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Abstract 

This design case documents and preserves the precedent embodied in three designed 

learning objects and reflection on the process.  The three artifacts are a hardcopy faith-based 

workbook, a companion audio CD, and a hardcopy guidebook for small group leaders.  These 

resources are about giving parents hope to cope while caring for a seriously ill child.  
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Design Case: Three Learning Objects for Parents Caring for a Seriously Ill Child 

This design case documents and preserves the precedent embodied in three designed 

learning objects and reflection on the process.  The three artifacts are a hardcopy faith-based 

workbook, a companion audio CD, and a hardcopy guidebook for small group leaders.  These 

resources are about giving parents hope to cope while caring for a child who has been diagnosed 

with a life-threatening illness, who has been in a life-altering accident, or who has been born 

with a birth-defect. 

Context Description 

The book idea was birthed days after September 25, 1996, when my four-year-old son, 

Chad, was diagnosed with high-risk acute lymphocytic leukemia.  I was desperate for an 

encouraging resource to read in the hospital.  I found many resources that were written by 

parents in memory of their child who did not survive cancer.  There is a place for that type of 

resource.  However, I needed a resource showing that children not only survive cancer but thrive 

as well.  I was looking for a resource that offered hope to cope for parents caring for a seriously 

ill child.  Since I didn’t find that resource, God put on my heart to write that resource.  

One of the graphic organizer artifacts in my design case is a handwritten note that I 

penned when interviewed in February 2010 by another author, Joline Philo.  Joline is the author 

of several books for the special needs community and has computer-mediated communication 

which she shares with readers who sign up through her website.  (About Jolene Philo, n.d.)  I 

chose this note as the graphical element for my design case because it states the purpose for 

writing the workbook. 
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Figure 1Rita Gray’s handwritten note stating the purpose for writing the workbook 

I submitted the book proposal to CarePoint Ministries, Inc. Publisher.  CarePoint 

Ministries, Inc. was a 501(c)(3) religious non-profit organization with a mission to help churches 

be the first place people turn to when they’re facing a life-crisis.  The publisher created small 

group "care packages" designed to equip churches to minister to the hurting in the congregation 

and in the larger community in the most effective format of all — issue-focused care groups 

where two or three gather and bear one another's burdens.  CarePoint liked the topic but asked 

that I write the resource as a workbook, record a companion audio CD, and write the small group 
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sessions for the small group leader’s guidebook to line up with their “care package” concept.  

The picture shows the 12 care package resources published by CarePoint Ministries. 

 

Figure 2 Twelve care package resources published by CarePoint Ministries 

Designer Description 

I was the designer for the workbook, the companion audio CD, and the small group 

leader’s weekly sessions in the CarePoint Shepherd's Guide to Special Needs Parenting.  

CarePoint Ministries was the designer of the Shepherd’s Guide to Special Needs Parenting. 
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My undergraduate degree is in Communications-Public Relations concentration.  I have a 

passion for writing and a gift of encouragement.  My greatest qualification to write these 

resources is that I am the mother of Chad, a pediatric cancer survivor, and I have “been there and 

felt that.” 

 

Figure 3 TLC for Parents of Seriously Ill Children work book, companion audio CD, and CarePoint Shepherd's 

Guide to Special Needs Parenting 

Influences (Precedent Used) 

The influences that impacted the design are faith-based workbooks such as Rick Warren’s 

The Purpose Driven Life (Warren, 2002), Beth Moore’s Breaking Free: Making liberty in Christ 

a reality in life (Moore, 1999), and Marlene Bagnull’s Write His Answer - A Bible Study for 

Christian Writers (Bagnull, 2001).  All of these resources had one thing in common.  They had 

easy to read chapters with thought provoking questions and space to write responses.  These 

resources invite the learner to reflect and respond allowing for active engagement instead of 

passive reading.  I used the precedent of interactive workbooks because I had read these 

resources many times and decided the precedent served the purpose of what parents caring for a 



DESIGN CASE 7 

seriously ill child need:  the opportunity to reflect and respond to all of the areas they are 

bombarded with upon entering this situation. 

Process Design Narrative 

Idea Process 

The process design was nine-years from idea to contract, and a year-long process from 

contract to product in hand. 

Following Chad’s diagnosis of high risk acute lymphocytic leukemia, the doctor left the 

room.  My husband, Steve, and I, sheltered Chad between us, desperately hugging each other.  I 

looked into Steve’s moistened eyes and said, “We are going to go through this with a positive 

attitude even if it kills us.”  At times I thought it was going to. 

I was desperate for an encouraging resource to read in the hospital.  I found many 

resources that were written by parents in memory of their child who did not survive cancer.  

There is a place for that type of resource.  However, I needed a resource showing that children 

not only survive cancer but thrive as well.  I was looking for a resource that offered hope to cope 

for parents caring for a seriously ill child.  Since I didn’t find that resource, God put on my heart 

to write that resource. 

Interviewing Process 

The first parent interview I conducted was with a mother of a child with Down 

Syndrome.  However, at the time I didn’t realize I was interviewing the mother.  I had gone to 

church with her.  From all outward appearances she was a rock.  I contacted her as soon as Chad 

was discharged from the hospital following diagnosis.  I was looking for hope to cope.  I asked 

her how she did it.  How she always seemed to handle her situation with positivity, grace and 

determination.  She shared that she could usually go for about six months before she had a melt-
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down.  At that point, she would call her husband who traveled extensively and tell him that she 

needed him to come home.  She needed a shoulder to cry on.  This was the first instance where a 

parent shared their survival story with me. 

I began journaling my story.  My stories came from everyday life of living with Chad.  

He always had a positive attitude.  He did not let cancer have any more space in his life than 

necessary.  Over the course of a three-year protocol that consisted of receiving eight 

chemotherapies and being hospitalized every other week for a year and a half, Chad continued to 

have one goal in mind – to play.  Each time he walked out of the hospital he left the cancer cares 

behind him.  As we rounded the bend to our home each time he remarked, “Home sweet home.”  

He always kept his priorities in order. 

I also began sharing with other parents about my idea for a hope to cope resource.  While 

I had many stories to share, I had no experience with some of the aspects such as the death of a 

child.  I knew this was a chapter that must be in the book because not all children survive.  To not 

include this chapter is not realistic.  A dear friend shared her story of the death of her daughter.  

She appropriately worked through the grieving process of her daughter. 

I met parents who lost children to car accidents, suicide, and disease.  I met a couple at a 

party whose son had committed suicide.  The father opened up and shared many stories and 

feelings with me.  Later the mother confided that up until that point the father had not talked 

about their son following his suicide. 

When I would meet a parent in a similar situation, I would tell them about the workbook.  

They always gleamed with excitement.  Then I proceeded to ask them if they would be willing 

for me to share their story in the workbook.  Without fail the parents always agreed.  They 

wanted to encourage other parents.  Usually the parents came to my home.  I had non-alcoholic 
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drinks and desserts to offer.  I always wanted the parents to feel pampered.  They were honoring 

me by sharing their stories.  I wanted them to relax.  Very few times does the parent get away for 

a respite.  My goal was to create an atmosphere of making them feel like royalty.  One time I had 

a moms’ day out for two mothers of autistic children.  They came over for lunch and then I 

treated them to drinks and fresh fruit while they relaxed in the hot tub and floated in the pool.  

This filled my heart with joy to hear them laughing and relaxing. 

One interview I did with Nancy consisted of me laughing until I cried.  In the workbook 

Nancy’s chapters began with the statement that her mother used to tell her that everything in life 

can’t be fun.  Her mission was to prove her mother wrong even through a cancer diagnosis of her 

son.  Nancy succeeded even through a bone marrow transplant to prove her mother wrong.  Her 

son is now a college graduate and has been in remission for years. 

I took notes on a pad while they talked.  I learned to also have a box of tissues close, too.  

One thing I learned very quickly is that there is always someone else who has it a little bit worse 

than you do.  The one situation that I struggled with the most happened at one of Chad’s clinic 

appointments.  There was a three-year old girl with Down Syndrome who had been diagnosed 

with leukemia.  I later learned that Down Syndrome children are more likely to have leukemia 

due to their chromosome makeup. 

As I interviewed parents I labeled folders for each subject that surfaced:  diagnosis, death, 

siblings, education, hospitalizations, wishes, camp, survival, survivor’s guilt, and medical bills.  

As ideas came to me at the most unsuspecting moments (while in the shower, while brushing my 

teeth, and trying to fall asleep while listening to an i.v. pump beep), I jotted these ideas onto a 

pad.  Then I would cut the ideas into strips and put them into the appropriate folder.  As the 
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folders filled up, I realized that the book was distinctively separating into three sections:  caring 

for the caregiver, caring for the clan, and caring for the seriously ill child. 

Publishing Process 

I joined a writer’s group at my church to gain guidance for the writing and publishing 

processes.  I began sharing my stories for feedback with fellow members.  The members asked 

questions about writing that was unclear and offered suggestions on how I might fix it.  One 

particular lady was extremely supportive in the group.  It wasn’t until the workbook was 

published that she shared one-on-one that her son was diagnosed with a brain tumor as a child 

and that she wished she had such a resource available to her during that period in her life.  Her 

son was an adult pediatric cancer survivor.  I never knew that until she shared it with me.  Later 

her son was diagnosed with cancer as an adult as a result of the extensive treatments and 

radiation he received as a child.  Sadly, he did not survive adult cancer. 

I attended writer conferences hosted by published authors.  My intention was to learn 

about the publishing world, to meet published authors, and to attend workshops about how to 

write book proposals to submit to publishers for consideration.  I scheduled one-on-one meetings 

for critiques of my writing.  I gave a 15-minute elevator sales pitch about my book idea.  One 

conference organizer said that I needed to send the book proposal out immediately because this 

book filled a vacant niche in the publishing market. 

At the conferences, I learned that a non-fiction book proposal should include three fully 

developed chapters.  The experts said that you should submit your first chapter, your best 

chapter, and your riskiest chapter.  I submitted, “You Wouldn’t Believe Me if I Told You” (first 

chapter), “Straighten Out the Roller Coaster Ride” (best chapter), and “I Might Die.  If I Die, 

Will You Go with Me?” (riskiest chapter).  Chad said this to me five days after being diagnosed. 
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Another thing I learned in the writer’s group was about copyright.  To protect myself 

against copyright infringement, I mailed my first book proposal with the three chapters to myself 

through certified mail.  I did not open it.  If an issue ever came up regarding copyright, I had a 

sealed date stamped piece to provide in court. 

The book proposal process was like speed dating.  Try to find a perfect match between 

author and publisher in the shortest amount of time possible before another author submits their 

similar proposal to the same publisher.  I purchased a book written by Sally Stuart entitled, The 

Christian Writer’s Market Guide.  The book was designed to make it easier for authors to sell 

their writing. I used it as a springboard to become thoroughly familiar with the markets best 

suited to my style and areas of interest and expertise.  I highlighted the potential publishers and 

mailed the proposal to them.  Then I waited, and waited, and waited. 

For example, my first proposal submission was to Focus on the Family, a non-profit 

organization (Focus on the Family, n.d.).  I mailed the proposal and did not hear back from them.  

Luckily, I went to church with a lady whose mother worked at Focus on the Family.  The mother 

traced down the book proposal and put me in touch with the correct person at the organization.  

This person e-mailed me stating that the topic was too specific for their audience, but he 

recommended other publishers who might be interested in the proposal.  I waited two-months to 

be turned down. 

I finally discovered a publisher website that accepted email submissions and promised a 

response no matter the decision.  In the end, it was this publisher that offered a book deal.  

However, instead of just a workbook CarePoint Ministries (About CarePoint Ministries, n.d.) 

wanted to produce a companion audio CD of me talking to the listeners in order for the parents to 

connect.  The mission of CarePoint Ministries was to offer support groups.  They also produced a 
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leader guidebook and resources for use in small groups.  There were consent forms, publicity 

posters, and bulletin inserts. 

Workbook Writing Process 

Once contracted I had six months to write the 175-page manuscript.  I attempted to work 

a full-time job and write the manuscript.  However, the manuscript suffered due to my lack of 

devoted writing time.  While brushing my teeth one morning to get ready for work I heard God 

speak to me in a still voice, “You can do their job (working with a non-profit organization), but 

they cannot do your job (writing).”  I knew what I had to do.  I submitted my resignation letter in 

order to write full-time. 

Initially, I struggled to get into a writing routine until my mother-in-law said something 

that shook me out of the writing funk.  She said that her husband would talk something to death 

before he actually did it.  She said that she could have it done by the time he had talked about it.  

Those were the words I needed to hear.  I no longer could talk about writing a workbook, I had to 

put fingers to keyboard and write the workbook.  I developed a writing routine.  I started by 

praying for God’s words to flow through my fingers onto the screen to speak to the readers.  

Then I played the song by Mercy Me, “Word of God Speak” (2002).  When the song ended I 

began writing.  I put the folders in chapter order and worked through at least one each day.  I 

didn’t take a break until I finished with a folder.  The manuscript came together once I got my 

head on straight with words of wisdom from my mother-in-law. 

The workbook consisted of an introduction and encouragement, facts and figures, Rita’s 

story, ten weekly sessions, 39 devotionals in the reading section, Special Needs Ministry section, 

and references.  Each weekly session consisted of the title, a Bible verse, welcome and purpose, 

an opening prayer, a TLC truth, devotional questions which allowed for reflection and responses, 
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reflection and encouragement, strength for the week, a closing prayer, the next week memory 

verse, and homework which included the next week’s TLC truth, devotional readings, and 

completing the next week’s group reading. 

Part of the writing process included securing permissions from references.  I e-mailed the 

references that I knew personally asking for permission to include their reference or quote in the 

book.  I had a form from CarePoint Ministries granting permission to use the quote or to 

reference an organization.  I completed the form including the quote or reference and attached it 

to the e-mail.  For the sources I did not know personally, I looked up their permissions webpage 

and followed the guidelines on requesting permission.  Most had their own form that I had to 

complete and submit.  I was granted permission by every source.  I paid one-hundred dollars for 

a two-paragraph quote by one of my references from another publisher.  I determined that the 

quote was crucial to the session. 

Once the initial manuscript was completed I e-mailed it to the publisher.  I received their 

edits and suggestions back along with the request to cut the manuscript from 250 pages to 175 

pages.  The editing process of writing forces an author to tighten their ideas and to cut the fluff.  I 

enjoyed the challenge of producing a final piece that did not lose meaning but came in at the 

required page count. 

Companion Audio CD Recording Process 

The companion audio CD was designed as an artifact that would allow the reader to 

connect with me.  I wrote a brief script introducing each chapter while encouraging the listener.  

Recording the companion audio CD was also something I had never done.  I do not like my 

voice, but in order to be transparent the listener needed to hear me speaking to them as if they 

were sitting in my home, and I was talking to them one-on-one.  It took me many times of 
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recording before I finally felt the wav files were good enough to upload.  The earlier recordings 

consisted of me stammering over my words, saying “uh” too many times, and getting hung up in 

the script with long pauses.  I wanted the words to flow naturally.  There was not a lot of 

instruction.  I was told that I needed to use a headset with a built-in microphone.  The publisher 

gave us an electronic address to upload the audio files to.  Then came the problems of getting the 

files to upload successfully.  The e-mail artifact to the publisher indicates technology problems I 

had while trying to create the audio. 

 

Figure 4 Rita Gray’s e-mail to publisher regarding problems with audio creation 
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CarePoint Shepherd’s Guide to Special Needs Parents Writing Process 

The 100-page guide consisted of a welcome and introduction, part one which was written 

by the publisher was about the CarePoint Group Ministry, part two which was co-written by the 

publisher and me was a combination of the group mission, statistics, and Bible verses, and part 

three which was co-written by the publisher and me was a week-by-week guide for the group 

leader to consult before each group meeting and to keep as a chair-side playbook to keep the 

group on task.  The logistics of the group meetings were written by the publisher.  I implemented 

the opening prayer, weekly TLC truth, devotional questions, reflection and encouragement, and 

the closing prayer.  I did not have to create new content but pulled the TLC for Parents workbook 

content into the appropriate areas of the guide. 
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Design Problem 

Using Dorst’s Framing (2015) as a key to design abduction, I worked backward from the 

desired OUTCOME:  To create resources that offer hope to cope among parents caring for a 

seriously ill child.  The WHAT is interactive learning objects.  I determined that in order to 

produce the outcome, I had to show the reader/parent HOW other parents had gone before them 

and not only survived but thrived while on this journey thus offering the reader/parents hope to 

cope while caring for a seriously ill child.  The framing will lead to the desired outcome. (p. 49) 

 

 

  

Figure 5 Rita Gray’s design problem describing the What (interactive learning 

objects) plus the How (the Frame is transparent coping stories) that leads to the 

Outcome (resources that offer hope to cope among parents caring for a 

seriously ill child) 
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Design Tension 

The greatest design tension with this product was protecting confidentiality while 

establishing connectivity.  My intended design for the workbook was to establish common 

threads among parents caring for a seriously ill child, thus helping the parents to realize they are 

not alone and to offer hope to cope from the “seasoned parents,” if you will.  I wanted to share 

how these parents dealt with issues, problems, and life.  This was before the time of social media 

where parents in these situations can connect and share through various channels. 

There are common threads that parents share when caring for a seriously ill child 

(whether the child arrived at this point by birth, accident, or life-threatening illness).  For 

instance, parents fear that their child might die before they do.  Parents feel guilt that they may 

have done something, or not done something that put their child in this situation.  Parents 

experience stress of medical bills and dealing with insurance.  These are universal feelings that 

parents experience when caring for a seriously ill child. 

For the workbook chapters, I interviewed many parents who shared their intimate stories 

of their journeys about their child. I was honored that parents felt comfortable enough to share 

their detailed stories with me and trusted me to protect their confidentiality while sharing enough 

details to establish connectivity among the readers/other parents.  Often times I changed the 

names of the parents and child in the stories to protect the innocent. 
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User Experience 

I received many positive verbal comments regarding user experience.  These parents just 

did not have the time to write notes.  It is much easier for them to call.  However, the hand-

written note below is the only print artifact that I received regarding user experience.  It is a 

hand-written note from a friend, Kathy, whose son was battling neuroblastoma, cancer of the 

central nervous system.  I had the privilege to watch her son and daughter while she and her 

husband attended a small group church function.  He later passed away.  This is a treasure that I 

will always keep.  The fact that Kathy took the time to write a note when her son was doing 

“poorly” means the world to me. 

Figure 6 Rita Gray’s Design Tension of 

Confidentiality verses Connectivity 
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Figure 7 Hand-written note from Kathy to Rita Gray expressing her experience with the TLC for Parents 

of Seriously Ill Children workbook 

I sold several copies of the book to St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital’s Family 

Resource Library.  The resource coordinator told me via e-mail that the book is one that tends to 

“walk off.”  She stated that she does not ever attempt to retrieve a resource because she believes 

the resource is in the hands of those who need it most.  I, also, donated copies to the Ronald 

McDonald House in Johnson City, Tennessee. 

By word of mouth parents shared the resource.  Our church shared my contact 

information as a person to talk to when a parent would call needing to talk to someone.  I 

received calls from parents asking if they could talk to me.  They would say they had read my 

book and knew that they could talk to me because I “get it.”  I was also called by a Child Life 

Specialist at the hospital where Chad was diagnosed.  She asked me if I would come to talk to 

one mom who was not handling her son’s cancer diagnosis very well.  I went to the hospital and 

met with the mom.  I told her that I was so sorry to hear about her son’s diagnosis and that I was 

praying for her son and her family.  Her mother and father were in the room with us.  Her father 
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cried as I talked.  Hugs are always good medicine for a broken soul.  Many walls that are in place 

in everyday situations are broken down in life and death situations. 

Design Failures 

Product Cost 

One design failure was in the unintended consequence of product cost.  The publisher 

was in the business to sell books.  This was prior to the explosion of e-books and open access 

publishing.  Ultimately the downward turn of the economy in 2008 forced the publisher to close 

their business.  Asking parents to buy a book that will help them cope while they are struggling 

to pay medical bills did not fit into my plan.  I wanted to give the books to the parents.  I had 

been in their shoes.  I completely got where they are coming from. 

Promotional Process 

A second design failure was in the promotional process.  The publisher did not have a 

publicist.  Once the book was in print it was entirely up to the author to write press releases and 

promote the book in order to generate sales.  Also, the author had to set up their own website.  

An unforeseen obstacle was that there was no technical support by the publisher to enhance the 

product. 

Promotional Process 

The lack of a publicist also affected the design of the product because it was not 

promoted in a way that I had envisioned for the resource, which was through interviews and the 

traditional publicity methods.  Attempting to sell the care packages to churches and convincing 

them to offer these small groups was risky for my resource since not all churches have someone 

who would feel comfortable leading a small group study supporting parents caring for a seriously 

ill child. 
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