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Introduction 
In thinking about patient experience 

design and working to expand usability meth-
odologies for healthcare, Meloncon (2017) 
concluded that current theoretical models of 
context are insufficient. Meloncon pointed to 
Rice (2012) who emphasized that context is 
complex, in constant motion, and not bounded 
as a self-contained situation. Rice presented 
context as an ecological network, which em-
phasizes the give-and-take and relationships 
between people, events, texts, and contexts of 
use.  

In 1997, Tessmer and Richey pub-
lished The Role of Context in Learning and 
Instructional Design. According to Google 
Scholar the article has been cited over 300 
times. Tessmer and Richey saw a need for a 
comprehensive view of contextual analysis in 
instructional design (ID). Their extensive theo-
retical model of context for ID included a con-
ceptual model, an analysis model, and contex-

tual examples and issues. Tessmer and Rich-
ey’s approach aligns well with Rice’s ecologi-
cal model where context is negotiated as a net-
work. 

While the literature has scaled context 
as large and complex, Meloncon (2017) has 
called for scaling back the size of context to 
localized contexts of use. A localized context 
of use emphasizes specific moments of use 
where context is scaled back to what is needed 
in a situation or moment. 

Our initial goal was to define context 
for ID. As we present, this was no easy task 
and ultimately led us down a road to synthe-
size what is a localized context of use for ID. 
Consequently, the purpose of our manuscript 
is to probe what a localized context of use 
means for the practice of ID and of environ-
ments in which learning occurs. Specifically, 
we look at the evolution of context in design, 
summarize Tessmer and Richey’s contextual 
approach to instruction, review context in ID 
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since 1997, present our localized context of 
use through the actions of a learner and a de-
signer, provide applications for practice, and 
implications for further research. Exploring 
context ultimately resulted in our decision that 
as it relates to a learner’s context and an in-
structional designer’s context, we side with a 
localized context of use.     

 
The Evolution of Context in Design 

Tessmer and Richey (1997) framed 
their discussion of the evolution of context 
using Stokol’s (1990) three philosophical 
views of people environment relations reflect-
ed in scientific literature: (a) minimalist per-
spective, (b) instrumental perspective, and (c) 
spiritual perspective. We find alignment with 
the evolution of these philosophical views and 
three learning theories/perspectives in instruc-
tional design; behaviorism, cognitivism and 
constructivism. We therefore illustrate a brief 
history of context within the instructional de-
sign perspective; aligned with these three 
learning theories/perspectives.  

 
The Minimalist View/Behaviorism  

The minimalist view, the belief that 
context played a minimal role in environmen-
tal design supported designers adopting a neu-
tral environment stance. Prevalent in the 1960s 
and 1970s (Stokol, 1990), this view aligns 
with the dominant instructional design learn-
ing theory for this time period, behaviorism. 
Behaviorism, developed by psychologists us-
ing the results of animal experiments to devel-
op theories of human learning, focuses on ob-
serving learner behavior. The premise of be-
haviorism is to teach people how to do some-
thing with rewards and punishments. The in-
structor determines what the learner already 
knows, selects appropriate goals for the learn-
er, provides prompts to guide them toward the 
desired behaviors and arranges reinforcers for 
those desired behaviors (Robinson, Molenda, 
& Rezabek, 2008). B.F. Skinner, considered 
the father of behaviorism attempted to apply 
operant conditioning to academic learning 
through programmed instruction that applied 
the principles of presenting stimuli, providing 
an opportunity for learner responses and fol-
lowing the responses with reinforcers. The key 
to behaviorism is the use of careful controls of 
contingencies among stimuli, responses and 
consequences (Robinson et al., 2008). The 
combined focus on learner external behavior 

and these identified contingencies exemplifies 
the absence of context in ID. Guided by early 
instructional system design (ISD) models, in-
structional designers designed neutral instruc-
tion driven by a belief that early ISD models 
could be used to design all types of instruc-
tion. With a shifting focus in people/
environmental studies in the late 1960s and 
1970s (Stokol, 1990), there was a rejection in 
the minimalist perspective. This once again 
aligns with the instructional design field with 
the cognitive perspective gaining dominance. 

  
The Instrumental View/Cognitivism  

The 1980s ushered in a rediscovery of 
the impact of context (Anderson, Reder, & 
Simon, 1996).  The instrumental view, emerg-
ing during this period argued that the physical 
environment was a means for achieving im-
portant behavioral and economic goals. Here 
we see the significance of context emerging in 
response to corporations realizing that their 
facilities have an effect on individual perfor-
mance and productivity (Stokol, 1990). As 
such, analyses of people and environment rela-
tions became the norm. 

Cognitive theory, the label used for a 
variety of theories in psychology, simultane-
ously emerged in the late 1960s and was prev-
alent through the 1980s (Robinson et al., 
2008). Cognitive theory challenged the behav-
ioral view of merely observing learner behav-
ior and performance while ignoring the mental 
conditions associated with learning.  Addition-
ally, responding to the emerging influence of 
computer science and information technology, 
cognitivism explored concepts similar to com-
puters, including learner working memory, 
long-term memory and thought processes to 
manipulate mental representations and ideas. 
Gestalt theories, often thought of as a forerun-
ner to cognitivism (Richey, Klein, & Tracey, 

2011, p.6), illustrated that an understanding of 
human psychology must incorporate human 
thoughts and feelings in an attempt to under-
stand the human experiences of insight, crea-
tivity, and morality (Robinson et al., 2008). 
We begin to see how context viewed as neutral 
in the 1960s and 1970s is emerging as an im-
portant consideration in the 1980s and 1990s 
in learning theories resulting in a more holistic 
approach in instructional design. A goal of in-
struction was to activate a learner’s thought 
process in order to alter mental schema or the 
internal mental processes used to learn. An 
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example was an emphasis on message design 
which is based on visual perception. Instruc-
tional designers designed messages for the 
brain to perceive and learn from the specific 
message. Another example was Gagne’s Nine 
Events of Instruction. The nine events are a 
guide to designing lessons that provide an ac-
cepted sequence of mental steps to alter sche-
ma. A contrast to the instrumental and cogni-
tive learning theories was on the horizon how-
ever, emerging in the 1990s. The spiritual 
view and constructivism learning perspective 
further expanded the role of context in our 
field.    
 
The Spiritual View/ Constructivism  

The spiritual view suggests that the 
overall quality of environments is measured in 
terms of the richness of their psychological 
and sociocultural meanings. Rather than en-
couraging the development of standardized 
solutions to problems, the spiritual view of 
environment and behavior value customized, 
original design strategies responding to unique 
individual needs and identities.  

Although there is no one single con-
structivist theory, we illustrate one theory, so-
cial constructivism, created by social psy-
chologist Lev Vygotsky (1978). Social con-
structivism focuses on how learners construct 
their own meaning from new information, as 
they interact with reality and with other learn-
ers who bring different perspectives. As each 
learner is unique, constructivists aim to design 
customized active learning environments in-
corporating learner centered strategies and real
-world scenarios while promoting critical 
thinking. Because knowledge constructions do 
not necessarily bear a correspondence to exter-
nal reality, constructivists must continuously 
consider the external and internal context of 
the learner and the environment. An example 
is the design of problem-based learning activi-
ties where the problem is grounded in real 
world environments. Instructional designers 
looked to Merrill’s (2002) First Principles of 
Instruction, Jonassen’s (1997) problem-based 
learning design, and Willis’ (1995) R2D2 
model to guide problem-based learning activi-
ties.   

 
Context and Instructional Design - Tessmer 

and Richey  
As an often-cited article and as a sig-

nificant contribution to the ID process, we pro-

vide a summary of Tessmer and Richey’s 
(1997) contextual approach to instruction.    

Calling it a new design phase, Tessmer 
and Richey saw a need for a comprehensive 
explanation of contextual analysis in ID. Their 
comprehensive theoretical model of context 
for ID included a conceptual model, an analy-
sis model, and contextual examples and issues. 
Tessmer and Richey (1997) noted, “This com-
prehensive model should help readers concep-
tualize context, conduct a contextual analysis, 
utilize its information for instructional design, 
and identify future context research and devel-
opment directions,” (p. 86). Importantly, 
Tessmer and Richey made it clear that their 
comprehensive model did not cover context-
based instructional strategies like situated 
learning, cognitive apprenticeships, or prob-
lem-based learning. The model of context did 
show how instructional designers can maneu-
ver contextual elements to facilitate perfor-
mance and learning.   

Tessmer and Richey bounded their 
model of context by examining the elements 
of the learning system context, which they de-
scribed as the situational elements that impact 
both the acquisition and application of newly 
achieved knowledge, skills, or attitudes. As a 
result, their definition of context is, “a multi-
level body of factors in which learning and 
performance are embedded,” (p. 87). Tessmer 
and Richey proposed a three-part view of con-
text as it influences learning and performance: 
(a) the orienting context, (b) the instructional 
context, and (c) the transfer context. Each of 
these contexts has three organizational sub 
contexts – the learner, immediate environ-
ment, and organizational environment.  

The orienting context occurs before the 
learning event and includes factors that influ-
ence the learner’s motivation and cognitive 
preparation to learn. For example, a shop floor 
supervisor’s comments about an upcoming 
training session two weeks out can determine 
the level of motivation a line worker brings to 
the training session. To distinguish from the 
instructional context, Tessmer and Richey 
stressed that the orienting context preceded the 
motivation and recall of prior knowledge ac-
tivities.  

The instructional context is made up of 
the factors and environments that directly in-
volve the delivery of instruction. The bounda-
ries of the instructional context are clear as the 
borders are determined by when the program, 



5           www.jaid.pub   ∙   December 2019∙    

 
workshop, or multimedia lesson begins and 
when it ends. Related to a specific time period, 
the instructional context may include learner 
preparation activities completed days before a 
training session as well as extended practice 
activities a week after the session. 

The transfer context is the environment 
in which the learner applies the learning. For 
example, the line worker’s immediate work 
area is the transfer context for her acquired 
skills to operate a new drill press machine. 
Tessmer and Richey clearly distinguished the 
transfer context as, “the immediate situation(s) 
in which the target learning is to be ap-
plied,” (p. 91).   

Within the orienting, instructional and 
transfer contexts, Tessmer and Richey embed 
three levels: (a) learner, (b) immediate envi-
ronment, and (c) organizational environment. 
At the center of each context is the learner. At 
the learner level, contextual factors and learner 
characteristics merge. Tessmer and Richey 
explained that learners are surrounded by im-
mediate environments which are a physical 
place or event. Finally, the organizational en-
vironment provides a systemic view of ID. For 
example, ID courses exist in ID programs that 
exist in colleges of education that live in uni-
versity systems. 

Table 1 provides a summary of the 
three levels and the three contexts. Tessmer 
and Richey dedicate more than half of their 

article focusing on the contextual factors with-
in each type and level. Table 1 presents the 
contextual factors that Tessmer and Richey 
suggested are often overlooked in the litera-
ture. Tessmer and Richey contended that the 
contextual factors in Table 1 are, 
“demonstrably influential upon cognition, mo-
tivation, and performance,” (p. 92). What is 
important about the contextual factors is the 
interrelationships. For example, the social sup-
port for learning factor of the immediate envi-
ronment’s orienting context may impact the 
perceived utility of instruction of the learner’s 
orienting context. The learning culture factor 
of the organizational environment’s orienting 
context could impact the social support for 
learning factor.   
 In concluding the presentation of a mod-
el of context, Tessmer and Richey described 
four context design issues that remained unre-
solved, and research issues that call for further 
explanation. First, Tessmer and Richey sug-
gested that future design research should in-
vestigate the learner characteristics that make 
learners more or less sensitive to contextual 
influences. Second, Tessmer and Richey dis-
cussed the designer dilemma whether to em-
phasize generalized or content-embedded in-
struction. Third, Tessmer and Richey saw con-
textual analysis as a missing emphasis in ID 
models. They commented that contextual anal-
ysis is an approach worthy of a step or stage. 

Table 1 
  
Influential contextual factors within the contextual levels of the orienting, instructional and transfer contexts 

Level Orienting Context Instructional Context Transfer Context 

Learner Learner profile and  
experiential background 
Goal setting 
Perceived utility of  
instruction 
Perceived accountability 

Learner role perception 
Learner task perception 

Perceptions of utility and 
applicability 
Perceived resource  
availability 
Transfer coping strategies 
Experiential background 

Immediate  
Environment 

Social support for  
learning 

Sensory conditions 
Seating 
Instructor role  
perception 
Learning schedules 
Content culture 

Transfer opportunities 
Social support 
Situational cues 

  

Organizational 
Environment 

Incentives 
Learning culture 

Rewards and values 
Learning supports 
Teaching supports 

Learning (transfer) culture 
Incentives 
  

http://www.jaid.pub


Journal of Applied Instructional Design   ∙   Volume 8 ∙    Issue 1             6  

 
Lastly, Tessmer and Richey posed this ques-
tion, “how is the discrete contextual analysis 
information synthesized?” (p. 109).  The rela-
tionships between context’s factors and how 
the factor affect learning and performance re-
mained uninvestigated.    
  
Context and Instructional Design since 1997 

Twenty-one years have passed since 
the Tessmer and Richey article. We conducted 
a search to find what has been written about 
context and ID since 1997. We used multiple 
methods to search the terms “context in in-
structional design”, “use of context in instruc-
tional design”, and contextualization in in-
struction.” Searches of peer-reviewed manu-
scripts in Google Scholar and Academic 
Search Complete database and articles cited in 
the Tessmer and Richey article returned 31 

articles. Since our initial goal was to establish 
a definition of context for instructional design, 
in reviewing what has been written about con-
text and instructional design since 1997, we 
were interested in: (a) if authors provided a 
specific definition of context and (b) if authors 
did define context, what was the authors’ defi-
nition focus. Table 2 summarizes our findings.  
 Tessmer and Richey examined the ele-
ments of the learning system context, which 
they depicted as the situational factors that im-
pact the acquisition and application of newly 
achieved knowledge, skills, or attitudes. Au-
thors who focused on learning context and ac-
tivities and experiences in context have a simi-
lar view to the learning system context. There-
fore, 13 articles specified the definition of con-
text within the boundaries of Tessmer and 
Richey’s model with four articles specifically 

Table 2 
  
Summary of if authors defined context and if so, the crux of the context definition 

Focus of context definition # of authors Authors 

No direct definition of context 16 Bennett & Lubben (2006) 
Esteves et al. (2008) 
Fuselier et al. (2017) 
Gravenmeijer & Doorman (1999) 
Hannum & McCombs (2008) 
Hansen (2014) 
Jonassen (1997) 
Jonassen & Hernandez-Serrano (2002) 
Karagiorgi & Symeou (2005) 
Leung (2003) 
Lowenthal et al. (2009) 
Park and Park (2012) 
Petrovitz (1997) 
Richey & Klein (2005) 
Rogers et al. (2007) 
Shambaugh (2001) 

Focus on learning context 6 de Figueriredo (2010) 
Giamellaro (2014) 
Gilbert (2006) 
Herrignton & Oliver (2000) 
Reiser et al. (2003) 
Son & Goldstone (2009) 

Focus on Tessmer and Richey (1997) 
definition 

4 Arias & Clark (2004) 
Parrish (2009) 
Perkins (2003) 
Perkins (2009) 

Focus on learning activities and experi-
ences in context 

3 Robinson & Dearmon (2013) 
Perin (2011) 
Rivet & Krajcik (2008) 

Focus on design contexts 1 Gibbons (2011) 

Focus on cultural contexts 1 McLoughlin & Oliver (2000) 



7           www.jaid.pub   ∙   December 2019∙    

 
pointing to the Tessmer and Richey definition. 
McLoughlin and Oliver (2000) focused on de-
signing online sites for local needs with high 
levels of cultural contextualization, while Gib-
bons (2011) focused on design contexts, not-
ing, “Design contexts are dimensional spac-
es…producing a range of structural-functional 
patterns of things or objects which are design-
able,” (p. 6).      

 
Definition of Context for ID  

 We appreciate Tessmer and Richey’s 
contribution to a contextual approach to ID. 
Tessmer and Richey bounded their model of 
context by examining the elements of the 
learning system context, which they described 
as the situational elements that impact both the 
acquisition and application of newly achieved 
knowledge, skills or attitudes. Our goal to pro-
vide a clear and concise definition of context 
for ID failed. We stand with Duranti and 
Goodwin (1997) that it is very difficult to pro-
vide a precise definition of context. Context 
means quite different things and appears to be 
defined more by the use of context (Duranti & 
Goodwin, 1997; Meloncon, 2017). According 
to the Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary 
(Context, n.d.), the origin of context comes 
from contextere – to weave together. We 
weave together a localized context of use us-
ing a variety of threads: 
 

 Tessmer and Richey’s view that at the cen-
ter of each context is the learner where at 
the learner level, contextual factors and 
learner characteristics merge,  

 Meloncon’s (2017) approach to patient 
experience design, 

 MacPhail’s (2014) metanarrative of the 
H1N1 influenza pandemic, 

 Duranti and Goodwin’s (1997) rethinking 
context though studies in the social and 
cultural foundations for language; and  

 Bruner’s (1990) and Csikszentmihalyi and 
Rochberg-Halton’s (1981) perspectives on 
meaning-making.  

A localized context of use emphasizes 
a personal side of context (Meloncon, 2017).  
To illustrate, we demonstrate how a learner 
uses context and how an instructional designer 
uses context. We present what weaves togeth-
er learner context through David’s story and 
what weaves together designer context 
through Ann’s story.  

 

 
David - A Learner’s Context  

David is 24 years old and lives in a res-
idential recovery program that requires him to 
complete General Educational Development 
(GED) test preparation courses and finish the 
GED test before the year is over. Before drop-
ping out prior to his high school junior year, 
David was an average student where he partic-
ipated in some extra-curricular activities like 
the chess and computer clubs. David enjoyed 
working with computers, but it has now been 
eight years since he was in high school. David 
tests at 10th grade reading skills. However, he 
is really behind in science and math 
knowledge. David has a difficult time seeing 
the relevance of algebra, geometry, physics, 
and biology. David does better when instruc-
tion is connected to the real world. He is now 
afraid that he is too far behind to succeed. He 
is willing to try, but he does not want anyone 
to know about his past failures and difficult 
life journey. He has low self-esteem due to his 
family’s background, abuse he experienced, 
his drug use and dealing, and his short time in 
prison. He wants to finish the residential re-
covery program, obtain his GED, get a job, 
and work his way through college to become a 
community center counselor who can help at-
risk children.      

 
Learner Context is Dynamic 

 MacPhail (2014) suggests that context is 
woven together such that weaving happens 
contingently, and not deterministically. Noth-
ing in David’s life is stationary. David actively 
weaves together a not yet certain context. As 
he prepares for the GED test, David may prac-
tice using proportions and percentage equa-
tions to find discounts on prices, add tax and 
find the total cost for various products. David 
takes in proportion and percentage equation 
information, but it is not just about the infor-
mation. Rather, David actively connects the 
proportion and percentage equation infor-
mation to the world within which David finds 
himself embedded. Drawing from his experi-
ences, David actively interprets and makes 
sense of proportion and percentage equation 
information.  
 

Learner Context is about Interpretation     
Duranti and Goodwin (1997) contend 

that interpretation is key to context. MacPhail 
(2014) suggests that context is synonymous 
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with interpretation noting, “Context is about 
interpretation as much as it is about ‘facts on 
the ground’” (p. 163). As David draws on his 
intuition and experiences, he actively culti-
vates and organizes his perception of prepar-
ing for the GED. Meloncon (2017) calls this a 
localized context of use. Csikszentmihalyi and 
Rochberg-Halton (1981) stress cultivation in 
the sense of intending some aim. Concentrat-
ing his energy on a proportion and percentage 
equation lesson within his GED preparation, 
Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton would 
suggest that David is actively interpreting his 
goals and outcomes. David’s perception of 
completing a GED test means a job, college, 
and potentially a career working with at-risk 
children.  

 
Learner Context is about Filling Spaces   

David weaves together his difficult life 
events and experiences and preparing for a 
GED test to fill in spaces that create 
knowledge that he can use. David uses his ex-
periences and life events as a lens to view un-
folding events and make sense of current 
events. David actively participates in an ex-
change of context (MacPhail, 2014) with su-
pervisors, counselors, and residents in the resi-
dential recovery program, instructors of his 
GED preparation lessons, students in his GED 
preparation classes, and family and friends. 
Real exchange of contextual information has 
pragmatic and operational value as it readjusts 
David’s context so he can create meaning 
(MacPhail, 2014). David’s context is about 
how information fills spaces in his particular 
setting, not necessarily about what the infor-
mation is (MacPhail, 2014). 

 
Learner Context is about Meaning-making       

MacPhail (2014) maintains that context 
is best understood at the level of the social and 
the cultural. Viewed through a lens informed 
by Bruner’s (1990) folk psychology premise, 
David weaves together experience, events, and 
information to create meaning. David’s world 
is organized in certain ways, he wants certain 
things, and some things matter more to him 
than other things. David has beliefs about the 
past, present and future. David believes his 
beliefs should unite and make a whole to be-
come his way of life. Meaning-making is very 
sensitive to context. Bruner (1990) explained: 
 I believe that we shall be able to interpret 
 meanings and meaning-making in a prin-

 cipled manner only in the degree to 
 which we are able to specify the struc-
 ture and coherence of the larger contexts 
 in which specified meanings are created 
 and transmitted. (p. 64)  

David participates in a context of prac-
tice (Bruner, 1990) where what he is trying to 
do is just as important as what he is doing. 
MacPhail (2014) would explain David’s con-
text of practice as the creative synthesis of per-
sonal knowledge and impersonal data. As Da-
vid engages with a proportions and percentage 
equations lesson (impersonal data), he synthe-
sizes his past experiences and dreams to work 
with at-risk children and the lesson’s infor-
mation. MacPhail (2014) refers to this synthe-
sis as turning information into “good infor-
mation” (p. 155). David’s meaning-making 
produces knowledge or good information from 
incomplete information. This meaning-making 
in turn moves David forward. 

 
Learner Context is Creating Meaning and 

Moving Forward   
Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 

(1981) discuss meaning-making and survival. 
The past trains people to hold on to experienc-
es, events, and information that have been of 
service before. David works to free himself of 
what has been determined and discovers possi-
bilities by conserving the past and cultivating 
his context of practice.  

Freeing himself of low self-esteem due 
to his family’s background, abuse he experi-
enced, his drug use and dealing and his short 
time in prison, David moves forward to finish 
the residential recovery program, earn his 
GED, find a job and work his way through 
college to become a counselor for at-risk chil-
dren. David actively weaves together his con-
text of practice.    

Ann - A Designer’s Context 
Tessmer and Richey’s contextual ap-

proach on the learning system context briefly 
mentions the designer. They discuss the de-
signer’s dilemma as whether she should em-
phasize generalized or content-embedded in-
struction, an important consideration, but one 
that keeps the designer’s context removed 
from the design process. Reflecting on the 
evolution of the designer role in ID we now 
view the designer as integral to design, a dy-
namic agent of change who navigates the de-
sign space and develops solutions to ill-
structured problems (Tracey, Hutchinson, & 
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 Grzebyk, 2014, p. 12). Therefore, we must al-
so view context from the perspective of how a 
designer uses context when designing. In order 
to illustrate a designer’s context of practice, 
we now introduce Ann.  

Ann is a 54-year-old with 15 years of 
ID experience. Ann, the first in her family to 
go to college attended for three years immedi-
ately after high school.  Lacking a support 
structure while in college, Ann found herself 
drowning in student loan debt while having to 
constantly defend her decision to study interior 
design to family, friends and her boyfriend. As 
she struggled academically, financially and 
emotionally, Ann dropped out prior to com-
pleting her degree. She worked in numerous 
low paying jobs for 18 years, and after a very 
difficult divorce, realized she could not sup-
port her two children on the minimum wage 
she was earning. Ann met with a local univer-
sity counselor and decided to go back and 
complete her undergraduate degree in General 
Studies, as the counselor assured her it would 
provide her entree into numerous jobs. Re-
entering university life, Ann was overwhelmed 
by what she now had to learn. In addition to 
her schoolwork, she found herself challenged 
with the changes in technology, class compo-
sition, and time management to complete work 
while juggling school and family demands. 
Ann was apprehensive and self-conscious until 
she attended her elective class in Instructional 
Design for Human Resource Development un-
dergraduate students. Learning about design-
ing instruction for the learner intrigued Ann. 
She completed her bachelor’s degree and im-
mediately applied for her master’s degree and 
a graduate research assistant position that paid 
her tuition. Upon graduation, Ann worked as a 
contractor on numerous design projects, for 
small and large companies, non-profits and 
universities. She raised her family while de-
veloping her designer professional identity. 
Now that her family was grown, and with 
years of experience in ID, Ann decided to vol-
unteer for a non-profit tasked with designing 
instruction for GED preparation. Ann em-
braced this challenge as she not only remem-
bered her educational journey but also reflect-
ed on her family members, some who were 
able to obtain their GED and others who could 
not.  

 
Designer Context is Dynamic 
Beginning this design project brings 

Ann to a familiar place, in uncertainty, a defin-
ing feature in design. We have stated that con-
text is woven together contingently, and not 
deterministically, and nothing about designing 
is stationary. As uncertainty in the design liter-
ature is characterized as epistemic, designers 
are often aware of what it is that they know 
and do not know in the design space (Ball, 
Onarheim, & Christensen, 2010). Uncertainty 
motivates designers toward resolution through 
action, and epistemic uncertainty is a mediator 
between design requirements and the deploy-
ment of particular design strategies (Ball et al., 
2010). As such, the more Ann attempts to 
learn about the design challenge and formulate 
initial solutions, she gains insight into the na-
ture and boundaries of the original design 
problem (Dorst & Cross, 2001) reducing her 
uncertainty and altering her context in the de-
sign space.  

 
Designer Context is about Interpretation 

As interpretation is key to context, we 
observe Ann draw on her experiences as a 
young college student and her perception of 
family members’ successes and failures while 
formulating her view of the GED learner. Us-
ing her past experiences to solve this present 
design challenge is an example of designer 
precedents (Baaki & Tracey, 2015, p.12; 
Tracey & Boling, 2013, p. 12), where the in-
structional designer creates innovative solu-
tions by drawing on past practices and 
knowledge. Ann’s context includes the inter-
pretation of her values, belief structures, prior 
experiences, knowledge and skills as she con-
tinuously makes design decisions.  

 

Designer Context is about Filling Spaces 
While David weaves together his diffi-

cult life events and experiences to create 
meaning, Ann employs empathy, the ability to 
understand and share the feelings of another, 
as her lens to make sense of the learners while 
visualizing the final designed product. Empa-
thy in design is the ability to ‘be’ as the other 
while standing in your own; it assists Ann to 
fill in the spaces as she attempts to understand 
the perspectives of her learners. Through em-
pathy, she gets closer to the lives and experi-
ences of the end learner in an effort to increase 
the likelihood that the instruction will meet the 
learner’s needs (Kouprie & Visser, 2009).  
Empathy in design is central to problem-
solving, human-centered design and design 
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thinking (Bohorquez, 2018). Designers are 
required to have a deep understanding of peo-
ple to create meaningful products, services, 
and experiences (Bohorquez, 2018). As such, 
designer empathy also supports the ability to 
visualize the possibilities of the design by en-
visioning the learner experience. Ann’s con-
text employs empathic design to fill in the 
spaces of the learner and the learner experi-
ence. 

 
Designer Context is about Meaning-making 

Ann is grateful for her past educational 
journey and draws on that and her knowledge 
and experiences with family members as they 
struggled to complete their own educational 
goals. The combined personal, educational and 
professional experiences as a designer create 
meaning for this current design challenge. Ann 
affectively forecasts, predicting the learner’s 
affect (emotional state) about the future, while 
innovatively designing. She envisions how the 
learner’s will feel once they have completed 
their GED (Ferrer et al., 2015). Examining af-
fective forecasting in the context of ID, in-
volves predicting end learners’ specific emo-
tions during and after an instructional experi-
ence and the broader impact in their larger so-
cial circumstance. Ann’s meaning-making by 
affectively forecasting the learner during and 
after the instruction moves her design forward.  

 
Designer Context is Creating Meaning and 

Moving Forward 
Ann’s past experiences, life events and 

design knowledge serve her well as she moves 
the design of the GED instruction forward. 
Her context of practice incorporates her expe-
rience as a college dropout, daughter of unedu-
cated parents, minimum wage job earner, non-
traditional student and eventually a designer 
for 15 years in numerous challenging design 
spaces. Ann’s uncertainty, precedents, empa-
thy and affective forecasting weave together 
her current context of practice to ultimately 
design an effective instructional solution.  

 
Moving Forward 

We were educated with the Richey and 
Tessmer perspective of context in ID and 
while we maintain that this is a significant 
contribution to ID, we realize the difficulty: 
(a) in implementing this approach and, (b) in 
using this as the means to teach context in ID 
to our students. However, while we believe 

that as it relates to a learner’s context and an 
instructional designer’s context, a localized 
context of use is ideal, we recognize similar 
challenges in teaching this concept. In our ex-
ample of David and Ann, we demonstrate how 
context is personal, situation specific and pos-
sible within the localized context of use. As 
such, our next steps in probing what a local-
ized context of use means for the practice of 
ID and of the environments in which design 
learning occurs includes determining how to 
teach context.  

Empathy is the ability to understand 
and share the feelings of another and as illus-
trated in Ann’s design journey, engaging in 
empathic design provided her the opportunity 
to get closer to the lives and experiences of the 
end learner. We believe that this may be the 
connection in teaching context in design to 
designers. A localized context of use has im-
plications for ID and the implementation of 
empathic design learning environments. With-
in industry, designers regret that there are few 
opportunities to make an emotional connection 
with users and this lack of emotional connec-
tion with users is reflected within design edu-
cation (Woodcock, McDonagh, & Osmond, 
2018). Bohorquez (2018) contends that pro-
moting design students’ development of empa-
thy in a design learning environment must be 
an explicit learning objective. Levy (2018) 
states it simply, “...empathy is, so it seems, a 
teachable and learnable skill,” (p. 2).   

In concluding their manuscript, 
Tessmer and Richey posed, “…how is the dis-
crete contextual analysis information synthe-
sized?” (p. 109). Synthesis makes a localized 
context of use both engaging and complex. We 
presented how David (a learner) and Ann (a 
designer) weave each of their localized con-
texts of use. In an ID environment, students 
can embrace an empathic design approach and 
synthesize the complexity of empathic design 
tenets like putting oneself in the learner’s 
shoes, transforming uncertainty to certainty, 
drawing on precedents, exploring localized 
contexts of use, and engaging in affective fore-
casting. Simply providing ID students an em-
pathic design process will not be enough. De-
sign students need to reflect, communicate, 
and act on their understanding of empathy and 
empathic design (Woodcock et al., 2018). Fur-
thermore, Haag and Marsden (2018) suggest 
that we need to look closely at the role of 
group dynamics and team interactions in em-
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pathic design processes in design education. 
We suggest that having ID students’ work on 
real-life design projects where the design de-
liverable ultimately will be used is a way to 
enable knowledge and meaning gleaned from 
encounters with learners’ localized contexts of 
use that will influence the design. Here is 
where practice of ID and of environments in 
which empathic design learning occurs be-
come complex and messy. Like David and 
Ann, each ID student weaves his/her localized 
context of use. 

Researching implementation of em-
pathic design environments where a localized 
context of use is emphasized demands a dy-
namic research approach. Mattelmäki, Vaaja-
kallio, and Koskinen (2014) explain that re-
searching empathic design is built around four 
beliefs. First, a learner (like David) and a de-
signer (like Ann or an ID student) give mean-
ings to things and act on these meanings, and 
giving and acting on meaning arise and are 
modified in interactions. Second, because a 
designer’s design (Ann or ID student) comes 
by its meaning in a learner’s (David) real life, 
design research must be done in real life. 
Third, research methods should come from 
design and be, “…visual and tactile, inspira-
tion-enhancing, deliberately cheap and low 
tech, playful, tested in reality, and targeted at 
the fuzzy front end of the design process,” (p. 
68). In other words, we analyze to explicate 
meaning for ID, not to create explanations for 
ID. Fourth, empathic design researchers em-
phasizing a localized context of use need to 
explore the meanings for ID using design-
specific ways like visualizing through external 
representations, storyboarding, modeling, 
mocking up a draft, and simply making some-
thing. What we end up with is applying local-
ized context of use on context in empathic de-
sign. We are going to need more thread.   
 

Conclusion 
We began this journey with the goals 

of creating a solid, simple definition of context 
and describing instructions on how to integrate 
context in ID. We looked at the history of con-
text in general and its alignment with the evo-
lution of ID principles and practice. We re-
searched current definitions of context and the 
use of Tessmer and Richey’s work on bringing 
context to ID. The further we delved into con-
text in other fields; we discovered that Duranti 
and Goodwin’s (1997) statement that it is very 

difficult to provide a precise definition of con-
text is true. It is in the personal use of context 
where context is defined. Localized context of 
use emphasizes the personal side of context. 
By employing and teaching empathic design, 
we may be able to create the design environ-
ment where a localized context comes to the 
forefront allowing us to design within the con-
text of what is actually needed.  
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