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Introduction

Dear colleagues,

The skill set required by today’s instructional designers continues to grow. While our design skills are still
at the core of our roles, we also have responsibilities related to project management, communication,
development, technical, interpersonal, and a host of other skills.
In order to succeed, an instructional designer needs to be competent in all of these areas and more. To help
with this challenge, many IDs adopt shortcuts and proven practices that help them develop and implement
learning programs and stay ahead of the increasing workloads they deal with every day.
For this eBook, we’ve reached out to The eLearning Guild community and asked people to share their
insights on how they manage to keep their skills sharp in the growing number of competencies that are
required in our work. What follows is a collection of over 150 tips that are organized by different types of
skills that today’s IDs need.
157 Tips on Improving eLearning Design explores a number of different skill sets, including personalizing
learning, designing for mobile, project management, applying standards, and more.
I hope that you enjoy this eBook. The role of the instructional designer continues to grow, so I hope these
tips help you overcome the challenges you face in your role.
I’d like to close by thanking the many members of The eLearning Guild community featured in this eBook for
generously sharing their tips and recommendations. It’s sharing like this, and the belief that together we are
better, that makes the Guild community as strong as it is.
Thank you for being a part of it.

David Kelly
Senior Vice President and Executive Director
The eLearning Guild
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Fourteen Tips on Customizing
and Personalizing Learning
Providing adequate context for the learner is essential to have them grasp procedural or process training. To
personalize the experience, offer several different scenarios that could fit the learner’s role and allow them
to select which scenario to view as the context for the process or procedure you are teaching. Each learner
gets a customized experience; they are more engaged; and if the context provided in the scenarios is as
real-life as possible, you’ve increased the learning transfer.
Jacquie Smiley, Wells Fargo

Use conditions and restrictions settings within Moodle to create personalized learning paths for students,
based on an initial knowledge survey and then ongoing achievements.
Mark Rollins, E-TeachUK

I try to make the eLearning module as personal as I can. I always try, when it applies, to tell a story and take
pictures of the environment or equipment. I find that people can relate to the eLearning module better. I will
also include JavaScript to ask for their names, and then repeat the learner’s name throughout the module. It
gives them a sense that someone is talking directly to them.
Marie-Pierre Dionne, Bruyère Continuing Care

The blank canvas in any software application can be daunting. Whether I am working with Storyline, Lectora,
Camtasia, Captivate, or even PowerPoint, I find that templates (master slides) can be a great starting point
to designing eLearning content. Using templates doesn’t have to be a duplication of assets. Instead, using a
template can be a great way to get design ideas. I swap out assets, images, music, and media to customize
and personalize learning. I find templates serve two purposes: (1) I love using predesigned color palettes,
typefaces, layouts, and graphic elements that help make the course look professional and polished; and (2)
I find many templates are loaded with a wide variety of back-end features. Some templates use variables,
layers, triggers, and other sophisticated features. I love digging into the templates to gain skills. As an
example, I use eLearning Brothers. They have a terrific template for a glossary (an alphabetical list of terms).
Within their template are lots of features, including toggling between letters and displaying content. There’s
no substitute for good instructional design, but using templates can help jump-start eLearning content.
Debra Mascott, DMascott Training & Consulting Group
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Stop with your extensive efforts to develop learning paths to personalize the learning experience. First,
this is not personalization at all. It is personalization in name only, because it just follows yet another
locked-in path. But second, and most importantly, the costs are unsustainable. You simply will never have
the resources—people and money—to create, manage, and maintain these paths properly. While the costs
are high, it is the other resources that matter. Learning professionals simply are not equipped to make the
choices for professionals working in other areas. (I would argue that even professionals working in those
areas are not equipped.) Learner personalization is about an individual student, and that is the fundamental
shift. So, how can you do this? It starts with curation and contextualization. It starts with making sure
learners can find the learning sources. Rapidly growing technologies in natural language processing (NLP)
and artificial intelligence (AI) are enabling automated, or nearly automated, curation and contextualization.
Once automation is complete, you need methods by which to rate and remove; being able to find and
remove error-filled or misleading learning content is essential to avoid cascading problems. Formally
developed learning content is just a small fraction of the learning content, and the learning team, regardless
of its size, will never be able to fully satisfy the learner’s needs without letting go of control. Learning
professionals must acknowledge that their control is illusory. Learners will sidestep them if they don’t meet
learners’ needs.
Bill Sawyer, Dell EMC

Divide chunked content items by learning objective. Then create a bank of test questions assessing each
objective’s content and its application in the workplace. This enables a pre-assessment to identify incorrect
answers in a given objective and assign only relevant content items to each learner for study.
Eric Kammerer, Domino’s

After you perform the audience assessment, create personas for the course you are developing. Keep the
personas in your mind’s eye; or better, print up a picture of each persona and place them in your workspace.
You’ll never forget for whom you are designing or developing, and you are more likely to create relevant
materials.
Sabina Love, eLearning ID

Know your target audience: who they are, where they come from, and what their objective is for learning
vs. what the organization’s objectives are. Teach to the user. If you hit upon their pain points with concise
solutions, your training will be a success.
Denise Cahill, Cahill Consultants

Wear their shoes! Always look at content from the end user’s perspective. How? Talk to the audience, engage
with them, incorporate them into user acceptance testing, sit with them, survey them, and do whatever it
takes to understand their mental model. User experience feedback goes a long way toward building a final
product that is closer to the experience the audience actually wants to have with your content.
Justin Student, Modus Learning
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A well-functioning school library media center (rethought as a “learning commons”) is a place that can
inspire learners and motivate them, bridging the gap between in-school and out-of-school learning. As
information and education professionals, school librarians can act as a bridge among subjects, interests,
technology, members of the school community, etc. The successful way many schools deliver their afterschool or time-bound programs that are tailored to users’ needs should be transferred into formal learning.
Cutting-edge technology should be used, too, in order to expand the information offered and reach out to
reluctant readers. School libraries, with their wide range of programs, activities, resources, etc., can be the
connection link with situated/connected learning and educational standards, to raise a generation of pupils
and students who are future-ready.
Luisa Marquardt, Roma Tre University

Take a non-linear approach, in which the learners can move around and between the sections in the order
they choose. They can move to sections without completing a section and then go back when they choose.
Tracy Chanoff, Workstar

The more personalized the learning, the greater the engagement.
Andrew Lupton, EdinLearn

Fashion, interior design, gastronomy—everyone has individual preferences and requirements, which we
can adjust in line with our needs and desires. Why not in our education as well? Learning can be modified
to correspond to our prior education, learning speed, and style of learning, and can help ensure we are
fit for our duties at work. Designing an education course can be quite a challenge because a one-sizefits-all program may need to be made available to every employee, regardless of varied target groups
and specialized work. Making sure the course design enables efficient training and education processes
throughout the company might also be demanding. Large corporations have a greater need for such
programs, yet the training concept is directed toward more scalable and unified learning content. So, how
do you personalize learning in large corporations while maintaining their commercial interests? Companywide eLearning solutions such as learning management systems (LMSs) are no longer a luxury; they are
a necessity. On the one hand, they provide learning content, and on the other, they enable intelligent
administration of all further training processes in each company. By adding only a few functions, an LMS
can support and guide each learner across their educational development. This does not simply involve
the personalization of learning content; rather, it offers employees an individually customizable learning
environment, which can rapidly be adjusted in line with their needs and requirements.
Nina Blumkina, IMC AG
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Today, an instructional designer’s tasks go far beyond curating content for a specific mode of training. We
are asked to design an experience and not just a training program. We must take into account that learning
needs to find the learners where they are in their situations, on devices they use, with the relevant content,
in a medium they are likely to prefer, and without demanding a lot of their time. Designing such experiences
demands great understanding of the modern learner, the latest trends in technology and new media, and
augmented and virtual reality tools, plus the ability to make sense of and work with a lot of content. The
ideal learning experience designer today should have a combination of skills in advertising, technology, and
new media, and a passion for learning.
Biju Jacob, Deloitte
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Seventeen Tips on
Demonstrating Your Value
You must understand where you want your value to stick before you start planning the first element of a
course. Identify the value end users will receive as well as the value the company or organization will receive,
as these are not always the same. Both of these value points should be articulated clearly and with equal
importance.
Nick Pendergraft, Dude Solutions

When determining how to measure success, always have in mind short-term, intermediate, and long-term
measurements for success. In sales training, being able to point to the fact that some percentage of the sales
force passed a 10-question quiz on the essential elements of a product is great, but being able to point out
how many more deals your sales team closed for a product after they completed your training will really
catch the attention of your bosses!
Jeremy Negrey, STERIS Corporation

Constantly build your portfolio by curating: compliments and positive feedback during any given project,
video snippets of you looking and performing at your best, PDF work samples with customer and project
name replaced, eLearning samples, and promo videos. All of these will go into a winning online or print
portfolio, giving potential employers and clients a reason to select you! PS: Get in the habit of not including
the address bar in your screenshots. This will make it easier to extract work samples for your portfolio while
maintaining project and company confidentiality.
Susan Heron, Soft Technique

When a request comes in for a learning event (course, performance support, etc.), always identify the
business goals for the request and then confirm the solution is going to meet those goals. It’s a simple step,
but often skipped over.
Elaine Ellis, Gillespie Associates

A little bit of proofreading at the onset of a project can save you lots of time in the late stages of the project.
Eileen Riordan, SAE International
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Before entering graduate school, I didn’t know what instructional design was. It’s easy to forget that many
people we work with don’t know any more about what we do than our title. Imagine going to a doctor who
you think will be conducting a therapy session, but she starts to conduct a physical examination. You’d likely
get pretty defensive and offended if she didn’t explain what she was doing first! Don’t do this to your SMEs
or other stakeholders. If you’re going to spend hours examining and critiquing someone’s materials, take 15
or 20 minutes to explain your role to them. Otherwise, you could find your advice rejected. Depending on
your setting, you may have more or less control over the material; whether you have complete control or
no control, winning over the support of the stakeholders makes the job easier. I sell my expertise as if I’m
a consultant (I’m not). When you offer your expertise as a service, you avoid the conflict of “I know more
about training and education than you do.” If the individual is protective of their content (and why shouldn’t
they be?), offer your services the way you would if you were a coach or mentor. I also back up my advice
with sources. It’s often easier to teach SMEs instructional design than it is for you to master the content. My
role is not only to make better education and training—it’s also to grow better educators and trainers.
David Sensenig, American Speech-Language-Hearing Association

When you are justifying training cost, make sure you approach it from a monetary perspective. If it cost $X
for this training, the company should expect an increase in (whatever is needed, e.g., sales, soft skills, safety)
outcomes of approximately Y%. Be sure to back your figures up. Make sure the higher-ups understand that
the dollars spent impact a number of areas: motivation (well-trained individuals are happier and willing to do
what they know how to with confidence); productivity (if they do it right the first time there isn’t any rework,
which means more product goes out the door, increasing profit); long-term stability of the workforce (when
they have the training and tools they need, employees are not dissatisfied and looking for another job—
long-term training costs will decrease because you won’t have high turnover); and the bottom dollar (how
these all impact the profit margin). While we talk training , we have to get the dollar buy-in. Also, make sure
that training is the right solution to the problem. Don’t sell the training just to be selling training; look for
root causes of a problem. In the long run, your analysis and up-front details will sell your competency, and
they will be more willing to listen when you do need to pitch training solutions.
Janet Bowen, JB Freelance

When working with subject matter experts, developing a trusting relationship is critical. Experts may know
a lot about their content but will sometimes hold tightly to ineffective learning strategies. Time spent
cultivating trust with content experts can help to ameliorate future disagreements and open them up to
trying new ideas.
Dana Bodewes, Pacific Lutheran University

To demonstrate value, we document our training delivery and ROI.
Jo Ann Froman, Goodwill Manasota
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I work with professors in STEM fields, and when I initially meet with them, they tend to look at me (an
instructional designer) as someone who will challenge their ability to develop their courses. I start off by
talking about their expertise—what are they interested in, and how did they learn how to teach and develop
courses? Often they’ll say, “When I was working on my PhD, I had to teach the courses the PhD I learned
under did not want to teach, and that is how I learned how to teach...” I then ask, “How much research have
you done on teaching, course design, etc.? I am willing to bet your teaching style and how you design your
courses is based on the school of hard knocks. No one taught you how to teach, how to develop a course,
or how to ensure that your online courses are ADA compliant, that you are meeting the learning needs of
your students, that your learning objectives are measurable, and your assessment materials, your reading
materials, etc., all line up with your learning objectives.” Now I use my final line: “Look, you are a subject
matter expert in your field, but I am an expert in course development. Let me assist you in the design of your
course. Let me take those ideas in your head and help you get your course to match what you want for your
students.” It works every time and helps me help them.
Vicki Brace, Designing Teachers

There is tremendous value in understanding how to market yourself as an instructional designer, and
marketing the value of clear, sound design. Understanding marketing basics can come in handy in myriad
ways. If you market your own talent well, you will be in a better position to gain employment or earn projects
that are rewarding and engaging for you. If you understand how to market the value of sound instructional
design, then stakeholder pushback is much less of a problem. By demonstrating with data why certain
techniques work, or why projects take a certain amount of time, you provide evidence to boost your ID cred.
How can you get to this point in marketing your talents and design capabilities? First, you need to determine
your strengths. There are many ways of doing this, but perhaps the most simple is writing a list of the things
you love about being a designer, and a list of the things you don’t prefer about being a designer. What sticks
out to you? For example, if you love executing on tasks and new technology, then those are the skills that
you should emphasize most about yourself. Also, make a list of instructional design essentials, which may
include methods, options, value, and proven approaches. Make a list of deliverables you’re most proud of,
and note why they were effective for the learner audience. You can rely on those past successes to shape an
awesome future.
Molly Ebel, Edward Jones

K-12 teachers make excellent instructional designers. You will be hard pressed to find another group of
people who are more focused on instruction outcomes and effectiveness. Teachers hoping to break into
instructional design should focus on their strengths of ensuring student success and data-driven instruction.
Employers should not dismiss the value that traditional educators can bring to an instructional design team;
they can bring a learner-focused element that comes with a lot of heart. Pair them with colleagues who have
strong technical backgrounds, and you will find yourself with a team that can be mistaken for pure magic!
Kelly Burns, Kelly EdTech
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Before taking on any eLearning development, it is essential to understand how the content fits into the
bigger picture. Doing some research on the relevant topic will help you understand the content better and
provide better suggestions and solutions.
Sucheta Sinharay, Deloitte

You can demonstrate value by: having and identifying your brand; designing and regularly updating an
online portfolio of your work; regularly attending workshops or taking courses to update your skills and stay
on top of innovations; tracking the design requests you or your team receive and planning an effective way
to show the outcomes of these requests; connecting with others in your field, both in person and online; and
identifying the current initiatives your organization is focused on, then finding a way to contribute to them.
Make sure your manager and other stakeholders see all of these!
Wendy Sandstrom, South Central College

It’s no surprise that things are changing quickly in the learning world. In general, this is a positive thing
because these changes are bringing many benefits. However, the clients who fund our projects don’t always
see it this way. (My proposal at a recent client meeting to build a LearnBot to manage a spaced repetition
campaign was met with several raised eyebrows!) To deal with reluctant clients, consider using one or
both of the following approaches: (1) Share examples of similar projects that have used a new approach
successfully, resulting in a faster, better, and cheaper product or outcome. If possible, use an example from a
competitor to increase the client’s sense of urgency. (2) Share reputable academic or other research papers,
blogs, books, etc., that can demonstrate predictably and repeatedly the value of a new approach. Basically,
if you can provide objective data backed by real-life business examples, you can defend taking what,
from the client’s point of view, may seem like bold and even reckless steps. As the project goes forward,
the incremental successes that you anticipated and then steadily achieve will finally reach a critical mass,
transforming the client from an active skeptic to an enthusiastic partner.
James Goldsmith, Accenture

Remember, the best restaurants have the shortest menus! While we want to keep up with a constantly
changing toolbox of techniques, products, and even platforms, it is OK to have a menu of tools and
techniques that you love and regularly employ. Every now and then, a restaurant has specials—you can do
the same. And those same restaurants know how to sell their menu items well. Why choose “grilled fish and
vegetables with sauce” when you could have “local bronzini with wilted summer greens, whipped potatoes,
and a beurre blanc”? Key to demonstrating your value is knowing how to “sell” what you bring to the table.
Sure, anyone can make a PowerPoint deck, but can everyone provide an asynchronous, scenario-based
performance support solution designed for maximum learner engagement? Know how to “sexy up” what
you do.
Mandi Ashford, Catholic Relief Services
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Ultimately, your design should link your learning objectives to the corporate goals and/or strategic plan
of your company or client. (This can include links to the corporate mission statement, vision, and values.)
Learners today want to know why they are being trained on your topic (WIIFM: what’s in it for me?). What is
the purpose and value of this training in terms of their time? Of course, ensure that your design is based on
SMART objectives—Specific, Measurable, Achievable, and Realistic, with enough Time to complete. By doing
these things, you are demonstrating your credibility and value as a designer.
Linda Caldwell, SCANA Corporation/SCE&G
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Five Tips on Designing for Mobile

Remember when designing for mobile that your users are mostly going to use their fingers to navigate. In
your eLearning design, don’t make buttons so small or close together that a person has trouble clicking
them. They need to be easy to recognize and use. Your learners will quickly become frustrated and
disengaged if they are constantly clicking the wrong button.
Kellie Speedy, Meyer Distributing

Most of the courses I design are video-based. I learned video with real video producers and a great movie
director. He taught me that we should always record in landscape mode. Lately, I’m leaning toward creating
a few vertical videos to surprise learners who are passionate about social media. If you are designing
exclusively for mobile, your app probably works by scrolling down with the phone in vertical position. Thus,
your students shouldn’t be changing their phone’s position to watch videos or even presentations. This
might sound crazy, but consider that most eLearners are Millennials or consumers of mobile content—and
their brains are programmed to better understand vertical content.
Ariana López Di Rocco, Teachlr

Always subtitle your videos. In fact, try your best to design your site to work without audio. Many mobile
users don’t have headphones, so they can’t listen and see the screen easily at the same time; plus, they
usually don’t want to annoy people around them.
David Swaddle, Learning Plan

Our sales team needed a quick way to access the latest details for our 50-plus software products, and they
needed to be able to access the content anywhere at any time, since they often travel to client sites. In
addition to mobility, the solution needed to account for frequent updates, which are often made by SMEs
and other non-developers. I created an elegant solution called FastFacts. It looks like a software app on a
mobile device, but the template is built with PowerPoint and uses a lot of clear but simple icons and visuals
and bookmarking. We can now create and maintain the FastFacts for many products, and our sales team
loves them! The home page is an image map with standard icons for sales info such as pricing and features,
so a sales rep can click the icon to jump directly to the information they need, and every page has a menu
button for easy, open navigation.
Lori Salmonsen, Vertafore
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Mobile development is the buzzword of the decade, but not everything needs to be mobile. Just like all
types of learning, it has its place in the industry and plays an effective role in certain situations. However,
sometimes clients want everything to be mobile-compatible when it doesn’t need to be—or it doesn’t even
make sense for it to be. For example, a highly interactive course that allows you to set switches, turn knobs,
and push buttons on a panel wouldn’t necessarily make sense for a phone. It’s important to give learners a
positive experience, not just a mobile experience.
JL Pope, Vivint Solar

12

www.eLearningGuild.com

157 TIPS ON IMPROVING ELEARNING DESIGN

Design

Six Tips on Documenting and
Managing Your Designs and Standards
Create and use file naming conventions and practices for both assets and versions. The goal is to be
organized, find assets quickly, and manage file bloat. Be consistent and logical, and keep those file names as
short as possible.
Don Bolen, dBolen & Associates

Having a centralized location for your SOPs (standard operating procedures) where everyone can access
your standards, processes, best practices, etc., is very important in order to consistently maintain the quality
of your courses for your clients.
Himani Trivedi, DeVry Education Group

Create a collectively developed and endorsed mini-rubric on quality and design with a faculty or department
before you begin any work. That way, there is an enhanced sense of inclusion in the design process and a
subsequent adherence to a standard presentation of online course works.
Myles Thies, Eiffel Corp

Leave a specific string of unusual characters, such as a triple asterisk (***), to mark where you left off in
a document you’re working on or where you need additional information. You can use the search or find
function in almost any program to search for that string and jump right to those places. (I like to use three
characters in the string but then only search for two; that way if I accidentally didn’t type all of them, I can
still find what I’m looking for.) Just make sure you use something that won’t actually be used elsewhere in
your work. If you use asterisks to mark footnotes, for example, you may want to use a different character
string. Before finalizing a file, always run a final search to make sure you’ve removed all the strings.
Jennifer Ritter, Digitec Interactive

Keep all design ideas and resources stored in a OneNote document. The text is easy to copy and paste into
anything (WYSIWYG or otherwise), and it helps you organize information per module.
Holly Eva, CTEC
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Make sure your course or presentation is free of errors in spelling, grammar, and formatting. Have multiple
colleagues review and provide honest feedback on your work, even if you think it’s perfect! A well-designed
and well-executed course strengthens credibility.
Mary Iannuzzi, Wilmer Cutler Pickering Hale and Dorr
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Sixty-four Tips on Effective Instructional
Design and Development
Respect your learners. The people who will use the material you create have learned for their entire
lives. They know how to do it! Your job is to reinforce their competency and help them add new skills or
information to their vast portfolios. Make learning logical. Avoid tricks and trivia.
Veronica Micklin, True Value Company

Don’t start with too narrow a focus—use the human performance improvement model to perform a more
strategic analysis of the problem to consider environmental and individual causes. Do a gap analysis to
pinpoint the gap between what is and what should be. Then consider training and non-training interventions
that may close the gap. This will also help you determine your initial (SMART) strategic performance
objective, which helps you prove your ROI.
Heather Lofquist, Team b Marketing

Design for sustainability: Determine ways for learners to use whatever materials are on the job with them
while performing their skills. Many companies have a constant need for updates to training. Learners ditch
the manual after a few days, so how can we help them learn how to use their resources in the moment?
Design training so that the core program asks questions about or points to job aids or a knowledge base. We
have found that it empowers and rewards learners who use their resources.
Karen Hahn, Gap

Use magazine-style captions instead of basic menu titles to draw learners into your training. For example:
Don’t just say, “What are non-verbal messages?” Instead say, “Losing money? Watch your non-verbals,” then
transition to a story about how a restaurant server (etc.) lost money due to non-verbal messages. This shows
the relationship between the undesirable behavior and its consequences instead of just stating what can
happen if people don’t watch their non-verbals. Telling a story and having an interesting headline helps give
learners the “what’s in it for me.”
Melissa Dougherty, Advance America

Apply an agile instructional design model. Perform quality checks at every stage of the process, and apply
an iterative process.
Rayane Fayed, American University of Beirut
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Ensure your learning objectives are aligned with “what success looks like.” Some people requesting training
are only concerned with what the participants need to “know.” Work with subject matter experts and
stakeholders to identify behaviors that show training success. You can encourage the “know” to “do” shift by
showing how positive learning outcomes will support business and organizational goals.
Mary Vivit, ON Semiconductor

KISS—“Keep It Simple, Stupid” when using software authoring tools. For example, if you expect you will
want to convert a PowerPoint presentation into a web-based training (WBT) using a web authoring tool,
do not use PowerPoint animation on the slides because it may create navigation problems in the WBT. In
your authoring tool, use advanced programming options, such as JavaScript and conditional statements,
sparingly. (Sometimes that is the best way, of course.) For example, if you use variables and put them
in conditional statements, that is useful, but it may create difficulties with editing and sharing projects
among colleagues. My rule of thumb is: If there are more than 10 variables in a project, it is becoming too
complicated to share and edit efficiently.
Leah Kulp, Serco

Convert your stakeholders into co-creators. It’s easier said than done, but if you work often with the same
stakeholders, it’s a worthy investment. Start small: “What would you like learners to do?” You may be
surprised by how many stakeholders have not even considered the answer to that question, particularly in
the realm of compliance training. Use normal language, not ID jargon. Ask them for stories that illustrate
success—and failure. I like to ask stakeholders, who are used to handing over a list of topics, to help me
create an outline of actions employees should be able to perform after completing the course. Without
knowing it, they’ve helped me construct a design document. And they had fun doing it! Walk through the
process with them. Lead them, but let them discover the best solution with you. The results? Complete
agreement before development even begins. Less time revising, more time collaborating.
Rance Greene, HCSC

Localize the concept. Regardless of the content, make instruction effective by localizing the value and
concept to the learner. What does that mean? It means that coming up with a concept is only one
part of instructional design. Applying the content is the next level of “effectivity.” An example of poor
conceptualization would be using a race-car concept to develop instruction for a new finance software
program. The beginning of the course is the starting line, and the car zooms through the course as users
learn the new concepts. Maybe at one point the tires get rotated and each tire teaches them something. The
car concept is OK, but how can it be localized? Keep the concept, but localize it to the content by changing
the car to something involving finance, and figure out how finance relates to a car race story. You have the
starting line of finance, and then at certain times you have to make pit stops; in the end, you win when you
cross the finish line and end up saving for retirement. Each part of the race is represented by something
involving actual financial material.
Andy Whitman, Shire
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Write performance-based learning objectives and instruction-based learning tasks as support. As soon as
you’ve identified your list of knowledge, skills, and/or attitudes to be learned, write the associated learning
objectives with this in mind: Learning objectives are different than learning tasks. For each knowledge,
skill, or attitude to be learned, ask yourself: What will the student be able to do upon completion of the
instruction? Then, you can write the learning task statements that describe what the student will do during
the instructional period to achieve the learning objective. An example from a pilot training course: Learning
objective—at the end of this lesson, you will be able to use a surface analysis chart to forecast weather fronts
and pressure areas. Learning tasks—watch a demonstration of a pre-flight weather check being completed
by a pilot; using historical surface analysis charts from the same region at different times of the day, identify
the types of fronts and areas of high and low pressure; evaluate a case study featuring a weather-related
aircraft incident in which pilot misinterpretation of weather charts was the cause; and, using a current
surface analysis chart, discuss possible forecasts with a partner.
Jennifer Bukacek, Jeppesen

Help faculty easily curate current, relevant content. Utilize Twitter (and Instagram) to repost credible articles,
media, photos, etc., while supplementing a finely curated list of thoughtful field experts. Feed this into
courses, and watch as students interact with the subject and with field experts. Add the use of #hashtags,
and tagging, to craft a community of learners, teachers, and contributors.
Morgan Barker, Humboldt State University

Stick with a brand and define your style guide, which you follow for courses or videos you develop. This
is not to say that every piece of content created must follow the same brand or style—but for the content
you are working on, keep a consistent brand, meaning: use the same or similar background images, make
sure the font style is consistent and easy to read, don’t change your color palette too drastically from slide
to slide, and keep as few words on a slide as possible (use any extra words in your voice-over). Your style
should match that of the corporate template in which documentation is published. If the corporation is using
a specific font, try to use that; if the corporation has a certain color palette, try that. This not only helps
create a professional design, but also a consistent and organized message.
Dawn Lewis, Robert W. Baird & Co.

Make outcomes “performance based” rather than “goal oriented.” Performance-based systems hold that a
person does the best they can with what they have available to them in terms of skill set(s) at that moment.
Rather than hold people to a set standard, make the standard the best they can do at that point in time.
Performance-based training negates “test stress,” as the person is simply asked to do the best they can.
John Springer, US Department of Homeland Security

Ask to interview and observe the best performer. Don’t talk with the supervisor or manager—look for the
employees performing at the highest level.
William Ryan, Ryan Consulting
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For subject matter experts, it is sometimes easy to lose sight of the key elements we wish to convey to new
learners, because we deal with the subject matter as a habit and way of life almost every day. I found that
piloting the eLearning using some preliminary information with people who are not the intended audience,
of varying ages and backgrounds, can really provide a variety of authentic feedback. This is especially true
for blind surveys, in which the “pilots” don’t know who may be asking for feedback, and the chance of
hurting someone’s feelings is less likely. eLearning content should present the idea or topic to learn; and,
no matter who is learning it, after participating they should be able to at least explain what the content is
about or what it is trying to get them to learn. If you work with a panel of ISDs, assume that none of them
knows anything at all about the topic. When you do this, there is more room for the “experts” to be open to
learning best how to present the topic. For example, if you ask a panel of various SMEs, “Who knows about
making widgets?” and then assign that person the eLearning project, that limits the full gamut of potential
content and, ultimately, limits what information the eLearner gets to see or know about the topic.
Jeffrey Holt, Toyota Technical Engineering Design Center

Albert Einstein said, “If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t understand it well enough.” An instructional
designer cannot create effective learning by relying on a subject matter expert. You have to understand
the subject on a level at least as high as the level you are teaching. If the SME can’t explain it in a way you
understand, don’t expect the learner to understand, either.
Peter Phillips, Unicorn Training

Design once—customize and deploy as needed. When designing a course, create materials for all delivery
modes at one time. That way, there is consistency in mapping to the outcome and for level of difficulty.
Whether you deliver the course face-to-face, online, or anywhere on the spectrum, you have a pool of
materials (learning, activity, and assessment) to select from.
Jeanne Samuel, Delgado Community College

Always keep your audience in mind. Know their time constraints. The average attention span is eight
seconds. Teach a topic in a minute or less.
Michele Largman, Maxine Enterprises

Use a method like action mapping (from Cathy Moore) with your training audience to drill down to the one
thing you want people to do post-training. Then, for everything you’re producing, ask, “Is this needed to
do that task? Does this help someone do that task?” If the answer is no, then cut it out. You’ll be left with a
shorter, cheaper, more effective product.
Kevin Maye, Tinder Foundation

Take time to write concisely—this will save your learners time!
Leah Folkestad, Stratus Learning Group
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We always work from a questionnaire first to gather the needs of the client. Then we use a storyboard to
include the story, the narration, and the visual cues we want to use. We include quizzes throughout and then
a final quiz. I always work from the paper, then get final approval, then start building in Storyline 2 and get
approval of the flow. And I always leave the narration for the end. It takes longer, and modifications of the
text can sometimes mean many hours of recording. I find it flows better to record all at once, and the final
product is more professional.
Marie-Pierre Dionne, Bruyère Continuing Care

Getting students to participate in online discussions can be a challenge. You have some who are more vocal
and others who stay behind the scenes. A good strategy for getting all students involved is to encourage
reflection and design questions that provoke critical thinking. Open-ended questions allow students to
express themselves and/or provide multiple solutions.
Taneise Cook, Parker University

Become allies with your SMEs. When they know you are as invested in their vision as you want them to be in
yours, they generally give you a lot of leeway when it comes to design and development.
Karmen Cooper, Koop Learning

I urge you to take a “less is more” approach to all design and development. Too often, we bore learners with
background information they don’t need, or overbuild a course because we want to include some cool new
effect we’ve just fallen in love with. Keep it short and immediately useful, if at all possible.
Margie Meacham, LearningToGo.info

Refuse to build eLearning without established learning objectives. If the client can’t tell you what
performance outcome they want, there’s no sense in creating eLearning anyway.
Steve Hulme, Capital One

Maintain your creativity. Be flexible. Do not overthink the process. There are many different instructional
design models that you can adapt to your project as needed. Use any of them as a resource or guideline
when your project is about to reach the next phase of design, but overall, trust your gut. Always view
your projects and courses through the lens of the learner. Remember, you are the subject matter expert in
instructional design. Remain confident about your role, your recommendations, and the value your expertise
adds to the project as a whole. You wouldn’t be there if you weren’t needed. Keep in mind: It will ultimately
be your flexibility and creativity that will propel your projects or courses far beyond the status quo into
valuable and engaging learning opportunities.
Ken Loredo, DeVry Education Group
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You can’t cram 30 years of learning into a 30-minute eLearning module. Less is more!
Michelle Gallen, Aurion Learning

Most companies focus on improving their processes and productivity. While that is all well and good, it is
extremely important for an instructional designer to also take into account the customer’s point of view.
Building empathy into your design will result in a satisfied customer and will achieve what the company
wants.
Riyaz Adamjee, Teletrac Navman

It is essential that a thorough training needs analysis be completed as part of the design planning prior to
any course development. Instructional designers need to know what, if any, knowledge or skill gaps exist,
and what the desired outcomes are for the instruction or training.
Dianna Heckman, DeVry Education Group

It’s important to determine whether you need to tell learners something or teach them something, as
that will determine whether you need to provide a demo, presentation, or job aid (for “tell”) or whether
you need to provide an eLearning course that includes meaningful practice and feedback (for “teach”).
If the content is fairly short and simple or intuitive, or if the learners don’t really need to internalize the
information or become fluent at a skill, then “telling” may do the trick. But if you need the learners to be
able to do something complex, like recall information or perform a skill on their own, then you need to
design something that gives them a chance to practice using that knowledge or skill and get feedback on
their performance. If the knowledge or skill is really complex or lengthy, a blended-learning solution is also
probably warranted.
Laura Gillenwater, Sun Life Financial

Always, always ensure your content is accessible to all learners, particularly those with disabilities. Besides,
alt-text, captioning, and good heading structure have never hurt anyone!
Chanda McCann, freelance instructional designer

Seek the pain points. Some trainers are working from the same model they used when they were designing
and delivering ILT: We want to get everything that is in our heads into theirs, right now. What I’ve found
useful in trimming excess content from my eLearning courses is asking up front about learners’ pain points.
In doing this, I’ve realized that the more digging you do into what and where learners have the most trouble
(regardless of the type of training—technical, sales, soft skills), you’ll bump into a pile of gold that can turn
into a very specific set of learning nuggets for your audience. Everything else in a trainer’s (or an SME’s)
head can be added either as reference material or additional add-on modules (which, by the way, could turn
into additional revenue streams if the training is to be sold).
Lesli Woodruff, Nuance Communications
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Think about how to incorporate moments of need into your overall strategy. When you design a course,
design beyond the traditional meaning of a course. We all incorporate modality in our designs. We ask
what type of training will best suit this need. Expand those choices to address any moment-of-need topics.
If someone who is in the target audience will need some level of help prior to the course, create a short,
mobile-enabled moment-of-need video or interactive response. In addition to answering the need, you will
drive people to take the course with a well-designed, bite-sized asset.
Becky Willis, WillLearn Consulting

In an ongoing effort to provide the highest level of support, I solicit feedback from my business partners
and peers throughout the life of a project. By asking for input early, I am able to identify any issues
that need addressing before they become a risk to the success of the project. By soliciting often, I stay
connected with resources and verify that learning solutions meet a clear business need or performance
gap. After reviewing feedback, I develop an action plan for improvement when appropriate. This quick
and simple process delivers big results. I benefit from the opportunity to strengthen my consulting skills
and enhance my relationship with others. This process increases the chance of success, as it continually
measures expectations and identifies concerns in a timely manner to allow for mitigation during design and
development.
Sandra Massey, Wells Fargo

Even with careful caveats and clear explanation of what a mockup or a prototype is, clients may react
immediately and negatively to the look and feel of an unfinished online learning product. With the ubiquity
and ease of rapid eLearning tools, and the fact that many instructional designers are members of a small or
even one-person team, creating rapidly finished products is the way to go. Take the approach of software
developers—create a polished and finished product, even if it’s limited in functionality, and start with that
instead of the full wireframe or storyboard of the entire course. This doesn’t mean that you don’t plan out
your content and design flow beforehand, but my tip is to create a polished but short demo of an eLearning
course or learning product so your clients aren’t distracted by clip art and bad alignment.
Kirby Crider, Training Resources Group

Encourage academic integrity by designing assignments or assessments in which fully participating in the
academic experience is the most efficient route to success, and is therefore “easier” than cheating.
Heather Tobin, University of Denver

Mark Twain once said that he read his own writing as if he were someone else, and that helped him evaluate
his work. For instructional designers, the only rule to follow is to put yourself in the shoes of the learner and
evaluate your design from that viewpoint. When I create a learning design, I ask myself, “If I had to learn this
subject matter, how would I like it to be presented to me?” When I have created the design, like Mark Twain, I
review it as if I were the learner.
Sonia Bhattacharyya, ERM
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Use action mapping to help identify objectives, and use critical content to develop microlearning.
Billi Switalski, United Guaranty

When designing a learning experience for your users, always keep at the forefront of your mind what it
is that you want them to walk away knowing, saying, and doing. How should users act as a result of this
experience? Plan every aspect of the learning with this in mind. If it doesn’t fit in with what you want them to
know, say, or do after the learning experience, then don’t include it!
Cristina Colquhoun, Oklahoma State University

Remember that good instructional design is still good instructional design, no matter the channel or device.
Design should be motivational, memorable, and meaningful (remember Michael Allen!). Always use the
simplest language that conveys the message clearly. Be ruthless; only include need-to-know items, and avoid
the nice-to-know.
Sylvia Dribnak, CIBC

Include your stakeholders as early as possible. You are the designer, so provide options, but don’t let them
steer you away from your creativity! You know best.
Carrie Reed, Horace Mann

It is often underrated to think about the context in which learners are taking your training. Have they just
started at a new job, or are they experts looking to expand their knowledge? These different user journeys
will help you focus on how direct you are, whether you should add in humor, etc. Often, it’s easy to look at
the users as wanting to learn, without understanding their headspace and context.
Charles Douglas-Osborn, Merlin Guides

Use a storyboard! It will save you time and several headaches. Starting to create a course without a
storyboard is like building a house without a blueprint. The storyboard allows you to outline your learning
objectives and build your lesson. Personally, I build my entire course content in my storyboard, and then I
build my course in Storyline 2. This is a huge time saver because I am able to add notes about what needs
to go into each slide or part of a lesson. It ensures consistency throughout my course and design. Often, I
send my storyboard to peers for review before I start building—this allows me to incorporate their feedback
without having to go back and make changes. Lastly, the greatest benefit comes when changes have to be
made after a module has been published. The original storyboard becomes version 1.0, and version 1.2 is
updated to include the changes that are being made.
Rosa Espinal, Vistana Signature Experiences
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Over the past year or so, I have found the app Captivate Draft very useful. Of course, it works really well with
Captivate (you can export your storyboards directly to Captivate), but it can also be used to plan for content
designed for other tools. I have also used PowerPoint to plan out designs for courses, but I find myself using
Draft more and more because it is designed to be used on mobile. Often when I come up with an idea or
want to work on an assigned project, I am away from my desk. I usually have either my tablet or phone (or
both) with me at those times, so using Draft is very convenient. So far, I have found that it decreases the
time I spend designing (I tend to spend way too much time in this area) and gets me into developing faster.
Wendy Sandstrom, South Central College

Assessments are crucial and should be tediously thorough. Remember, your SMEs will invariably overlook
the obvious—at least what they consider to be obvious. You, as a designer, must “be the learner.” The best
reference I share is this: Think about writing instructions for how to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.
You can’t just tell a learner to put the jelly and the peanut butter on the bread—you will end up with a jar
of jelly and a jar of peanut butter on top of a loaf of bread. Think of it literally; does each step lead them
naturally to the next? Is there a connection being made? Learning only happens when we connect what we
know with what we want to know—that’s my mantra. If your steps aren’t connecting with what the learner
brings to the table, your design is flawed and will fall short on measures of long-term proficiency.
Linda Kirk, Palm Beach County Clerk & Comptroller’s Office

Use contextual learning, which seeks commonality by having the learner discover overarching concepts and
then apply them to the situation at hand so as to be in context. For example, have the learners recognize
needs that we all have, then show them how others seek to deal with these needs in different ways.
John Galto, Dale Carnegie of Westchester

Remember, it isn’t about the coolest, latest, and greatest technology. It is how you use that technology that
matters. Content shouldn’t be based on the technology you choose. Instead, the technology should enhance
the learning in a way that increases retention.
Blair Stamper, Washtenaw Community College

Separate procedures and policies from eLearning courses. Build the online procedure and policy manuals
first, then build the course with hyperlinks to the procedures. By keeping the procedures and policies
evergreen, you keep your courses evergreen. This shifts the training focus to the motivating factors for
knowledge or performance. Online procedures and policies double as initial on-the-job checklists and
ongoing performance support aids.
Gary Baker, Delek US Holdings
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Use single-source publishing. Cover the learning preferences of different generations by producing handouts,
presentations, exercises, interactive eLearning, mobile learning, and social videos, all out of one PowerPoint
source.
Dimitri Roman, leer.thuiz.com

When creating screencasts or doing live demonstrations of software or web services, be specific about
where you are clicking. Don’t say “click here” or “click on the Help menu.” Instead, be directionally specific
in your speech to orient the learner to where on the screen you are clicking. For example, say, “Click on the
icon on the bottom right that looks like a blue W,” or: “Click on the Help menu at the top right of the screen.”
This helps with accessibility for users who have visual impairment. But it also helps all users who might look
away from the screen for a moment to take notes, or who have large monitors that are easy to get lost on;
they can use the auditory cue to keep up with you. Also, state what you are about to do before you show it,
rather than simultaneously while you are doing the action. Say, “Click on the refresh button that looks like
an arrow located at the top right of the screen”—then do the action. This gives learners a chance to process
what you just said and get their eyes moving toward where the action is about to happen.
Troy Challenger, California State University–Monterey Bay

I find that effective job aids can be substituted for much of training. Consider whether the objectives of a
training course can be achieved instead with an adequate job-support system. Your training course then
becomes instruction on search and how-to-learn, rather than offering dreary procedures and endless
quizzing.
Miguel Garcia-Mulet, Maximus Federal

When you consider the learning and performance objectives, be sure to also consider the learning level
of the student or learner. If they are enthusiastic but low-skilled, then provide structure to their learning
so they gain skills and knowledge in a clear-cut process. Remember to focus on specific outcomes and
monitor the learner’s development. When they have picked up some of the skills but are starting to falter in
energy (or get frustrated), then begin to show and explain why things work the way they do. Learners may
not see the “big picture”; however, they are growing and need a more connected learning system. Once
learners regather their energy, gain confidence, and realize that they are capable, they will begin to make
new connections and think of improvements and innovations. This represents a more facilitative style of
learning and less of “teaching.” Learners will have almost enough skill and confidence to tackle new ideas
and apply their learning; however, they still need wisdom and guidance. The instructional design focus is
on resources to embed the learning and safety nets for trial and error. Learners will need your experience
to identify where the risk and reward live. Once they have begun to finally master a skill or knowledge set,
they will only need you as a mentor for “on call” learning. The instructional design model here is to allow as
much autonomous learning as possible, with performance support being the key. Allow learners to define the
instructional approach you take.
Mark Vollmer, InspirePro
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In order to create effective, relevant instructional design modules, you must: constantly re-evaluate using
consistent research-based standards, including focus group surveys; use measurable goals and standards;
and apply the data received.
Shahara Ruth, Kaplan IT

As a former software development scrum master, I have found many of the project “tools” used in the agile
scrum development process to be very useful for non-scrum projects. For instance, our team has a large
whiteboard that utilizes all the features of the task board. The task board has rows and columns of differentcolored Post-its. Each person on our team has their own color. Each Post-it represents a project task with a
duration of four hours or less. Each row on the whiteboard represents a project. Project owners place Postits on the task board and move them from column to column as they complete the tasks. Anyone can come
look at the task board and immediately see the current status of a project. We have scrums twice a week (vs.
daily for a normal scrum project) where our team of five answers three questions: (1) What have you done
since our last meeting? (2) What do you plan on doing until we meet again? And (3) are there any obstacles
or impediments that may prevent you from getting your work done? The meeting is not a solutions meeting
but rather a strict status meeting; participants may squeeze a “love rat” (a small white rubber rat that
contains a whistle) when others start to solve issues. Instead of solving issues, we identify the issue and who
can help resolve the issue. This is a great way to respect people’s time who are not involved with solving the
issue.
Chris Hunt, AmerisourceBergen

Create a place for participants to type in their responses to situations. Provide additional pointers and
examples afterward, and allow them time to reflect on responses.
Stefanie Shanahan, Mutual of Omaha

Consider learning and performance as one process. This is a paradigm shift from thinking that learning
always has to be a prerequisite to doing. As an example, instead of providing reference tools as adjuncts to
traditional training, integrate task-enabling tools and learning activities into your learners’ workflow. In many
cases, this approach can eliminate, or at least reduce, the time spent in traditional training, where much of
what is taught is not retained anyway. This approach supports what we all know: People learn when they
have an incentive to learn. Therefore, providing support at the point of performance is critical.
Renata Marek, Judge Learning Solutions

All math or algebra instruction should contain real-world applications. Every math concept can be tied into
an application that allows the student to connect the material to actual problem-solving methods.
Talanda Anglin, Rich Mountain Community College
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In order to create effective learning solutions, it’s important that you know the circumstances surrounding
the problem that your course is meant to solve. A good way to do this is to get in contact with a few
employees who are already skilled at what your course will teach. The people who work with the task
every day usually see things for what they are, unlike SMEs, who often see things as they theoretically and
ideally should be. For example, in a course on school discipline, an SME might say an elementary school
teacher shouldn’t start class until all the kids have lined up outside the door and then walked neatly into the
classroom. However, using a more realistic approach and instead giving advice on how to gain the attention
of 25 over-energized children might be more beneficial to the course taker. Ask the skilled employees: what
they found difficult about learning the task and what they found easy; what could prevent someone from
performing the task as instructed (this might not have to do with learning, but with other things such as low
incentives or even negative consequences); whether they have advice on how to make the learning easier;
what the benefits are of performing the task in this manner; what separates the new employees from the
skilled ones; and how they would have liked to learn the task and on what kind of technology (classroom,
paper document, eLearning, mobile, tutoring, and so on.)
Eric Isaksson, Isaksson Online

Needs analysis is key to effective instructional design and development. Needs are understood by
administering questionnaires, taking interviews, or conducting focus group discussions. Tip: For needs
analysis, ensure you get audio notes—you could interact face-to-face with your target audience and
stakeholders and have formal and informal chats, or you could have Skype calls. Use a tool like Evernote
to record the audio (after taking requisite permission) and simultaneously make your notes. You can also
capture relevant photographs, etc., in your notes. Evernote syncs data on all devices. Listen to all the audio
clips and analyze the needs, and get linkages to important points through various conversations that you
have had with all stakeholders, including your target audience. You can edit the audio clips and present
them as part of your needs analysis presentation. The needs that you capture will be an important input for
designing the learning solution.
Sucheta Phadke, independent consultant and learning strategist

Never underestimate the value of effective collaboration. For several years, I worked for a company in
which I often found myself working in relative isolation to develop learning content and define enablement
strategies for our customers. Unfortunately, I spent enough time working in this environment that it felt
normal. Fast-forward a couple of years, and I find myself working at a large organization with a good-sized
team of instructional designers. Initially, I was uncomfortable with the degree of collaboration that was
not only encouraged and practiced, but expected of team members, even when working on solo projects
or consulting with clients. I had been working independently for so long that I had forgotten the value of
engaging in dialogue with one’s team, but I quickly rediscovered how effectively this practice can help solve
design problems, improve processes, and generally move things forward that might otherwise have been
blocked in any number of ways. I’m still adjusting to this way of working, but with practice I’m finding it
easier to ask questions, propose new ideas, and accept feedback and advice from my teammates, which is
making me a much better ID and a much stronger contributor.
Steve Wilhite, Capital Group
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There’s a lot of focus on creating interactivity in eLearning, but sometimes interactivity can be a distraction
from the learning—or, even worse, a deterrent. This is most evident to me in software training (because it’s
what I do). As always, analyzing the purpose and audience should drive this decision. If you’re training new
users who are inexperienced with the software interface, an interactive guided approach to completing
specific tasks can be effective. This models what we’d do in a classroom setting, with new users actually
engaged in the software. However, with more experienced users whose goal is to learn about new features or
to take a deeper dive into a new task, interactivity can be an annoyance. These learners could be daily users,
in which case they’re more likely to go directly to the interface to try the new feature. They are more likely
to want the quickest learning experience possible so that they can get back to work, so it’s best to keep it
short and sweet. Another area of interactivity that’s deeply ingrained for us L&D folks is the assessment. Ask
yourself if a quiz is really necessary. Does it really indicate that the learner is proficient in the software use?
Are you really trying to measure whether they know where things are on the interface? Is that an indicator
that their performance is high? In my experience, unless certification is involved, the answer to all of these
questions is usually a resounding “No.”
Frankie Wolf, OpenText

Create regular workshops or learning opportunities for your faculty and staff on various eLearning topics
(I call mine “eLearning Lunches”). This is a proactive way of teaching solutions to problems before the
instructors even encounter them. This will also help move your instructional design role from more
transactional work for the teachers to more collaborative work with the teachers. Make sure the sessions
start and end on time, and make them as interesting as possible. Leave room for teacher questions and
examples. This is also an opportunity to explore best practices and educational theories. Many teachers
(especially in higher education) have never taken education courses and will welcome the opportunity to
learn about and apply research to their online learning environments.
Jason Johnston, University of Kentucky

Instead of just using PowerPoint presentations to convey content in your online courses, try chunking the
lectures via video. Creating 10- to 15-minute videos (with captions and transcripts) is a great way to expose
students to the content. Students can view this content from a computer or mobile device.
Katie Bridges, Georgia Highlands College

Storyboard! Storyboard is to design what GPS is to driving. Sure, you might think—or even know—where
you’re going, but then you make a wrong turn or your project evolves, and now you need to course-correct,
or to show a stakeholder where your project is heading. Your storyboard is your map! Getting the feedback
up front will save time and effort down the line, making adjustments easier and less likely to impact the
overall timeline or product quality.
Caitlin Steinbach, BOMI International
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Thirty-seven Tips
on Making Learning Stick
To make a lasting impression: (1) Use stories. Stories make a strong emotional connection. Create stories
with conflicts that immerse the learner. With the resolution of the conflict, learning happens. It is time
tested. The most amazing thing is that your story could be set anywhere—like in space. Just place the
content strategically within the story wrapper and let your learner unravel it. (2) Use challenges or games.
Exploratory learning through small challenges and game activities makes learning fun and engaging. As
the learner sets out on a mission and crosses levels and hurdles, and the rewards pump up the engagement
level, learning is internalized through this exploration. (3) Use interactivity. Engaging interactivity adds to
the curiosity factor. Mental interactivity in the form of reflective questions or a decision point, balanced with
physical interactivity of click and reveal, enables exploratory learning and makes it a memorable learning
experience. (4) Use strong visuals. Based on the content, create something similar to a photo feature, where
visuals convey the message and text is minimal. Strong visual images stay in the mind. Just ensure that the
images are well connected to the content you are presenting.
Nandini Bandopadhyay, Tech Mahindra

You have six seconds to get your audience to care about your training module. The few questions that reach
them are: What is in it for me? Why should I care? How will it make me more effective, or help me move
up the ladder or get recognition? The body of the message must be relevant and accurate but also have a
cognitive “hook” to keep them engaged. The “push the next button” kind of module is the same old boring
eLearning. Keep them interested with humor, surprises, and unusual interactions. That is what will make the
learning stick.
Barbara Coleman-Fisher, Genesis

Use flow charts to show the process. Make them sequential and logical. Keep it simple—don’t use big words.
Alan Gill, High Performance Management Training

I’m sometimes asked to create an eLearning module that demonstrates a lengthy step-by-step task for staff
in customer plants, with the suggestion to add visuals to help them remember the steps. Unfortunately, an
illustrated 12-step process will be as easily forgotten as a 12-bullet list. A better idea is to use the eLearning
module to show a few steps, and perhaps a “Before” and “After,” and then attach a logically designed job
aid. After all, what’s more useful when driving to a new place: a map to use when needed, or a 12-step list of
directions that you’ve heard someone read to you?
Jay Shuck, Ecolab
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Think beyond a single learning event. Instead, think about all the learning that must happen in order to
achieve required performance goals. This will extend your value from the role of instructional designer to
learning experience designer (much more applicable in modern workplace learning). Use the “learn, practice,
demonstrate” model to help design the learning experience: Learn—what must people know before they can
practice? Practice—what must they experience (by doing) before they are competent? Demonstrate—what
indicators will provide evidence that they have achieved the required performance?
David Haynes, Yahoo

Be sure to keep learners engaged and reinforce learning outcomes by creating interactivity in the learning
event.
Karen Darby, Southwestern Child Development Commission

Most training these days involves some sort of audio to help address the various ways that people retain
information. When creating audio content, always read it out loud—not just under your breath at lightning
speed, but at a nice conversational volume and pace, listening for the way the words flow off your tongue.
Avoid long sentences with complex sentence structure. Rewrite them so that they are shorter. Defend more
casual writing against “corrections” by corporate white-paper proofreaders who want every sentence to
be written like an annual report. When writing dialogue, the same suggestions apply, but with a couple
more additions. Long explanatory passages should be voiced by the teacher or narrator. Letting a role-play
character speak for several paragraphs without interaction is not believable, and the learner’s attention can
start to wander. When using dialogue, it is important to hire actors who are used to making it sound real. (An
SME may work as the narrator, but if role-play is being used, hire a professional.) Whenever possible, allow
your talent to add the little nuances that make a dry, technical script more believable—this includes the use
of contractions.
Connie Terwilliger, 42nd Street Productions

Make learning meaningful to the learner: Learners have to see the “WIIFM” (what’s in it for me). If you
can’t figure out what it is, there’s a big clue that this isn’t the right thing for them. They have to viscerally
understand that the outcome will be something they need to help them achieve their goals. Then, help them
see how each thing they do plays a role in achieving that end. Use practices that develop their abilities in
ways that are clearly linked to the outcomes. Use contexts that they can see are related to the problems they
have to solve. That doesn’t mean you can’t have fun, or use fantastic settings, but there should be a clear
mapping between what you have them do as learners and what they will have to do as performers. In short,
put them in a context and have them perform decision-making, not reciting knowledge back. Then provide
feedback that clearly addresses the specific alternatives that learners make.
Clark Quinn, Quinnovation

Use scenarios that the user is aware of to introduce a new concept.
Brad Tallis, Tallisman
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To make learning stick, you’ve got to deliver it with some glue. No, don’t run out and buy a quart of Elmer’s.
Get the learning into their heads by providing various mnemonics (memory aids) that learners can take with
them. I’ve found the following mnemonics work best with students I’ve taught over the years: (1) Mnemonic
word device—get them to create a name mnemonic where the first letter of an acronym spells out a person,
place, or thing. (2) Mnemonic visual device—some have a harder time with words and work better with
visuals. As the saying goes, a picture is worth a thousand words. Say you want your students to remember
the points on a compass—you could tell them the time-honored method of picturing themselves eating
shredded wheat and thinking “Never Eat Shredded Wheat” to recall the clockwise order of north, east,
south, and west. (3) Mnemonic connection device—have learners make a connection with something they
already know. This is especially true with remembering pictographs such as Chinese or Japanese characters;
a character for the syllable “no” looks a bit like the international circle with a diagonal line, so it’s easy to
remember the pronunciation as “no.” Use at least two mnemonic types for each teaching point that you
want to drive home, for them to keep at the ready for recall when they’re on the job. Have learners create
the mnemonics if they’re willing. Make it fun so they’ll want to remember them, too.
John Schuetze, AT&T Government Solutions

Develop exercises that can keep learners engaged for every 15 minutes of the program. The exercises should
be only one to three minutes long.
Benedict Dumonceaux, Pfizer

Instead of a discussion forum, insert a padlet into your online course. (The Padlet app is available for iOS
and Android.) Use the padlet embed code to insert the padlet into a label. Students enjoy pasting their
discussion contributions or images into the padlet. A record of the padlets you create is stored online for
subsequent use.
Malcolm Roberts, Waikato Institute of Technology

Break eLearning down into bite-size chunks, 10 to 15 minutes maximum, even if this means having a couple
of sections. The learner can then go back quickly to the section when they need to refresh their memory.
Su Howker-Whyte, Leeds Teaching Hospital Trust

When you write a quiz, remember what you are meant to be teaching. Clients will often ask for longer
quizzes, and it can seem tempting to pad out your question lists with tangential subjects, but everything
starts and ends with your learning objectives and outcomes. Even if you are writing about medical imaging
equipment, it’s very unlikely that the user will need to know exactly what the acronym “MRI” stands for,
as long as they know what it is used for and the risks involved. Use your quiz questions to demonstrate
competencies and assess relevant knowledge; if it doesn’t relate to a learning objective, you’re just wasting
the learner’s time.
Anthony Hart-Jones, St Andrew’s Healthcare
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Create authentic learning contexts for your learners. The more similar your learning environment is to their
application environment, the more likely they are to be able to process the new information and add it to
their “scaffold.” New technologies can help here with videoconferencing, online experiences, and virtual
reality.
Vicki Williams, Penn State

To maximize learning and retention when designing a program, build in key activities before, during, and
after the program; e.g., pre-assessment, knowledge check, and post-assessment activities.
Lynne Brooks, College of American Pathologists

Tell a story, but not just any story. Tell a story that will evoke an emotional response and that your learner
will get caught up in, then put your learner at the helm to make big and dangerous decisions with ample
opportunities to fail. If your learner buys into the story, they’ll keep going just to find out what happens
next. Failure is also an important part of the learning process, so occasionally build in an Easter egg
before sending someone back to the beginning or having a “step back and try again” situation. As a result,
sometimes learners will deliberately make a bad decision just to find out what will happen, which opens
up the opportunity to provide coaching within the course. Gather stories to tell through observations and
discussions with employees. Take their stories and fictionalize them to train behaviors. Bonus points if
you can find a way to poke fun at bad behaviors along the way. While realism and relatability are of great
value, don’t be afraid to tell a totally fantastical or completely absurd story, too. It’ll make the training more
memorable, especially when working with dull content.
Heidi Hess-Bynum, Bluegrass Cellular

To improve memory and engagement, and appeal to every type of learner, include short (one- to threeminute) video classes in your instructional design. A one-minute video paints 1.8 million words (Forrester
Research). This means if you use video, you’ll get your points across quicker. The key is to keep your videos
short so you can teach your learners in bite-size chunks. They’ll be more likely to engage in your classes if
they can watch them on a phone, tablet, or laptop whenever they have a spare minute. Include audio, visuals,
and text so your viewers can consume the information in public when their devices are on mute. It also helps
to include a transcript. FYI, you don’t need any fancy tech equipment to shoot eLearning videos, either. Just
use your camera phone and a selfie stick.
Fionnuala Bland, vzaar

Analyze learners’ preferences for processing information, and their learning styles, before deciding which
resources to use. It may mean more work, but creating a podcast, a PDF, and audiovisual materials for the
same topic will be beneficial for varied participants. Audio created for the video gives you the podcast, and
storyboards give you the PDF source material.
Nestor Ojeda, DTI-CO
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(1) Design for clarity. Each element of your visual design must have a purpose and contribute to the
learning objective(s). Employ visuals that clarify the content you are presenting by: capitalizing on color,
creating visual cues, and depicting the content structure. (2) Design for memory. Use the power of visuals
to assist your learners in navigating concepts from working memory to long-term memory. Employ visuals
to trigger memory development by: activating prior knowledge, managing load, and building bridges
between concepts. (3) Design for meaning. Employ visuals to connect with learners at the level of meaning,
heightening the relevance and relatability of your content. Try: engaging emotion, sparking associations, and
offering opportunities for application.
Tracy King, InspirEd

After 17 years in the L&D industry, a key learning that I try to incorporate into my design is to avoid
information overload. There’s an art to balancing what is needed vs. what is too much. An instructional
designer certainly needs to ensure learners can accomplish the task or skill afterward, while not
overwhelming the learner with too many details. Being mindful of cognitive load is imperative—don’t let your
key message get diluted! During design and development, constantly go back to your objectives; if you find
that a slide or activity in your training isn’t closely aligned to your objectives, get it out of there. Yes, it may
be good information, but perhaps better suited for a knowledge base article, user guide, etc.
April DeLac, NCR

For instructional designers, it is always important to create a learning environment where everyone can
benefit. Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences is a great tool to use when designing learning materials.
Keeping this in mind, and touching on each type of intelligence within one learning object, will ensure that
everyone has a fair chance of retaining the materials presented. For example, a learning module can include
one section where learners have to read an assignment—they can also have the option of hearing audio of
the same materials—then move on to something a little more interactive where they have to complete an
activity in order to continue. Creating a learning environment that can be understood by a larger variety of
learners will ensure that, overall, more learners are retaining the information delivered.
JeVaughn Jones, Lynn University

If you design everything—both text and graphics—following the PAO concept, it will become “sticky.” PAO
stands for Person-Action-Object, or “subject acts on (object, another subject).”
Miguel Garcia-Mulet, Maximus Federal

I believe in the power of storytelling when designing instructional materials, regardless of the content. When
I learned that more parts of the brain are used when processing a story than just plain facts, I switched my
design philosophy to incorporate as much storytelling as possible, with much success. I’ve used storytelling
for software instructional content by weaving a “day in the life” story around the participant’s job role.
Karen Wales, ISC Technology
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Many instructional designers now have to write video scripts for training, but have not done so before. The
result: On-camera presenters get stuck trying to enunciate sentences that might work when read silently,
but sound awful (and go on too long) when said aloud. At Dell, we’ve developed the “triple short” style of
writing for video: Your script should consist of short sentences, made of short words, adding up to a short
running time. (1) Short sentences: For spoken-aloud material, use lots of periods. Average sentence length
should target 15 words. This is a sharp contrast to the 50- or 60-word sentences that technical writers often
indulge in. (2) Short words: Read every sentence aloud before making a presenter do so. You’ll find that
you’d rather say “steep” than “precipitous” and so on. A good video script will pass Word’s grammar check
showing a sixth-grade reading level or lower. This makes the material easier to say, and easier for students
to grasp and retain. (3) Short running time: Studies of online video, most notably by Ooyala, have found that
when viewers are watching from work, after you hit the sixth minute, 47 percent of them abandon. MOOC
provider Coursera found that if a lecture video was 14 minutes long, the average student watched only the
first four minutes. For online video, saying too much is the same as saying nothing, because viewers leave.
Rule of thumb: The shorter the better, and treat a six-minute running time as the absolute wall.
Scott Pinzon, Dell Technologies

Training that doesn’t transfer to the workplace in ways that meet business goals is a waste of time and
money. IDs can support skill transfer to the workplace with these end-of-training activities. Toward the end
of the training, ask learners to: (1) Reflect on what they’ve learned. (2) Create ways that they’ll apply it in
the workplace (for example, create a transfer plan). (3) Commit to transferring their newly learned skills to
the job by sharing their transfer plans with others. After learners return to the workplace, ask them to: (1)
Reflect on how they’re applying what they’ve learned. What’s going well? What needs improvement and
how? (2) Create new ways to transfer what they’ve learned, e.g., having a supervisor administer a mirror
version of the performance assessment to see that learners are applying what they learned. (3) Commit to
transferring what they’ve learned. This could take the form of supervisor feedback about performance, as
well as conversations to identify and remove any emerging barriers to transfer. This could also take the form
of brown bag lunches where learners and supervisors share their experiences. Of course, there are other
ways to support these transfer goals. Savvy IDs seize these opportunities to ensure their training transfers in
ways that produce valued behavior change in the workplace.
Steven Villachica, Boise State University

Gamification is the buzzword of learning design at the moment, but it is often perceived as complex or
costly to implement. This doesn’t have to be the case. At your disposal you have game mechanics such as
time, rules, epic meaning, storytelling, competition, levels, cooperation, reward, continuous feedback, and
curve of interest. Why not take just two or three game mechanics and work with them rather than going for
gold every time? What about a story with increasing levels of complexity? Or how about a timed experience
with an epic meaning? Make bold and original choices, and keep your instructional design fresh and enticing.
Richard Hyde, Mind Click
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Keep things vague. Ask big questions, and then let students fill in the details by having them take the lead in
the discussions that follow. The most effective teaching and learning experiences take place when students
are given the room to lead and direct the course of the discussion or lesson. Teachers act as facilitators who
build off of student enthusiasm and interest, finding opportunities to grab spontaneous moments and tie
them into the overall theme.
Nabila Ikram, EduTips 123

“I love this part” or “This feature is so clever”: Take the time to emphasize a portion of the material with a
personal acknowledgement. Your students will sit up and take stock—if you, the facilitator, think this is good,
maybe there is something there of particular interest for them.
Dave Faldasz, ViaSat

When creating courses, I always design assignments so that the student has to use the information resources
and apply the content to solve the problem. Theory is a wonderful thing, but if the learner cannot apply the
theory to a problem, the instructional strategy should be reviewed.
Carla Lane, The Education Coalition

Get the group to talk to one another vs. listening to you or the facilitator. I try to break groups up into
smaller groups of less than six people each. In small groups, give participants a scenario that is realistic and
aligned to the course objectives. The small groups need to come up with ideas or solutions, then present
them. This gets everyone talking so they are learning from one another.
Stacey Kelso, Hero DVO

Make sense! Ask yourself: Does the design make sense? Is it user friendly, and does it promote learning? So
many times, we forget to innovate and to ensure that the instructional experience is still relevant for today’s
learners. Learning should be as fluid and evolving as technology. The more we know about the acquisition of
knowledge, the better we should become at the practice of instructional design.
Roxanne Kemp, Parker University

For courses that require classroom time of two hours or more, instructional designers can apply Francesco
Cirillo’s Pomodoro Technique. Structure lesson segments into 25-minute classroom sessions with short
micro-breaks in between (five minutes maximum) so students can either relax or engage in other activities
not related to the course they’re taking. This approach, with smaller chunks of learning time and more
frequent short rest intervals, has been shown to improve memorization and mental agility.
Garth von Buchholz, VB Digital Media
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A hands-on return demonstration using simulation devices allows nursing care staff to demonstrate care of
G-tubes, tracheostomy care interventions, emergency response interventions, and rhythm recognition. This
increases the self-efficacy of newly licensed nursing staff.
Maureen LaTour, UF Health Shands

Engage learners after training by following the “two days, two weeks, two months” rule. Stay connected with
learners and reinforce their learning with simple questions, quizzes, or tasks to keep the learning experience
alive.
Goldie Ott, Dart Container

Chunk content into easily digestible bites, and give learners an opportunity to stop and use them, reflect
on them, or interact with an example. Use the word “you” as much as possible. Like radio personalities who
never see their listeners, it provides a sense that you are talking directly to the learners as if they were in the
room with you.
Barb Geisler, Zeiders

On transcending the knowledge retention chasm—human short-term memory is five seconds or less.
In general, most people only remember about 10 percent from lectures and reading, 20 percent from
multimedia presentations, and 30 percent from demonstrations, 30 days out. A “how we do it here” process
requires four or six iterations before the details become memorable. For this reason, it is our experience that
when people are first presented with a subject overview, they can better understand the deeper meaning
and purpose of content and process. They can increase retention by as much as 40 percent. And, when
the same material is presented from different points of view, retention can increase by 50 percent or more
30 days out.
Dennis Thomas, IQStrategix
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Fourteen Tips on Managing
Project Costs and Time
Always ask the client (or person requesting eLearning courses or content) what end result they are
expecting and what problem they are trying to resolve. Many people do not define goals or outcomes for
what they are requesting. This results in many meetings, drafts, variations, and money lost on nonproductive
work.
Jessie Charlton, CIS

Learn to manage your time wisely by breaking the project up into chunks or blocks, or even breaking up
your day into chunks or blocks, and sticking to it. Also, taking the time to plan out your day can help you
manage your time better, especially if you are working on other projects or have other duties that you must
perform.
Diana Amis, UTSA Office of Online Learning

Use graphics instead of text wherever possible. Benefits include concentrating learners’ attention, because
they are not trying to listen and read at the same time. You can update the graphic if needed simply by
changing the picture, preserving your animations. Images can greatly reduce localization costs because they
do not need to be translated into multiple languages.
Marie DesJardin, Verint

When requesting a review or feedback from an SME, set a specific deadline and state what you intend to do
if you do not hear back by that date. For example, you might say, “Please send your feedback to me by [day,
date]. If I don’t hear back from you by then, I will assume the deliverable meets your requirements and will
move on to the next phase of the project.”
Paul Schwiesow, Denver Health

eLearning is very often compared to an iceberg. The part on the surface is pretty; but, as an eLearning
designer, don’t underestimate the giant of the iceberg underwater. Use the timeline wisely and allow enough
time for pre-building and working back and forth with SMEs, training them to approve storyboards. Once
you master that with SMEs and other stakeholders, building the actual course will take less time, because
there will likely be far fewer revisions.
Monika Berrier, American Society for Healthcare Engineers
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Before starting any new training project, get a commitment from management to fully support the
behaviors that the training addresses. Department supervisors, managers, and up should all willingly commit
to a detailed plan for supporting the training and new behaviors before, during, and after the training
event(s). Here’s the real tip: If they say no or hesitate to commit, be OK with that. Rather than becoming an
advocate for the training program they asked for, gently offer to put off development until a better time. If
management fights to develop the training now, that’s great. Get their commitment and move on. If they
don’t, they probably didn’t want it that badly in the first place, and you won’t waste your time on a project
that won’t be supported.
Liz Braden, CSI

Be sure to engage all stakeholders before beginning a project to help mitigate the additional effort that
inevitably occurs when you don’t have all relevant perspectives and requirements upfront.
Lynne Brooks, College of American Pathologists

Check all the specifications of devices when you’re doing eLearning. Although I designed a program for
Surface Pros after a new rollout to a sales team, there were two versions of the same new device. The
graphics looked fine on one, but completely different on the other. Piloting picked it up, but it took a while to
find out why. It would have saved time if I’d asked for it as part of the needs analysis.
Sharon Fultonbevers, Attain Performance

If your company’s project software is limited to Microsoft Office, you can find some useful tools in Outlook
and SharePoint for managing your project time. I use Outlook to track project tasks for a couple of reasons.
If you are using SharePoint, you can create a project with tasks associated and assign these to team
members, and SharePoint will then create a Gantt chart for you. You can sync this with your Outlook Tasks
and track tasks from both Outlook and SharePoint for ease of tracking. I will also create color categories on
my calendar associated with specific projects or tasks so that, when I have to report the time afterward, it
is easy to compile. You can also use the Journal feature within Outlook to track your time on specific tasks
or with specific contacts. When adding a new journal entry, you can create a title for it, select an entry type,
and then select “Start Timer.” This will run in the background (until you pause the timer) and will track how
long something took you to do. You can also apply the same categories you use on your calendar to the
journal entry, and can reclassify the entry type as a task if it relates to a specific task for a project.
Kaitlin Olsen, TransAlta

When developing scenarios for games or simulations, work closely with your SME to develop one scenario.
Once the SME is satisfied with it, develop a word document or spreadsheet template outlining the different
parts of the scenario—e.g., the problem, solution(s), references to solve the problem, other things some
learners may try, feedback about each possibility, etc. Give this template to your SME. This way, he or she
can develop scenarios concurrently as you develop the environment in which these simulations will be used.
This will reduce the amount of development time and garner full SME support.
Chuck Jones, Orgwide Custom Learning Solutions
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I always have a script or prototype pre-approved by decision makers before I begin producing any content.
Not only does this ensure buy-in from executives, but it reduces the number of revisions necessary to
complete a project. I let them know that the expectation is that, once approved, no changes other than
grammatical issues or complete process changes are permitted. This keeps the project on time and on
budget. If I can’t get them to approve by an agreed-upon date, I gather all invested parties in a room or
schedule a meeting and we read the script aloud. This ensures that no one can say they didn’t agree with or
see the specifications of the project. Approval and changes happen at the meeting, and production begins.
Jodi Hinkle, SandRidge Energy

It is always challenging to develop quality instructions and deliver customized, innovative products within
budget and on time. What has proved successful for our team is having a knowledgeable, well-rounded
instructional designer leading the projects, creating and using templates and style guides, and continually
reviewing and modifying our processes. As an ID, it is important to thoroughly understand a project, and
be willing to adapt and use various components of ID models to successfully complete the project. It is also
vital to establish timelines for completing milestones. To ensure you have buy-in from subject matter experts,
it is important to work with them to establish deadlines. Before that, you should have the delivery date in
mind with ideal deadlines for each milestone, and should consider the time it will take to fully complete
a project. Establishing and refining our development process has also helped us stay within budgets and
timelines. After the completion of each project, each team member involved participates in a close-out
meeting. This debrief allows us to examine the project and identify what worked and what we would change.
As we go through the development of a project, ideas evolve and expectations change. As a result, the role
of an ID also requires managing the SME’s expectations. This is where having a clear understanding of the
project goals and objectives will aid you tremendously. If these expectations are not managed, it is highly
likely that the project will be over budget and delivered late.
Tasha Brown, AliveTek

The tip I would give to new designers is to make sure you are involved in planning the project from the
beginning. When we have experts writing the curriculum for a course, they don’t always know what can be
done using design elements. A lot of experts just want text, some written assignment, or a discussion board
and test. They may not think about the ability to make interactive activities, games, scenarios, etc. When
they are done writing the curriculum, if you have an editor in the company, make sure the editor sees this
first to make grammar corrections. (There is nothing more frustrating than having the wording on the design
and notes change because of grammar issues.) Once the first storyboard is approved and the editing of
notes is approved, then start on the next phase of the design. This approach has helped limit the frustrations
of late-stage changes. If you have a voice-over, it also helps you avoid having to re-record. There will always
be tweaks, but this does help.
Leonora Bularzik, ProLiteracy Worldwide
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When starting an eLearning project, gather as many requirements about the project as you can. Then,
break the elements into tasks (small parts) that can be estimated. The smaller the tasks, the more accurate
your estimates will be. Once you have a sum of the parts, you can come up with your first project estimate.
Expect that the project will need to be re-estimated as the project requirements evolve. As you develop
eLearning, your client will have feedback and revisions. To prevent scope creep, share the project estimate
and scope with the development team and ask them to track actual time and progress on a daily basis. The
project manager can easily keep track of the project progress, and will be able to inform the team and client
of the project status in a timely manner and prevent project overruns.
Kim Larson, Fox Valley Technical College
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