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Introduction 

Throughout the recent past, various terms have been used interchangeably to name our field including 

instructional development, instructional technology, instructional design (Shrock, 1995, p.11) and educational 

technology.  Several attempts have also been made at defining the field (of educational technology) however, in 

general, the “scope of the field remains somewhat elusive” (Ely, 2008, p. 1).  This indecisiveness has been looming 

over the field and, understandably, been the cause of confusion.  The inevitable question that arises is do all the 

aforementioned terms really mean the same thing, or is there actually a difference between them?  In this paper, I will 

attempt to define each of these terms, compare and contrast them accordingly and lastly, try to explain where I see 

myself in relation to them. 

 

Educational Technology 

I will start with educational technology which acts as an umbrella for all the terms in question.  The 

Association for Educational Communications and Technology (AECT) offers a comprehensive definition: 

Educational technology is the study and ethical practice of facilitating learning and improving 

performance by creating, using, and managing appropriate technological processes and resources 

(Januszewski and Molenda, 2008, p. 15). 

The definition starts by referring to field as an area of both study and ethical practice, stressing that both 

research and practice play an equally important role.  However, practice is elaborated on in that it should be ethical, 

implying that those working in the field should “maintain a high level of professional conduct” (Reiser, 2007, p.6). 

Following this, the definition goes on to mention that one of the key interests in the field is to facilitate 

learning, implying that learners now play a key role in shaping what they learn (Reiser, 2007, p.6).   Another key 

interest described in this definition is that the field seeks to improve performance, indicating that the goal is to 

actually “help learners apply the new skills and knowledge they have acquired” (Reiser, 2007, p.6).   

Following mention of these key interests, the definition proceeds to explain how they can be achieved.  The 

first way described is by creating, which actually relates to various steps in the framework of instruction “including 



3 

 

analysis, design, development, implementation and evaluation” (Reiser, 2007, p.6).  These various steps, commonly 

referred to as the ADDIE model, are “used to describe a systematic approach to instructional development” (Molenda, 

2003, p. 1) and will be discussed in further detail in the Instructional Development section of this paper.  The next 

way is by using, referring to “the selection, diffusion, and institutionalization of instructional methods and materials” 

(Reiser, 2007, p.6).  Lastly, the field focuses on managing which combines various aspects including “project, 

delivery system, personnel, and information management” (Reiser, 2007, p.6). 

In conclusion, the definition states what this creating, using, and managing should be put towards.  The first 

asset stated is technological processes which deal with “the systematic application of scientific or other organized 

knowledge to accomplish practical tasks (Galbraith, 1967, p. 12).  The second asset is technological…resources, or 

the hardware/software components often used in the field including components such as “pictures, videos, computer 

programs, DVD players, and so on” (Reiser, 2007, p.6).  The fact that this definition considers both systematic 

processes and technological resources as playing equally important roles in the field has helped it to gain further 

support (Reiser, 2007, p.6). 

 

Instructional Technology 

Following educational technology is another closely related term; that is, instructional technology.  The AECT 

offers another definition that entails all the core aspects of the field:   

Instructional Technology is the theory and practice of design, development, utilization, management and 

evaluation of processes and resources for learning (Seels and Richey, 1994, p.1). 

In referring to the field as an area of both theory and practice, we see once again, as with educational 

technology, the field is an area of practice as well as research and study (Reiser, 2007, p.5).  This gives the field a 

larger coverage area, inclusive of both researchers and practitioners.   

Next, the definition describes the field in terms of five different domains; they are design, development, 

utilization, management and evaluation (Reiser, 2007, p.5).  These domains are thought to be interrelated, although 

not linearly (Seels et al., 1994, p. 10).   
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Mention of these five domains is followed by discussion of what they are used for.  Seels et al. (1994) describe 

processes…for learning as referring to both design and delivery processes; resources for learning refers to both 

teachers and media (p.1).  As is apparent, the field focuses on how to improve learning “with instruction being viewed 

as a means to that end” (Reiser, 2007, p.6).  Methods of instruction vary and can range “from traditional 

lecture/discussion approaches to open-ended learning environments” (Reiser, 2007, p.6). 

 

Instructional Development 

The next term I will focus on, instructional development, takes a bit of a shift from the previous two described.  

Instructional development is used to refer to the systematic process of analyzing, designing, producing, 

evaluating, and implementing instructional systems or components thereof (Molenda, 1987, p. 1). 

The definition begins by referring to instructional development as a systematic process, implying that it 

follows an orderly progression.  This progression is mentioned immediately afterwards in analyzing, designing, 

producing, evaluating, and implementing or ADDIE, an acronym which stands for the major functions that make up 

instructional development, or instructional systems development (ISD) as it is also commonly known (Molenda, 

2003, p. 1).  It should be noted here that producing is used synonymously with developing (the second „D’ in the 

acronym), and implementing and evaluating are in reverse order (the final „I’ and „E’) which is debatable.   

So what exactly does this ISD model entail?  Molenda (2003) begins by stating that Analysis aims to define 

“what ought to be taught” and leads to a set of “performance objectives” (pp. 1-2).  Design involves taking the 

objectives produced from the Analysis phase “to decide on appropriate sequencing, media, and methods” forming the 

instruction blueprint (Molenda, 2003, p. 2).  The blueprint created in the Design process is transformed into 

“instructional materials and procedures” during the Development (or Production) stage (Molenda, 2003, p. 2).  

Implementation is where the instructional materials and procedures created in the Development process “are used by 

actual learners” (Molenda, 2003, p. 2).  Lastly, Molenda (2003) explains Evaluation as the phase where “learners and 

the instructional system are probed to decide whether revisions are necessary” and what, if any, stages in the process 

should be repeated (p. 2). 
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Instructional Design 

Last but not least, we will explore instructional design, which ties in closely to the term just reviewed.  

Instructional design refers to the systematic and reflective process of translating principles of learning 

and instruction into plans for instructional materials, activities, information resources, and evaluation 

(Smith and Ragan, 2005, p.4) 

Similar to instructional development, Smith et al. (2005) explain instructional design as being a systematic 

(and reflective) process.  This process is comprised of three main activities “that typically starts with specification, 

followed by production or implementation, and lastly reflection” (Smith et al., 2005, p.4).  In order to better 

understand these three activities, Smith et al. (2005) describes each one as dealing with a particular question.  

Specification (or analysis) addresses the question “where are we going”, production/implementation (or strategy) 

addresses “how will we get there” and lastly, reflection (or evaluation) addresses “how will we know when we‟re 

there” (Smith et al., 2005, p. 8).   

With respect to the original definition, the fact that this process involves translating principles of learning and 

instruction presents the notion that the field can be thought of as comparable to engineering (Smith et al., 2005, p.4).  

Practitioners in the field aim to design solutions based upon proven theories and principles (of learning and 

instruction), just as engineers who have the same goal in mind, only in different subject areas (that of math and 

physics) (Smith et. al, 2005, p.4).  In the end, this effort works to improve various aspects of instruction including 

plans for instructional materials, activities, information resources, and evaluation (Smith et al., 2005, p.4). 

 

Educational technology vs. Instructional technology 

As alluded to previously, there clearly seems to be some overlap between the terms educational technology 

and instructional technology.  In fact Ely (2008) states that both terms have been used interchangeably, and some 

even say they‟re equivalent (p. 1).  This stems from the fact that the definitions above are nearly identical.   
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First off, as mentioned above, both terms are inclusive of research and practice.  Second, both definitions 

include the major functions within the field, just using different terminology.  As Reiser (2007) mentions, terms like 

design, development, and evaluation used in older definitions (e.g., instructional technology) have been replaced by 

less technical terms like creating, using, and managing (e.g., in educational technology) “so as to convey a broader 

view of the processes used within the field” (p. 6).  Lastly, both terms also focus on applying the major functions of 

the field towards processes and resources.  The only difference here being that educational technology denotes these 

processes and resources as technological, clarifying the type of processes employed and resources produced in the 

field (Reiser, 2007, p. 6).  The only other notable difference between the two terms is that definition of educational 

technology also includes what the overall goal is in the field; that is facilitating learning and improving performance.   

This last difference actually leads to another point of commonly noted disparity between the two terms. 

 Ely (2008) holds that some practitioners say educational technology is a more encompassing term in that it covers the 

general use of technology in any facet of education (p. 1).  While on the other hand, instructional technology is more 

focused, “usually used to designate the process of teaching and learning through the purposeful use of strategies and 

communication media” (Ely, 2008, p. 1).  That being said, instructional technology could be considered a subdivision 

of educational technology, “paralleling the notion of instruction as a division of education” (Bichelmeyer, Boling, 

Gibbons, Grabowski, Hill, Osguthorpe, Schwier, & Wager, 2002, p. 13). 

 

Instructional development vs. Instructional design 

If we look closely at the definitions given above for instructional development and instruction design, we 

notice that, similar to educational technology and instructional technology, there is once again some marked overlap.  

Morrison, Ross & Kemp (2007) also note that both terms have been “often interpreted in different ways and 

sometimes used interchangeably” (p.7). 

For starters, both definitions clearly state that both terms rely on a systematic process.  As described above, 

these processes are very similar.  Instructional development generally follows the ADDIE model, whereas 

instructional design employs three steps including specification (or analysis), production/implementation (or strategy) 
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and reflection (or evaluation).  Next, both definitions make mention of what each term‟s systematic process is geared 

towards.  The definition for instructional development states, in general terms, instructional systems or components 

thereof while instructional design mentions, more specifically, plans for instructional materials, activities, 

information resources, and evaluation.”  

Based on the fact instructional design is particularly concerned with the construction of plans, the opinion that 

instructional development acts as “the broader term” (Faris, 1968, n.p.) is valid.  Not to mention, the definition for 

instructional development plainly states that (instructional) design is part of its process.  Molenda (1987) is also of 

this opinion viewing instructional design as “referring to that part of the process devoted to specifying instructional 

treatments most appropriate for attaining particular objectives by a given set of learners” (p. 2).  Furthermore, it 

comes after “learner/task analysis” and before “selection/production of methods/ materials”, and it results in “the set 

of specifications for the methods and materials” (Molenda, 1987, p. 2). 

 

Where I see myself 

Trying to pinpoint exactly where I see myself in relation to the field is somewhat of a daunting task. 

The fact the field lacks clarity, and experts differ upon terminology and definitions, also doesn‟t help the situation.   

Upon entering this Master‟s program, I was interested in educational technology management, namely in 

higher education.  Based on my (only) exposure in the field (working under and educational technology manager on 

an e-Learning support team), I understood this position to basically be line-managing a group of consultants/advisors 

responsible for trying to incorporate technology use into (in my case, foreign language) instruction.  Cooperation with 

other departments to address their technical support needs was also part of the package.  However, upon conducting 

this research, I know see that educational technology involves a lot more. 

Managing is an inherent part of the field (as stated in the definition), but other key processes like creating and 

utilizing are equally, if not more, important.  As mentioned previously, creating involves using an ISD model (e.g., 

ADDIE), and is something I never used to do, let alone really knew about.  Additionally, utilizing entails two very 

important concepts that I feel is essential in order for the field to progress (especially in education); that, 
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institutionalization and training.  Without these two concepts, again, something we never really took advantage of in 

my previous job, teachers will not have any motivation or incentive for trying to adapt their teaching methodology to 

include new ways to enhance student learning. 

All that being said, educational technology in higher education is still of interest to me, but I am not counting 

out the other flavors of the field I have come to learn more about during this research.  The myriad of training 

opportunities available for instructional design and development in business and industry have also caught my eye.  It 

seems that working in training presents not only more job openings than in education, but apparently higher pay as 

well.  At any rate, I will continue to explore these options throughout the course of this Master‟s program and 

hopefully make a decision on exactly which path to take some time within the near future.  I also hope to gain some 

real-world experience (e.g., part-time job, internship, etc.) to also aid in my search as researching about what the field 

involves and actually working in it can be two very different things (as I‟ve come to find out regarding my past 

experience in educational technology). 

 

Conclusion 

As is evident from this research, “circumscribing a space that includes all educational technology, 

instructional technology, instructional systems, instructional design, training, and similar disciplines becomes in itself 

a difficult task” (Carr-Chellman, Ma, Almeida, Gursoy, Modak, and Pastore, 2008, p.1).  Going back to the original 

question posed about whether all the terms described mean the same thing or not, it seems that they all are related in 

some way, shape or form.  The real difference arises depending on which context they are used.  In education, the 

terms educational technology or instructional technology seem to be used often to refer to the field.  However, in 

business and industry, it appears both instructional development and instructional design are more commonly used.  

To further add to the list, other recently adopted terms to describe the field include human performance technology 

and human performance improvement (Morrison et al., 2007, p. 8).  In reality though, regardless of what term one 

decides to label the field with, the overall goal should be the same; that is, “to make learning more efficient and 

effective”, while at the same time less difficult (Morrison et al., 2007, p.2). 
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