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Investigating the effects of 
computer-generated contextual 
landmarks on short-term recall 
of e-texts
An interrupted journey

Not quite investigating



So I had a maggot 



The best laid plans…

https://flic.kr/p/2hydzcp



Athabasca University’s 
IDEA lab

• Cloud-based virtual 
research domain using 
AWS and Ronin


• IDEA Academy - a pool of 
(student) RAs trained to 
use AWS and Ronin tools 
and to assist in research

We got some money to make use of AWS/Ronin, and 
we got a few hours of RA time a week for a few months



What we plan(ned) to do



Make etexts easier to 
recall 



etexts are great.

cheap

sustainable

non-rival

flexible

remixable

accessible

robust

editable

replicable

shareable

annotatable translatable

But they could be 
greater…



But contents of etexts 
may be harder to recall 



Visual 
landmarks



Hints that virtual 
landmarks might 

improve recall



Confounding factors, e.g. 

• the text itself; 
• the topic; 
• the intent; 
• the reader; 
• the device; 
• the (possible) benefits of 

poor legibility.



What we are trying to do



• Low threshold, anonymous 
participation (no logins, no 
interruptions) 

• Some readers get landmarks 
• Some readers get consistent patterns 
• We test recall using a simple MCQ 
• We capture what we can easily capture 

(navigation, time on task, device, etc)

Methodology



HTML 
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HTML 
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Transformation 
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Transformation 
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landmarked HTML

algorithms landmark 
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control group 
HTML

Hypothesis: 
Landmark group 
results will be 
better than for the 
control group



some prototype 
examples















What we actually did





Well, there were some positive outcomes… 

We all learned a few things about AWS and 
Ronin (notably, that they are not what we need) 

Jennifer learned a lot 

We have the beginnings of a great app  
(https://github.com/jendav/Landmarks)

https://github.com/jendav/Landmarks


Next steps



Get it working. 

And then…



Different landmarks: 
glyphs, skeumorphic cues, 

audible cues, etc



More revealing studies: 
Observational studies, controlled 

experiments, interviews, long-term recall, 
etc



Different electronic formats: 
PDF, ePub, Mobi, etc



Thank you, merci 

Jon Dron 
https://jondron.ca/ 

jond@athabascau.ca 
@jondron

New open book by Jon Dron, coming soon-ish from AU Press: 

How Education Works: Teaching, Technology, and Technique

https://jondron.ca/
mailto:jond@athabascau.ca

