QUO VADEMUS? FULL SPEED AHEAD!

The Big Picture or Authorware is Carp
Here it is, the last keynote speech at a TAAC conference before the false end of this millennium! (Better make it a good one, Joe!)  Ten-fingered creatures that we are, we have evolved a numerical system based on 10 digits, as has our keeping of the passage of years.  

In the last 2000 years, we have evolved from “Et tu, Brute?” to “Y2K?”  

From the killing of an emperor to the killing of empirical systems: from that point of view perhaps we haven’t made that much progress after all!

Still, we are living in a marvelous time, outstanding really.  Science has brought us wonders hitherto unimagined.  In the last century alone, we have learned to fly through the air on man-made wings.  We have witnessed the widespread use of new forms of communication, beginning with the radio and the telephone.  For the first time, we were able to talk easily to Uncle Homer across the country or around the world, though sometimes at considerable cost. We could even go visit him without ever having to get on a boat.

If you’re over 40 years old, you saw the advent of television in the home. Imagine – invisible rays shooting through the air at the speed of light, captured by an antenna and delivered to a box in your own living room, reconstructing the exact image that was transmitted from far away.

6. If you’re over 30 years old, you saw sentient creatures from our planet for the first time in its 4.5 billion years step foot on another celestial body, our moon.  I still find this relatively mind-boggling. 

If you’re over 20 years old, you saw the first mass-market personal computers enter the home. What was previously thought only the domain of serious minded scientists bent on calculating the best trajectories for missiles aimed at Moscow now became also the land of virtual astronauts landing on a virtual moon and BASIC programmers writing infinite loops on electronic store computers.

If you’re over 10 years old, you saw the introduction of the Internet in the home, the greatest addition to our Earthly channels of communications since the printing press was invented.  Suddenly, anyone with access could retrieve a wealth of information, instruction and entertainment without having it fed to them only at the discretion of others.  Who has access? Well, just as the wealthy were the only ones who could first afford radios and who could first afford television sets, only the upper and the upper middle classes were first able to afford Internet access in the home.  Eventually, the middle class, and much later the poorer classes of society were able to afford radios and television.  Now, after almost ten years, we are beginning to see the Internet arriving in full force to the middle classes and even the poorest can take free classes and have access at many libraries. 

Along the way, of course, there were always the naysayers, those with limited imagination as to the possibilities the future could bring.

Western Union, in an internal memo in 1876: “This telephone has too many shortcomings to be seriously considered as a means of communication.  The device is inherently of no value to us."  Microsoft should have learned from Western Union the danger of internal memos!

Lord Kelvin, President of the Royal Society, asserted in 1895 that, "Heavier-than-air flying machines are impossible." Only nine years later, the Brothers Wright proved him wrong.

Charles H. Duell, Commissioner of U.S. Office of Patents in1899 declared, "Everything that can be invented has been invented." The vast majority of inventions would come in the century since, proving Duell a patented fool with very limited imagination.

Dadis Sarnoff in the 1920's was urging his associates to invest in the radio industry. Their response: "The wireless music box has no imaginable commercial value.  Who would pay for a message sent to nobody in particular?" Did not newspapers and books exist back then? Were they only written for the express pleasure of one person? Project, people, project, from the what-we-have to the what-can-be!

Darryl F. Zanuck, Head of 20th Century Fox in 1946 declared, "Television won't be able to hold on to any market it captures after the first six months.  People will soon get tired of staring at a plywood box every night." People proved, in fact, that he was absolutely correct. They grew tired of watching television, night after night, year after year, for longer and longer periods of time, so tired they would often fall asleep in front of it late at night.

In 1943, Thomas Watson, Chairman of IBM, predicted: "I think there is a world market for maybe five computers." Perhaps he meant five computers in each home. I currently have eight computers networked together in my home office, not including those computers hidden in my kids’ video games systems. Each one is light years more advanced than those around in Watson’s time, though if not for ENIAC, there is a distinct possibility that Germany might have won the war.

In 1949, Popular Mechanics, forecasting the relentless march of science, wrote, "Computers in the future may weigh no more than 1.5 tons.” True, if you weigh a few hundred of them at one time.

In 1957, the editor in charge of business books for Prentice Hall said, "I have traveled the length and breadth of this country and talked with the best people, and I can assure you that data processing is a fad that won't last out the year." 

Jump ahead 20 years to 1977, when Ken Olson, President, Chairman, and founder of Digital Equipment Corporation, wrote, "There is no reason anyone would want a computer in their home." The computer home market began to explode shortly thereafter.

1981, Bill Gates: "64K ought to be enough for anybody."

Were these the type of people who would later perhaps claim to have been abducted by UFOs or found healing powers in a televangelist’s dandruff flakes? No, they were simply victims of not being able to imagine the need for something they never had before. We are today guilty of no less. Our grandchildren will marvel at how we could possibly have gotten along without the invention that is not yet even a sparkle in a science fiction writer’s eye.

Now perhaps you’ve noted in me just a slight note of sarcasm in the abilities of our ancestors to prognosticate the future.  Well, lest you think that I am simply a basher of those unable to fight back from the grave, let me assure you that we often today find ourselves in the same narrow-minded myopia that afflicted our predecessors. 

In 1991, Authorware 1.0 made the jump from the Mac to Windows. Immediately thereafter, Aimtech, the makers of IconAuthor, declared that it would be a flop and that IconAuthor was the only real authoring system for the Windows platform.

In 1993, Macromedia, which had been formed the year before by the merger of Authorware, Inc. and Macromind, Inc., released Authorware version 2.0. With it, came several new features, most notable of which was one called libraries, a feature that would be welcomed by Authorware users the world over. Aimtech let it be known not so secretly that this would certainly be the last version of Authorware.

In 1995, Macromedia, which somehow had managed to survive despite its competitors’ most vocal predictions, released version 3.0 of Authorware. It included many new features, the most visible of which were two new icons that would change the way Authorware users would work, the Framework and Navigate icons.  Aimtech and Asymetrix both declared it too little, too late. Toolbook was the only answer. No, wait, I mean IconAuthor. Hey, what about Quest for Windows? Yeah, that’s it! CBT Directions, a respected trade magazine, did a survey of 57 authoring systems, though they mentioned that there were hundreds more that had too little market share to mention.

In 1996, 3.5 was released. Suddenly, it was possible to deliver Authorware applications across an Internet connection. Cool. The principals at Aimtech, which at one point had been insulted to have been offered a paltry $40 million dollars for their company, saw sales of their new product Jamba go shooting through nowhere land while IconAuthor continued to falter, so they settled for about $10 million in a sale to Asymetrix, mainly for their client base. IconAuthor was left to linger and then was put out of its mercy not long ago.

In 1997, version 4.0 arrived. A plethora of new features were included, such as external content, drag and drop media from file lists into Authorware, lists and property lists, much smaller files, ActiveX support, sprites, and more. Asymetrix scratched its collective head and wondered why developers would continue to purchase such a (relatively) easy-to-use yet powerful product.

A year later, in 1998, Macromedia released version 5.0. Now there were knowledge objects, multi-icon editing, alpha channels, antialiased text, Voxware, JavaScript support, the ability to export media contained in icons, the ability to internalize linked content: the list is a long one. Asymetrix, still lagging behind Macromedia by a good margin, has recently stepped up its efforts to declare Authorware a dead language, despite the fact that we all know version 6 is in the works.

Once again, you may have noted what appears to be a bit of authoring chauvinism in my little talk.  Joe, aren’t you just practicing a bit of demagoguery here as a stepping-stone to your dream of world domination? Well, yes, but that’s beside the point. In reality, I have used Toolbook. I have used IconAuthor. I even tried my hand at Quest. Heck, I used TenCore for a year (TenCore, many in the audience wondered, what’s that?) I was a C programmer, dabbled in C++, BASIC, PASCAL, and Assembler: you name it! There were elements of almost every development package I’ve used that I think would be useful in Authorware.  As a company, if a desired client insists that we use any of these packages, I would strongly consider it. But given a choice for desktop delivery, Authorware is my poison of choice.

Now, what about the Web? Ah, yes, the Web, that pervasive, universal deliverer of nursery rhymes and porn, sometimes on the same web site! The proof that information has become a true currency, that some of us don’t mind meandering aimlessly from one link to the next in a matrix that never ends yet sometimes takes us back to the same starting place. 

Training on the web has taken us back almost to square one.  What do I mean by that? Well, keep in mind, folks, I’m 39 years old, which practically makes me an ancient mariner on the turbulent seas of CBT. Back when I was a boy in high school, I was lucky enough to have regular access to a teletypewriter terminal connected to a minicomputer. This is what it looked like. No monitor, no hard drive, no mouse. The medium we used was paper, rolls and rolls of paper. Whatever I typed would get immediately printed on the paper in front of me, just like an ancient piece of equipment we used to have back then that some of you young whippersnappers have never heard of: the typewriter. Whatever response I got from the minicomputer was printed on the same paper. The machine made such a racket that the school built a wall around it, in essence making a computer room the size of a walk-in closet.

We used paper tape to back up our files back then and we did it while walking 15 miles uphill, both ways! Of course, a roll of paper tape would only cost a nickel back then, about the same price as a new home. Each horizontal row of eight represented one byte. If a hole was punched, light shone through and it represented a 1.  If there was no hole, it was a 0 since light didn’t shine through.  Each hole therefore was 1 bit. Sometimes my wife (back then she was my fiancée) would help. 

She wasn’t particularly fond of the paper tapes. 

I taught myself BASIC on that machine and got to the point that I knew it better than anyone in school, including the teacher. That’s how big a nerd I was! I also took my first CBT course on that machine. It taught me Fortran, another ancient language that was in use by Noah and some of the smarter animals on the ark. I still remember some of the feedbacks I got when I didn’t get the right answer, one in particular that said, “Now, look, pay attention.” That still smarts. Be careful what you use for you use for your wrong answer feedbacks! Especially, don’t use audio feedback like this one [play the sound].

Of course, following my high school career, the home microcomputer age began. I bought a Commodore Vic20. I’m not talking about the Commodore 64, which had 64,000 bytes of RAM and ROM, only 39K of which was really available to you. No, I had a VIC20 that had less than 10% of that: 3.5K of memory. Not Megs, kilobytes! It didn’t have a hard drive, it had cassette tape storage device that took about 5 minutes to store a 3.5K program. Still, one of the proudest days of my career was when I had a bowling game I wrote on that machine published in several magazines and a couple of books. I had evolved from simple text to text and character-based graphics. Wow.

With time, progress was made. Bill Gates declared at one point that no one would ever need more than 64K of RAM on a PC. Oops. Later, he said he meant 256K. Later, he learned to not declare anything a ceiling anymore. In Windows today, however, we’re still living with a legacy of 64K limitations, found throughout the operating system. 

However, we find that every time we made two steps forward, we seemed to take one step back. Sure, the IBM PC was much more powerful than my VIC20, but my VIC20 had built-in 4 channel sound, whereas the PC had a tinny little speaker that could only produce one channel of beeps. Two steps forward, one step back.  

Those DOS-based programs ran slowly, but then faster as new microprocessors came on the scene. When we evolved from DOS to the first publicly accepted version of Windows, 3.0, suddenly we found that while we now had a graphical user interface, everything ran more slowly because of all that added Windows overhead. Two steps forward, one step back.

Training back then was delivered on floppies and installed onto hard drives because we really didn’t have many other choices that were universal. Still, the courses ran pretty fast because they came off the hard drive. Later, CD-ROMs became more ubiquitous so we started to deliver on that medium since they could hold a huge amount of data. Oh, but they were slow. Remember back then, they were all one-speed drives! That meant that that new delivery system was much, much slower than those hard drives had been. Two steps forward, one step back.

But then those CD-ROMs started getting faster and faster. Oh, cool, you have a drive that’s twice as fast as mine, a two-speed drive! Then there were four speeds, then six, then eight, and so on. Things were cooking again!

And then…the Internet came on the scene. Of course, it had been around for many years, the exclusive domain of government researchers and academicians, mostly used for simple e-mail. But the advent of HTML-based browsers changed all that, and suddenly a new delivery medium cropped up. It became more and more used in almost every business and even in homes throughout the country, and now throughout the world! Oh, but that speed, that slow slow speed. Two steps forward, one step back. 

But that speed is changing as well. Today, with cable modem access in my home, accessing a web site like washingtonpost.com is practically the same as starting up Microsoft Word…they both take up about the same amount of time. This has made it just another application on my laptop. We no longer speak of getting on the Internet where I live – it’s almost always up and running. Satellite systems, ISDN, T1 access, T3 access, oh my things are getting to the point where speed won’t be a factor anymore! We can deliver training off a web site as fast as off a CD! Two steps forward! 

What about that inevitable one step back? We’ve already seen it: no clear consensus as to the tools, the communication paths, easy as pie database support. We still see a jumble of CGI, plug-ins, HTML, XML, Java, JavaScript, ActiveX, Flash, etc. etc. 

Is this really a step back though? Maybe it’s not. Each of these tools offers us something the others do not. Would we really be in a better place if the only thing we could do was write HTML? I suspect some of you would be happy if that were the case – at least you wouldn’t have to learn all these different development packages, or hire people who do! 

However, in reality the reason these tools have risen up is that HTML alone could not do what we wanted it to do. A combination of tools is what is needed. Training applications are getting more and more sophisticated nowadays. More and more, you hear clients ask for database connectivity, they ask for hybrid web/CD approaches, they look for web delivery.

When I started to learn programming in BASIC, I found myself hesitating before I learned Pascal. I could already do everything I “wanted” to do in BASIC.  Of course, I was being myopic: there was much I hadn’t thought of doing just because I was being limited by the language I was using. When I learned C, the same thing happened, and so on after that.  

The one stroke of luck I had was really not luck at all. I found out that all the programming algorithms I had learned while using BASIC were pretty much the same in Pascal. Sure, Pascal had better ways to express those algorithms, but I didn’t have to learn how to program really, just how to use the new tool.

Once I learned C, I found the same thing. A better language, but the underlying principles were the same.  On after that to every programming language and authoring system I used.

Know what. Here’s the big secret: the tool you use is important.  Here’s an even bigger secret: It isn’t as important as the experience, the management team, and the skills of the team behind the project.  All the programming algorithms in the world are going to do you no good if you don’t have a good team of skilled minds working on your project.

So what kind of people comprise that team? We know them already:

· Analysts who understand how to execute a proper front end analysis so no mistakes based on bad information are made on the project

· Instructional designers who know how to teach and train, who are themselves trained in what computer-based training is all about

· Graphic artists and animators who understand what it means to create for computer-based training, rather than for a museum wall

· Audio and video personnel who understand what a codec is and who know how to cut things up properly for CBT

· Developers who know the authoring system inside and out, so as to be able to create strong, maintainable templates and code.

· Quality assurance personnel who know the ins and outs of an interactive environment.

· A very strong management team to oversee each of the areas mentioned so that projects stay on time and under budget.

In some respects, the above roles do not differ all that greatly from those on a movie set, with some important differences.  What is the biggest difference?  We’ll get to that in a second.

Show of hands: how many of you deal regularly with clients, selling to them, convincing them that your company has what it takes to do good work?  Of those that raised your hands, how many of you find yourselves having to educate the clients a little or a lot on what CBT is, how it works, what are its strengths, and what are its limitations?

I find that in the last few years, I don’t find myself having to educate clients as much as I used to. Partly it’s because they have become more savvy, but it’s also because the technology has helped us to reach a point of fewer limitations.  You can do almost anything nowadays, as long as the budget and time allow.

Therein lies the rub: budget and time.  Many clients expect you to be able to deliver the moon for a buck ninety-five.  Why is that?  Well, in part it’s because of extravagant promises made by shady salesmen who don’t care about the repercussions of their words. When I first graduated from college, I went to work for a company that shall remain nameless. I was hired because of my computer science degree but also because I was already an expert in an authoring system called TICCIT, which ran on a minicomputer based system. One of the first things they did was to send me to the SALT conference here in Orlando to assist in the sales booth.  I was standing next to Jerry, who I had not gotten to know very well yet.  At one point, Jerry starts extolling the virtues of TICCIT to a potential client in our booth.  One of the virtues he extolled was one that did not exist, had never existed, and in fact, would have proven very difficult to program into the system because of its architecture.  When the potential left, I told Jerry that he had been mistaken about that particular feature.  He showed real surprise and told me he had been convinced that it was possible.  He thanked me for setting him straight.

Ten minutes later, he said the same thing to another person.  It was then that I learned one of my first lessons of the real world: always verify what a salesman tells you.  I also swore to myself that I would never fall into the trap of promising what I could not deliver.

Another big reason clients expectations are sometimes so high compared to the budget and schedule they can provide is that they base those expectations on what they see in the movies and on TV.

What am I talking about? Let’s think back to some big Hollywood productions.

Independence Day: Jeff Goldblum, a cable TV installer, albeit a smart one, devises in apparently just a few minutes a virus on his Mac PowerBook that will disable the shields of an entire alien starship, all the huge ships covering the cities of the Earth, and every alien scout ship around the Earth hidden inside those huge ships.  On his PowerBook!  Not only is it really hard to write a virus on a PowerBook that would work under Microsoft Windows, but I think it would be really really really really really hard to write a virus on a PowerBook that would disable a totally alien, extremely advanced technology from a star system really really far away!  On a PowerBook!  In just a few minutes!

Oh, and oh yeah, he must have done it through a wireless network because I didn’t see any wires dangling anywhere!

You can just hear a client say it, can’t you? “Hey, Jeff Goldblum, a cable TV operator, was able to save the world in just a few minutes on his wireless PowerBook. Why are you saying you can’t create a training system that will work both in Windows and on my legacy Amiga system?”

Star Trek IV: The Enterprise somehow goes back in time to the 1980s and agree to trade the secret behind something called transparent aluminum in exchange for some thick Plexiglas. The corporate engineer invites Scotty to demonstrate the formula on an original Mac Plus, you know one of guys?  So, Scotty, who understandably has never seen one of these ancient machines except maybe in a history class, tries to talk to the computer. Nothing happens. Then Dr. McCoy picks up the mouse and hands it to him, whereupon Scott tries to talk to it. Nothing happens.  So the engineer tells Scotty to just use the keyboard.  Scotty starts touch-typing, touch-typing, mind you – haven’t they improved on the QWERTY keyboard in 300 years? – and wonderful things start to happen on that little Mac screen. 3D animations, schematics, all sorts of things.

Again, this is on a Mac Plus! You couldn’t do anything on a Mac plus without the mouse! There were hardly any keyboard shortcuts on that baby! Now, if Macs were really so powerful that they could do this and also be able to disable alien computers through the air, then I would be totally in awe of Bill Gates for being able to still squish them in the marketplace with his own Earth-based Windows product.

Still, you and I don’t really care, do we? I mean, it’s a movie, after all, and that means lots of artistic license.  Trouble is, sometimes that artistic license leads to clients saying things like, “I don’t understand why you can’t deliver that on my Radio Shack TRS-80 that’s missing its power supply!” 

We could go on and on.  In the recent Enemy of the State, computers are tracking every move you and I make.  In 1985’s Weird Science, two dumb (really dumb) teenage kids happen to hit the correct keyboard combination on their home PCs to make an actual real woman.  Not just real, but real sexy!  You just know that after that movie came out there were thousands of teenage boys banging away on their computers just trying to figure out what that keyboard commination was.

So I said that our project teams often comprise members that are also often found on movie sets.  So making CBT is like making movies, right? In one way, yes. In a huge way, no.

Think about the movies again and the outrageous writing found in some.  Well, that’s nothing compared to the number of bad edits found in even some of the biggest budget movies.  Ever see a movie and notice an editing problem, a continuity problem, a sudden strange shift? We often don’t catch those things on the first viewing because we’re caught up in the story, or like during a magic spell, our attention is diverted to another part of the screen.  The first time I saw Star Wars, I had just turned 18.  The movie had already been out for almost a year but since I was living in Italy at the time, I hadn’t heard that much about it.  I asked a girl out, and she suggested we go see Star Wars.  I said, sure, why not.  Even after a year, the line was surprisingly long.  After we sat down, and the lights in the theater dimmed, she put her lips next to my ear and whispered ever so sensually, “Oh, by the way, I’ve seen this movie 57 times.” I’m not sure if she saw my jaw drop open in surprise.  As the music in the movie started, I saw in her eyes the gleam of a true zealot.

Having seen the movie 57 times meant she had caught all the editing and other technical problems in the movie.  So, a few times in the movie, she turned to me and whispered in my ear again. “Look, watch this! See the table in front of Obi Wan? Every time the camera angle changes, the number of objects on the table will switch between two and three.” “Look, watch the storm trooper in the back as they rush through the door. He’s going to hit his head on the door frame.” And so on.

There’s even a web site, nitpickers.com, which lists the problems with almost any movie you care to name. You can get a little lost on that site just reading the thousands of snafus.

So let’s get back to CBT, back to educating clients, back to client expectations that are often based on Hollywood productions. I will oftentimes say, and here’s that huge difference between the movies and CBT I said earlier I would mention,  “Here is a Hollywood movie that cost millions and millions of dollars, that was worked on for three years, and IT has editing problems.  And you know what? It is a totally linear medium. Totally! There’s no interactivity.  You sit there from the beginning to end and you see the same thing that everyone else sees.  You don’t get to choose which scene to see next.  You don’t get to skip parts.  You don’t get to repeat any scene you didn’t quite understand. And it lasts two hours.” 

“Now you’re asking us to create a 10-hour course, a 20-hour course, a 50-hour course. You’re asking us to do it for about one one-hundredth the cost of a movie, but you expect Hollywood production values, and you expect it to be flawless, with no bugs at all.”

Now I’ve never actually said that out loud to any client, because, truth be told, 95% of my clients have been very rational and very reasonable.  They don’t really expect a CBT course to be the same as a movie. Of course, it’s the infrequent but sometimes very vocal client that has to have these things explained to him or her.

I leave you with one final thought.  I realized a while back to my own interest that of the major authoring systems out there, we have Authorware, created by Michael ALLEN, we have Toolbook, made by Asymetrix, which is made by Paul ALLEN, and we have Quest that is made by ALLEN Communications.

Quite the coincidence, I thought, and related as much to my friend Robert Milton over the phone one day.  It was then that he clued me into the truth.  He pointed out that there is only one letter difference, hardly noticeable in fact, between the words ALLEN and ALIEN.

[up X-Files music]

