challenge, one liked the entertainment value, 

one liked the characters, and one enjoyed exploring 

the three branches of government. 

When asked what they liked least about the 

game, four students mentioned the town hall 

questions (too easy or obvious), three students 

thought the game was confusing, two disliked the 

lack of action/violence, one did not like the 

characters, one disliked the technical issues, one 

mentioned the repetitive nature of the game play, 

one the Judicial Branch’s role in the game play, one 

the difficulties in the actual signing of the bill, and 

two students indicated that they didn’t like or didn’t 

understand the game. 

Forty-six percent of the students (n = 28) 

indicated that they learned about the three branches of 

government from the Balance of Power game play, 

while five indicated they learned about making a law, 

four learned about the government as a whole, one 

student learned that the issues involved everyone, one 

learned about decision making, two learned about the 

game itself, and two students reported learning 

nothing. 

Teacher Attitudes 

The eighth-grade social studies teacher who 

agreed to field test the Balance of Power instructional 

game agreed or strongly agreed, to all of the questions 

on the survey. This may indicate that the teacher’s 

perceived value of the Balance of Power game and 

educational games, as a whole, was very high. The 

teacher made several suggestions regarding the 

improvement of the game and lesson plans, focusing 

mostly on the accompanying lesson plans. The 

  n Strong-

ly Disa-

gree 

Disa-

gree 

Some-

what 

Disa-

gree 

Some-

what 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

I would rather learn from a game than from a text-

book and worksheets. 

(27) 10.7 3.6 10.7 3.6 17.9 53.6 

The game instructions were useful to me. (27) 3.7 14.8 11.1 33.3 22.2 14.8 

I intend to play this game again in my free time. (27) 18.5 18.5 14.8 33.3 11.1 3.7 

The game helped me learn about issues I care 

about. 

(28) 10.7 7.1 10.7 32.1 21.4 17.9 

  n Begin-

ner 

Regular Both       

What level(s) did you play? (27) 7.4 33.3 59.3       

 Note. Numbers for response items are percent-

ages. n above is the number of students responding 

per item (of 28) 

           

Table 3 (continued) 
Student Attitude Survey Reponses as Percentage of Students by Item  
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suggestions specific to the game focused on both the 

technical issues that the students experienced (i.e. the 

freezing screens), and restricting the freedom of 

movement of the avatars. Additionally, the teacher 

indicated that she felt the students were very engaged, 

both in the game play and in the idea of playing an 

educational game. This teacher made specific 

suggestions regarding the improvement of the 

“What’s for Lunch?” pre-game lesson plan, including 

the creation of a time chart and the revision of the 

PowerPoint presentation to match the accompanying 

student handouts. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this evaluation was to gain an 

understanding of the effectiveness of the Balance of 

Power game and curriculum Additionally, the results 

can be used to further develop this and other games.  

The results on the pretest and two posttests, 

as well as those on the student and teacher attitudinal 

surveys, indicate that the instructional unit as a whole 

meets the intended instructional goals. An increase in 

test means was evident between the pretest and both 

posttests, specifically showing improvements in all 

areas. Moreover, the category dealing with 

information on all three branches of government 

showed the greatest increase in student scores.  

Although a determination of the cause for a high 

number of decreased scores cannot be ascertained, it 

should be considered, as evidenced by the survey and 

observation data, that some students may have 

become confused with the extraneous information 

presented in the follow-on lesson plan.  The overall 

scores were lower than anticipated and could be a 

result of the very abbreviated time frame of the field 

trial.   They are, however, in line with the 2010 NAEP 

findings that seventy-two percent of eighth graders 

performed at or below Basic level of civics 

knowledge.  The Basic level is defined as: 

Eighth-grade students performing at the 

Basic level should have some under-

standing of competing ideas about purposes 

of government, and they should be able to 

describe advantages of limited government. 

They should be able to define what is meant 

by government, constitution, the rule of law, 

and politics. These students should be able 

to identify fundamental principles and 

values of American democracy, such as 

federalism, the separation of powers, checks 

and balances, government by the consent of 

the governed, and individual rights. They 

should understand that the Declaration of 

Independence and the U.S. Constitution, 

including the Bill of Rights and other 

amendments, are sources of these ideas. 

These students should be able to explain 

why it is important that citizens share the 

values and principles expressed in the 

nation’s core documents, and they should 

under-stand functions of elections, political 

parties, and interest groups in a democratic 

society. They should know that American 

citizenship is attained by birth or through 

naturalization. They should be able to 

identify personal, political, and economic 

rights of Americans and should understand 

the responsibilities that these rights imply. 

Finally, these students should be able to 

describe purposes of international 

organizations to which the United States 

belongs (National Center for Education 

Statistics [NCES], 2011, p.28).  

Results of the student attitude surveys 

indicated that the students felt they learned new 

information regarding how the three branches of 

government worked and the role citizens play in 

government processes. The teacher and the students 

both indicated that the Balance of Power game 

engaged the students and increased their interest in the 

subject matter, particularly in reference to the issues 

of children’s rights. The observations of the 

evaluators also support these assertions. However, 

responses on both the student and teacher surveys also 

indicate that the level of engagement was much lower 

during both the pre- and post-game lessons. Whether 

this was due to the shorter class periods or due to the 

material, is difficult to determine. The evaluators also 

noticed that the student engagement during the 

“What’s for Lunch?” lesson plan was very low, 

stemming from apparent confusion about the 

procedure as well as the perceived disconnect between 

the lesson-plan material and the topic of the Three 

Branches of Government.  

Areas of perceived improvement for the 

instructional package include the reduction of 

technological problems unrelated to the game.  Revision 

of the What’s for Lunch? lesson plan is suggested. The 

suggestion from the teacher was to include a specific 

timeline and to increase the scaffolding of prior 

knowledge into the game play. Additionally, the game 

may benefit from minor revisions, such as including a 

larger character selection and removal of town hall 

questions that students perceive to be easy or silly. 

Game revisions may be necessary to increase student 

engagement; particularly the students who regularly 

play games are accustomed to choosing their avatar and 

personalizing their supporting what Gee 

(2005) states is a fundamental learning principle 

supported by learning through gaming: customization.

According to Alessi and Trollip (2001) it is all too often 

that instructional materials bypass comprehension for 

the sake of rote memorization of information or for the 

http://jaidpub.org/


The Journal of Applied Instructional Design   ∙   Volume 3   ∙    Issue 3              43  

 
successful attainment of skills.  While already engaging, 

by increasing student engagement still more, and 

refining the content of the Balance of Power game, it is 

likely that student comprehension will ultimately be 

increased.  With increased comprehension will come 

increased civics learning as defined by the Campaign 

for the Civic Mission of Schools (n.d.):  “Civics 

learning is the tool by which individuals living here 

become Americans, equipped with the knowledge, 

skills, and dispositions to participate in the life of their 

nation” (p. 15).   

Results on performance tests and attitudinal 

surveys indicate that the instructional program as a 

whole meets the needs of the users and could be 

marketable to schools and their respective districts. 

One possible drawback would be ensuring schools’ or 

ability to meet the technological 

requirements of game play. While this may be beyond 

the scope or purpose of the Balance of Power game, 

future researchers might consider focusing on 

engaging more of the female students, who indicate 

that they do not regularly play video games. Lastly, 

the inclusion of a computerized test and/or survey 

within the game itself may be beneficial to students 

and teachers, as well as for ease of future data 

collection. 

Due to the time constraints of completing 

the full instructional program in four 40-minute, 

rather than one-hour class periods, only two student 

interviews were conducted by these evaluators, with 

students chosen at random.  Had there been 

sufficient class time, the researchers had planned to 

interview a minimum of ten students in order to get a 

better understanding of their opinions and thought 

processes regarding the game and lesson plan. 

Overall, the interview responses indicate that 

students enjoyed the Balance of Power game and 

lesson plan. Additionally, students indicated  

few minor adjustments to the instructions and town 

hall questions would be useful. There was little 

dissatisfaction reported regarding the game and 

instructional module as a whole.   

Additional evaluations of game-based 

curriculum such as the Balance of Power game and 

lesson plan should include data on game-play 

behaviors and further exploration of the gaming 

experience level of the participants.  More thorough 

observation protocols and a think-aloud game play 

session would allow for better triangulation of the 

results as the participants share their thoughts as they 

move through game play. 

The time allocated for the teacher interview 

was pushed back due to scheduling conflicts in 

addition to the length of time needed to complete the 

instructional program. It was decided to forego the 

teacher interview to allow the full class periods to be 

utilized for instruction and other data collection. In 

the future, consideration should be given to 

modifying the current four-day plan to allow for 

further data collection and interview time. The 40-

minute class period was barely adequate for the 

teacher to instruct the curriculum and for students to 

complete the assessments.  Students and the teacher 

were unable to remain after the class period and had 

to quickly move on to the following class period. 

It is suggested that future evaluations might 

include a comparison group of students that would 

take both pretest and posttests, but will not be given 

the lesson plan nor play the game, in order to facilitate 

a more precise inferential statistical analysis of the 

program’s effectiveness. In the case of a pretest, 

posttest 1, posttest 2 design, the second posttest could 

be administered to the comparison group after a 

specified time, in relation to the administration of 

each posttest, to the treatment group, in order to retain 

between-group congruency. Further improvements to 

evaluations might include conducting a higher 

number of student and teacher interviews.  

The evaluators are also of the opinion that the 

game and content might be appropriate for field-

testing in a high-school setting. However, the lesson 

plan may then need to be modified to include current 

high-school-level civics instruction.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Balance of Power game 

and curriculum does well to facilitate students’ 

understanding of the three branches of government 

and the role each plays. The first step in increasing 

what Justice O’Connor (2008) calls civic engagement 

is to engage the students with the methods of learning 

the content, and the Balance of Power game does 

indeed engage students. Furthermore, it appears 

gain valuable insight into the process of 

passing a bill, and subsequently upholding that bill. 

The game was well received by students and teacher 

alike. Additionally, the evaluators posit that the value 

inherent in engaging and well-designed educational 

games, such as Balance of Power, is essential in 

teaching subjects that are fundamental to empowering 

children as citizens of democracy.  As a step forward 

in game-based learning, games such as Balance of 

Power engage students while providing real-world 

scenarios through which they can explore content and 

enjoy learning in the classroom.  
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Introduction 

Many approaches to instructional design engage 

users in imagining possibilities for themselves and a 

community’s view of the world in addition to showing 

or explaining that world to them (Thomas & Brown, 

2011); such approaches reflect the idea that “learning is 

a way of being in a social world, not a way of coming to 

know about it” (Hanks, 1991, p. 24). As a case in point, 

many videogames exemplify the idea that learning how 

to “be” a kind of person, or professional  (e.g., soldier, 

doctor, thief), accompanies how to “do” the range of 

skillful practices associated with a particular discipline 

(Gee, 2005). Such videogames invite players to engage 

but, moreover, they often recruit deeper involvement 

and concern.  

An open question revolving around educational 

videogames, however, is whether and how these novel 

design affordances inform the study and practice of 

instructional design. As the empirical and conceptual 

adequacy of game-based and game-infused instructional 

models evolve, this essay explores one set of emerging 

opportunities to expand formative assessment practices, 

particularly as players transition between and beyond 

educational videogames experiences. The following 

sections therefore consider information, evidence, and 

assessment with respect to educational videogames, 

attendant arguments for expanding assessment 

practices, one design that embodies these arguments, 

and implications of the work for instructional design. 

Information, Evidence, and Assessment 

Instructional designs increasingly generate rich 

information but whether and how these data are enlisted 

as evidence of learning and measures of knowing 

remain open challenges. Addressing this challenge, a 

widely adopted assessment strategy called evidence-

centered design (Mislevy & Riconscente, 2006) 
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“[O]ur knowledge about how to conduct inquiry hangs on the same thread 

from which dangle our best guesses about how the world is” (Laudan, 1996, p. 141). 
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underscores the importance of specifying conceptions 

of the very nature of knowledge in the targeted domain 

of an assessment. These conceptions are critical, in part, 

because philosophical, educational, and scientific 

traditions typically characterize the purpose and 

structure of knowledge differently and therefore locate 

evidence differently too. Moreover, conceptual 

distinctions likewise proliferate within any of these 

traditions. For example, research in education often 

characterizes three grand theories of knowledge (e.g., 

Case, 1996; Greeno, Collins, & Resnick, 1996). To 

ground this essay, I locate my exploration of the role of 

game-based assessment practices and the evidence it 

generates with respect to socio-cultural theory in 

education and its conceptions of the nature of 

knowledge. 

There are several reasons why a socio-cultural 

perspective is a valuable resource for understanding and 

enlisting new assessment practices in instructional 

design. Socio-cultural views of the nature of knowledge 

strongly resonate with the approaches to learning and 

literacies that underlie the design of many commercial 

videogames (Gee, 2003). Both typically account for not 

only the nature of knowledge that is central to evidence-

centered design but also the nature of being (e.g., 

Packer & Goicoechea, 2000). That is, knowing is an 

integral part of participation because it emerges 

through, and inevitably relates to, how and why one is 

involved (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Through this 

complementarity, socio-cultural views are also valuable 

because they expand what counts as assessment (Moss, 

Pullin, Gee, & Haertel, 2006). Taken together, the 

theoretical resonance and complementary approaches to 

design among videogames and socio-cultural theories 

open new possibilities for researching and practicing 

instructional design. 

Of course, assessing knowledge discretely is 

already complex and beset with challenges. Assessing it 

relative to the variable ways that educational 

videogames organize participation and the equally 

variable ways that individuals participate in and around 

educational videogames immediately runs the risk of 

simply complicating matters further. However, an 

assumption underlying new possibilities at the 

intersections of videogames and socio-cultural theory 

suggests the opposite. That is, the affordances of 

immersive environments, such as multi-user 

environments like SecondLife, videogames like World 

of Warcraft, and other forms of interactive digital 

media, not only enable instructional designers to 

address both the nature of knowledge and the nature of 

being, but, moreover, good instructional designs 

enlisting these technologies and perspectives arguably 

demand it (Gee, 2003). Said differently, these learning 

and teaching systems cannot engage players in learning 

and knowing unless they are also successful at 

involving them in the kinds of situations through which 

such knowledge has become and remains genuinely 

relevant.  

With respect to evidence and assessment, 

videogames may also begin to productively advance 

intractable debates among scientific and philosophical 

traditions and between cognitive and socio-cultural 

grand theories in education. Such incompatibility has 

arguably plagued a science of learning since 

Thorndike’s psychology of learning eclipsed Dewey’s 

philosophy of learning (Lagemann, 2002, p. xi), and 

remains manifest in century-old research on knowledge 

transfer. The combination of videogames and socio-

cultural theory provides new possibilities for rigorously 

examining not only a cognitive orientation towards 

what is in the head but also a socio-cultural orientation 

towards what the head is in (cf. Cole, 1996). With 

respect to assessment, one implication of these 

possibilities is a more robust consideration of how 

people transition from one situation to another rather 

than how knowledge transfers from one task into 

another. By re-solving how learning serves learners, 

educational videogames may serve a mutual re-

alignment between particular assessment practices, 

general principles about information and evidence, and 

enduring theoretical tensions in instructional design. 

The following two sections develop and then embody 

an argument for expanded assessment practices, 

illustrating how designing for both the nature of 

knowledge and being can address, if not redress, the 

open challenges reviewed above.  

Crafting an Argument for Expanding Assessment 

Videogames often focus as much on learning 

how “to be” a particular kind of professional as they do 

on learning how “to do” the practices of a profession. 

They create opportunities to succeed (and sometimes 

fail) at what Gee (2005, ¶9) characterizes as “distributed 

authentic professionalism,” providing distributed 

experiences through which players engage the authentic 

skills of professionals. However, players are not only 

engaged, they can also be, in a sense, involved or 

concerned. In this way, playing is increasingly similar 

to participation with the authentic value systems and 

identities of professionals as well as their attendant 

modes of subjectivity (Wenger, 1998). These 

epistemological and ontological entailments enable true 

professionals to actually create their professions and not 

merely enact established routines.  Nevertheless, 

efforts to advance inspiring educational videogames in 

these ways less often strategize complementary 

assessment designs. Historically, validity arguments 

about the broader class of performance assessments 

reflected in this essay emphasize interplay among 

evidence and consequences. Messick (1994), for 
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example, underscores the importance of not only the 

knowledge, but also the forms of participation that 

reveal knowledge, as well as the kinds of situations that 

elicit it. Educational videogames offer powerful new 

affordances for relating performances and situations to 

knowledge and skills, and thereby supporting players in 

formatively understanding a profession. Therefore, the 

assessment argument is that educational videogames 

afford designers the ability to construct, embed, and 

integrate compelling transitions that illuminate how 

people link and separate participation across situations, 

both of which underlie opportunities to learn in and 

through game play. The twin qualities of doing science 

and being scientific, for example, require 

complementary and seamless design elements in order 

to assess players. To this end, the next section describes 

one science education environment in which knowing 

not only what students know about science but also 

what kinds of scientists they are becoming underlies 

assessment practices through considerations of people 

transitioning rather than knowledge transferring. 

Embodying an Assessment Argument 

In order to embody an assessment of 

distributed authentic professionalism, design must 

emphasize the performances that demonstrate 

understanding, the situations through which they 

emerged, and, importantly, transitions that illuminate 

how player enlist new situations to navigate subsequent 

performances. To this end, an educational videogame 

that serves as a science education curriculum 

incorporated assessment practices that embody these 

three inter-related emphases. The videogame-based unit 

is called The Taiga Fishkill Project. It is a three-

dimensional immersive environment organized around 

an elaborate narrative involving interactions with non-

player characters that inhabit the fictive world. Taiga 

recruits players into a story about its riverscape and the 

ecological problems occurring there (see Figure 1). 

 Students assume the role of field investigators for 

whom various science concepts like erosion become 

key tools for exploring problems and developing 

solutions. Specifically, each student works to determine 

the cause of a declining fish population and then, 

through a process of socio-scientific inquiry (Barb, 

Sadler, Heislit, Hickey, & Zuiker, 2007), to enlist 

principles and practices related to healthy water quality 

in order to broker a satisfactory resolution. They must 

recognize the competing interests of a logging 

company, a farming community, and a sport fishing 

camp as they develop recommendations that can 

Figure 1. Screenshots of The Taiga Fishkill Project educational videogame 
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balance the interdependent processes of aquatic habitats 

and various human activities connected to them (Barab 

et al., 2007). Specifically, a park ranger recruits players 

to investigate the problem; players then hike through 

the park in order to conduct and synthesize stakeholder 

interviews; next they intern with a lab technician in 

order to collect and analyze their own water samples; 

finally they return to the park ranger in order to share 

their results and recommendations. Together, these and 

other design elements of the Taiga curriculum enable 

students to do science and be scientific along a 

trajectory of participation that begins to approximate the 

idea of distributed authentic professionalism in 

commercial videogames. 

With respect to expanding assessment 

practices, Taiga also serves as a videogame design 

space for embodying the socio-cultural assessment 

argument for transitions. The assessment design 

leverages player progress from interviews and analysis 

to recommendations. Across the game, players 

encounter a series of transitions that organize 

complementary situations beyond Taiga. In these 

situations, doing science unfolds elsewhere but still in 

relation to the player’s involvement in the Taiga 

narrative. For example, a non-player character 

associated with the narrative reveals to the player that 

he is working to resolve water pollution in a riverside 

city. The situation organizes “doing” science with 

respect to contrasting cases (i.e., urban versus forested 

riverscapes). At the same time, the character justifies 

the revelation in terms of how the player is “being” 

scientific, citing the player’s choices and achievements 

in the game. This dual framing (i.e., doing and being) 

frames participation more expansively (cf. Engle, 2006) 

and induces presuppositions both about and beyond the 

Taiga problem. In other words, an instructional designer 

can frame these situational transitions with respect to 

how “being" a particular kind of professional informs 

ongoing efforts to “do” science beyond Taiga. In this 

way, transitions challenge players to transform practices 

as they also extend participation into new situations.  

These transitions organize productive 

assessment practices for multiple reasons. First, 

transitions generate useful feedback in relation to 

deeply situated forms of participation. Second, 

transitions remain embedded in a trajectory of 

participation that makes them not only useful but used 

because they support a concrete, particular, and ongoing 

inquiry experience. Moreover, the expansive framing is 

also formative because it engages players in imagining 

new possibilities for themselves and a professional view 

of the world in addition to providing feedback that 

explains that world to them. In contrast, simply taking a 

player out of a videogame and dropping him or her into 

an assessment context is not only uncommon but 

problematic for thinking “both beyond and about an 

immediate situation in more general terms” (Lave, 

1993, p. 13). As a first study of expanding assessment 

practices with educational videogames, the Taiga design 

enabled me to juxtapose conventional assessment 

practices with the new possibilities afforded by 

videogames. 

In a preliminary study of transitions, I 

considered how transitions that extend participation in 

the service of assessment compare to conventional 

quizzes that discretely bound learning and teaching 

practices from assessment practices (Zuiker, 2007). In 

this quasi-experimental study I specifically considered 

the same assessment questions enlisted in the service of 

contrasting assessment practices: transitions woven into 

Taiga game play and paper-and-pencil formative 

quizzes interleaving game play. In this way, the design 

enabled a discrete consideration of the relationship 

between the nature of knowing and being central to 

educational videogames and socio-cultural theory.  

The results of this comparison were promising, 

but counterintuitive. To begin, I conducted a customary 

analysis of variance. It revealed no statistically 

significant differences, but this is not surprising given 

that the intervention in this study was modest. That is, 

the contrasting assessment practices in each condition 

constituted 20 minutes of a 600-minute curriculum, or 

about 3% of instructional time. Given these relative 

proportions, statistically significant gains would 

probably justify critique of the broader curriculum, 

rather than support for a relatively small intervention. 

At the same time, the nature of assessment suggests that 

the intervention should never amount to more than a 

relatively small proportion of instructional design. 

Research on the formative and summative purposes of 

assessment suggests that, while assessment matters, 

how assessment is enlisted matters more. This point 

characterizes a paradox attendant to the assessment 

argument presented above. That is, relatively small 

interventions such as transitions can reasonably be 

assumed to generate a cumulative effect over time; 

given this assumption, their ongoing use in instructional 

designs amounts to a cumulative process that would, 

over longer periods of accumulating influence, produce 

statistically significant results, which might not be 

detected over shorter periods. Abelson (1985) framed 

this problem as the variance explanation paradox and 

notes that it is the processes under which variables 

operate in the real world that matter, precisely the 

processes that videogames enable researchers and 

practitioners to design for.  

In order to navigate the variation explanation 

paradox, Abelson (1985) recommends examining effect 

sizes. As I report (Zuiker, 2007), the relative effect size 

between conditions consistently favored transitions 
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embedded in game play over paper-and-pencil quizzes 

for three different separate learning measures. Taken 

together, the findings from this study are 

counterintuitive because a customary analysis of 

variance that initially appears conclusive may actually 

obscure more than it reveals, and promising because the 

relative effect sizes support the hypothesis that 

transitions constitute a cumulative process that, over 

time, yields statistically significant results.  

Conclusion 

This essay is not intended to be a conclusive 

argument, but rather suggestive of the broader 

opportunities at the intersections of assessment, 

videogames, and instructional design. The study 

presented above provides a means of supporting 

productive participation beyond the deeply situated 

contexts in which meaning emerges during education 

videogames. However, an enduring challenge for the 

study and practice of instructional design is to 

communicate both the explanatory value and the 

practical force of designs such as the idea of transitions, 

and to do so regardless of the technologies, media or 

even the theoretical framework. With respect to 

explanatory value, without meaningful evidence, 

productive communication among stakeholders may not 

be possible, underscoring mutual interest in expanding 

assessment practices that account for increasingly 

complex and robust learning and teaching systems such 

as videogames. With respect to its practical force, 

productive instruction must challenge learners to 

expand beyond one level of activity by including more 

than one level of understanding, which transitions 

organize as part of ongoing game play. For these two 

reasons, the idea of assessment transitions engineered 

through the design of educational videogames can 

contribute to a more coherent and equitable system of 

opportunities to learn and serve a systemic agenda to 

understand and improve education. 
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For the Love of Instructional Design: An Essay 

Book Review: 

example, Les did a great job developing a program for 

social workers about removing abused children from 

bad homes. He got some nice pats on the back, which 

was nice, but in the end, who really cared about how 

good a job he did in the design?  What he cared most 

about was helping a child who needed to be moved 

somewhere safe. Even though that one project stands 

out as special, a wise colleague once told us, the 

projects we create should almost be invisible and what 

we should strive for was not recognition but effect. 

We have also come to realize, despite all the 

accolades and recognition we accrue, the reality is that, 

at best, our knowledge of instructional design and what 

works is like a grain of sand on a huge beach. This 

frankly humbles us, and also motivates us to keep 

learning more about our field all the time. In other 

words, we fuel our love of the field by seeking out 

opportunities to be immersed in it. 

Returning to our students, we realize they all 

have outside lives and responsibilities, and there is 

nothing wrong with an external reward as a motivation 

for pursuing a gradate degree. What troubles us is the 

nagging feeling that rewards are not enough to make a 

great instructional designer or educator. Love is 

intrinsic – it is that internally fueled passion to do more 

than is required because we simply want to, not because 

we must. Let us go way out on a limb here, and suggest 

that a degree without love creates a meaningless 

designer, one who simply gets the degree but never puts 

it into full practice. This is a disservice not only to the 

field, but to all those learners who encounter that 

designer’s work as well. 

to our learners to provide them with the best 

education possible; so they, in turn, can provide the best 

learning opportunities to their learners.  We say this not 

because it’s our job, but because we can make a positive 

and lasting difference in the lives of others.  If we truly 

love our work, how could we do less than our best? 

Yet we encounter graduate students who seem 

focused on course requirements, and claim to love the 

Typically, most essays are written with a point of 

view, a statement or a stance.  This might be rather 

different or unique in that it is a question that has 

bothered us, and many others, for a few years and 

maybe, through the accompanied blog, we all can work 

towards an answer. 

Those of us who have stumbled into the field of 

instructional design hopefully have fallen in love with 

it. In that case, you probably liked the systematic 

nature, the sense of making order out of chaos and yet it 

was a place where creativity and logic reigned supreme. 

You may also like it because it is both scientific and 

artistic – based in research but practiced in creative 

ways. Mostly you like it because it works; when done 

right, the process helps solve problems and produce 

some of the most superior learning possible. 

Instructional design is only limited by the knowledge 

and skill of the designer.  

Both of us have spent the majority of our shared 

four decades in academe teaching graduate level 

courses. Our students made a true choice to attend 

graduate school – it was a much less obvious decision 

than their pursuit of an undergraduate degree. To the 

majority of graduate students it costs not only money 

but also no small amount of commitment and sacrifice. 

Yet over and over again, in the classes we teach and in 

conversations with multiple colleagues at a variety of 

institutions, we find that too many student do only the 

required reading, and are not bringing into assignments 

or discussion the rich amount of material on the field 

that one would hope they would want to devour for the 

love of instructional design. Why is that and more 

importantly, how do we stoke the desire of students to 

not merely meet requirements but to fall in love with 

the field as we have?  It is ironic, that many students 

profess a strong support for constructivism or 

connectivism yet rarely practice those ideas. 

When we first started working in the field, we 

cared mostly about doing a good job.  Soon we realized 

that effort meant little compared to the outcomes.  For 

“Science is 1% inspiration and 99% perspiration.” 
—Albert Einstein 
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field yet will do only what is minimally necessary to 

pass the course before them. Worse still, there are those 

who seem to believe that their effort to meet those 

minimal requirements is what makes them “excellent” 

designers or educators. This is not indicative of love – 

the student is not compelled by deep-seated desire to do 

more than is needed. If you truly love something, would 

you not want to be with it all the time for the sake of 

itself?  

The real concern we are attempting to express is 

a lack of commitment to the profession. How will the 

field mature and grow with the advent of new 

knowledge and more powerful tools if so few 

practitioners exist that are willing to devote themselves 

to that which they claim to love? The purpose of this 

essay is not to evoke excuses but to ask the question: 

how do we instill passion and commitment, dare we say 

love, for the field? We are opening the dialogue, and 

hope those of you reading this will engage with others, 

and us for the love of instructional design.  In sum, how 

has the culture of learning turned into a checklist? 

May you all have a happy and joyous New 

Year full of love, good health and lots of fun. 
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Learning Matters: The Transformation of U.S. Higher Education 

Book Review: 

Learning Matters confirms the continued 

importance of instructional designers in effecting 

positive change in U.S. higher education.  In order to 

bring about such change, the instructional design (ID) 

community must be prepared to tap into its rich, 

decades-grown theoretical and empirical knowledge 

bases.  The ID community, which has sometimes 

struggled to clearly identify itself, its aims and its 

methods (Wagner, 2011), must find a way to 

communicate the value it has to offer.   

Higher education is faced with enormous 

learning challenges, and in this environment, “almost 

every decision and step [taken] … in one way or 

another involves and affects pedagogical 

choices” (Leeds-Hurwitz & Hoff, 2012, p. 99). Diverse 

learners require diverse, responsive learning designs. 

Higher education systems are looking at ways to use 

technology to improve efficiencies, cut costs for 

students, expand learning opportunities, and cater to 

new audiences.  Who better to lead, in this 

unprecedented time of upheaval, than instructional 

designers?  

Instructional designers, like many in education, 

often tend to focus on narrow, specific problems of 

practice (as in, this module, these objectives, this 

prototype, that deadline, etc.). This book reinforces the 

notion that in addition to knowledge and skill related to 

design processes and models, professionals in all design 

fields need to possess understanding of the larger world 

(Bichelmeyer, Boling, & Gibbons, 2006, p. 42). Such 

understanding forms the lens that motivates, inspires, 

and grounds our design work. Expanding awareness of 

the larger, dynamic educational context is of paramount 

importance to ID professionals.   

In addition, improved understanding of the 

context in which we design allows us to not only design 

in the existing environment, but also to potentially 

effect change in it.  Pedagogical change in higher 

education is “convoluted, tentative, experimental, and 

inherently uncertain” (Leeds-Hurwitz & Hoff, 2012, p. 

10).  Deeper understanding of the context we work in 

helps us to better communicate with our colleagues, 

departments, and institutions.     

Learning Matters: The Transformation of U.S. 

Higher Education tells the story of pedagogical change 

in U.S. higher education. The authors explain how 

access, diversity, and new curricular needs have spurred 

innovation in scattered pockets of higher education 

since World War II.  The primary shift has been from a 

focus on teaching to a focus on learning.  

From the 17th century to the present, the United 

States has “transformed from a wilderness to a powerful 

nation” (Leeds-Hurwitz & Hoff, 2012, p. 8), with 

dramatic changes in the higher education student body 

and the subject matter they study.  Yet pedagogies of 

teaching often stay the same, with traditional emphases 

on lectures, discussions, and exams remaining 

prevalent, especially among faculty who believe what 

was good enough for them when they were students 

ought to suffice for today’s students.   

In the current U.S. higher education context, 

most students are “not male, not between the ages 18 

and 22, not right out of high school, not from the upper 

middle class, not unmarried and soon may not be 

White” (Leeds-Hurwitz & Hoff, 2012, p. 9,). Nor, argue 

the authors, should today’s learners be viewed as 

deficient. Rather, their unique backgrounds and cultures 

bring new strengths to the postsecondary classroom. 

Failures to build on these strengths and to respond to 

the needs of today’s learners are partly to blame for low 

rates of retention and completion.   

Pedagogical architectures must change to allow 

students to participate more fully in their own learning 

processes. Learning Matters presents a range of 

opportunities and examples for higher education 

stakeholders to effect impactful change.  In their 

conclusion, the authors call for the comprehensive 

embrace of the effective pedagogies (e.g., student-

centered, technology-rich, collaborative, 

interdisciplinary, open-ended, etc.) identified in the 

book. 

In the diffuse governance structure of higher 

education, where each institution operates in a kind of 

“organized anarchy,” change processes can be difficult 

to manage. Throughout Learning Matters, Leeds-

Hurwitz and Hoff note the inability of reformers to 

effectively communicate about promising pedagogical 

practices in the U.S. higher education context.   
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For decades, instructional design research has 

been exploring innovative, open-ended, student-directed 

learning arrangements. We are sitting on a goldmine of 

ID / pedagogical / technological resources that can 

directly shape the future of higher education, and higher 

ed seems truly ready to listen to what we have to offer. 

It’s our job now to figure out how to lead and to better 

communicate our collective knowledge and wisdom. 

Learning Matters can be read as a call for instructional 

designers in higher education to play their part in 

determining the new pedagogical architecture.   

Learning Matters contains 11 chapters and 4 

appendices spanning 309 pages.  
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Three Years of Serving a Diverse Community 

Our Readership: 

We are passionate about the design learning 

experiences and apparently we are not alone.   As we 

enter our fourth year as a journal, we cannot help but be 

amazed at your response.  Thank you for reading and 

thinking and dreaming with us about how we can all 

make our mark on the world through more effective 

instruction.    

As we have studied the the use of our website, 

www.jaidpub.org, for the past three years, we see many 

interesting things.   We would like to share just a few of 

them with you.   First, we will present some overview 

kinds of statistics that we derive from our Google 

Analytics reports of the site, then we will present some 

maps that show how diverse our readership is.     

We hope you find this interesting (we do)! 

Since our start in early 2011: 

 The JAID site has been visited over 11,000 times. 

 The JAID site has been visited by over 8,000 

unique users. 

 Approximately 10% of our visitors visit from 

mobile devices, and of those, over half are iPod 

users.  

 Our readers represent 2,266 unique cities and towns 

in 118 different countries. 

 Based on frequency of visits to our website, the top 

35 user cities are listed in the table to the right (in 

order of frequency of use, with Norfolk, VA U.S. 

representing the highest frequency).   

 The maps on the following page show where our 

readers live—their countries and their cities. 

City State/
Province 

Country 

Norfolk Virginia United States 

Tempe Arizona United States 

Atlanta Georgia United States 

Phoenix Arizona United States 

Washington DC United States 

Ankara Turkey 

Athens Georgia United States 

Denver Colorado United States 

Chicago Illinois United States 

Jakarta Indonesia 

Chesapeake Virginia United States 

Bloomington Indiana United States 

New York New York United States 

Edmonton Alberta Canada 

Kuala Lumpur Malaysia 

Jacksonville Florida United States 

San Diego California United States 

Provo Utah United States 

Seoul South Korea 

Houston Texas United States 

Bangkok Thailand 

Wheat Ridge Colorado United States 

San Antonio Texas United States 

Lower Hutt New Zealand 

Boston Massachussets United States 

Vermillion South Dakota United States 

Gloucester Massachussets United States 

Greenville North Carolina United States 

State College Pennsylvania United States 

Pelotas Brazil 

Philadelphia Pennsylvania United States 

Sydney Australia 

Calgary Alberta Canada 

Toronto Ontario Canada 
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JAID Readers by Nation  (The darker the color, the more readers from that country) 

From our Website Google Analytics Report: April 1, 2011 to December 31, 2013 

From our Website Google Analytics Report: April 1, 2011 to December 31, 2013 

JAID Readers by City/Town   (The larger and darker the bubble , the more readers from that city or town) 
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