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introduction

Practitioners in all service fields need to commu-
nicate well with clients to be successful. Doctors 
must communicate with patients to diagnose a 
physical ailment and then provide a proper treat-

ment. Realtors must communicate with potential 
customers to show properties and complete a sale. 
Instructional designers are no different in their 
need to communicate well with clients. The clients 
of instructional designers could include university 
faculty or administrators, classroom teachers, 

abstract

In this chapter I discuss how principles of natural language translation can help instructional designers 
communicate instructional design languages in ways more understandable to their clients. I argue that 
instructional designers should focus more on the fundamental meanings they are attempting to com-
municate through their design languages than on the mechanics and style of those languages. This can 
lead designers to find representation methods that help their clients better understand design meanings 
than if designers only used the language conventions with which they were already familiar. My hope 
is that this contribution to the literature on instructional design languages will lead to new language 
conventions that help designers more easily communicate their intentions and plans to all those who 
have an interest in a design’s overall success.
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corporate executives, students, or anyone who 
sponsors, pays for, or uses an instructional product. 
Instructional designers must communicate with 
these clients to understand their expectations, ex-
plain design concepts, refine designs-in-progress, 
or evaluate the effectiveness of the final product. 
And these are only a sample of the countless com-
munication points between instructional designers 
and their clients. In fact, it may not be overstating 
the point to say that the business of instructional 
design cannot be separated from the process of 
communication. Along this line, the ability to 
“communicate effectively in visual, oral, and 
written form” has been deemed “essential” by 
the International Board of Standards for Training, 
Performance and Instruction (2006).

Unfortunately, the designer-client communica-
tions process sometimes breaks down. Communi-
cation problems between consultants and clients 
are well-researched in the general business litera-
ture (Appelbaum & Steed, 2005), and a number 
of researchers in instructional design have made 
similar observations (e.g., Keppell, 2001, 2004; 
Maple, 1994; Miles, 1983). A main theme run-
ning through all this research and observation is 
that communication problems between designers 
and their clients can lead to frustration at best, 
or perhaps even more severe consequences such 
as failure of a project or ultimately a deficiency 
in students’ learning.

Given the topic of this handbook, it seems 
germane to ask what the emerging perspectives on 
design languages and notation systems can offer 
instructional designers to help them solve their 
client communication breakdowns. The answer 
is that there is much to learn. The concept of de-
sign languages can help instructional designers 
understand communication and communication 
problems in new ways. At a very basic level, all 
communication takes place through the use of 
language. Instructional designers (and, in fact, 
designers in general) communicate not only 
through their natural languages (e.g.,, English, 
Spanish), but also through one or more design 

languages. “A design language is what designers 
use to communicate designs, plans, and intentions 
to each other and to the producers of their arti-
facts” (Gibbons & Brewer, 2005, p. 113). These 
languages can take the form of such artifacts as 
“flowcharts, storyboard forms, scripts, diagrams, 
sketches, and text descriptions” (Waters & Gib-
bons, 2004, pp. 66-67). Communicating through 
one of these design languages can be difficult even 
among those who are skillfully trained in their 
use. But it becomes much more difficult to com-
municate when “speaking” in a design language 
with others who are not fluent in that language. It 
can sound as foreign as does Italian to the person 
who only speaks Korean. Additional challenges 
arise because of the visual nature of many of the 
languages used to communicate instructional 
designs. Understanding visual representations 
is a learned skill (Rose, 2001). One who is at-
tempting to understand an instructional design, 
then, must not only be familiar with the jargon 
and terminology of the discipline, but also must 
understand the conventions of the drawings or 
other illustrations used to reify the design.

Given the importance of communication in 
the work of instructional design, it is worthwhile 
to use the metaphor of instructional designers 
and their clients speaking different languages 
to explore possible solutions for when com-
munication breaks down. When people wish to 
communicate with those who do not speak their 
natural languages, some process of translation 
must take place. Natural language translation 
is typically not as simple as looking up corre-
sponding words in a foreign language dictionary. 
Translation is described by translation theorists as 
“an extremely complex phenomenon, comprise[d] 
of a set of interdependent processes (perceptual, 
cognitive, pragmatic, interactive, social and com-
municative) embedded in a matrix of variable 
temporal, spatial and cultural contexts” (Shreve, 
1999). In other words, successful translation can 
be a difficult and intellectually taxing job. When 
translators underestimate the number of factors 
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