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WHAT IS A TRANSFORMER?

Introduction to the series

‘Notes on transforming’ is a new series of
discussion pépers about OU correspondence texts
prepared by the IET Textual Communication Research
Group. They will talk about both general issues
and specific topics - papers coming soon will
include typographic signalling, design for
selective reading, numbering systems and two-
colour printing. We also intend to publicise
innovations in text presentation as they appear
and to suggest some ourselves. While we hope to
be as practical and realistic as possible, many

of the ideas and proposals we discuss will appear
to be incompatible with the way the Open University
organises text production at the moment. Research
based entirely on present practice, though, would
lack vision. The way we operate is bound to

adapt over the years in response to changes in

the University's resources, politics and teaching
style and to changes in printing technology. We
hope that some of the issues we raise will provoke
responses and initiate the sort of discussion that
will lead to sensible change in the way we use
texts.



What is a transformer?

A DEFINITION You are a transformer if you work in any of the
communication media and you are responsible for
the effectiveness of your decisions. A great
many people in the print medium are or could be
transformers. .In fact when we talk about
transforming, most people say 'That's me'. 5o
why invent a new word?

It's quite revealing to look at that
definition again and ask yourself some questions.

For what are you responsible in your job:
are you consulted at the right time? and is your
contribution acknowledged in print, on a personal
bases, or not at all?

What does 'effectiveness' mean? How does
your work contribute to the teaching function of
the University?

For many people the answers to those sorts
of questions show two things: that it is importanﬁ
to have some responsibility for the effectiveness
of communication, and to know that your contri-
bufion matters; and that in practice the working
environment too often seems to stand in the way.
Whereas small organisations can organise their
work informally to make the best use of the
skills available, large systems have to allocate
thevdifferent tasks in a process to specialist
departments. The Open University divides the
process of communicating the academics' knowledge

MANY and ideas among several different groups -

DPIFFERENT ROLES...  equcational technologists, editors, designers,
course assistants, tutors, BBC staff and others.
This is convenient to organise, but it is worth
asking whether it really works for the students.
The process of reading and studying texts does
not divide up into the same tasks as producing

BUT ONLY ONE them - for the student, what a text says and

PrRODPUCT . how it says it are inseparable. The way a
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ORIGIN OF
THE INORP

complex subject appears to be structured may
be as much a result of the design and editing
of the textbook as of the contribution of the
educational technologist. Think about the
contents page - the editor is responsible for
compiling it and the designer gives it a typo-
graphic structure. It is usually the only
means by which a student can see an overview
of the text and its structure.

We need a new word, then, to help us
solve the problem of management structures
that are based on a misleading perception of
the job in hand. At the Open University this
means somehow overcoming the split that
at present exists between the Faculties and the
Operations Area. The idea of transforming does
not in itself provide answers to specific
gquestions. But organisations that recognise
transforming as a stage in the creation and
production of informational texts will avoid
the sort of problems that arise from structures
that turn essentially humane and responsible
tasks into machine-like operations.

The word 'transformer' was first used in
the context of communication by Otto Neurath.
He founded the Isotype Institute in the inter-
war years to develop an international system of
pictorial communication. He found it necessary
to include among his staff 'transformers' whose
role was to interpret facts and statistics
provided by subject experts and present them in
the form of pictorial charts that ordinary
people could understand. The transformer
mediated between the information source and
the public. His contribution was his under-
standing of the principles of communication

rather than specialist expertise in particular
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SMALL TEAMS
WORK WELL ...

.. BUT LARGE
SYSTEMS ?

mechanical techniques.

It's worth looking at one of the reasons
why Neurath developed his Isotype system. It
expléins why the need for the transformer was
realised only in the twentieth century although
printing has existed for hundreds of years.

After the 1914-18 war, Austria became a democracy
for the first time. Neurath's aim was to find a
way of giving ordinary people the information

they needed in order to vote. It is only in

the twentieth century that most people have

been literate; we now need printed information

for almost every aspect of life. The information
that we have to get from print is not only greater
in quantity than ever before, but it is more
complex. And most important, the penalties for
being misunderstood can be serious.

The Isotype Institute worked as a small team
and the quality of work relied more on the talents
of individual employees than on a production system.
For instance the standard of symbol design improved
noticeably when in 1926 a new graphic artist,

Gerd Arntz, arrived. Good design seems to flow
more reliably from small teams, where the inter-
action of skilled individuals is unfettered by
systemisation.

The transforming stage of any educational
media production relies on such elusive human
skills as creativity, sensitivity, reasoning, and
so on - things that fit only uncomfortably into
a conveyor-belt production system.

There, a process is divided for the purposés
of 'efficient' production into a linear sequence
of operations. The trouble is that 'efficient'
does not necessarily mean 'effective'. The cars
that drive off the production lihe at Vauxhall's

are almost identical, but all educational texts

4



)

TRANSFORMING
AS PLANNING

PLANNING A5
BALANCING . ..

THE PURPOSES

ANL CONSTRAINTS...

OF THE SPONSORT
AND THE usge

are different in content, structure and purpose.

In a linear production process texts cannot

always receive the individual transforming that
would make them work as instruments of teaching

and learning. Instead their individuality becomes,
like that of the cars, cosmetic. Transforming,
though, assumes design to be something more than
creative art, and editing rather more than proof
correction. If transformers are to be responsible
for the effectiVeness of their contribution then

added to the present operational role of designers

~and editors must be a coordinating or planning

role.

Clifford Burke has said "Design, in the
sense that I use the word, is like the designs
you have on your girl or boyfriend - whether
insidious or otherwise. I don't intend to use
design in the sense of creative art, but in the
more mundane sense of planning."

Planning is a process of drawing together
a range of factors, some of them conflicting, and
producing a balance or compromise. Design as
planning is often said to be a problem-solving
activity and in many ways it is. Problems,
though, do not always appear in single easily
defined units to be solved. Design as planning
is more a matter of resolving a difficult
situation - reconciling positive and negative
factors. Herbert Simon has called it
'satisficing' rather than 'optimising'.

Planning is also a mediating activity. 1In
educational text production the transformer will
usually have to work with a sponsor (client,
employer, author, etc) for the benefit of users
(students, readers, etc). From these two groups
come the positive and negative factors to be

reconciled. The positive factors are the purposes



Fig |

ALL OF THEZE
THINGS MATTER

S50ME
PROFEZSIONAL
BIASES

USERS’
CONSTRAINTS

of the sponsor and users - all those things

that they hope the text will help them achieve.

The negative factors are constraints that limit

the transformers options. We can show this four
way interaction of sponsor, user, purposes and
constraints in a diagram (Fig 1). In the boxes
are examples of the things that apply to

Open University texts.

Purposes Constraints
User Learn : Physiological
: Search/selec (ie legibility,
Review size, weight of
Preview book)
Browse Psychological
Ek. (ie appropriate

language, previous

knowledge, etc)
Avallability:

(ie prompt delivery,

ease of storage)

Sponsor Teach Cost
Inform - Print technology
Persuade Standard procedure:
Influence house style, print
B« buying, etc
: Legal
Eete.

When displayed like this it seems fairly obvious
that those who are professionally concerned with
the production of textbooks should derive their
planning objectives from all corners of this
diagram. But in reality it's not unusual to find
some extreme biases among some of the professions
that are collectively responsible for the
transforming process.

One example is of the many psychologists who
have studied the legibility of print with only a
scanty understanding of printing processes and

terminology. Numerous researchers have been
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unaware that the unit of measurement of printing
type, the point, does not describe the size of

the uisual image tﬂ%( represents the increment of
line spacing. Two typefaces can thus be described
as '10 pt type' although they actually appear as
quite different sizes. This and several other
similar misconceptions render quite a lot of

research effort useless to the practical communi-

cator.
SPONSOR'S Standard editing procedures (house styles)
CONSTRAINTZ - are another example. As content-free systems

they take little account of what texts actually
say and the purposes for which they are intended.
The Open University one seems to systematically
avoid dealing with the special editing problems
that are unique to our correspondence texts.
Think, too, of how many professions take
their standards from outside the scope of Fig 1
, altogether, from their own professional traditions.
DESIGNERS' For instance, designers who design posters to
PURFOSES ‘ appear in the Graphis Annual rather than on the
back of a bus; and editors who fuss about slang
because it's not in the dictionary, but let
through obscure jargon that noone can understand.

Educational texts are often produced in a

EFFECTIVENESS

1S TUHE BREsULT remarkable take-it-or-leave-it manner. The lack

OF INFORMED of responsibility for - or even information on -

RESPONSIBILITY the consequences of decisions about print has
meant that the various professional groups
concerned with the planning and production of
print have become, in a sense, pathologically
biased towards one or other corner of Fig 1.

TRANSFORMING This brings us back to the idea of the

15 AN ATHTUDE. . . transformer. It is an ethos rather than a

complete prescription - but it is the basis for
a cure for this professional tunnel-vision. It

is not in itself a method or technique but
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AND TUE BAS(S
FOR. ORGANISING
TEXT FROPUCTION

provides an alternative set of assumptions
about text production on which more appropriate
design methods and management structures can

be built.

The Open University could in many ways
provide an excellent testbed for the idea -
very few large organisations have so many
different media production specialists all
working within a few hundred yards of each
other. Recent proposals such as one for
decentralising many of these specialists to
the faculties suggest that there may soon be
an opportunity to explore new ways of managing
text production. This is the first of a series
of short papers that will try to identify the
purposes and constraints imposed on the production

process by the activities of teaching and learning.
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THREE FUNCTIONS OF TEXT PRESENTATION

what do designers and editors contribute to the
effectiveness of educational texts? 1In case this
should seem an idle or possibly even insulting
question, it is worth mentioning that although

the Open University employs a large number of
designers and editors, it has never defined how
they should go about improving the guality of

our product. Our product, of course, is primarily
education - only incidentally is it books and
broadcasts.

In many kinds of publishing it is not
necessary to define the roles of editors and
designers very closely. It 1s usually enough
to know who takes care of each production step -
marking-up manuscripts, correcting proofs,
preparing layouts and so on. But there are
several good reasons why the Open University
should go further and try to define the teaching
objectives of editors and designers, and how
they can best be achieved.

One reason lies in the kind of the
education we offer. Our correspondence texts

are not just optional extras to personally-
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taught courses, or cribs containing information
or facts. They are the main part of the system
and so have to incorporate a lot of the strategiles
that face-to-face teachers use to help students
learn. Added to our distance-teaching problems
are the uncertainties that come with open-entry
education. We cannot predict very much at all
about the abilities and previous knowledge of

our students. This means that we have to provide
a text that allows people to study in the way
that suits them best. Rallroading people through
unsuitable courses and study methods causes many
kinds of educational problem. Text is a tra-
ditionally linear media and no-one should think
it a simple task to use it on its own to achieve
flexible, open-ended teaching. Designers and
editors, together with educational technologists,
have the job of helping lecturers to use this
medium well.

Some other reasons why we need to think
about the functions of design and editing are
more political. A current issue is the allo-
cation of resources to courses. The texts for
'low-resource' courses by-pass the studio - if
they work as well as other courses people will
be entitled to ask 'Why have design at all?'.
Print resources such as second-colour printing
now have to be bid for at the Course Resources
Committee, although no-one has yet come up with
any educational criteria for allowing or refusing
them. Misunderstandings between faculties and
Operations departments might not happen so often
if we understood more about the educational role
of these departments.

A model of the functions of design and
editing would, then, help in several ways. It

would help provide a basis for an editorial
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house-style more suited to our special problems.
It would inform current discussions about
alternative management structures for Operations
staff. It would also give us a clearer idea of
the sort of research that is needed to tell how
our texts could be improved.

Design and editing are part of the larger
process of transforming. In many ways the terms
are a rather artificial demarcation of roles -
for instance, we cannot separate the problem of
writing headings, instructions or captions from
the problem of laying them out on the page. It
makes much more sense for researchers to consider
design and editing together, as the presentation
aspect of transforming. They form the 'How to
say it' side that complements the 'What to say'
of subject-matter analysis. Fig. 1 (page 4)
shows how the two sides of transforming relate.

The model of text presentation that I
suggest is shown in Fig. 2 (page 4). It lists
most of the features of a typical Open University
correspondence text, with the exception of the
main teaching discourse and the diagrams and
illustrations that form part of that discourse.
These features, which comprise both text
components and attributes of components, are
grouped under three headings that try to describe
the way they affect the activity of reading. Many
of the items are, of course, interdependent and
interchangeable, but the diagram serves as a
basis for discussion.

The Enabling function

The purpose of the enabling function of trans-
forming is simply to provide a clear channel of
communication for the written word. Human

factors, both physiological and psychological



Subject matter
(What it says)

Text

Presentation
(How it says it)
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Orienting Planning
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FIG 2 THWREE FUNCTIONS
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eHeadings

«Numbering system

+Title page

» Index

e Abstract, summary

*Glossary
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(essential
reading, etc.)

¢ Contents 1list
e Study gquide
e Introduction
*Objectives
eList of units
*Study
instructions
eThe orienting
devices on
scanning



must be considered: the book must not be too
large to hold, or the type too small to read;
and normal conventions of spelling and
punctuation must be observed if the boock is
to be understood. Although these consider-
ations are so basic, it 1s nevertheless
possible to get it wrong. In spite of the
printed plea, there 1s hardly a letterbox in
the land large enough to cope with an

Open University text in its envelope. Yellow
and light orange have been chosen as second
colours; and bindings frequently fall apart.

The Aesthetic function

PROVIDING A The aesthetic function includes those
GOop REAPING features of texts that are often described
ENVIRON/NENT as 'cosmetic': illustrations that enrich the

text rather than explain it; luxury features
like colour, fine paper, square-back binding

and so on. Everyone at the Open University is
justifiably proud of the tradition of well-
designed covers that we have built up. Whether
or not they affect student performance has

never been established; very probably 'enrichment'
features are just some of a number of aspects

of text presentation that affect students'
motivation to read, and their persistence in
reading. There is certainly a striking contrast
between the well-produced course units and the
rather tatty collection of broadcast notes,
ancillary material, offprints, errata and
questionnaires that make up the rest of our
textual communication.

The Access function

TEACHING The third category stands in contrast to the
first two because it 1s pedagogic in intention.

The first two functions apply to any book and






