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Dear Friends,

You may have heard that I have begun studying “Instructional Systems Technology” (IST), but you might only have a vague idea of what that is. To give you an idea, I’ll start by explaining how IST teachers and students use those three words in class.

1. What is instruction? Instruction is intentionally helping people learn in a controlled, focused way. Some people consider this to be the same as education, but others say education is a broader term because learning can occur without instruction or focus, instruction often occurs outside of schools, and education also includes non-instructive tasks like school administration.

What is learning? Learning is a change in a person’s knowledge, behavior, skills or attitudes. How do people learn? Some say people learn everything through the senses and their environment (outside); others say they learn through thinking about the knowledge they were born with or have stored in the mind (inside). Some say there is a single outside objective reality; others say each person creates his or her own reality subjectively. These beliefs about how people learn lead researchers to give different theories about good ways to instruct. For example, some theorists focus on observable external behaviors; others focus on internal mental processing. To learn, people must actively communicate by sending messages and receiving feedback. These messages must be coded and can be carried by a variety of media, such as TV, books, computers, blackboards and speech. Instructional designers must choose media and methods that are most appropriate for a learning task. For example, before people can communicate using abstractly coded concepts, they need to have some experience with the concrete things that those concepts represent. Instructional methods like demonstrations, drills, discussions, games, and independent study are appropriate for learning very different types of things. Good learning theories should also take into account people’s individual differences and needs, the benefits of co-operating in groups, and how people will actually use their learning to perform better in real life.

2. What is a system? A system has inputs, actions and outputs. All parts of a system work together and affect each other. A system is designed to achieve some goal. The means to achieve the goal include the necessary resources and the process of how to achieve the goal. The resources that support learning include instructional materials but also people (like teachers), facilities (like school buildings), and money. The process could be some procedure of fixed steps, but it could include strategies and techniques. A systematic process is well-planned, methodical and scientific.

In one popular instructional systems design model, called the ADDIE model, there are five distinct parts: Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation, and Evaluation. These parts can be processed in order like steps, but often they are done together or repeated. Analysis, which is related to organization and management, includes studying the learners and their environment in order to define the needs, the instructional goals and the learning objectives. The Design includes planning the instruction and selecting media, methods, and materials (the content of the instruction). In Development, plans from the Design are carried out and the instruction is created. In Implementation, the instruction is actually used, and hopefully the learners learn. Evaluation is a test or other measurement of the learner performance to see if the instruction was successful or what improvement it needs. For best results, Evaluation should occur throughout the instructional design process, and the objectives should be observable, measurable and based on performance.

3. What is technology? Most people think of it as just media, equipment or hardware like VCRs or satellites. Others think it is the application of the laws of physical science and strategies of engineering to produce and improve these tools. Even the printed book is a sort of technological invention used for learning. Technology can have a more general definition: it is a systematic way to apply knowledge for solving problems, improving processes, and performing tasks more productively. The knowledge does not have to be about physical science: the social and behavioral sciences like psychology, and even the arts, can be used to better understand and improve human performance.

What is Human Performance Technology? It is a larger field of which IST is only one part. Training is not always the only or even the best way to improve people’s achievement at school or work. Often improvement of other factors, like organization of the school or workplace, physical environment and comfort, information, tools, and rewards, is cheaper and can give at least as much benefit.

IST sounds interesting, you say, but exactly what could I do with an IST degree in real life? IST is an academic field, so of course I could study or teach it, but how could I use it? I could work as an instructional designer, classroom teacher, trainer, instructor, manager of a training or human resources department, or even a systems analyst or technical writer. Where could I work? I could work in a business, government, school or higher education setting in the US or abroad. What could I produce? I could create physical products like textbooks, manuals, audio or video cassettes/disks, multimedia CD-ROMs, and web sites, but I could also create new and better ways of organizing and doing things related to instruction.

This letter is itself an example of an instructional product. Has it helped you learn some of the basic issues of IST? I welcome your feedback and ideas for its improvement.

Yours in education,

Gregory J. Vogl

