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Design mistakes

always seem like

things that only 

happen to other 

people. But we all

have made our share

of them, totally un-

aware of the anxiety

and frustration that

they cause for learn-

ers. Here are the nine

most common inter-

face errors in e-Learn-

ing, with their solu-

tions. Make this arti-

cle into a checklist 

for your team to use

on your next project!

Classic Learner Interface
Errors
BY MICHAEL ALLEN

M
istakes that designers make are often “smart” mis-

takes. These mistakes are made not by accident,

but because we reason at first that they are good

and appropriate things to do. They appear to be smart things

to do at the time, and then we learn otherwise. On reflection,

they look not so smart, and we wonder how this happened.

There are many criteria to meet and
many pressures to manage during the
development of e-Learning projects. In addi-
tion, a team usually undertakes design and
development, with individual members
focusing on different aspects. Finding solu-
tions is always a compromise along many
fronts. All of this increases the odds that
design faux pas will happen, and they do
happen with alarming frequency.

My objective in this installment of the
Learner Interface Design series is to sensi-
tize you to some of the worst, most fre-
quently occurring, and clearly avoidable
design mistakes. When they are presented
in a cold light, as they are here, they may
seem like things you would never do or let

happen. But they do happen, and they hap-
pen in almost everyone’s work from time to
time. It’s truly necessary to be vigilant.

A word about e-Learner anxiety
Anxiety tends to go up when learners are

working with computers. This isn’t only
because of the frustratingly poor learning
applications confronting them. Many other
factors contribute to learner anxiety. For
example, learners get anxious when they
fear the screen will suddenly change before
they’ve finished reading. They might worry
that it will not be possible to get back to a
page that later (and unexpectedly) turns out
to be important. They might be anxious

Continued on next page
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about not knowing if a test is about to
appear, whether personal performance is
being observed or recorded, and so on. 

We also know that reading comprehen-
sion is lower for on-screen text than it is
for printed text. It’s not fully clear why, but
it’s probably a combination of many fac-
tors: the resolution of text is poorer on
screen than on paper; the screen emits
light, but paper reflects light; you can’t
adjust the screen and hold it as comfort-
ably as you can printed material. Whatever
the cause, designers need to minimize
dependency on displayed text as a means
of transmitting information to e-Learners.

And it’s circular — anxiety interferes
with comprehension; poor comprehension
increases anxiety. Whatever the root
cause, it isn’t smart to further aggravate
learners through poor interface design.
They have enough challenges to deal with.
You can begin by avoiding each of the fol-
lowing “Terrible Things.”

Terrible Thing #1: Make active and
inactive elements look alike

It seems obvious, manifest, inviolable.
One shouldn’t run over pedestrians, put
poisons on the spice rack, or make active
and inactive screen elements look alike.

This clearly has to be
said, although I don’t
understand why. Designers
frequently make this obvi-
ous and grievous error to
the frustration of every
user. Many web sites, for
example, whether instruc-
tional or not, underline
some inactive headings
just to set them off. The
underlining makes them
look like hypertext links.
Bad! Sometimes there is
even underlined hypertext
in close proximity. How confusing this is!

The reverse is also problematic. Some
designers avoid underlining because it’s
ugly typography. It is ugly, I agree.
Underlining is an unfortunate hypertext
convention to have inherited. Maybe it will
die out. 

But underlined hypertext is a widely rec-
ognized convention. Departing from it
means giving up the advantages of quick
understanding. But with the challenges we
face with on-screen text comprehension, it
makes little sense to exacerbate the prob-
lem by making text less legible (as under-

lined text is).
Avoiding the underscore is perfectly fine

and suitable alternatives do exist; however,
in departing from established conventions,
some designers fail to establish a unique
look for click-activated items. This is not
fine. Too often you can’t tell which items
are clickable and which are not unless you
test them by rolling your mouse pointer
over them to see if the cursor shape
changes. In Figure 1 below, only the sub-
headings are clickable. The main heading
(“Acme News Online”) looks like it might
be a clickable button as well, but it is not.
Why burden learners with such hide-and-
seek games? Hopefully, you have learners
thinking about more beneficial things.

If a display element is clickable, it
should be distinguishable from non-click-
able elements. Period. Almost any consis-
tently used convention will work. For exam-
ple, you might make clickable items:

• shadowed
• raised
• embossed
• italicized
• labeled with bracketed titles ([research

reports])
• placed in a reserved area.
It’s not at all difficult to create instantly

recognizable buttons. 3-D button images
are extremely effective in terms of recogni-
tion. Often worth the development effort,
3-D buttons do consume space and tend to
become strong visual elements that may
dominate a design. Simpler button styles
can work well in cramped quarters. But if
the button look is rejected, other effective
conventions can be introduced. You must
be sure, however, that your conventions
are understandable and understood,
because you can’t necessarily count on
prior familiarity. Above all, don’t apply the
same conventions to clickable and non-2
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FIGURE 1 Can you tell by looking which of the buttons are
clickable?
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clickable items just to make everything
symmetrical or pretty — or for any other
reason.

Terrible Thing #2: Redecorate 
constantly

Good screen design is difficult. No doubt
about it. Each screen layout presents
unique challenges. You can move things
around a bit to accommodate the specific
contents of each page. Different back-
ground, border, or font colors might look
better with different content elements. It’s
easy to make these changes with today’s
software.

But don’t! Instead, try to establish posi-
tive screen inertia.

Positive screen inertia is a designer’s
term for maintaining a meaningful frame-
work that is carried forward from one inter-
active instance to another. Positive screen
inertia means you avoid changes in display
attributes unless the changes have a spe-
cific significance. The framework becomes
a recognized context that helps learners
understand which rules of engagement are
in effect without having to continually
reassess the situation. It also helps learn-
ers notice exactly what has changed from a
previous screen and thus should not be
overlooked.

When we move from one place to anoth-
er, whether physically, such as in an office
building, or perceptually via computer soft-
ware, we are somewhat ill at ease until we
get our bearings. In both physical spaces
and software application spaces, we scout
around to see:

• where the exits are located
• what things might happen here
• what probably wouldn’t happen here
• what might be expected of us
• what dangers there might be
• what options we have
• whether curious objects are around
There is a certain anxiety about such

scouting; we may run out of time or even
do something embarrassing because we
have failed to survey our surroundings
accurately. Once we know a place, we can
usually relax a bit and focus. If we can’t
make sense of it, we have difficulty getting
comfortable. Lack of focus and discomfort
with the context is not good for learning.

Many e-Learning designers work hard to
invent an innovative environment for learn-
ers. It’s fine to welcome the learner into a
fascinating space, but don’t keep rearrang-
ing the furniture while learners are trying to

sit in it. Establish places for permanent fix-
tures and spaces for transient items to be
placed when they are present. (See Figure
2 on page 4.) Don’t put other things in
these reserved places just because they 
fit or because reserved spaces might be
empty from time to time. A momentary

aesthetic imbalance is much more accept-
able than lack of helpful consistency.

As learners progress, many things
should stay exactly the same on the
screen. The positive inertia of the design
framework lets learners know that their
options and capabilities aren’t changing.

Tools & Techniques for Managing
Successful e-Learning Projects

Managing the Plan, the Project, and the People
In this workshop you will prepare a comprehensive approach to managing your 
e-Learning projects. This workshop addresses three critical elements for 
successful e-Learning projects: Managing the Plan, Managing the Project 
and Managing the People.

• Explore options and alternatives for building and implementing e-Learning 
strategies. 

• Learn new ways to approach your plans and your people. 
• Discover ways to increase the impact and power of e-Learning in your 

organization. 
• Receive checklists, spreadsheets, and planning forms as well as 

a CD filled with practical examples that you can apply immediately.

Public Workshop Dates & Locations
Chicago — July 10 & 11, 2003 — Marriott Chicago Downtown
Washington DC — July 21 & 22, 2003 — Hyatt Crystal City
San Francisco — July 24 & 25, 2003 — Renaissance Parc 55 Hotel

Who Should Attend These Workshops?
• Training Managers and Supervisors
• Project Managers
• Senior Development Staff
• Empowered Team Leaders
• Anyone who is responsible for managing the e-Learning projects and initiatives in

their organization.

Workshop Authors and Instructors
Doug Whittle and Joel Ramseyer, The Diagonal Group, LLC

Dr. Doug Whittle and Joel Ramseyer have decades of
experience leading organizations in a corporate busi-
ness environment. Doug recently co-authored a book
titled The Manager as Change Agent: A practical guide
for high performance people and organizations. Joel
is known for his proven record of service-driven, team
building, results-producing management and method-
ologies across many industry disciplines.

Register Today! www.eLearningGuild.com 



They don’t need to reassess the space to
see if it is functionally the same as it was
a moment ago. They can safely assume it
really is the same and can stay focused on
the content and interactions taking place in
the space.

Decide when enough of the rules of
learner engagement will change to merit a
different environment. Then purposely
change the look. Don’t move or redesign
things that continue to be available and
function the same, such as EXIT, HELP,
BACK UP, or GLOSSARY. But deliberately

change such things as background
colors, space division, and even
text fonts to help make a new
space distinguishable.

When learners switch back and
forth between established frame-
works, they will quickly note the
familiarity of the surroundings, dis-
pense with a detailed examination
of the space, and continue to
work comfortably. 

Please note: If you randomly
change just a few things here and
there, or even only one, you may
completely thwart the positive
inertia you have otherwise estab-
lished. A single case of a tem-
porarily unnoticed change can put
learners on edge. Learners will
feel they need to recheck every
screen detail carefully to be sure
some important detail hasn’t
changed. Wasted time. Needless
frustration. Potentially harmful
learner anxiety.

Terrible Thing #3: Completely erase
the screen

Positive screen inertia is pretty much
destroyed when the screen is completely
erased. Our confidence that we know what
is and isn’t in the space becomes uncer-
tain. Even if what appears after the erase
seems just like the screen on display a
second ago, we instinctively and appropri-
ately begin a search to see if anything
changed. If anything has changed, every

screen erasure is a signal to learners that
they should carefully review the entire lay-
out before going on.

If you avoid erasing the screen when the
learner’s options, resources, and require-
ments are not changing, you can then
intentionally erase the screen to signal
when things do change. Other transitions
can help reinforce the change as well,
such as switching background colors or
graphics. When the context is changing,
it’s better to use highly visible contrasts,
even including full screen erases, than to
subtly remove, add, or re-label a few but-
tons or options. Changes made in an
instant easily escape the learner’s notice. 

No one is trying to trick the learner. In
reality, however, many basic principles and
even points of common sense are set
aside as projects evolve and designers
struggle to stay within their many con-
straints. Inappropriate full screen erasures
happen quite frequently for understandable
reasons, perhaps most often to ease
development programming. For example,
depending on the tools in use, it’s often
easiest (if not necessary), to program dis-
crete, independent interactions, then com-
pletely erase them in transition to the next
one. If response-sensitive branching is
being used, a transition may need to apply
to a variety of subsequent screens.
Looking ahead to keep items that will be
reused and remove others can get messy,
so full screen erases may look like an
attractive solution. This is especially true
when we’re restricted to web-native capa-
bilities that unfortunately have a very
strong page orientation.

In fact, maintaining display inertia has
proven a formidable challenge for many
developers and interactive systems over
the years. Authorware® (if you’ll forgive the
reference to a previous endeavor of mine)
was designed to make positive screen iner-
tia very easy to maintain. Not all tools
make this simple, but regardless of the
effort some technologies require, common
sense and good learner-interface design
require you to keep the environment stable
and persistent when it isn’t changing. And
make sure that when things do change,
the learner won’t fail to notice.

Terrible Thing #4: Change or mix
conventions (your own or common
ones)

This is yet another common practice that
shouldn’t have to be mentioned. Mixing
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FIGURE 2 Establish places for permanent fixtures that are uniform from page to page.

FIGURE 3 How do you move forward one page?



conventions seems so obviously deleteri-
ous. But it occurs with alarming frequency.

Apple Computer is known for the excel-
lence of their interface designs. When they
introduced the Macintosh computer, they
provided a carefully delineated set of rules
for software developers. The rules promot-
ed strong consistency among applications,
such as having a FILE menu at the top left
corner of the screen followed by an EDIT
menu, and so on. Many of these conven-
tions continue today even on other comput-
ers because of the logic of the arrange-
ment and the advantages of consistency
— most notably, the ease of use. 

But even the best designers and organi-
zations willing to strongly enforce consis-
tency rules slip up now and then. Consider
the notepad design shown in Figure 3 on
page 4.

The question is, how do you go forward
or back up a page? The convention well
ingrained in today’s computer user is that
you click partially hidden objects to bring
them to the front. Following this conven-
tion, clicking in the lower left corner should
take you to that page by bringing it for-
ward. It doesn’t. Not in this widely-distrib-
uted utility. Rather, clicking the up-turned
edge of the top page takes you to the
underlying page.

There is a conflict of metaphor and con-
vention here. If the paper were in your
hand, lifting the turned corner would reveal
the underlying page. Clicking it would seem
similar to lifting the page, so everything is
relatively intuitive so far. But how do you go
back a page? The designers decided you
should click the corner of the underlying
page. But conventional user interface says
that should bring the clicked page forward.
Users now don’t know whether to apply the
paper pad metaphor or the computer win-
dow metaphor.

Learner interfaces contain much more

complex controls than this simple page-for-
ward, page-backward control. But if such
simple controls can be difficult to design
well, it’s easy to understand how more
sophisticated features can present chal-
lenging design problems. It is easy to fall
into the trap of mixed conventions. So
keep a sharp eye!

Terrible Thing #5: Overfill the
screen

White space is important. When design-
ers refer to white space, they actually
mean the empty space used to separate
items and to help draw attention to impor-
tant elements. White space doesn’t have
to be white, although white and black are
often good color choices for it. It can be
any color — even a gradient or pattern. But
it should contrast strongly with other dis-
play elements and allow the eye to focus
comfortably on display elements. Effective
white space is usually a visually inactive or
quiet background with much less informa-
tion density than the objects it sets off.

Density, complexity, color, shape, and
space are all factors visual designers work
with to achieve desired effects.
Experienced designers of printed materials
know that spacing helps draw and focus
attention. For effective advertisements,

designers must often severely limit
the amount of information they
present in order to draw attention
to any of it. They don’t cram in
everything that can possibly fit on
the screen. Less is often better.
The same is true of screen dis-
plays.

White space is a powerful tool
for focusing attention. White space
is important to use purposefully,
however, it may work against you.
A single item floating in a void
instantly draws attention. Con-

versely, a void floating in a sea of stuff
also draws attention away from the things
you probably want learners to study. 

A very ineffective tendency, especially
among novice e-Learning designers, is to
fill the screen with stuff — every nook and
cranny. (See Figure 4 below.) The eye
gyrates in search of a place to land and,
finding none, continues to dart about.
Learners sometimes have to force them-
selves (uncomfortably) to focus on certain
elements and ignore others, in a fight
against a jumbled pile of stuff — some-
times irritatingly animated stuff! Usually
there is a combination of too much infor-
mation, decoration, and unneeded clutter.

When designers realize what they’ve
done, they often try to create white space
by drawing lines or boxing selected ele-
ments. This usually makes things worse.
White space demands free space. You
don’t get it by drawing more things. Put
less on the screen and it will probably have
more impact. Less is more.

An interesting exercise based on an idea
in Edward Tufte’s book, The Visual Display
of Quantitative Information, is to begin
stripping things away from an overfull
screen — or any screen design, for that
matter. Keep doing it until you would be
forced to delete something truly essential.
It’s amazing how many unnecessary and
even detrimental things creep into dis-
plays. It’s junk. Pitch it.

Terrible Thing #6: Even worse: fill
the screen with text

Lots of words. Remember, people don’t
like reading text on the screen and, what
they do read, they read with reduced com-
prehension. Learners generally want and
expect action-based encounters when
using a computer.

Eyes glaze over when they see large
blocks of text, and learners are likely to

TH
E

 E
L

E
A

R
N

IN
G

 D
E

V
E

L
O

P
E

R
S

’ JO
U

R
N

A
L

 / JU
N

E
 2

, 2
0

0
3

 
5

DESIGN / t e c h n i q u e s

FIGURE 4 A “busy” page gets in the learner’s way.

FIGURE 5 One method of dealing with too much text is to use short lines and blocks.
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exercise every option you give them to skip
past the text. Figure 5 on page 5 demon-
strates a terrible layout and an improve-
ment.

There are two basic ways to improve a
screen filled with text. The first is to use
short lines and blocks. When presentation
of text is necessary, try not to use col-
umns wider than 40 characters for mono-
type fonts, 50 characters with variable
spacing. Don’t justify the right margin
because ragged margins help align the
eye.  It’s best to leave a blank line after
every five lines, although allowing up to
seven-line blocks may be acceptable, espe-
cially if they are surrounded by shorter
blocks.

The other method is to make judicious

use of scrolling text. Scrolling text
has advantages for designers.
With scrolling text, designers can
use as much or little space for the
text as is convenient for their
screen design. The learner then
scrolls the text within the estab-
lished boundaries.

Unfortunately, scrolling text has
some disadvantages for learners.
For example, learners are some-
times allowed to see too few lines
at a time, making it hard to main-
tain context. Depending on where

scrolling happens to stop, text may divide
at awkward points requiring learners to jos-
tle everything around with all the attendant
distraction. As text scrolls, readers often
have a hard time focusing on their current
position. After scrolling, they may have to
begin reading at a somewhat random point
to see if they have scrolled too much, not
enough, or as far as they actually intended.
Rescanning is disruptive, tiring, and bother-
some. It can definitely sap the learner’s
motivation.

If you can keep the amount of text to a
minimum, and you really should strive hard
to minimize text in e-Learning anyway, you
may be able to avoid scrolling text all
together. That’s often best.

Terrible Thing #7: Use all the colors
There are lots of colors to choose from.

Hundreds, thousands, millions. The more
the better, right? No. Almost the reverse.

About midway through my work on the
PLATO system at Control Data Corporation,
there was serious concern about color.
Color display capabilities were new and
very expensive. Was color important for
learning? Could monochrome displays sup-
port learning just as well as color displays?
Should PLATO support color display termi-
nals, or was black and white sufficient?

Through some research studies spon-
sored by Control Data, we found that color
made a measurable learning outcome dif-
ference only if color were used in a mean-
ingful and very specific manner. Otherwise,
beautifying screens made no difference.
Black and white displays were just as
effective as color displays and didn’t put
color-blind learners at a disadvantage.

Of course, people who had color moni-
tors, such as those using the then newly-
introduced Apple computers, used color
extensively — all of the seven displayable
colors — everywhere. There were rainbows
of color everywhere. And they were pretty...
pretty distracting. Even so, everyone was
clearly drawn to and preferred to have
color. That became sufficient justification
in itself.
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Symposium

TheeLearning
Instructional

Design
Boston, MA

June 24 - 26, 2003
Pre-symposium June 23, 2003

A Summer Intensive for Designers,
Developers, and Managers of eLearning

This symposium is designed to provide every participant with 

a set of solutions to the most common e-Learning instructional

design challenges. You will learn strategies that you can use to

benchmark your current practices, integrate into your existing

practices, modify and adapt to your existing practices, or that

you can adopt and employ in their entirety. Regardless of how

you actually use these strategies, we are certain that you WILL

use them!

This is going to be an intense learning experience! 

Hurry! Enrollment is limited to 100 participants.

Topics we'll be focused on at this symposium...
- The latest e-Learning research 
- Evaluating the effectiveness and quality of e-Learning   
- Designing e-Learning with limited resources
- Levels of e-Learning interactivity   
- Blended learning   
- Motivating the e-Learner
- Rapid prototyping 
- Creating simulations
- Targeting learner needs 
- Designing for the virtual classroom
- Building truly re-usable learning objects   
- m-Learning  vs. e-Learning
- e-Learning project management 

For more information and to register, visit www.eLearningGuild.com

FIGURE 6 “Ransom note” typography makes read-
ing screen text very difficult.
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After creating quite a few grotesque
designs based mostly on freedom from the
bondage of monochrome, and seeing the
disastrous results, we learned that color
has learning value only when it systemati-
cally highlights or classifies selected
objects (i.e., the color has meaning), cre-
ates helpful realism, and harmonizes
everything to enhance focus and legibility.
Displaying all seven possible colors at one
time made none of them valuable; they
just fought with each other for attention.
None of them won it.

We have many, many more colors now
— almost an infinite array. And it’s as
important as ever to use color purposely.
Too many colors: none of them have much
impact. Inconsistent use of color: noisy,
confused message. No meaningful use of
color: missed opportunity.

Terrible Thing #8: Use all the fonts
Oh, please. Don’t use them just be-

cause they’re there, because you like so
many of them, because it’s possible, or for
any other reason. We are not writing ran-
som notes or creating walls of graffiti. A
jumble of fonts makes reading screen text
even more difficult and unpleasant than it
normally is. (See Figure 6 on page 6.)
Severely restrict the number of fonts you
use. Just as with the application of colors,
change fonts only when there is a clear
reason to do so. Then, define the rules you
are going to apply, and stick with them.

This publication is by the people, for the people.
That means it’s written by YOU the readers and members of The eLearning Guild!

We encourage you to submit articles for publication in the Journal.   

Even if you have not been published before, we encourage you to submit a query

if you have a great idea, technique, case study or practice to share with your peers

in the e-Learning community. If your topic idea for an article is selected by the edi-

tors, you will be asked to submit a complete article on that topic. Don’t worry if you

have limited experience writing for publication. Our team of editors will work with

you to polish your article and get it ready for publication in the Journal.  

By sharing your expertise with the readers of the Journal, you not only add to the

collective knowledge of the e-Learning community, you also gain the recognition of

your peers in the industry and your organization.  

How to Submit a Query

If you have an idea for an article, send a plain-text email to our editor, 

Bill Brandon, at bill@eLearningGuild.com, with the following information in the body

of the email:

• A draft of the first paragraph, written to grab the reader’s attention and identify

the problem or issue that will be addressed.

• A short outline of your main points addressing the problem or resolving the

issue. This could be another paragraph or it could be a bulleted list.

• One paragraph on your background or current position that makes you the one

to tell this story.

• A working title for the article.

• Your contact information: name, job title, company, phone, email. This informa-

tion is to be for the writer of the article. We are unable to accept queries from

agents, public relations firms, or other third parties.

All of this information should fit on one page. If the topic fits our editorial plan, Bill

will contact you to schedule the manuscript deadline and the 

publication date, and to work out any other details.

Refer to www.eLearningGuild.com for more details.

Get It Published in...

Do you have an 
interesting story to tell?

Decide when enough 
of the rules of learner

engagement will change to

merit a different environ-

ment. Then purposely

change the look. Don’t

move or redesign things

that continue to be avail-

able and that function the

same.
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Some guidelines will help; check out
these resources:

• Robin Williams and John Tollet, The
Non-Designer’s Web Book.

• John Lenker, Train of Thoughts —
Designing the effective Web experience.

• Kevin Mullet and Darrell Sano,
Designing Visual Interfaces.

Two fonts may well enhance the look
and readability of your content. You are
likely to be safe selecting one font that has
serifs — those fine little lines at the end of
strokes on characters like those found in
the Times New Roman font. The other font
should not have serifs. The ubiquitous Arial
and Helvetica fonts are called “sans serif”
because they have no serifs. (See Figure 7
above.)

In print, it is often preferable to use a
sans serif font for headings and use serif
fonts for blocks of text. In print, serifs help
guide the eye, so they work well for longer
passages of text. (Editor’s Note: Outside
the United States, the convention in print
may be the opposite of what the author
describes: Sans serif fonts may be used
for the body of the text and serif fonts for
headers.)

However, on a computer screen, the res-
olution may make serifs look a bit fuzzy.
Therefore, many screen designers prefer to
use serif fonts for headings and sans serif
fonts for blocks of text. (Editor’s Note: This
tends to be true for screen designers
world-wide.)

You don’t have to use a serif
font at all, of course, but you’ll
find it easiest to pair fonts
effectively if you use one with
serifs and one without. You
should almost never use two
different fonts with serifs,
although two fonts without ser-
ifs can work well as long as
they contrast sufficiently with
each other in size, weight, or
other characteristics.

Although Times New Roman
(PC) and Times (Mac) are com-
monly-installed serif fonts, and
Arial (PC) and Helvetica (Mac)
are widely available sans serif
fonts, all four of these were
designed primarily for print
applications. Similar fonts
designed for greater legibility on
the display screen are Georgia

(serif) and Verdana (sans
serif) for the PC, and New

York (serif) and Geneva (sans serif) for the
Macintosh. Be sure to use display-friendly
fonts to assist readers whenever you can.

Finally, use contrast — it creates inter-
est and appeal. Just make sure you get
effective contrast when you intend to have
contrast. If you want to contrast by size,
contrast enough so that the difference is
unmistakable. Similarly, if you contrast via
color, font, spacing, or weight, make the
differences strong and clear. But don’t con-
trast everything or you’ll only create a
muddy mess.

Terrible Thing #9: Nauseate with
eye candy

Yet another type of distraction that hap-
pens primarily, I suppose, because it has
become possible, is extravagant visual
adornment. Glitz. Eye-candy. Pretty. Fun...
but, like chocolate caramel ice cream 
sundaes... bad for you.

It’s hard enough to convey messages of
any complexity accurately, let alone do it
while nearby icons twirl in “isn’t-this-cool”
dances. The learner receives mixed mes-
sages: “Don’t look at that button that’s
pulsing with readiness to jump somewhere
else. Don’t look at that header that’s itch-
ing to show you what other things you
could be doing. No, concentrate on the
static stuff, because that’s where your
attention should be for now. These orna-
ments are just here to make your experi-
ence more pleasant!” 

Give me a break. Glitz is there because
someone wanted to show off their ability to
create it or because everything else they
were doing was boring. (See Figure 8, left.)

Glitz has appeal, even to those serious
about obtaining a good return from their 
e-Learning investment. But, if resources
are diverted to ornamentation instead of 
to quality interactions, the payoff in behav-
ioral change is not going to be what it
could be. 

Although eye candy may be instantly
appealing, humorous, or fascinating. It can
easily lead to an invalid conclusion about
the true value of an e-Learning application.
Unfortunately, learning designs can take
time and effort to evaluate. Good design 
is appealing and fascinating. It is often
humorous or dramatic too. But most impor-
tantly, it gives lasting benefits to the learn-
er. This deeper value may become evident
only after working through applications and
seriously trying to learn from them. 

Learning experiences don’t take on qual-
ity through association with eye-candy. The
adornment rarely contributes to the quality
you care about. On the contrary, it most
likely degrades it and, perhaps more dev-
astatingly, obscures faults in instructional
design that need to be remedied.

All this being said, our applications can-
not be successful if they don’t attract initial
interest or if they become boring. There are
times to do something fun just to break
the tension, the repetition, the tedium of
concentrated work. In fact, our work as
instructional designers is about building
experiences. Theatrics, surprise, drama,
conflict, and humor are important tools for
building memorable experiences. They are
not superfluous. 

Good design judgment and balance are
critical. The objective is not to build just
any experiences, but productive learning
experiences — meaningful and memorable
experiences. Not memorable because of a
clever but disassociated animation — an
event you can remember, but you can’t
remember what it taught. Memorable,
because both what you learned and how
you learned it came together in an effec-
tive, valuable experience that sticks with
you.

Next time
In the next installment, to be published

July 7, we’ll turn to some things you can
and should do to communicate effectively
with learners. As we’ve seen so far, the
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FIGURE 7 Serif and sans serif typefaces are different
for a reason.

FIGURE 8 Glitzy screens contribute nothing to learning.
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many capabilities of today’s multimedia comput-
ers provide endless opportunities to make learn-
ing experiences confusing, tedious, and ineffec-
tive. In subsequent installments of this series,
we will see how to use these same capabilities
to produce motivational, meaningful, and memo-
rable learning experiences.  It’s the whole pur-
pose of e-Learning, isn’t it?

AUTHOR CONTACT
Dr. Michael Allen is the pri-

mary architect of Authorware,
the founder and former chair-
man of Authorware, Inc.—
which merged with Macro-
mind/Paracomp to form
Macromedia, Inc., and the

Chairman & CEO of Allen Interactions. Michael 
is widely respected for his abilities to define,
design, and build tools that allow creative indi-
viduals to harness the potential of evolving inter-
active multimedia technologies.  In recent years,
he has concentrated on creative application
design and defining unique methods for develop-
ing meaningful and memorable learning applica-
tions that fully “engage the mind.”  

Michael is the author of
Michael Allen’s Guide to 
e-Learning. He holds Ph.D. and
M.A. degrees in Educational
Psychology from The Ohio
State University and a B.A.
degree in Psychology from
Cornell College. Contact

Michael by email at mallen@alleni.com.

ONLINE DISCUSSIONS
Extend your learning beyond the printed page! 

If you are looking for more information on this
topic, if you have questions about an article, or if
you disagree with a viewpoint stated in this arti-
cle, then join the online discussions and extend
your learning.

Follow these easy steps to participate:

1. Go to www.eLearningGuild.com and sign in.
2. Click on the Online Discussion button on

the main menu.
3. Using the pull down menu, select the Online

Discussion: Journal Topics
4. Select this article from the Subject list.
5. Click on ADD A NEW MESSAGE.
6. Enter your message. It will be posted as soon

as you hit the Submit button on the form.

Additional information on the topics covered
in this article is also listed in the Guild
Resource directory.

The eLearning Guild™ is
a Community of Practice
for designers, developers,
and managers of e-Learn-

ing.  Through this member-driven community,
we provide high-quality learning opportunities,
networking services, resources, and publica-
tions. Community members represent a diverse
group of instructional designers, content devel-
opers, web developers, project managers, con-
tractors, consultants, and managers and direc-
tors of training and learning services — all of
whom share a common interest in e-Learning
design, development, and management.  

The eLearning Developers’ Journal™

The Guild publishes the only online “e-Journal”
in the e-Learning industry that is focused on
delivering real world “how to make it happen in
your organization” information.  The Journal is
published weekly and features articles written
by both industry experts and members who
work every day in environments just like yours.
As an active member, you will have unlimited
access to the Journal archive.

People Connecting With People

The Guild provides a variety of online member
networking tools including online discussion
boards, and the Needs & Leads™ bulletin
board.  These services enable members to 
discuss topics of importance, to ask others to
help them find information they need, and to
provide leads to other members.

Resources, Resources, Resources

The Guild hosts the e-Learning industry’s most
comprehensive resource knowledge database.
Currently there are over 2,300 resources avail-
able.  Members have access to all of these
resources and they can also post resources 
at any time!

Guild Research

The Guild has an ongoing industry research
service that conducts surveys on 20 topics
each year.  These topics are identified by the
Research Advisory Committee. The data collect-
ed is available for all members.

It’s About Leadership

The Guild draws leadership from an amazing
Advisory Board made up of individuals who pro-
vide insight and guidance to help ensure that
the Guild serves its constituency well.  We are
honored to have their active engagement and
participation.  The Guild has also established
three committees made up of active members
who help steer its editorial, events program and
research efforts.

Discounts, Discounts, Discounts

Guild members receive discounts on all Guild
conferences and on other selected products
and services. Your Guild membership will save
you 20% off the list price of Guild events!

Join today at www.eLearningGuild.com!

Become a member today! Join online at www.eLearningGuild.com.

THANK YOU TO THESE GUILD ENTERPRISE SPONSORS

To learn how to become a Guild Enterprise Sponsor, please contact David Holcombe
at dh@eLearningGuild.com or call 707.566.8990.

Spectra Interactive
Learning is a unique,
full service, e-Learn-
ing consulting com-

pany — growing and expanding in North
America and Europe to meet the grow-
ing need for expertise in e-Learning
strategy development, instructional
design and program implementation.
www.spectrainteractive.com
Contact: Brenda Pfaus, President
bpfaus@spectrainteractive.com
Ottawa, Canada  (613) 230-9978

Cyclone Intera-
ctive is an inter-
active media and 

web development firm creating online, 
CD and presentation solutions for a 
wide range of clients and industries.  
www.cycloneinteractive.com 
Contact: Earl Dimaculangan
earl@cycloneinteractive.com
617.350.8834 

CLARK Training &
Consulting (CTC) is a glob-
al leader in instructional

design offering both training and con-
sulting services.  Our award-winning
seminars are based on the latest
research in instructional psychology
and human performance improvement.  
www.clarktraining.com
Contact: Kimberly Perkins
602-230-9190

About the Guild

Because the most
dramatic learning 
happens through

first-hand experience, everything we do 
is focused on creating experiences —
engaging, challenging and yes, fun, expe-
riences — that people will take back to
work and use every day to improve their
performances.
www.alleninteractions.com  
Contact: Jackie McMillan
jmcmillan@alleni.com
800.204.2635


