
Selinda Research Associates      DIG EB#3   1	  

Selinda Research Associates 
DIG: Scientists in Alaska’s Scenery 

 
DIG Evaluation Brief #3 
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Mt. Spurr 
(Game McGimsey) 

 
4/26/11 

 
The Process:  I briefly reviewed the rough cut for this vodcast when it arrived, and then 
spent an additional 3 hours viewing the video in detail over several additional days, 
using a modified think-aloud protocol.  This process included jotting down all top-of-
mind comments as they occurred to me, regardless of their potential value.  Prior to 
reviewing the video, I developed an outline of questions/issues I wanted to be sure to 
consider.  This outline was based on Selinda’s What Makes Learning Fun (WMLF) 
framework and also references issues identified in Barbara Flagg’s book Formative 
Evaluation for Educational Technologies.  The process continued with further 
review/analysis and compilation of the think-aloud comments.  The rough-cut video was 
also viewed on an iPad (without headphones) by one respondent, selected because he 
is typical of the target audience: middle-aged, educated, with an interest in educational 
TV. He is not like the target audience however in that he has no special interest in 
Alaska, nor is planning a visit.  Following his viewing of the video, I conducted a depth-
interview with him.  This document is the final written summary of the entire process. 
 
Limitations:  This review is brief, with a primary focus on the six components of the 
WMLF framework (communication, curiosity, confidence, challenge, control, play).  All 
comments reflect my personal experience with the rough cut in combination with my 
background in instructional design and evaluation of informal learning, as well as the 
results of the very limited (single-respondent) viewer testing described above.  Only 
minimal triangulation on selected results was conducted.  
 
Reflections and Recommendations: 
 
Following is a brief summary of issues to consider, in no particular order.  Because this 
is a critical review of a rough cut, I’m assuming that all video has already been shot, and 
that suggestions that require re-shooting of video will not be able to be implemented.  
However I have not eliminated those suggestions, in the belief that they will serve as 
suggestions for shooting footage for future vodcasts. 
 
• The topic of the vodcast—an erupting volcano—and especially the idea that the 

scientists were able to go up in the air to see the eruption and shoot video, will likely 
be of interest to many viewers. 
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• Much of the specific content—chunks the size of Volkswagens, the size of the 
column, the amount of ash, etc.—will all likely be interesting.   

 
• The tone and level of information in the rough cut vodcast is about right.  There are 

great video images, an interesting story, and some new concepts, and it’s all 
presented in a relaxed and conversational manner that is not too academic or off-
putting.  There seems to be just the right balance of what we call “challenge” (novel 
and unfamiliar) and “confidence” (within the viewer’s comfort zone).    

 
• The length of the vodcast is also about right.  There doesn’t seem to be a point at 

which viewers will likely get bored, and it also doesn’t feel like it’s ends too soon. 
 
• In some places unfamiliar concepts are introduced and not explained.  For example, 

at about :58 seconds, the narrator refers to “seismic events,” “swarms,” “CO2” and 
SO2” but the layperson won’t know what these are.   

 
• The narrator has a “nice speaking voice” and uses an “appealing conversational 

tone,” but he speaks rather rapidly, which means that sometimes words get dropped 
or jumbled.  For example, the script begins with “Spurr; it’s not the most active 
volcano in…” but the voice drops in tone and it’s difficult to understand what Game is 
saying.  Cook Inlet?  Speaking a little slower and making an effort to articulate 
clearly, especially with unfamiliar (or less-familiar) place names and concepts, will 
help viewers.  A few words also get lost because of Game’s specific pronunciation.  
For example, at 1:56, it sounds like he is saying “polot report.” For all of us non-
geologists, it is easy to assume that a “polot report” is a specific kind of geology 
report, and is part of the geology jargon that pops up in the vodcast, along the lines 
of “seismic event” or “waves” (see above).  It was only after listening to it numerous 
times that I realized he was saying   “pilot report.” 

 
• The volume of the audio also appeared to be somewhat low, especially when the 

video was viewed on an iPad, even though the viewer test was conducted in a quiet 
space. Is it possible to increase the volume, or is this just a function of the 
technology?  Ideally it shouldn’t be necessary to use headphones when viewing the 
video on a mobile device. 

 
• At :06, the first graphic (the map of Cook Inlet and environs) is on the screen only 

briefly.  The map has a lot of information on it, e.g. all the names of towns, bodies of 
water, and the roads.  It seems that the main point of this map is (1) to show that 
Spurr is only one volcano among many, and (2) to show where Spurr is, in relation to 
Anchorage.  But because there is so much information, it is difficult to quickly find 
Spurr and then Anchorage before the graphic disappears.  In other words, the 
extraneous information inhibits the ability of the map to serve its primary function.  I 
suggest eliminating the extraneous information: (1) removing all roads, (2) removing 
the names of all the towns and bodies of water except Cook Inlet, (3) slightly 
reducing the size of all the other volcanoes and their names, and (4) highlighting 
both Spurr and Anchorage to draw attention to their geographic relationship. 
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• The sequence of events is a little confusing and required a bit of decoding to figure it 

out.  After repeated viewings, I identified the following:  eruption 1-July 1953; 
eruption 2-June 1992; eruption 3-August 1992; eruption 4-September 1992.  I think 
the suggested revision of the calendar, and addition of the cubic meters of ash 
graphic (both described below) will help.  However, it might also be useful at some 
point to insert a graphic that presents this information in tabular form. 

 
• Spurr’s Eruption is a good title, especially in conjunction 

with the photo of the large grey ash plume.  Suggest 
using this title (or one similar).  (I assume that the 
current working title:  Mt.Spurr_You_Tube_HQ.mp4 is 
for internal use only.) 

 
 
• The introduction works well, focusing on the volcano to start, and going to “Game 

the scientist,” only after viewers’ curiosity is piqued by the cool shots of Mt. Spurr. 
 
• The inclusion of dates, 1953, 1992, etc. is a nice visual 

complement to the audio component.  You might consider 
using a more “current” image than the one that’s included 
which feels a bit “low tech.”  Maybe a photograph of a post-
it, or calendar, perhaps even followed up with an animation 
of the pages flipping up to 1992.  (This photo of a post-it is 
just from Word’s clip art, but something similar could be 
done with the year written on it.)  Also consider having all 
images be consistent, each one displaying the year and month (not the date which is 
extraneous information) regardless of what is in the narration.  So the mention of the 
1953 eruption would show 1953/July, then the first mention of the 1992 eruption 
would show 1992/June, then 1992/August, and then 1992/September.  Finally, 
consider superimposing the calendar in the corner of the video of Game talking 
rather than on a separate screen, as is done in the St. Augustine video rough cut.  

 
• The chart at 1:37 (accompanied by the statement that “the seismicity returned 

practically to background”) is confusing and unclear.  As the respondent said “What 
the hell was that?!”  Suggest either explaining what the viewer is seeing, or having 
two side-by-side images, the first one showing what it looked like during the 3 hours 
of the eruption, so that viewers can understand what is different. 

 
• At 1:42 Game says that “it just went totally quiet” and that he “can remember it like it 

was yesterday.”  But what he remembers is actually referring to his next sentence 
about 6 weeks later.  Is it possible to inject a statement after his description of it 
going quiet? (The brief black screen doesn’t quite do it.) For example “It just went 
totally quiet.  And it stayed pretty much that way for the next six weeks.” And then, “I 
can remember it like it was yesterday….” 
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• It seems that an interesting point in all this is that the 

July 1953 eruption ash plume blew north, away from 
Anchorage, as did the June 1992 eruption, but the 
August 1992 eruption blew east, towards 
Anchorage.  Consider including 3 brief views of the 
map, with an arrow from Mt. Spurr—first north, 
again north, and then east, perhaps also with the 
year/month displayed—when each of the directions 
of each of the plumes are mentioned. 

 
• When Game is talking about how much ash was produced, these numbers don’t 

mean much to a non-geologist.  (Plus it’s difficult to hear whether he is saying 
whether the second and third 1992 eruptions produced 15 million or 50 million.)  
Suggest including a graphic that shows how much each of these numbers is, in 
comparison to something familiar, like a house. If possible, hire a professional 
graphic designer to come up with these images (in addition to other ones mentioned 
in this document).   

 
For example, something like: 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1	  	  
million	  
cubic	  
meters	  
 
  June 1992  July 1992  August 1992 
 

• In EB2, the critical review of the Mt. Spurr script, the following was suggested:  
“Consider adding a brief statement of what you expect viewers to (a) become aware 
of, (b) become more interested in, (c) develop a greater understanding of, and/or (d) 
develop an appreciation for.” The following example was given: 
 
Viewers will: 

o become aware of Mt. Spurr as an active volcano with the potential to 
cause major disruptions and damage due to its proximity to Anchorage. 

o get a feel for what it was like to be in the area when Mt. Spurr erupted in 1992. 
o develop a greater understanding of and appreciation for the important work of 

the research geologists at the Alaska Volcano Observatory. 

40	  million	  
cubic	  meters	   	  

50	  million	  	  
cubic	  meters	  

50	  million	  
cubic	  meters	  

	  
1953	  
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I’m not sure if these intended outcomes were adopted for this rough cut, but it seems 
like all three have been touched on.  It is likely that this version of the video will be 
most successful at facilitating the second outcome, then the third, and lastly the first.   
 
If the first outcome is of high importance, then consider having Game be more 
specific about the potentially damaging effects of having the ash cloud blow east 
during the August 1992 eruption.  The photos of the 3mm of ash on cars and boats 
are impressive, but it’s not clear that this is anything more than an inconvenience 
(“Dang, now I have to wash my car”).  Similarly having the airport close down. 

 
Reference Cited 
Flagg, B. N. (1990). Formative evaluation for educational technologies. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence 

Erlbaum Associates. 
Perry, D. L. (in preparation).  What makes learning fun? Principles for the design of intrinsically 

motivating visitor experiences. AltaMira Press. 
 
 
 
 
Background Information 
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-are-seismic-events.htm     4/23/11 
Seismic events are occurrences in which energy is briefly released in the Earth's crust, resulting in a 
series of seismic waves which move through the crust. In some cases, the energy can be intense enough 
that it is felt in the form of an earthquake, while in other seismic events, the energy is so mild that it can 
only be identified with specialized equipment. Seismic events are of immense interest to researchers 
known as seismologists, and monitoring stations used to track seismic activity can be found in many 
regions of the world. 
A number of different things can cause seismic events. Some are induced by human activities such as 
setting off explosives or running heavy machinery. Others are caused by geological activity such as the 
shifting of the Earth's plates, movement along a fault, or volcanic activity. It is difficult to predict seismic 
events, but information about such events can be used in the study of geology, and in the tracking of long 
term trends. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seismic_wave      4/23/11 
Seismic waves are waves of energy that travel through the earth, for example as a result of an 
earthquake, explosion, or some other process that imparts low-frequency acoustic energy. Many other 
natural and anthropogenic sources create low amplitude waves commonly referred to as ambient 
vibrations. Seismic waves are studied by seismologists and geophysicists. Seismic wave fields are 
measured by a seismograph, geophone, hydrophone (in water), or accelerometer. 


