
TechTalk 

A N S W E R S Q U E S T I O N S 

So, you still don 7 have a clue 

about authoring systems, 

multimedia training, and 

electro /i ic perfot i na 11 ce 

support? You re not alone. 

A N D 

I w a s si t t ing in my o f f i c e d o i n g 
some th ing ex t remely impor tant 
(my boss may read this), when I 

received an unusual telephone call. I 
picked up the phone and listened to 
the distressed voice of a young uni-
versity student. He introduced himself. 
Then he launched into a plea for help. 

"Like I said, 1 w o u l d a p p r e c i a t e 
any help you can give me. My assign-
ment's due tomorrow, and I still don't 
have a clue. I've talked to maybe a 
hundred p e o p l e about this already, 
and I can't get a straight answer." 

"You've talked to 100 people?" 1 
asked. 

"Well, you know what 1 mean—a 
lot of people. Maybe 10.'" 

"I see. And what was it you asked 
them exactly?" 

"Well, for my repor t I w a s sup -
posed to ask two quest ions: What's 
an a u t h o r i n g sys t em, a n d d o you 
have to be a programmer to use one? 
And what ' s the d i f fe rence be tween 
mul t imedia training and e lec t ronic 
performance-su pp<>rt systems?" 

"Isn ' t t ha t t h r e e q u e s t i o n s ? " I 
asked. 

"The first one ' s a two-parter," he 
said. 

"OK. And none of the 10 p e o p l e 
you asked could answer your ques-
tions?" 

"Well, it was really more like five 
people that I actually got to talk to. And 
they all said a lot, but it didn't make 
much sense—you know? Something 
about an amalgamation of fourth-gener-
ation languages or something." 

Over the next 30 minutes, I tried 
to answer the young man's questions 
in a way that made sense. What fol-
lows is a brief recap of his questions 
and my responses. 

What exactly is an authoring pack-
age? I bear a lot about authoring 
packages being used to create CBT, 

multimedia, and electronic perfor-
mance-support systems. But don 7 you 
hare to be a programmer to use them? 

An analogy may help illustrate what 
an author ing package is. In ancient 
t imes , w h e n p e o p l e f i rs t s t a r t e d 
bu i ld ing things, they had to m a k e 
every tool they needed. You couldn't 
just g o o u t a b u y a h a m m e r , fo r 
e x a m p l e . O v e r t ime, cer ta in too l s 
proved themselves effective and reli-
able. and nearly everyone who built 
things began to use them. 

Now. pretend you're a modern-day 
carpenter . When you build a home, 
you u s e a set of too l s that h a v e 
proved useful in the past (such as a 
h a m m e r , a saw. and a level). You 
probably don' t make any of them— 
you just buy the ones you need. Over 
the years, you've acquired a nice set 
of tools that you use over and over 
aga in to bui ld h o u s e s . Obvious ly , 
some carpenters are skilled enough to 
build tools from scratch if they want 
to. but that would be slow and costly. 
On occasion, pe rhaps the carpenter 
may run into a situation that requires 
a special tool that is not readily avail-
able, so she or he makes it. But that 
is a special case. 

OK, so w h e r e is all this go ing? 
Well, for someone interested in creat-
ing multimedia training, an authoring 
system is much like the set of tools a 
carpenter uses to build a house. 

Not that long ago, when program-
mers first started creating multimedia 
programs, they had to create the elec-
tronic tools (computer programs) they 
n e e d e d to get t he job d o n e . For 
example, they had to have a tool to 
create and edit text, another tool to 
make graphics, another for animation 
effects, another for branching, and so 
on. Programmers all over the world 
began creating these types of tools for 
their own individual projects. 
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Over time a few of those electronic 
tools proved themselves to be effec-
tive and reliable. Today, programmers 
have the knowledge and skill to go 
buy (or create) electronic tools they 
need to make multimedia programs. 

At some point, some enterprising 
p r o g r a m m e r s a n d b u s i n e s s p e o p l e 
realized that n o n p r o g r a m m e r s may 
not h a v e the k n o w l e d g e to select , 
build, or use all the tools they need 
to crea te mul t imedia p rog rams . So 
these ent repreneur ia l folks built an 
e x t e n s i v e set of e a s y - t o - u s e e lec -
tronic tools and of fe red the set for 
sale as an authoring package. These 
ea sy - to -use e l ec t ron ic too l s a l low 
n o n p r o g r a m m e r s to in tegrate text, 
g r a p h i c s , a n i m a t i o n s , a u d i o , a n d 
video into an interactive presentation 
or training program. 

Just as carpenters may find that they 
need a special tool that isn't in their 
tool sets, multimedia developers may 
find that an authoring package doesn't 
have an electronic tool they need for a 
particular project. The carpenter must 
buy or m a k e that spec ia l tool . 
Similarly, the multimedia deve loper 
must buy or make special electronic 
tools on occasion. 

For example , if your mult imedia 
p r o g r a m n e e d s to s e n d da t a to a 
mainframe computer, you may need 
a special program written to capture 
and send data to the mainframe. It is 
a special func t ion . Many au thor ing 
p a c k a g e s d o not inc lude the elec-
tronic tools that would accommodate 
this need. 

So, do you have to be a program-
m e r to use an a u t h o r i n g package? 
No, but it doesn't hurt either. 

Many authoring packages can be 
operated in two m o d e s — o n e mode 
for people w h o don't know anything 
about programming (and w h o don' t 
wan t to), and ano the r m o d e (typi-
cally in the form of a scripting lan-
guage) for enthusiasts w h o want to 
get into the nitty-gritty. Anyone inter-
e s t e d in an a u t h o r i n g p a c k a g e 
should definitely try it out to ensure 
that it matches his or her skill level 
and mul t imedia needs . C o m p a n i e s 
that sell au thor ing sys tems usual ly 
o f f e r t r a in ing c las ses for an add i -
tional fee. 

See the box, "A Sampling of Author-
ing Systems," for a listing of several 
full-featured authoring packages. 

What is the difference between interac-
tive multimedia programs and elec-
tronic perfi irmance-support s) stems? 

First of all. in teract ive mul t imedia 
p r o g r a m s and EPSSs h a v e a lot in 
c o m m o n . Both a r e c o l l e c t i o n s of 
software programs that operate on a 
c o m p u t e r sys tem. Both are deve l -
oped with the intent of helping peo-
ple pe r fo rm bet ter on the job. and 
both utilize multiple media (includ-
ing text, graphics, and animation). 

O n e very important d i f fe rence is 
that an FPSS is typically designed to 
be used while the employee is per-
forming her or his job. Tradi t ional 
multimedia systems are designed to 
be used away from the job. in a train-
ing environment. In other words, the 

e m p l o y e e to leave the job to take-
t ra in ing . In fact , the F.PSS is in te-
grated into the computer system thai 
the customer-service representat ive 
uses to perform her or his job. When 
the representa t ive needs he lp with 
an irate caller, for example, an EPSS 
migh t d i s p l a y a list of s u g g e s t e d 
steps for handl ing the call—right at 
the moment of need. The representa-
tive can follow the steps and resolve 
the customer's problem. This process 
is very different from applying infor-
mation memorized in a training class. 

Let's look at ano ther example . A 
mul t imedia system might teach an 
employee how to complete a reser-
vation for a cus tomer . But an EPSS 
s y s t e m w o u l d a c t u a l l y walk t h e 
e m p l o y e e t h r o u g h the p r o c e s s of 

A Sampling of Authoring Systems 

AUTHORING SYSTEM DEVELOPMENT PLATFORM COMPANY INFORMATION 

Authorware Mac/PC MacroMedia 
San Francisco, CA: 415 /442 -2000 

Gain Momentum PC/Unix Sybase 
Emeryville, CA; 5 1 0 / 6 5 8 - 9 4 4 1 

Icon Author PC/Unix AimTech 
Nashua. NH; 6 0 3 / 8 8 3 - 0 2 2 0 

Quest PC Allen Communication 
Salt Lake City, UT: 801 /537 -7800 

TenCORE PC Computer Teaching Corporation 
Champaign. IL; 2 1 7 / 3 5 2 - 6 3 6 3 

ToolBook Mac/PC Asymetric 
Bellevue, WA: 2 0 6 / 4 6 2 - 0 5 0 1 

employee completes the multimedia 
training and then returns to the job to 
use what he or she has learned. 

For example, with traditional multi-
media training, a cus tomer -se rv ice 
representative might spend a few min-
utes away from the job going through 
a course on how to handle an irate 
caller. The training might explain the 
proper steps for handling a call, use 
video clips to demonstrate, and even 
let the employee practice through sim-
ulations. The result is that the rep can 
use the learning back on the job at a 
later time. 

That type of training paradigm is 
sometimes called the transfer model, 
b e c a u s e t he in fo rma t ion t augh t in 
class must be transferred back to the 
job to be of use. 

An EPSS d o e s n ' t r e q u i r e an 

making a reservation—when the cus-
tomer requests one. 

The EPSS paradigm is somet imes 
called the just-in-time model, because 
the information that is needed to per-
form a job funct ion is provided just 
when it is needed, rather than before 
it is n e e d e d via o f f - s i t e t ra in ing . 
Typically, an EPSS has multiple levels 
of assistance that a user may access. 
Each successive level (for example, 
advice, help, coach, and tutor) pro-
vides the worker with more detailed 
information. The final level, the tutor, 
may even be a short multimedia train-
ing segment, making multimedia train-
ing a subset of the EPSS. 

Even with all the benefits of EPSS, 
don't write off traditional classroom or 
multimedia training just yet. An EPSS 
is possible only in situations in which 
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From the producers of Let's Talk Diversity! 

New Rules / New Roles 
for Today's Workplace 

New from ITC! This brand new video training 
package offers an up-to-date approach to the 

subject of sexual harassment prevention. Real people, 
real stories, and a real understanding of a complex 
issue. The concerns of women and men about sexual 
harassment and its impact on them and the workplace 
are addressed in a balanced and thought-provoking way. 
The very latest court rulings and the most current 
guidelines are included in this fresh new look at a critical 
topic. Call today to schedule your preview! 

(800) 998-8764 " K i K E P S 

Circle No. 180 on Reader Service Card 

R I T 
For Dynamic, Experienced Professionals.. . 

Accelerated Master's Program 
Your MS Degree f rom a Fully Accredited University 

with 8 Weeks' Residence in 

Instructional Technology 

Career and Human Resource Development 

Packaging Science 

Hospitality-Tourism Management 

• Earn your master's degree with four two-week residencies and 

distance credii 

• Earn credit for professional exper ience by portfolio or examination 

• Exchange ideas with colleagues w h o have considerable and varied 

professiona I exper ience 

Sessions run for two weeks in J u n e and August. 
F o r m o r e i n f o r m a t i o n ca l l o r w r i t e : 

Ms. Kelly Oute rmans | i = i | Rochester Institute of Technology 

Phone. (716) 475-6/68 Executive Leader Master's Program 
FAX: (716) 475-7164 72 Lomb Memorial Drive 

Rochester, NY 14623-5604 

Circle No. 134 on Reader Service Card 

TechTalk 

An EPSS Reading List 
For m o r e i n f o r m a t i o n on e lec -
tronic pe r fo rmance-suppor t sys-
tems. try the following materials. 
Books. Order books through the 
publishers. 
I Gloria Gery, Electronic Perfor-
mance Support Systems: How 
and Why To Remake the Work-
place Through the Strategic 
Application of Technology, 
Weingarten Press. 
I K a r e n Mc.Graw a n d Ka ren 
Briggs, Knowledge Acquisition, 
Prentice-Hall. 
Articles. O r d e r r ep r in t s of the 
following Training & Development 
articles by calling ASH) Customer 
Service at 703/683-8100. Use pri-
or i ty c o d e BVM. Single p h o t o -
c o p i e s a r e $6 p e r a r t ic le . T h e 
p a c k a g e of th ree is S15. Orders 
must be prepaid. 
» Rober t C. Albr ight a n d Paul 
E. P o s t , " T h e C h a l l e n g e s of 
Electronic Learning." Training & 
Development. August 1993. 
I Pat r ic ia A. G a l a g a n , 'Th ink 
P e r f o r m a n c e : A C o n v e r s a t i o n 
Wi th Gloria Gery ." Training & 
Development, March 1994. 
• Carolyn Ladd, "Should Perfor-
m a n c e S u p p o r t Be in Y o u r 
Computer?" Training & Develop-
ment. August 1993. 

an e m p l o y e e w o r k s on a c o m p u t e r 
sys tem or can u s e a p o r t a b l e c o m -
puter for immediate reference—as in 
the case of many field ma in t enance 
personnel and salespeople. 

In addition, many employees need 
to k n o w a variety of important facts, 
p rocesses , and p r o c e d u r e s that will 
be used of ten . That kind of training 
p r o b a b l y n e e d s t o b e c o m p l e t e d 
before a new hire goes to work. 

Also, teaching concepts and prin-
ciples may take longer than teaching 
facts , p rocess , o r p r o c e d u r e s . Such 
subject matter may be more suited to 
being taught away from the job. 

"TechTalk" is a quarterly column 
written by Bart Dahmer, manager of 
technology services and technical 
training for Federal Express, 2842 
Business Park, Module G. Memphis. 
IN 381/8. 
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