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‘Tis the season of holiday sweaters—each lovingly created with good 

intent, sometimes gaudy, sometimes uncomfortable, sometimes 

utilitarian, but rarely as beautiful as imagined. The same can often be 

said about e-learning course designs. We start out with the intention 

to create something uniquely satisfying for our learners, but after 

accounting for strained resources, limited time, imperfect development 

tools, complex subject matter, and unpredictable learners, we end up 

with something not quite as beautiful as we’d hoped.  

In this lighthearted e-book, join me as I share lessons we can learn from 

common e-learning design and development pitfalls as I compare them 

to ugly holiday sweaters!

Decorate Your Desk!
Have fun this holiday season...hang one or several of these ugly 

e-learning examples and tips in your office or cubicle! 

Introduction
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Tedious narrative of unrelenting and endless detail.
This sweater does nothing but deliver the goods…compact and 

concentrated but no effort to enliven the relentless sequence of too 

many white stitches. The same thing happens when we agree with 

subject matter experts (SMEs) that the highest priority is simply getting 

the information online. Importing text-heavy PowerPoint slides or text 

documents—page 1 of 45 anyone?—makes the learner responsible for 

creating any meaning out of such relentless uniformity.

E-learning Design Tip
Carefully select content that is necessary; write to draw attention to critical 

information.

 The Content Dump



Indiscriminate repetition of pattern and color combined thoughtlessly.
On the one hand there’s nothing wrong with this sweater…pleasing 

traditional patterns combined into a whole. The problem is, the patterns 

don’t go together, and the repetition makes what might have been 

interesting on its own almost unbearable. The same thing happens 

when question templates are applied indiscriminately and in too great 

of repetition without regard for the overall impact on the learner.  The 

instructional intent matters and interactions need variety to address the 

meaningful details in any training problem. 

E-learning Design Tip
Understand the design objective for each interaction; then select a 

matching template or design a new one. 

 The Misapplied Template
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Obsessive focus on a single element of marginal use. 
No one needs a super-sized reindeer on their chest. It makes it impossible 

to notice anything else—it’s far too distracting! The same goes for 

e-learning. Rarely does a talking avatar or video commentator on its own 

enhance learning. Instead, it just introduces countless visual elements of 

negligible importance to distract the learner from the actual purpose of 

the training. If the head has some specific purpose (as a context-specific 

coach or a functional guide to provide specific instruction, etc.), then this 

can be effective. But, if the “talking head” is implemented as just a generic 

attempt to add interest to a boring narrative, it usually creates more 

distraction than focus.

 

E-Learning Design Tip
Use videos and avatars when there’s a reason to create specific meaning. 

TheTalking Head



Providing a solution that doesn’t meet the audience needs. 
Sometimes knitters think more about themselves than the recipient. I’m 

afraid the goal here was more in the knitting than in the wearing of this 

item. We can fall into the same trap in designing e-learning courses. The 

decision to create e-learning is sometimes made without any serious 

consideration if it would actually be necessary or useful to the learner. Just 

as an animal might benefit from a sweater, sometimes learners would be 

better served by an information resource or job-aid than a rigorously tested 

e-learning module.

E-Learning Design Tip
Always start with the learners; remember your needs are not necessarily theirs. 

  The Misunderstood Audience
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What is this sweater celebrating? 
Who is this sweater really for? What is it trying to say? Is it celebrating 

Hanukkah? Is it celebrating Christmas? Is it doing neither but trying to 

cover all bases? There’s no way to know. E-learning can easily fall into this 

trap, resulting in a very confused result. Are the compliance modules for the 

benefit of the company? Do the course modules benefit the learner or are 

they viewed as something that have to be done (but which no one really 

cares for)? The intention and meaning of the training needs to be clear and 

relevant to the learner.  

 

E-learning Design Tip 

Make sure the presentation and intended message are meaningful and 

consistent. 

The Mixed Message



Somehow the spirit of the holidays gets taken over by something else. 
Somewhere along the line, this sweater ceased to represent the holidays and 

became a celebration of the saxophone. I doubt the creator intended for that 

outcome or was even aware of it. When we invest a lot of time in the design and 

development of something, it is easy to become blind to unintended impact. In 

e-learning, it is vital to use media such as music, narration, animation, and video 

to enhance the message you want to communicate, but it’s easy for the message 

to get lost as more and more resources are devoted to maximizing the “cool 

factor” of the course. 

E-Learning Design Tip 

Use media (sound, narration, video, animation) to enhance the message, not 

hijack it. 

Overwhelmed by the Media
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A little bit of everything... 
Whoa! Not sure what you want to include? No problem…just include it 

all! It takes vision and courage to set priorities and act on them. The easy 

choice is to roll with the status quo and accept everything. This sweater 

is certainly not focused, but no one can criticize the designer for being 

incomplete. That risk is always looming before us in how we map the 

content structure and sequence for an e-learning module. The SME is 

almost always urging inclusion of everything, yet by including everything, 

we make it nearly impossible for the learner to focus on anything. The hard 

choices involve saying “No, we need to leave that out.”

E-Learning Design Tip
Edit to communicate a focused, clear message. 

The Kitchen Sink



Size matters.
This knitted vest has all the problems of a bad knitted sweater—there’s just 

less of it. In e-learning, the pressure to create mobile learning modules has 

resulted in tools and projects that run on the smaller devices but recreate 

the same problems inherent on desktop versions. In addition, there are no 

allowances for the different delivery constraints imposed on phone/tablet 

limitations. Most businesses realize it’s a fundamentally different process 

of using a browser and a mobile device and that separate apps or web 

pages are required. It is surprising how often the training world continues 

to think that the only considereration in mobile learning is the technical 

barrier of modules running on the technology. In reality, the bigger 

problem is reconceiving what a mobile learning experience should be like. 

 

E-Learning Design Tip
Sometimes the purpose of interactivity needs to be reconceived when creating 

mobile versions. 

Copy Cat Mobile Learning
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There’s a fine line between “fun” and annoying.
Isn’t this sweater fun?? At any rate, the designer was hoping it would be. 

The problem is, superficial decoration doesn’t change a basic experience. 

Gamification in e-learning is a hot trend, but it takes more than just 

characters and colorful elements to create a game. A game needs a 

believable context and compelling challenge; the user needs to be able 

to take action to achieve some end and, in doing so, receive recognition 

and then be challenged further. Game failures, like the sweater, happen 

when game-like elements are applied without integrating them into the 

content and performance outcomes. 

E-Learning Design Tip
Use game-based design principles to enhance sound interactions and 

learning. 

The Fun One



Some things just don’t work when you switch formats.
Just because a design works in one application doesn’t mean it works 

across the board. Santa’s suit needs to be in velvet, the belt needs to be 

leather, and the white trim needs to be fluffy. This sweater is more effective 

at communicating how inadequate it is than in communicating the 

essence of Santa. The same thing happens when existing training (usually 

ILT) is thoughtlessly converted to e-learning. Asynchronous e-learning is 

a fundamentally different process than group classroom instruction. It’s 

impossible to directly recreate a successful classroom experience into an 

e-learning experience, yet it is attempted all the time. 

E-Learning Design Tip
Don’t try to recreate classroom presentation; analyze and design 

individualized interaction. 

Boggled Conversion
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Lots of organization, lots of variety, lots of nothing...
This sweater presents a lot of images. The problem is these images add up 

to nothing, or at best, they lead to confusion. Just putting these images 

together doesn’t really give any impression at all. It is all delivery with no 

thought about content. Training departments can fall into the same trap 

as they implement an LMS. Often the LMS was selected and purchased 

through a torturous, lengthy, and expensive process. Once it is purchased, 

management would like to see some immediate benefits. Unfortunately, 

the LMS doesn’t do much except organize learning events. The hard work 

of successful training still must be designed and built into the individual 

learning elements. Don’t let over-complicated LMS protocols interfere 

with the actual instruction. 
E-Learning Design Tip
Don’t confuse administration with teaching; don’t be owned by your LMS. 

  The LMS



What’s to be done? 
Are holiday sweaters bad? Should we avoid them at all cost? Of 

course not. Just like with sweaters, we need to strive to do better with 

e-learning and not fall into these familiar traps. We should become 

deeply acquainted with past traditions, noting those elements that are 

successful and those that fail. We also need to look to our learners to 

understand emerging trends that might affect the acceptance of our 

training modules, stretch our own technical knowledge, and design 

creativity to insert new elements into the work we do. It is important that 

we continually question our work as we move forward with the goal to 

achieve output that is, in a word…perfect. 

The Perfect Sweater
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Beyond Training
Learning that brings performance change.
View Our Demos ▶

Be a Superstar
Create learning your employees love.
View White Papers, Webinars & Kits ▶

About Allen Interactions
We understand that our clients’ success in business 
depends on getting people to do the right things at the 
right time. This requires more than learning. It requires 
a change in performance, which is why we take a 
distinctive approach to developing learning solutions.  
Learn More ▶

Creating Custom Learning and Blended Learning 
That Activates Performance and Business Change.

Looking for more great resources to transform your learning?

alleninteractions.com ▶
Blog: info.alleninteractions.com ▶
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