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Fred: How did you get into the field of 
Instructional Design? 

Brent: I completed my PhD at 
Brigham Young University in the 
early 1980s, where I worked on sev-
eral projects for Courseware Inc. and 
WICAT Inc. – two ID firms with mili-
tary and other clients. Dave Merrill 
was a significant mentor. I helped in-
duct him into a cognitive perspective 
on instruction, which was new at the 
time, and he guided me into the world 
of instructional design.

Fred: It must have been intense and 
rewarding studying under such an in-
fluential mentor. So, what appeals to 
you about the field of Instructional 
Design?

Brent: What keeps me going are the 
questions: What constitutes good in-
struction? What does it look like and 
how can we make it happen? How can 
we support teachers and designers try-
ing to create outstanding courses? How 
can we encourage uses of technology 
that open things up and create new op-
portunities for learning? We sometimes 
have very different ways of answering 
those questions—and our models and 
theories will fade over time—but the 
questions, I think, will endure.

Fred: I agree! If we aren’t questioning, 
we aren’t growing. Can you talk about 
how you conceptualize your research 
area and how it has evolved during 
your career?

Brent: I’ve come to describe my fo-
cus as “instructional design founda-
tions.” I tend to ask basic questions 
and frame our research and practice 
in productive ways. As an old-timer, I 
think of my work in terms of decades:

1970s – Instructional strategies, work-
ing within a traditional Gagné or 
Merrill style framework. I was always 
a questioner, but safely within an in-
structionist mindset at that point.

1980s – Cognitive processing and per-
formance support. Teaching a Cogni-
tion and Instruction course kept me 
close to the psychology literature, and 
attending ISPI meetings kept me con-
nected to workplace concerns.

1990s – Constructivist and postmod-
ern perspectives, along with change 
processes. Dissatisfied with the overly 
reductive tendencies of our positiv-
ist models, I embraced the softer 
side of constructivism as reflected in 
Vygotsky and Bruner. That led me 
to question how we make meaning 
and come to know things – and how 
change occurs over time. I framed our 
field in terms of design and use—with 
a general neglect of the use side of 
things (too much preoccupation with 
design, when what really matters is 
what happens with our designs).

2000s – Pragmatism, aesthetics, and 
the learning experience. Seeking to ex-
pand ID’s base of thinking, I explored 
concepts derived from pragmatist 
philosophy, including notions of en-
gagement, experience, and narrative. 
These alternative constructs comple-
ment the more objectivist concepts of 
information processing and instruc-
tional strategies that predominate in 
our discourse.

2010s – Practice theory and values. 
Education as a field is very focused 
right now on issues of diversity and 
social justice: we need to better articu-
late our values and how our practices 
address worthwhile long-term social 
ends. Also, I’ve found practice theory 
(Wilson, 2013) to help me address the 
theory-practice split. 

Fred: It seems that your passion for 
reflective questioning shows strong-
ly in your work. Can you share two 
works by other people that you found 
very provocative or informative?

Brent: I tend to read broadly (or lat-
erally, as Gregory Bateson would 
say) – looking for connections across 
disciplines. But let me highlight two 
people within the field that I admire. 
Mark Warschauer is a rare blend of 
scholarly depth, social responsibil-
ity, and communicator to practitioner 
audiences. His Learning in the Cloud 
(2011) is a great resource for K12 
teachers looking for a principled way 
to use technology better in their class-
rooms. Then George Siemens is an-
other great blend of connected/open 
thinking and judicious, long-term 
perspective. Both of these scholars are 
good at crossing boundaries between 
academic and professional audiences. 
This boundary crossing is something 
we tend to neglect, as academics 
pursue tenure and practitioners are 
wrapped up with the latest new tech-
nology.

Fred: Interesting choices. You men-
tioned Dave Merrill earlier, could 
you talk more about his influence 
and name a few others who have had 
meaningful impact on your career?
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Brent: Dave Merrill had a huge influ-
ence on my thinking and continues 
to be a sparring partner in my head 
as I grapple with alternative ideas. 
Dave Jonassen hired me to come to 
Colorado in 1987 and was a terrific 
colleague, collaborator, and conversa-
tion partner for many years. Both of 
these “Daves” represent different gen-
erations of orthodox ID. As I explore 
outside ID looking for fresh ideas, 
I’m more on my own. Pat Parrish, a 
former doctoral student of mine, has 
been a great fellow traveler through 
much of this recent inquiry.

Fred: The “Daves” have both certainly 
had a huge influence on the instruc-
tional design field. What major trends 
do you see influencing the field right 
now and in the near future?

Brent: Let me list just a few. 

The learning experience. We used to get 
by talking about strategies to meet tar-
geted learning objectives. Now we have 
to broaden focus to look at the whole 
learner and how they encounter the 
world through instruction. Learners 
have so many choices about where to 
put their energies—we need to create 
resources that elicit compelling and en-
gaging learning experiences, or learn-
ers will turn their attention elsewhere. 
Our designs should be ambitious, with 
a goal of helping learners undergo ex-
periences that transform how they see 
themselves. A shift in this direction 
could help keep us relevant and in 
business for the next generation.

Managing complexity. “Managing” 
is surely the wrong word—but we 
need to think in terms of the ongo-
ing tensions in our complex worlds, 
and finding ways of respecting those 
tensions in our work. Tensions like: 
individual agency and collective ac-
tion; technological determinism and 
action-in-use; replicability of tech-
nique and craft-based design; theoret-
ical abstraction and localized practical 
reasoning. I know these are opaque, 
but our world of practice is complex 
and we need to avoid reducing things 
down to simple fixes.

Accountability culture. Funding soures 
(government or otherwise) are call-
ing for greater accountability of their 
investments, to allow better allocation 
of resources and improvement of pro-
grams. We need better ways to tie our 
uses of technology to program and 
system outcomes—primarily student 
achievement in the case of schools. 
This almost contradicts the prior point 
about complexity—how do you isolate 
the impact of one thing within a nest-
ed, complex system? The challenges 
of assessment require our full engage-
ment—we can’t afford to sit passively 
while systems are created wherein we 
will be judged and evaluated.

Learning design. The term ‘instruc-
tional design’ has ensured continuity 
with our past, but the term is prob-
lematic. Translated across languages 
and cultures, the term connotes an un-
comfortable level of control and ma-
nipulation. Even the word design may 
be seen as overly top-down, whereas 
a web-based world sees things take 
shape through distributed sharing 
and interaction. It may be time for us 
to think in terms of learning design 
(LD) instead of ID—continuing many 
of the frameworks and theory base, 
but adjusting to global conceptions 
about instruction and design.

Fred: Excellent breakdown of some 
extremely relevant and rapidly evolv-
ing trending areas. Please share some 
major research gaps or areas of need 
you see present in the field.

Brent: I would like to see progress in a 
number of areas, including:

Tracking design conversations. Design 
is a process, not just an end product. 
I would love to see more studies prob-
ing the design “conversation” through 
successive iterations of thinking and 
adjusting to requirements. Similarly, 
as a course is implemented—how do 
teachers make ongoing adjustments 
over time to better address learners’ 
needs? We need frameworks and ob-
servation methods to better capture 
the reality of design both before and 
during use.

Tracking the learner experience. We 
need better ways of tracking learners 
through instructional experiences. 
This is similar to the first point. Phe-
nomenological methods seem war-
ranted—the goal is to gain a holistic 
sense of the learner’s perceptions and 
worldview over time. Use of online 
data analytics combined with ad-
ditional self-report and observation 
data would be needed. Debbie De-
nise Reese (2012) has done interesting 
work trying to assess learners’ “flow” 
experiences in real time; more work 
along these lines could lead to better 
understanding the impact of designs 
on learners’ ongoing experiences.

Explicating and jurying designs. Nine-
ty-nine percent of the time, designs 
are never shared professionally. Stu-
dents benefit from a good design, but 
what made a given design distinctive 
may never be shared beyond the de-
signer’s immediate space. Finding 
ways to capture and share distinctive 
elements of successful designs should 
be a priority—lack of such methods 
has become a bottleneck to progress 
in the field. Elizabeth Boling has led 
out in this area, but more sustained at-
tention is needed.

Fred: I think digital technologies are 
really starting to enable us to realisti-
cally address these needs. What ad-
vice do you have for IT researchers/
practitioners who are just beginning 
in the field?

Brent: Forgive my penchant for bul-
lets, but here are a few suggestions for 
young scholars.

Be willing to go against the grain. As 
you get to know the field deeply, 
most energy goes toward assimilat-
ing existing theories and ideas. Be 
open though to that nagging feeling 
that something is missing—you’ll find 
yourself drawn to things neglected 
or not said in our current discourse. 
Those are openings for you to make 
your special mark, to move things in 
a needed direction. But to do it takes 
courage because you’re out on your 
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own, with less backup than pursuing 
established lines of thought.

Look for the broader context. The ID 
literature is rich and varied, but al-
ways look for the broader context of 
thought. Learn your history—where 
ideas came from—and learn about 
competing paradigms (e.g., learning 
sciences and critical pedagogy). Be-
ing able to place ID within a broader 
historical and conceptual space will 
help you appreciate its strengths and 
critique and improve its practice.

Make your inquiry a narrative. Our 
best research and best thinking comes 
in terms of strong narrative—telling a 
good story about a problem or oppor-
tunity, followed by a design or solution 
of some kind and how things went. 
Approach every paper as though you 
were telling a story. This will sharpen 
and give shape to your reasoning and 
better connect to the reader—and it’s 
consistent with our problem-solving 
identity as designers!

Fred: That sounds like solid advice!  
Thanks so much for taking the time 
to interview! Your responses certainly 
address some critical areas and issues 
in the field of Instructional Design. 
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ect Cornerstone

Opportunities for
Leadership 
By Christopher Miller, 2012 Cochran Intern

Each year at the Association for 
Educational Communications and 
Technology (AECT) convention there 
are a group of graduate students and 
early professionals that walk around 
with large medallions hanging around 
them. These are the AECT/ECT In-
terns. They are individuals that have 
applied for a special opportunity to 
engage in leadership activities begin-
ning at the annual AECT convention. 
There are three types of AECT/ECT 
internships that include the Stroh-
behn Internship, the Cochran Intern-
ship, and the Jenny K Johnson Inter-
national Internship. Each of these 
interns will be spotlighted in the ECT 
Cornerstone. The Educational Com-
munications and Technology (ECT) 
Foundation and the AECT fund these 
internships each year. 

You can help support the AECT 
Internships through your giving to 
the ECT Foundation. The ECT Foun-
dation is the independent charitable 
arm of AECT that focuses on award-
ing scholarships, internships, fellow-
ships, and supporting the leadership 
training programs for the AECT. The 
ECT Foundation is a 501(c)3 and any 
donations you provide are tax deduct-
ible. All of the donations go towards 
supporting the awards and scholar-
ships provided to AECT members. 

Finally, if you are interested in 
participating as an intern at an AECT 
conference you can apply soon after 
each annual convention for the Stroh-
behn or Cochran Internships at http://
www.aect.org/ect/internapp.asp or the 
Jenny K Johnson International Intern-
ship at http://www.aect.org/ect/inter-
nationalapp.asp. 

“Hi, Hannah! Congratulations! You 
are an intern this year!” It was my dear 
colleague who shared with me the ex-
citing news that I had been named as 
a 2012 Cochran intern. I was so over-
whelmed with mixed emotions. I felt 
grateful and honored to learn that the 
world-renowned professional commu-
nity recognized my potential. I was also 
thrilled to know that my 2012 AECT 
would be somewhat different from my 
past AECT experience. Honestly, how-
ever, I did not know that it would be a 
turning point in my life and help shape 
my future.

AECT Family
Some people naturally feel com-

fortable and even enjoy being thrown 
into a big crowd as a total stranger. I 
am not one of them. During my very 
first AECT, I was extremely excited to 
see scholars—whom I have seen only 
as pictures on book covers and whom 
I never imagined meeting or talk-


