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We know a bad design when we see one. 
But so many in online learning development do not have 
a solid graphic design background. We have aesthetic 
instincts, but often lack the foundation to make the best 
choices for facilitating learning with our visuals. The problem 
is poor visual designs come with real consequences which 
can range from distraction to misunderstanding to actually 
impeding learning. 

The ProID series is for you, the professional in 
instructional design (whether by choice or assignment) 
looking for high yield quick tips to elevate your game.

This edition features the three visual design essentials 
you should incorporate into every eLearning course. 
Accompanying each essential are strategies you can use 
to improve your designs. Use these strategies as you plan 
courses, as a review checklist, or as a reboot for courses 
you’re refreshing. Need more? Explore the resources at the 
end of this guide.

Intro

Visuals have the power to support or disrupt learning.

——Richard Mayer——
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What’s At Stake?

Visual Design is vital to 
an eLearning experience, 
loaded with the potential 
to either crystallize or 
cripple understanding.
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Chief offenders:
• Underutilized visuals

Presenting content primarily as text instead of utilizing visuals to facilitate understanding. Or when using visuals, they
are too small, too few, too boring.

• Distracting visuals
Using decorative visuals that do not contribute to understanding the content, pulling attention away from what’s
important. Hands off the clip art!

• Hyper-complex visuals
Choosing visuals that “say” too much. Example: presenting a slide full of data when only a small portion of the visual
is important to the point being made, overloading the working memory with TMI.

• Misaligned visuals
Presenting visuals that are not aligned with the content they illustrate, not aligned with the point being made, or not
aligned with the learning objectives. At best, inappropriate placement of a visual causing learners to guess at the
connection. At worst, misrepresenting content causing learner confusion – potentially resulting in misconception.

WARNING! 
Poor Visual Design = Depressed Learning

When your visual designs are blah, learners leave.  
When your design is not aligned with your objectives,  
you run the risk of sabotaging the learning experience.



© 2018 Tracy King. All rights reserved.

Effective Visual Design

Effective visual design grabs attention, 
makes connections, fosters association, 
and paves the way for applying new 
ideas in practice—supporting the full 
learning cycle. They help us think and 
process information. How Can We 
Harness Their Potential?
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Visual Design Essentials

The VISUALS you choose for your
learning design should clarify the concepts 
presented. They should facilitate new 
memory development. And they should 
foster deeper reflection within learners as 
they personalize the content for their own 
use. Let’s explore strategies for each.

DESIGN

Clarity

Memory Meaning
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1. Design for Clarity
Key: Each element of a visual design must have a purpose and contribute to the learning objective(s). Employ visuals to clarify the 
content you are presenting.

Strategies:
Capitalize on color

Have I allowed adequate white space so the 
learner can pinpoint what’s important?
Does my color palette match the mood I wish to impart?
Is color guiding the eye or disrupting the flow?

Create visual cues
 Does my design establish visual prominence so the eye 
can attend to what is essential?
 Do I need to consider additional directional cues for 
efficient understanding? (Arrows are awesome! The 
eye gaze of stock photo avatars also drives eyes to your 
content priorities.)

Structure content
Have I grouped content to visually communicate 
hierarchy, patterns, and relationships?
Are my corresponding words and images displayed 
together?
How have I employed type weight or scale to 
differentiate information, highlight what’s important, 
and/or segment chunks?
Are my visuals contributing to the pacing of the 
learning? (Does it flow or not?)

Remove all clutter and quiet your design… Shhhhhhh!
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2. Design for Memory
Key: Use the power of visuals to assist your learners navigating concepts from working memory to long term memory. Employ visuals 
to trigger memory development.

Strategies:
Activate prior knowledge

Would it be useful to add a pre-
assessment interaction before digging 
into the meat of my content to offer a 
remediation opportunity if necessary?
Are there thought questions I could 
visually feature to activate what my 
learners know and prime them for 
taking on new material?
Have I provided adequate context, 
such as a preview/review with a zoom 
or pop out visual, ensuring learners 
are properly oriented before taking the 
learning deeper?

Manage load
Is there anything extraneous in my 
visual design that I need to get rid of?
Are all components relevant to my 
learning objective and my target 
audience?
Is the content chunked and 
sequenced visually into manageable 
(quickly consumable & easy to 
process) portions?

Build bridges
When relevant, have I depicted 
relationships between what my learner 
already knows and the content I 
will present? Have I utilized visuals 
to compare/contrast, patterns or 
visual associations to forge content 
connections?
Is there an opportunity here to provide 
rich feedback to the learner as they 
are acquiring new knowledge/skills/
competence?
What retrieval hooks am I offering the 
learner for quick recall?

——David Sousa——

Working memory connects with the learner’s past experiences and 
asks just two questions to determine whether an item is saved or 
rejected: 1. Does this make sense? 2. Does this have meaning?
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3. Design for Meaning
Key: Employ visuals to connect with learners at the level of meaning – heightening the relevance and relatability of your content.

Strategies:
Engage emotion

How will my learners grasp what’s at stake personally for them?
Would this presentation benefit from a case study?
Would this experience be enhanced by offering the learner an 
opportunity to share their insights and connections with the 
material being presented?

Spark association
Does the level of complexity of this material require a visual 
overview or overlay to assist the learner in processing efficiently? 
Would visual metaphor be a good vehicle depicting 
relationships between content and what the learner already 
knows to drive the learning deeper?
How can visuals be used to guide reflection?
How might the visuals I’m using connect with my learner’s 
values? Pain points? Learning journey?

Application
What opportunities can I provide to guide reflection on the 
material and encourage the learner to relate the new concepts 
to what they already know/do?
How can I encourage learners to put this material into 
(deliberate) practice?
Have I provided sufficient examples from multiple contexts 
(such as case studies) so learners can apply what they’ve 
learned in their real-world setting?
BONUS: Would it be beneficial to provide the learners with an 
authentic assessment tool to help them gauge their progress 
and how they can continue to improve their new skills?

——Connie Malamed——

We have superior memory for anything processed at the 
level of meaning.
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BONUS: Screen Design Considerations

The screens in your eLearning course should not draw attention to themselves (and away 
from your learning objective). Consider these tips for the best screen experience.

Legibility
• Use screen readable fonts; sans serif fonts are the most

screen readable while serif fonts are often preferred for
print publications.

• Use font effects sparingly if at all. Italics paragraphs are
tough to read on a screen. Shadow, outline, reversing and
embossed effects are difficult on the eye. AVOID ALL
CAPS ALTOGETHER.

• Underlining denotes a hyperlink. Don’t underline text for
emphasis.

• Ragged right is most readable. Justify columns left
(preferred) or right.

• Keep columns narrow and scanable. Eyes don’t like to
read across the width of a screen. In fact, eyes typically
don’t fully read screens (see scanability).

• Watch your font size. Appropriate size will be dependent
upon your screen size, but realize tiny print is ignored
because it requires too much effort.

• Ensure no less than 1-2 points leading; lines of text need
space to breathe on the screen.
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Scanability
• Note: Eyes rarely read screens – they scan them.

Why? Reading screens is tiring, requires more effort
(e-readers are attempting to address this) than print
resources, and the hypertext world introduces new
expectations for networked content vs. pages
of content.

• Highlight keywords with bold or hypertext links.
• Offer meaningful subheadings.
• Break up paragraphs with bulleted lists.
• Maintain one idea per paragraph and reduce your

word count.
• Apply the good old inverted pyramid – start with the

conclusion and expect skimming for main ideas and
what your learner deems relevant to them.

Image quality
• No pixelated images allowed! Images don’t have

to be high rez like print pubs, but they need to be crisp
and clear.

• Warped images draw the wrong attention and impart a
comic effect. Maintain image proportions.

Device conditions
• Design for the device of delivery; conventions that work

on the laptop do not work on the tablet and are light years
from the smartphone. Learners exhibit vastly different
behaviors and expectations depending upon the device.

• Test your design on the device screen size and
environment which you plan to deliver content.

BONUS: Screen Design Considerations–Continued



© 2018 Tracy King. All rights reserved.

Transform the eLearning experience you offer 
with the power of your visual design! Engage 
learner brains, grabbing and focusing attention 
as you guide eyes through your course design. 
Applying the three essentials, designing for 
clarity, memory and meaning, will elevate 
the quality and impact of your online course 
experience.

Transform the ELearning Experience

DESIGN

Clarity

Memory Meaning
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Trap Your Insights

But wait, before you go, take a moment to jot a note about what to do with your new visual 
design superpowers.

Key Insight: 

How that could work for me: 

My next best step: 
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Explore for More
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Tracy King, MA, CAE
Chief Learning Strategist 
@TracyInspired

As Chief Learning Strategist & Founder of InspirEd, Tracy leverages her more than 20 years 
in the education industry for associations interested in increasing their relevance and revenue with 
meaningful live, online, and mobile learning programs. Tracy specializes in the intersection of 
learning science and technology. She’s a thought leader in education strategy and learning 
experience design. In addition, Tracy offers training to instructional design teams, content 
experts, and at conferences to promote leading edge practices developing learning experiences 
that make a measurable difference. 

Subscribe to Tracy’s blog for the latest in education strategy and learning design: www.tracy-
king.com

At InspirEd we’re about extending the reach of your education – about crafting meaningful 
learning pathways strategically deployed across your education channels. The continuing 
education market is competitive. We know what differentiates education programs and fosters 
learner loyalty. Organizations turn to us for education strategy that drives results. When it comes 
to program design, we utilize learning science best practices – which is the secret sauce 
required to stand apart from the pack. If education is central to your mission and value 
proposition, work with us to elevate your content authority through transformational learning 
experiences.

Education Strategy and Learning Design
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Become the Irresistible Choice

Learning 
Design
Meaningful, memorable and 
measurable learning doesn’t 
happen by chance – but by design. 
Allow us to show you how.

• Seminar or course learning
design: Visuals, learner
workbook, instructor guide

• eLearning instructional design:
Content, visuals, navigation,
interactions

• SME training workshop
• Staff training & apprenticeship

Education 
Strategy
Our exclusive Education 
Enterprise Scorecard’s 25 drivers 
provide a comprehensive 
framework for assessing 
opportunities, addressing 
challenges, and benchmarking 
your success – differentiating your 
programs from competitors.

• Education strategy roadmapping
• Content strategy
• Audience analysis
• Program evaluation strategy

Portfolio 
Management
Work with us to build upon 
what you’ve accomplished by 
introducing incremental innovations 
that will make your programs the 
irresistible choice.

• Program audits with deep dive
insights

• Learning environment design
–live, hybrid & digital

• Learning pathway design
• LMS & EdTech selection
• Evaluation plan

Learn more: www.inspired-ed.com 




