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      This paper attempts to anlyze and review three case studies as presented in The ID Case Book (Ernmer and Quinn). These are of a varied background and purportedly drawn from real-life examples. As such, they are indicative to much of the wishful thinking that arrises from the idea of using technology to improve the educational process. This idea of a “magic bullet” is nothing new. In the 1980’s as the proliferation of desk-top computers made the idea of each person having their own personal “HAL” (Kubrick and Clarke) computer that could solve their problems lead to an over zealous expectation of exactly what technology could do. At one point in a meeting, a manager drew the following equation to show just how “powerful” AI (Artificial Intelligence) was:

PROBLEM + AI ( SOLUTION

Of course, the exact “and then a miracle occurs” as to how the transformation via AI was to be accomplished was “a mere detail.” A similar problem arrises in the use of new computers in the classroom for teaching, but more so in the ways that the adminisrators and teachers tend to think of the technology itself. The paper restricts itself to the “simple” application of computers an rather mundane applications software running on it. As such, it doesn’t address the concepts of hypermedial (the seams are showing) and immedial (renaissance) styles of information display, possible activities, etc.

     For the most part, the thinking is that just by having computers do some of the work, the overall process will automatically get better. Thus: Computers, Automation, and Networking are seen as ingredients of a magic elixr to which the internet is the “secret ingredient” – and LO! all problems are solved! As the three case studies show, in many cases expectations were outside of the realm of possibilities, in other cases, the idea of “well the different programs run on the same system (eg, Windows XP) so “of course” it will be no problem to connect the data from one to the other.

       Case Srudy 1: Just ask ‘Why?”. In the first case study “Margaret Janson” (Sims and Waldron), a company “Third Eye” suffered from its own success. They had taken on the job of upgrading the teaching systems for a client, AVN. From the sample documents and the emphasis on the fact that the POC (Proof of Concept – ie, a mock-up to show the feasiblity of full development of a system) had to encorporate 40% of the full functionality, it was apparent that “something was amiss.” As the case study develops, it turns out that the “solution” was that demonstrable objects were needed to fulfill the contractual obligations. But, this case study is typical of two often over-looked falacies in the development process.

    The first of these is that the process of making text-book learning more accessible and easier to interact with via the computer is what most people think of when they think of e-learning in general. And to a certain extent, that’s fine: From the earliest days of “programmed learning” the computer was seen as a substitute teacher when it came to drill and review learning – which is essential in areas like the basic vocabulary and concepts of a discipline. However, more complext issues almost necessitate the need for a guide; ie, a teacher. While AI has progressed, we are still a long way from the mentoring companion like HAL, as such the simple “direct translation” of learning materials from one medium (eg, textbooks, workbooks, etc – ie, “hot media”) into another (dhtml pages, flash cartoons, etc – ie, “cold media”) will almost never produce something that works so much better than the original to justify the outlay of time, effort, and materials. 

      The second lesson to be learned from this is the simple question: “Why?” – which should have been asked early on by the people at Third Eye. Why does the POC have to be 40% complete? Most POC’s are a simple demonstration that may even include a person saying, “and then we will translate this information format to that” – which is to be understood that the particular step in question is the main part of the project. It happens all too often that a client gets a prospective vendor to develop something to the point where it is obvious how the solution will work. The work is then suspended at the POC stage, and the client takes what they have and develops it themselves – thus, saving all of the exploratory, experimental, and discovery costs. And of course, it’s simply un-reasonable to expect miracles in the first place.

      Case Study 2: In this case, (Muehlhausen and Ertmer), we are presented by a typical scenario: “We need a new system. Why? We don’t know, we just know we need one.” In this case, the lesson is clear: There are two forces at work here: The teachers who have a system in place whereby they can twiddle with students’ grades to take into account excessive absences. And the administration’s desire to “systemitise” the system; ie, to get everything under control – one system/one solution. There are two key lessons to learn from this. First, the lack of communication from the IT staff and the users indicates the (unfortunately all too common) problem of IT just doing things, and not taking into consideration how this might effect major milestones by the users. The simplest solution is to have IT involved directly in planning sessions for the year’s/quarter’s activities to see when the least impact can be anticipated in needed changes. Also, a team-building exercise would be good, where each side would share their frustrations and why they feel they are being put upon. Much of this conflict can be aleviated when each side understands that the “other” side is just as dedicated to quality of service and professional excellence. 

     The second problem is again all too common, one system is in use and so tied into the day-to-day operations, that it simply can’t be abandoned. In industry, when this happens, the company usually goes out of business and is replaced in the market place by a new company that has learned from the common mistake and taken bold strides to future proof their system. This is a cyclical process: At some point white-erase boards replace chalk boards, lap tops replace desktops, …. etc….

     Case Study 3:  This case (Kamin and Wilson), was not analysed since it seems too “made up” to be credible. As with all such change, there will be “champions” of one system over another. In some cases, this might be the perenial “Macintosh” vs “PC” juxtapostion of various windmills vs various and varried valiant knights errant. In other cases, it might be Doom3 vs Second Life V/R environments. Regardless such “favorite defenses” are pointless, and administrators must try to provide a “bit of each” for all people. In industry, there are companies that are 110% Macintosh and just firmly others that are 120% PC. The lesson here is that there are no explanations when human behaviour is involved; (and although several interesting theories do suggest themselves, their details are beyond the scope of this paper;). Regardless systems must be designed holistically from the start, taking into account as many requirements as possible.

      In conclusion, case studies can provide interesting backdrops against which to try out pet theories and even full-blown scenarios. But mostly: “War stories” and rarely offer hard statisitical evidence, interviews with follow-ups, and psychometrically valid surveys. As such, for the most part, they offer little more than ancedotal tales.
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