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While visiting a graduate student, who was completing her internship in a training division of a large
corporation, I (the senior author) was escorted by her supervisor into their conference room. Pointing
to immense charts covering each of the four walls, she explained, “This is our instructional design
model. We’re pretty proud of it.” As I examined the charts, I was astonished at the level of detail.
Each of the major components in the ADDIE model included layer after layer of sub-steps. Trying not
to judge the model too quickly, I asked, “So, what do you see as the major benefit of this model over a
more simplified one?”
“Oh,” she responded, “following this model helps us accomplish our overall goal of zero defects.”
Somewhat puzzled, I asked, “Zero defects? You mean the model helps you find problems in your
company’s products.”
“No, not in the products,” she responded, “in the people.”
A little stunned, I asked, “And how do you decide that a person is defective?”
Without hesitating, she explained, “Any time a trainee answers a test item incorrectly, that’s
considered a defect.”
Anyone who has worked extensively with instructional design models should not be surprised at such
an extreme application of their principles. The models are grounded on what Jackson (1986) has
called the “mimetic” tradition, which “gives a central place to the transmission of factual and
procedural knowledge from one person to another, through an essentially imitative process” (p. 117).
Mimetic instruction usually includes five steps that are hauntingly similar to the ADDIE model: (1)
test, (2) present, (3) perform/evaluate, (4) reward correct performance/remediate incorrect
performance, and (5) advance to the next unit.
But there is another way to frame education: Jackson (1986) calls it the “transformative” tradition.
Rather than adding knowledge to a student’s brain—the goal of mimetic instruction—transformative
teaching attempts to change the student in a more fundamental way (see Cranton, 1994). In this
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tradition, students change the way they see themselves in relation to others and to the world around
them. In transformative education a teacher cares for students in their wholeness. The teacher is
concerned not only with improvements in test performance, but with improvements in character.
Teaching and teacher education have long considered their disciplines to be moral in nature.
Fenstermacher (1990) asserts that moral dimensions are always present when one person is trying to
teach another:
What makes teaching a moral endeavor is that it is, quite centrally, human action
undertaken in regard to other human beings. Thus, matters of what is fair, right, just,
and virtuous are always present. When a teacher asks a student to share something with
another student, decides between combatants in a schoolyard dispute; sets procedures
for who will go first, second, third, and so on; or discusses the welfare of a student with
another teacher, moral considerations are present. (p. 133)
So what if we replaced the word teacher with instructional designer? Because instructional designers
are usually not present when students are learning, should they be satisfied with performance as the
sole criterion for success? Can they ignore the broader, more fundamental needs of their
students—the transformative needs? To address these questions, we will first present a case for
viewing instructional design as a moral endeavor. Next we will offer a framework for discussing the
moral dimensions of the profession. Finally, we will discuss ways the framework can be used to
improve the practice of instructional design.
In each section we cite data from studies that we are currently conducting. In one study, 86 college
students and 27 sixth graders reflected on and reported on their most frustrating and most fulfilling
learning experiences. In another study, in depth interviews were conducted with 9 instructional
designers asking them to reflect on their experience in designing online college courses.

The Case for Moral Dimensions
When asked for the most common criticism of online courses, a director of evaluation at a large
center for instructional design, said, “That’s easy, students who don’t like online courses usually say
that the courses are too cook-booky.” The following student comment on an experience with an online
course reinforces this conclusion:
In order to make the class testable, the professor focused on banalities that would easily
fit a multiple choice format. The end result was that I binged/purged a lot of nonsense
that I will never use in my life, rather than coming away with significant insights.
The course this student was evaluating clung firmly to the mimetic tradition of transferring facts from
computer screen to student, and at least for this student the course failed to accomplish even this. So
how can instructional designers avoid creating courses that do not result in important student
learning? We propose that just as the fields of teaching and teacher education are beginning to
embrace moral dimensions of their practice, so should instructional design. Why would we make such
a recommendation? For two reasons: (1) Instructional design is as much a human endeavor as faceto-face teaching, and all human endeavors are moral by nature, and (2) the more instructional
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designers focus on the higher or deeper dimensions of learning and teaching that are ensconced in
moral principles, the more likely transformative learning will occur—both for the student and for the
instructional designer.
Before presenting our framework for the moral dimensions of instructional design, we will explain
what we mean by the word moral, or more accurately, what we do not mean. First, we are not
considering professional ethics as included in the book Instructional Design Competencies: The
Standards (Richey, Fields, & Foxon, 2001). Every worthy profession has ethical codes of conduct. For
instructional designers, these standards ensure that client and societal needs and rights are not
violated: e.g., instructional designers will not plagiarize others’ work. Although these standards have
clear moral implications, they have little to do with the moral dimensions we refer to. Second, we are
not suggesting the direct teaching of virtues (e.g., slipping a little lesson on honesty into the online
accounting course).
Our use of the word moral emphasizes neither ethical codes of conduct nor direct teaching of virtues;
rather we wish to focus on the ways in which instructional designers conduct and view their work in
relation to those who will use their instructional products. Thus the practice of designing
instructional interactions becomes a moral endeavor (see Hansen, 2001).

A Moral Dimensions Framework
Our framework provides an alternative lens through which the practice of instructional design might
be viewed. It is grounded primarily in moral and educational philosophy rather than in behavioral
psychology. The framework does not prevent designers from relying on extant models and theories; it
simply encourages designers to examine more carefully how these theories relate to the higher,
transformative purposes of instruction. As shown in Figure 1, an instructional designer must develop
traditional competencies, as Richy, Fields, and Foxon (2001) have recommended. Such competency
development, we believe, can lead to effective mimetic learning for students. The more proficient the
designer is in all 23 stated competencies, the more likely students will master the intended learning
goals. However, we suggest that there is more to instructional design than mastering 23
competencies. We believe, as does Green (1999), that conscience formation transcends the learning
of specified objectives. In his book Voices: The Formation of Conscience, Tom Green asserts that
unless teachers focus on conscience, they will never reach the highest goals of education.
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Figure 1. Including the moral dimensions in instructional design
Conscience of craft. Green (1999) identifies five different types of personal conscience. We will
briefly describe how each conscience relates to the instructional design profession. The conscience of
craft refers to one’s desire to adhere to often unstated but overarching standards of one’s profession.
While working on a piece of sculpture, the artist strives to meet the standards of good art. Sometimes
these standards have been made explicit, other times they are more illusive, but nonetheless
powerful in directing the sculptor’s work. Comparing her work to the most respected works of art,
the sculptor constantly strives to meet the highest standard—not because the piece will generate
more profit, but because the sculptor desires to be a good artist.
An instructional designer likewise can develop a conscience of craft by striving for excellence beyond
that which a client may demand. The more developed the designer’s conscience, the better the
resulting instruction. We are acquainted with a designer who quickly produces the first prototype and
then methodically and relentlessly obtains feedback from students and teachers on how to improve
the instruction. No one is requiring the designer to be so exacting. The designer simply has a welldeveloped conscience of craft—never being satisfied with something that others would call “good
enough.”
Conscience of membership. The conscience of membership is closely related to that of craft. An
instructional designer might ask, “What does it mean to be a member of this profession? What must I
live up to? What do I owe my profession?” Each profession has its norms, its acceptable modes of
conduct. One might argue that while instructional design as a field has generated norms, these norms
are not as strong as they might be. And this weakness could be a result of designers not construing
their work as having moral aims.
During an interview, an instructional designer who had helped develop a college course, lamented
how deadlines got in the way of quality work:
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We had a manuscript and we just started building things and we were literally finishing
lessons the week before they were supposed to be going to the students. We recognized
that it was just not a successful mode. In fact, I think only one-third of the students who
took the course indicated that they would take another online course.
Conscience of sacrifice. Green (1999) describes the conscience of sacrifice as “truth telling and
promise keeping.” This conscience causes a person to act on more than simply self-interest. Green
argues that an educator must perform acts that “fall beyond the limits of mere duty. Any perfectly
gratuitous act of caring or kindness aimed at the good of another has this characteristic.” (p. 93)
When asked if she ever went beyond the requirements in the course, a college student responded,
“And why would I want to do that? Do you think I’m crazy?” Green might say that this student’s
conscience of sacrifice was not very well developed.
In contrast another student in an online course completed not only all of the requirements but
contributed to the online discussion three times more often than the average for the class. In a class
of 53, students on average accessed the discussion board 152 times, while this student accessed it
421 times. And the quality of her contributions was clearly better than most.
The conscience of sacrifice applies equally to the designer. Is the designer totally honest with the rest
of the design team, with students who pilot the course? To what extent does the designer act out of
concern for those who will experience the instruction, as well as for those who are working on the
team?
A critic of our framework might say,
Okay, stop right there; you’re not being realistic. Instructional designers might enjoy
acting on moral instincts of caring, of sacrificing, or promise keeping, but they are under
constant pressure to produce—to deliver a product, and you can’t ask them to listen to
these voices of conscience when they hardly have time to meet with the subject matter
expert.
Our response to such criticism is that we recognize the constraints on designers, as on all educators,
to ignore the deeper, more far-reaching aspects of their work. But that is actually the point. The more
one ignores these fundamentally moral aims of one’s work, the less effective will be the resulting
product. Are the voices of conscience that Green proposes too lofty? We think not. We argue that the
field needs to reach deeper and higher at the same moment if the discipline is to continue to develop
in appropriate ways.
Conscience of memory. Green speaks of the conscience as a way of drawing upon one’s past, of
building on the traditions that are unique to an individual. He calls this type of memory “rootedness.”
Humans, he argues, have a powerful need to be rooted: to know where they came from and what
those before them were like. This seems to be an especially neglected type of conscience in
instructional design. Although the history of the field is short, the past is often seen by new students
as irrelevant. Some question the need to study what instructional designers were doing before the
internet was created. And yet there is much in the history of the field to inform the present, much to
propel the discipline in new directions.
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The conscience of memory also suggests that instructional designers need to draw more on who they
are as individuals. Such a stance argues for assigning instructional design projects carefully, making
sure that designers can draw upon their own unique strengths, talents, and interests, as they design
a new piece of instruction. And students need to have ways of sharing who they are and how their
own desires, goals, and experiences relate to the topic being learned.
Conscience of imagination. The conscience of imagination speaks to one’s creativity, one’s ability
to try something for the first time, one’s capacity to envision a new way—in short, to lead. Whether
they like to think of themselves in this way or not, instructional designers are leaders. They are
charged with improving learning and teaching. Simply perpetuating an acceptable, but barely
effective way to teach or train is not satisfactory work. Instructional designers must be imaginative;
they must avoid seeing themselves as technicians hired to produce a preconceived instructional
product. Rather they must be prepared to suggest alternative approaches that their clients may never
have considered. To do this, they must have a well-developed conscience of imagination.
Similarly, the students who experience the instruction produced by a good design must be stretched
to think in new ways. As Maxine Greene (2000) has explained so eloquently, releasing the
imagination of learners is the primary aim of good education. We assert that for instructional
designers to release the imagination of others, they must be working in ways that improve their own
imagination.

Using the Framework
So how would instructional designers actually use the framework to improve their practice? Our
response is quite simple: through reflexive judgment—the act of differentiating what is right and
good from what is not (Green, 1999). In Green’s theory, reflexive judgment is the essence of
conscience formation. The more a person learns how to make wise judgments based upon reflective
thought, the more the person will develop the consciences of craft, membership, sacrifice, memory,
and imagination.
To illustrate how this type of reflection might help instructional designers, we offer the following
account given by an urban district superintendent, as she described with emotion her own experience
learning to read:
By the fifth grade, I was [still] struggling with reading, and we had the
wonderful—though in my memory not so wonderful—SRA kits. In our class, the teacher
put the kits in front of the room. The levels of complexity of reading were [designated]
by color. And, of course, we knew our colors. If you were able, you used the brown
readers, if you were not able, you used the purple readers. It was to my great shame . . .
because I was so shy, to go to the front of that class and pick up the purple. It was
difficult—[there was] humiliation associated with it. (personal communication, Patti
Harrington, October, 2001).
Even though this superintendent was recounting her story over 30 years later, the recollection still
brought with it significant emotion. Perhaps the label “purple” was like the label “defective” used by
the director of training we cited earlier. We do not believe that the designers who created the color
codes for SRA kits intentionally tried to humiliate children any more than the director of training
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intentionally tried to humiliate employees. But that is precisely the point: Instruction leads to
unintended results, and without careful reflection, those results can harm learners.
Although the SRA designers and the director of training may have reviewed performance data, they
were likely not reflecting on the more subtle moral effects of their design decisions. And these moral
effects, we assert, are more far reaching than performance data alone. These are the transforming
effects, the effects of instruction that endure. And if designers want to create instruction that will
have positive rather than negative enduring effects, we believe that they will need to focus on the
moral dimensions. They will need to engage more often in reflexive judgment, a kind of reflection that
leads to personal transformation for both the one who teaches and the one who learns.
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